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      Wilfred Larson buttoned his shirt and glanced up at his doctor. “So? What’s the verdict, Dill?”

      Dr. Bob Dillon, Dill to his friends, wrote a few notes on Willie’s chart and said, “Clean bill of health. As always. Should have plenty of fishing in your future.”

      “Wanna take the boat out tonight?” If there was one activity Willie loved most, it was fishing. Trout, bass, walleye, smelt — he loved them all. He and Dill had been fishing together since they were just out of diapers. He had the photo evidence to prove it.

      “Let me ask the boss and I’ll text you.”

      Willie nodded. He and Dill were quite proud of their texting skills these days. Not many of their retired friends had gotten on board with that particular method of communication, but Willie found that his nieces all stayed in touch more frequently if he texted them rather than called or emailed. No one wrote letters anymore since his wife, Velma, died.

      Dill laid the chart down and leaned back against the counter in the small examination room at Loon Lake Hospital. “How’s Cassie these days? I haven’t seen her much.”

      Willie slid off the exam table and tucked his shirt into his trousers. “She’s busy with her final papers and exams. Graduation’s coming up in a month or so and she wants to have perfect scores. You know how she is.”

      Dill ran a hand through his snowy white hair. “Oh, yeah. Beth’s the same.”

      Willie’s youngest niece, Cassie, had been driving back and forth to Northwestern Michigan College in Traverse City, about forty miles away, often carpooling with Dill’s granddaughter, Beth.

      “How’s Cassie doing with, uh, you know.” Dill waved his hand vaguely through the air.

      Willie shook his head. “Single and determined to stay that way, I guess. I wouldn’t say that Fletcher fella broke her heart as much as he humiliated her. Makin’ like you’re gonna ask a woman to marry you, and then high-tailing it outta town soon as the grass gets greener…that’s no kind of man for my Cassie.”

      “If this were the Wild West, we could chase after him with shotguns.”

      “If we’re chasing after folks with shotguns, seems like we shoulda started with Danny. But that ship’s sailed and I haven’t been able to turn it around for anything.”

      Danny Kessler was like a son to Willie, just like Cassie was like a daughter. The two kids had grown up together in Loon Lake, had been all but joined at the hip since kindergarten. He’d thought for sure they’d wind up together. But just about the time the two of them had started noticing that their best friend was a little more interesting, a new girl had sailed into town and ruined everything. Danny had fallen hard for Bright Shiny, the not-so-secret nickname his friend Jax had given Lily.

      “He still downstate doing construction?”

      Willie nodded. “He’s been working his way up in that big construction company near Lansing. Getting promoted, doing more than they ask, getting noticed.” He didn’t try to keep the pride out of his voice. He’d been the one to give Danny his first hammer.

      “Maybe you should drop a hint that Cassie’s available.”

      Willie snorted. “Oh, he knows. He pretends he doesn’t care, but he’s been asking about her more since I mentioned it a few months ago. But if I can’t get the boy to come up and visit for anything but holidays, I don’t see how I can get them together again. Too bad I’m not dying,” he said as an afterthought. “That would put a fire under his behind for a visit.”

      Dill chuckled. “Yeah, well, we’re all dying, aren’t we?”

      “Sooner or later,” Willie agreed. Sooner or later…hmm. “You know,” he said slowly, his brow furrowing in thought, “it wouldn’t be a lie. You just said it yourself.”

      Dill took a step toward the door and held up his hands as if warding off Willie’s words. He was used to Willie’s crazy ideas after sixty-odd years of friendship, but he didn’t like to hear them at first. “Hold on, where you going with this?”

      Willie feigned an innocent expression. “I’m just repeating what my doctor told me. I’m dying. The kids should know so they can help me make my final plans. I’ll need both of them to help get my affairs in order. Right?”

      Willie waited and was soon rewarded. Dill grinned and dropped his hands to his hips. His friend couldn’t resist the cockamamie plans they cooked up together.

      “It just might work,” Dill said.

      “We can make our plans tonight on the lake. Bring a notebook.”

      Dill waggled his phone in the air. “We can use the notes app on our phones, remember?”

      “Right, right,” Willie agreed. The two men were determined to be the most tech-savvy senior citizens in Loon Lake. Willie walked to the door and slapped Dill on the shoulder. “This’ll be fun. I’ve always liked Christmas weddings.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassie walked as fast as she could to the administration building at Northwestern Michigan College. She needed to pick up her cap and gown before the office closed. Two more weeks and she’d be free of school. Finally.

      She enjoyed taking classes, but she’d been working on her associate’s degree in hospitality management, and then her bachelor’s degree in business administration for seven long years. Thank goodness NMC had the University Center. She could get her bachelor’s degree from Ferris State University without having to move away from home. She’d thanked God for that innumerable times over the years.

      While most of her classmates were locals, hardly anyone lived as far away from Traverse City as she did. And none of them planned on living in a town the size of little Loon Lake after graduation. She didn’t care what other people thought, though. She loved her hometown and planned to stay there. It had character.

      And characters. Life was never dull, even on days she wanted it to be.

      She turned in her paperwork a few minutes before five o’clock, breathed a sigh of relief, and headed for her car. During the forty-five minute drive back to Loon Lake, she thought of all the things she could do this summer since she wasn’t taking classes. She could relax. Go to the beach more. Go fishing with Uncle Willie more. Hang out with Tabitha and her kids more. Maybe she’d even get a dog.

      On impulse, she pulled into Sonny’s Restaurant a mile from home to see what kind of pie they had today. The fruit pies were made with canned or frozen fruit this early in the year, but they had a banana cream, Uncle Willie’s favorite, and a chocolate silk, her Achilles heel.

      Pulling into her parking space at the Loon Lake Fluff and Fold, she gathered her backpack, her purse, and the bag with the two pieces of pie, and headed upstairs to the apartment she’d shared with Uncle Willie since her mom died when she was fifteen.

      Now that she was graduating, she’d need to decide the rest of her future. Like maybe getting her own place to live. Her uncle had been adamant about not taking out student loans, which was why it had taken forever to get her degrees. Earning the money to pay cash made college a part-time pursuit. But now she would start this next phase of her life debt-free. The pie was too small a thank-you for everything Uncle Willie had done for her, but he knew how much she loved and appreciated him. She really was blessed.

      Which was something she needed to remind herself of now and then. Her mom was dead, she hadn’t seen her dad in years, her almost-fiancé had dumped her, her once-best-friend wouldn’t talk to her, and she was twenty-five years old still living at home. But that was the empty portion of a very full glass.

      Very full.

      Upstairs, she dropped her bags in her room, found a place for the pie in the fridge, set out some ground beef to thaw, and wandered across the street to see if her uncle was in The Laughing Loon.

      Uncle Willie was quite the businessman, and he’d taught her at least as much as she’d learned in college. He owned three businesses on this corner of Loon Lake — the Loon Lake Fluff and Fold, The Laughing Loon convenience store and gas station, and the Idle-Awhile Cabins. He’d sold the Cup and Cone Ice Cream Parlor before her mom died to help pay for Cassie’s and her sisters’ college tuition.

      Since then, he’d worked with the Alexanders, local goat farmers, to sell small containers of goat’s milk ice cream and goat’s milk cheese at The Laughing Loon. It was a big hit with tourists and locals alike, and Uncle Willie got to continue feeding his ice cream habit.

      A bell tinkled overhead as she walked into the store. She waved to a few customers she knew and stepped behind the counter to bag groceries while Uncle Willie rang up the items.

      “Hello, darlin’,” he said with a smile in her direction. He pulled things out of the hand basket in front of him. “Oh, Nancy, I see you’re trying the new coconut passion fruit ice cream from Crooked Creek. This is a good one. Just came in yesterday.”

      “You’ve tried it? I just love passion fruit.” Nancy Franklin was the history teacher at Loon Lake High, one of Cassie’s former teachers. She traveled every summer and brought back pictures and videos to show the kids what the rest of the world looked like. Cassie had loved that class. None of her college teachers had made learning as fun as wacky Mrs. Franklin.

      “He thinks it’s his job to try all the ice cream before he sells it,” Cassie said, grinning at her uncle.

      “It’s good business to make sure you’re selling quality products,” Uncle Willie insisted. “Kids these days.” He shook his head at Mrs. Franklin, who laughed with him.

      Cassie helped him with two more customers, then gave him a hug hello in the lull.

      “How was school today?”

      “Good. Organizational Management is still kicking my butt. I’ll be glad when I never have to think about that again. Everything else is good.”

      “I can’t tell you how proud I am. Graduating with honors. Your mother would be thrilled, but not surprised.”

      Cassie leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Uncle Willie. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Well, that’s true,” he said, making Cassie giggle. “Kevin will be here in a few minutes, then we can go have supper together. Pick out a movie. You don’t mind staying in with an old man, do you?”

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “Old Mrs. G is old. You’re just…”

      Her uncle raised his eyebrows.

      “Old-fashioned?” Cassie asked.

      Uncle Willie grunted. But his eyes twinkled in fun.

      Looking through the DVD rentals, Cassie picked an oldie-but-goodie that they both loved, RED, a spy comedy with Bruce Willis, Morgan Freeman, and Helen Mirren. She checked it out behind the counter, told her uncle she’d meet him at home, and left to make dinner.

      Before heading upstairs, she walked through the laundromat to make sure nothing needed attention. She’d been working for her uncle since she was ten, along with her once-best-friend, Danny Kessler, and she’d learned that providing good service in a clean and friendly atmosphere was key to bringing customers back time and again. She tended to check things anytime she passed to make sure their customers were getting what they deserved.

      As it turned out, one of the washers was half full of dirty water. A handwritten note from CW Emerson, the town dog catcher and an EMT, explained “I swear I didn’t do anything to break it.”

      Cassie laughed. This was the third time in six months that CW had a problem with a machine. She pulled out her phone and called Edge, Jax Edgerly’s older brother — no one called him Leroy. The leather-clad biker was a mechanical wizard who could fix anything with a motor. He promised to stop by the next day.

      Sitting on the couch later, watching the movie with her uncle and eating her yummy pie, she thought about her very full glass of life. She still had plenty of friends from high school, and she’d become better friends with some, like Edge, now that they were adults. She and Tabitha had grown even closer as Danny drifted away. Even CW wasn’t the turd he was as a high school football quarterback. Of course, that new teacher, Lena Hart, had brought out CW’s best qualities lately.

      Six months ago, Cassie thought she’d found a man who brought out her best qualities, a man she might fall in love with, maybe marry. But he hadn’t understood that when she said Loon Lake was her home, for now and always, she’d meant she wasn’t leaving. He’d taken a job in Grand Rapids in January and she hadn’t heard from him since.

      Not exactly true love.

      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be happy. Like right this minute. She glanced at her uncle out of the corner of her eye. He’d been a major influence as long as she could remember. When her parents were fighting, he and Aunt Velma brought her and her sisters down to The Cup and Cone, made them laugh, and fed them ice cream.

      When Danny’s dad drank too much and lost his temper, Uncle Willie and Aunt Velma kissed his bruises and fed him ice cream.

      When both of their dads left their families within a year of each other, Uncle Willie and Aunt Velma smothered them in love and gave them stability. And ice cream.

      From the time they were ten and eleven, Cassie and Danny had swept the Fluff and Fold’s floors, emptied the lint traps, run across to The Laughing Loon to buy quarters for customers, and counted out the money they earned together, imagining all the things they’d do when they got older.

      Uncle Willie taught them both how to run a business, how to treat customers, how to level a two-by-four, and how to catch and clean and cook many a fish.

      Cassie smiled at the TV. She may not have a husband and kids and a big life in the big city like her two older sisters, but she was genuinely happy.

      When the movie ended, Uncle Willie turned to her and laid his hand on her arm. “I need to tell you something.”

      Cassie felt a tiny frisson of alarm. His voice and expression were more serious than she’d seen in a long time. “Sure,” she said, trying to infuse the word with a calm that was quickly waning.

      “I went to see Dill today for my annual checkup.”

      Cassie felt a tremor in her stomach. Please, nothing bad. She’d lost too many people she loved.

      “And?” she prompted when he didn’t say anything.

      “Well…” He dropped his gaze as if he couldn’t tell her whatever it was if he were looking in her eyes. “I’m…I might be dying, honey. So there are some things we need to do.”

      Cassie felt herself gasp, her hands suddenly covering her mouth. No, not this. Not yet.

      Her uncle finally raised his gaze to hers, looking determined. “I need you and Danny to help me get my affairs in order. Can you do that? Will you work together and do what needs to be done? For me?”

      “Of course!” Cassie threw her arms around his neck, trying to hide her tears from him. “Whatever you need. Anything at all. I promise.”

      Uncle Willie held her tight for a moment, then pushed her away. “I called Danny earlier today. He’ll be here in the morning. Then I’ll explain what I know to both of you. Okay?”

      Cassie nodded. She had a hundred questions, and she wanted to press Willie with questions now, not wait. But he rose from the couch and moved toward his room.

      “I’m tired. I’m going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning, darlin’, okay?”

      Cassie nodded again, not trusting her voice to work properly. He didn’t look well, couldn’t meet her eyes. Just how bad was it?

      Lord, please don’t take him yet. I’m not ready.
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        * * *

      

      Danny Kessler tried not to think as he shoved clothes in a suitcase. What did he need? How long would he be gone? He threw in T-shirts and jeans, a couple rougher pieces in case Uncle Willie needed some work done on one of the buildings, a couple nice shirts and khaki pants just in case of…

      He shut down that line of thinking. He wasn’t going to die this week. They wouldn’t be planning a funeral. They just wouldn’t. But if he went to church with Cassie and Uncle Willie, he didn’t want to wear torn jeans and a T-shirt. He wasn’t in high school anymore.

      He packed his computer bag with his laptop, a Wi-Fi device, his backup hard drive, and shoved his Kindle and a couple paperbacks into the space that was left.

      What else?

      He wanted to call Cassie. He desperately wanted to call Cassie. But Uncle Willie had said not to because he hadn’t told her yet.

      His poor girl. She’d be all alone in the world. Well, she had her sisters, but she’d be all alone in Loon Lake. Who would look out for her?

      Once again, a pain sliced through his gut. He used to be her hero, her knight, her best friend. He used to be the one who looked out for her, brought her wildflowers, shared her favorite pizza on the hood of his car while they watched the stars move across the sky.

      And then he’d ruined everything.

      Which was why coming home was so painful. The people he loved most were in Loon Lake. The ones he hadn’t hurt whispered behind his back. They must. That’s what small town folk do. And then there were the people who were just disgusted and disappointed in him, like his mother and his ex-wife’s family. Going home was simply not an option for him.

      But if Uncle Willie needed him, he’d face the dragons for as long as necessary. When the crisis was over, of course, he’d flee back to Lansing where he’d tried to make a life for himself.

      He looked around his one-bedroom apartment, trying to think of what else he might need. He threw in a load of laundry, putting everything he wanted to take in one load, hearing Cassie’s voice, as he always did, about separating whites and darks. Then he washed all his dishes, dumped a quart of milk down the sink, and pulled out his Igloo cooler to take the other perishables with him in the morning.

      Working with his hands eased his mind. For a whole forty minutes, he didn’t have to think about what he would hear when Uncle Willie told him and Cassie what was wrong with his health — he wouldn’t say over the phone. When Danny was done, nothing else he could think of to do, he sat on the couch and let his mind wander.

      Cancer? It was probably cancer. That’s what everyone died of nowadays. Would it be slow or fast? Would he suffer? Danny squeezed his eyes shut and tried to think of something else.

      Maybe it was his heart. That would be better, right? Less pain? But death would come suddenly. Maybe he shouldn’t wait until tomorrow morning to drive up. If he left now, he could be there by midnight.

      Danny pulled out his phone and texted Jax Edgerly, his best friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can I sleep on your couch tomorrow night? Don’t know for how long. A week or two?

      

      

      

      

      

      A minute later, Jax replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. What’s up?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll explain tomorrow. Thanks, brother.

      

      

      

      

      

      He leaned his head back against the couch. God, please don’t let him die. Not yet. I’m not ready.

      His phone rang, startling him. He felt his heart stumble in his chest when he saw the name on the screen. Sunshine. It was Cassie.

      He should’ve changed the name in his phone’s address book. She hadn’t called him in two years, but the effect of seeing her nickname hadn’t dimmed. His chest squeezed just the same. Uncle Willie must’ve told her his news.

      He held his phone tight, immobile with regrets. He’d messed up, then messed up again. Trying to minimize future damage, he’d said something stupid to hurt her so she wouldn’t contact him again. Unfortunately, it had worked. Three strikes.

      But he couldn’t leave her hanging, alone, not when she must be hurting. He slid his thumb over the screen to answer.

      “Hey,” he said, hearing the catch in his voice and hoping she hadn’t.

      “Oh, Danny.” She cried into the phone without speaking for a minute. He squeezed the bridge of his nose and felt tears slipping out. Whether they were for her or for Willie, he wasn’t sure.

      Finally, she spoke. “What are we going to do?”

      He shook his head. He used to pride himself on having all the answers to her questions. But he’d been lost and without answers himself lately. Today in particular. “I’ll be there in the morning. We’ll figure it out.”

      She didn’t say anything and he imagined she was trying to stop crying. “I wish you were here now,” she whispered.

      Danny leaned forward over his knees, squeezing his eyes shut, trying to keep everything inside. He didn’t say anything. He wanted her, needed her, felt desperate to find comfort in her arms. But he was bad news, a disappointment, a screwup. She deserved far more.

      “Will you be here for breakfast? I’ll make pancakes. I’ll go to the store and get some strawberries and Redi-Whip.”

      His favorite. He felt a tug on his lips that would’ve been a smile if things weren’t so grim. “Maybe,” he finally said.

      The silence grew, but it was the peaceful silence they used to share. There was a measure of comfort in the quiet.

      Finally, she said, “Be safe, don’t drive too fast. I’ll have breakfast ready at eight, or whenever you get here. Be careful, Danny.”

      “I will,” he managed.

      Then she was gone.

      How would he sleep now? He’d pushed her out of his head as best he could, tried to at least lock that door in his heart. He’d never be rid of her, but now he’d have to share her space, breath the air she breathed, feel the sunshine of her presence.

      It just might kill him…if Uncle Willie didn’t die first.
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      Danny made it until about three o’clock in the morning before the siren call of the road pulled him out of his bed and onto U.S. 127 heading north. He drove too fast, despite Cassie’s plea, only slowing down when he turned off the freeway in Grayling. The deer on M-72 kept smart people from going too fast. He’d counted eleven deer feeding on the side of the road or bounding across in front of him by the time he hit the outskirts of Loon Lake. He thanked God he hadn’t hit number nine. That one was too close.

      As he passed Loon Lake Lumber and Logs — what was it with this town and its new predilection toward wacky business names? — he looked to see if he recognized any of the trucks outside. It was good weather for late April, and anyone doing any building or remodeling needed to start early to take advantage of it. He slowed and stared, trying to determine if the blue Ford was Jax’s truck, but he couldn’t tell and he didn’t want to stop.

      Cassie needed him.

      His dashboard clock read 6:47, but he wasn’t afraid of waking her up. She’d be sitting on the top of the stairs to her apartment, watching the morning sun glisten on the lake. From the top landing, you could see little bits of blue water where The Laughing Loon’s boat gas pump stood, and around the curve where the lake widened. She’d be sitting there, watching the sunrise, watching for him.

      He slowed around the curve, careful because the road wasn’t banked well and impatient folks tended to skid into the Wallace’s yard. But his caution had as much to do with his reprieve coming to an end as it did with safe driving. He’d managed to find excuses not to come back for Christmas this last year, his first Christmas away from home. It had been a full eleven months since he’d set eyes on her.

      He took a deep breath and turned left into the parking lot of the Loon Lake Fluff and Fold. Cassie wouldn’t be able to see him or his truck yet. He needed a minute.

      Ten seconds later, he opened the door. He’d never be prepared. Might as well go in.

      His steps slowed as he came around the corner of the building and looked up the stairwell. She’d heard him coming. Her feet flew down the steps and she jumped the last two to land in his arms.

      There wasn’t anything he could do but crush her to him, pulling her back into his heart where she belonged.

      A voice in his head told him that was a mistake. If it wasn’t for Uncle Willie, this would be the Worst. Idea. Ever.

      But for now…

      He held her close, turning as his weight shifted until he found his back leaning against the side of the building, his face buried in her hair, her face buried in his neck. She didn’t say a word or make a sound but he could feel her tears dripping down his neck and into his T-shirt.

      A thought skittered through his mind that he hoped no one was around to see them, but it was gone before it gained a foothold.

      For now, he reveled in the feel of her body, the smell of her shampoo, the…sound of her laughter?

      He pulled back enough to look down at her face. Yes, that was laughter as well as tears. She used one hand to wipe her eyes but didn’t move away or let go of his neck with the other.

      “Our ESP’s still working,” she said, gazing up with sparkling eyes. “I only came outside a few minutes ago. I knew you’d be here soon. I just knew it.”

      Danny snorted gently and raised a hand to wipe the rest of her tears. “Like always.” He ran his fingers over her cheeks, glad for the excuse to touch her. He’d have to let go of her soon enough.

      He thought about all the times they’d been able to find each other, knowing where the other would be for no more reason than years of experience. She had a favorite tree in the woods behind the Fluff and Fold. He favored Uncle Willie’s private dock at The Hole. He knew she’d be waiting here on the steps. She knew he’d arrive much sooner than he’d promised.

      They belonged together.

      No.

      He shut that thought down. Not anymore. He’d ruined everything by falling for Lily’s superficial glow and marrying her. Lily had made it clear a hundred times that he’d ruined her life as well, despite that fact that she’d married the son of a Congressman not eighteen months after their divorce. No way would Danny risk ruining Cassie’s life, too. She deserved more than he could ever give her.

      He forced himself to loosen his grip and push her away. “Where’s Uncle Willie?”

      “In the shower. He hasn’t said anything to me since he went to bed last night. He said he wanted to wait until you got here. Hungry?”

      She turned and headed up the stairs.

      Early morning temperatures in mid-April weren’t warm, but when you’d been cooped up in the snow for four to six months, folks took advantage of any excuse to get some fresh air. Cassie wore a thick hoodie with the zipper pulled all the way up, but she also wore denim shorts. Right now, watching her walk up the stairs was kick-starting his libido.

      Dangerous. He looked away.

      And looked back.

      At the top of the stairs she turned suddenly. She pulled up the wrist of her sweatshirt and wiped it across her face. “All good?” she asked.

      He nodded. Very good. Beautiful.

      “Can’t tell I’ve been crying?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe he’ll think it was me.”

      Something passed between them, a look Danny couldn’t interpret. But his gut told him he’d been right to stay away from her all this time. The longer he was away, the more he wanted her back.

      No, once he did whatever Uncle Willie needed, he’d have to hightail it back downstate. It was the only way to protect her.
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        * * *

      

      Willie combed his wet hair and tucked in his shirt. He paused, listening. Voices in the kitchen, plural.

      He smiled. He’d half expected Danny to bang down the door at midnight. Maybe he’d even driven up and slept in his truck last night. In any case, he was here. Finally. Now it was time for Willie to put on a show.

      He practiced a couple different expressions in the mirror. Too maudlin. Too fake sad. Too sickly. He took a deep breath and tried to relax. He’d just be himself. He wasn’t lying, after all, just…stretching the truth. As soon as he got the two kids back together, he’d explain.

      He’d been thinking about it last night when he went to bed…long before he was tired. What had made those two kids friends, what kept them friends? All he could think of was that they’d done everything together for as long as he could remember. So he needed to make them do everything together again. Then they’d remember how much they enjoyed each other’s company.

      How much they loved each other.

      He nodded to his mirror image. Yup. Just remind them how much they love each other and, after they make amends, explain that while he would eventually die, he didn’t have any expectations about it happening soon. They’d be mad, sure. But by then it would be two against one and he’d take whatever punishment they brought.

      He opened the door and walked to the kitchen. Before they noticed him, he saw the kids moving around the small space in sync, Cassie stirring pancake batter, Danny cutting strawberries. Just as it should be. His heart squeezed a little. It was his job to take care of them, and doggone it, if they couldn’t find the right road on their own, he would drive them to it.

      His foot hit the creaky floorboard near the couch and both kids looked up. Danny put down the knife and wiped his hands on a towel as he strode over. He was tall, lean, strong, with a kind face and an easy laugh. The kind of man anyone would be proud to call his son.

      They embraced in a gorilla-like hug, slapping each other’s backs, and hanging on for another few moments. When Danny pulled back, Willie said, “It’s good to see you, son.”

      Danny nodded and forced a smile. “Good to see you, Uncle Willie.”

      Willie had known Cassie would be upset with his death announcement. She was a woman. But he hadn’t realized how strongly it would affect Danny. The young man was trying not to cry. For a moment, Willie considered telling them both the truth now. He didn’t want to hurt them; he wanted them to be happy.

      Nope. He forced himself to ignore their heartbroken expressions and allowed Danny to seat him at the table as if he were an old man. Sixty-nine was definitely not old. But he needed to make sure his plan worked before he caved.

      This was going to be harder than he thought.

      The two young people finished making breakfast, trying to maintain an upbeat conversation as they worked. Danny told them about the new office building he was working on, about the guy he worked with who brought onion sandwiches to work — “Just bread and sliced onions, I kid you not” — and how the trees downstate already had full leaves on them.

      Cassie talked about her upcoming final exams, how that border collie Chip had knocked up Ted’s dog again right before he’d been fixed and she’d gone down to the Feed and Seed to see the puppies, and that one of the rental cabins might have a leaky roof.

      “I’ll check out that roof for you today,” Danny told Willie.

      Willie nodded. “I’d appreciate that, son. Cassie, take him down and show him where, will you?”

      Willie watched as the two exchanged a quick glance and looked away.

      “Of course,” Cassie replied. “Now it’s time for you to explain what Dr. Dillon told you. What’s going on?”

      Willie braced himself and dove into his story. “I was down there a few days ago getting my annual checkup, and Dill told me that even though I look good, he found some problems. Big problems. He thinks I’m dying.”

      “What problems?” Danny asked.

      “How are you dying?” Cassie exclaimed.

      Had he overplayed it? Too much? “Well, he’s gotta run some tests,” Willie said, sticking to the story he’d concocted but trying to backpedal a bit. “I’ll know more when the results come back.”

      “But what’s wrong? Why does Dr. Dillon think you’re dying?” Cassie asked again. She wiped her hand under one eye, obviously trying to keep her tears from falling.

      Willie cringed inside. He didn’t want to hurt them, but this was for their own good. He reached over and squeezed Cassie’s hand. “We all die, darlin’,” he said as gently as he could. Watching her try not to cry nagged at his conscience. “And who knows? Maybe Dill’s wrong. I’m sure it’s a possibility.”

      “How long until you hear back about the tests?” Danny asked.

      “It’s Saturday, so nothing’s going to happen today. Dill will need to decide which tests, and then we’ll have to schedule them, wait for the results…” He was making this up as he went along. Good thing he’d been friends with a doctor for so long. It sounded pretty reasonable to him. “It’s going to take some time.”

      The best lies were the ones that were closest to the truth. Didn’t he hear that in a movie?

      “I don’t know much more than you do at this point, but I wanted to get you both together so we can figure out what to do about all the legal stuff. Whatever happens, we should be ready. I’d like to make you joint executors of my estate. Can you work together on that?”

      That was the big question. Would they take this crisis as a reason to fight or make up?

      They both nodded. “Of course. Sure,” they said. Cassie rested her free hand on Danny’s and he threaded his fingers through hers.

      Willie smiled. Okay, good, it was working. He felt a lot better. This really was a great idea. “Until we know more, I hate to ask, but I could use your help with other things around here. Danny, I appreciate you taking a look at that roof. I know you took a leave of absence at your job, so I’m going to put you on the payroll here⁠—”

      “No, Uncle Wil⁠—”

      “Don’t argue with me, son. I need the help, and I’d rather pay you than a stranger.”

      “Yes, sir.” Danny backed down as Willie had hoped.

      “I hope you’ll be okay with doing a lot of different things, not just repairs but managing the business, too.” The perfect scenario included them co-running his business as he eased into retirement. Danny would be a great manager if he just had more confidence. Cassie had found her confidence in the degrees she’d worked so hard for. “Cassie has finals coming up and I don’t want anything taking her away from⁠—”

      “Uncle Willie, you are more important than school.”

      She looked like she was going to cry again. If this kept up, maybe the hurting look on his little girl’s face would kill him first.

      He donned his stern fatherly expression. “We have spent far too much time and money not to finish well. You are going to focus on your studies until graduation is over. End of discussion. I’m sure we won’t know much before then anyway, so try not to worry”—he almost winced as he said it—“and study hard. Danny here will cover your shifts until you’re done with school. It’s only two more weeks.”

      “Of course,” Danny said, giving Cassie a little smile and squeezing her hand.

      Willie watched her brave attempt to smile back. Okay, he’d made headway with his plan. Now he needed to get away from this emotional tumult he’d created.

      “I hope you don’t think I’m slacking in my duties, but I’d like to get a little more fishing in while I still can.” The words were barely out of his mouth before both kids jumped in, pushing him to go fishing, relax, enjoy the day, they’d figure things out.

      Willie would’ve smiled at how easily his plan was working, but he didn’t want to jinx it. Meanwhile, he really did need to get away on the lake for a while.

      This scheming business was exhausting.
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      Cassie and Danny offered to help Uncle Willie get his fishing pole and tackle box, offered to go fishing with him since it was Saturday, offered to call one of his friends to go fishing, offered every helpful thing they could think of, but he kept waving them away. They finally let him go with an admonishment to be careful, receiving a grumpy reply in return.

      Cassie heaved a sigh when the door closed. Back in the kitchen, she started cleaning up just to have something to do. Her emotions were a wild mix of the fear of death and the hope that her uncle wasn’t really dying, the fear and the hope that his small town doctor was wrong. Fear and hope that Danny might somehow be convinced to stay here in Loon Lake since the man he loved like a father needed him.

      Danny brought dishes in from the dining nook and the two filled the dishwasher in tense silence. They worked well together, Cassie noted, like they always had, having done this dance hundreds of times before.

      After Cassie had moved in with Uncle Willie, Danny used to eat with them at least a couple times a week. Even after he started dating Bright Shiny, he was over here working on some project or another with her uncle. Cassie had taught him to cook, and insisted that a real man helps clean up. That’s what Aunt Velma had always said to Uncle Willie.

      She sighed again, missing her aunt and her mother acutely for a moment. Aunt Velma had died two years before Mom. She’d caught pneumonia one winter, and left for her heavenly home on the first day of spring. Mom’s cancer had taken her from her family in the spring, too.

      Cassie always wondered if better medical help sooner would have saved either of them. She wondered it again now. Dr. Dillon was a good doctor. She knew lots of people he’d sent over to Munson Medical Center in Traverse City when they needed more than he could give them. But what if Uncle Willie shouldn’t wait for his friend’s tests to be done? What if he went to Munson right now? They could find whatever was the problem and maybe even fix it.

      “I think we should⁠—”

      “I’ve been thinking⁠—”

      She and Danny spoke at the same time. “Go ahead,” she said.

      “I’ve been thinking about the fact that Dr. Dillon doesn’t know what’s wrong, but he thinks it’s serious enough to tell Uncle Willie he’s dying. I think we should encourage him to see a doctor at Munson.”

      The corner of her mouth tipped up. “That’s what I was about to say.”

      “The thing is,” Danny hesitated. “I know I haven’t been here for a while, but does he look any different to you? Have you noticed any changes in his health?”

      “No,” Cassie turned to fully face him, the towel in her hand forgotten. “That’s what I’ve been wondering. How can a dying person look and sound and act as healthy as ever and suddenly find out they’re that sick?”

      Danny flicked his gaze around the kitchen, not looking at her. “I can only think of one thing.”

      Cassie sagged against the counter. “Cancer.”

      Danny closed the dishwasher and moved closer, offering his embrace but allowing her to decide if she wanted it.

      Of course she did. She had managed to live without him just fine. So long as there was nothing extraordinary to celebrate, nothing confusing to talk over, nothing frightening to need comfort from, and nothing beautiful to share. The rest of the time she barely thought of him.

      She moved into his arms and closed her eyes as the two of them soaked up each other’s warmth. “What are we going to do?”

      Danny was quiet for a while. Cassie waited. She’d learned long ago that he wasn’t ignoring her, he just needed time to think. “We do everything he asks. We make life easy on him. We give him nothing to worry about. And we pray.”

      Cassie nodded against his chest. That sounded like a good idea.

      Danny pulled away, and Cassie heard an involuntary grunt of protest from her throat. He gave her a look that seemed to say, don’t, and took another step back. “So,” he said, rubbing his hands together in a nervous gesture, “why don’t you show me that leaky roof.”

      Despite the rocky start, the rest of the day was rather wonderful. The weather was perfect — low 70s, sunny, a light breeze — and the company was the best. She showed Danny the cabin with the leak and helped him make a list of materials he needed. She sat on the log fence, swinging her legs while he spoke to Jax on the phone, arranging a time they could work on the roof together. And she tried to pretend she wasn’t staring when he took off his flannel overshirt, his T-shirt revealing a lot of muscles she hadn’t forgotten.

      Just before Danny hung up with Jax, Cassie’s friend Tabitha drove by, turned around, and pulled into the cabins’ parking area.

      Tabitha Martin gave lie to the young single mom stereotype. Although she was a teenager when she gave birth to Summer, she’d been married for a year by then. Her husband hadn’t left like Cassie’s and Danny’s dads had. He’d decided to join the Army in an attempt to provide a better future for his family. Sadly, he’d been killed overseas a year after Chas was born.

      Tabitha was a tough cookie. She didn’t take kindly to people feeling sorry for her. She’d created two home-based businesses and still managed to do the soccer mom thing, even teaching Sunday School twice a month. She was like one of those nuns you see on a BBC show — tough and strong and incredibly kind.

      Cassie jumped down from the fence, trying to decide what to do if Tabitha said something embarrassing about Danny suddenly appearing out of the blue.

      “Should I be yelling ‘stranger danger’?” Tabitha teased as she got out of her car and gave them both a hug.

      “Yeah, it’s Tabitha,” Danny said into the phone. “Wanna talk to her?” He held out the phone even as Tabitha started to back away. Danny just stood there and grinned. Finally, she sighed and rolled her eyes and took the phone.

      Cassie stepped closer to Danny and smiled. He winked at her. Jax and Tabitha should’ve gotten married ages ago, but both of them fought their attraction every step of the way, insisting there was no way they’d be right together, the playboy and the single mom. That didn’t stop Cassie and Danny from pushing them together, though.

      “Fine, sure, but you better help,” Tabitha said into the phone. “I’m not doing everything myself.” She hung up without saying goodbye and handed Danny his phone.

      “So where you been? What’re you doing here?” she asked. She slid a sly look over to Cassie, and said, “Miss all the good things you left behind?” She raised her eyebrows like she’d caught them together behind the bleachers.

      Another stereotypical small town event, which had never happened.

      Unfortunately.

      Cassie changed the subject. “Where are the kids? I figured you’d be Ms. Soccer Mom today.”

      “Summer’s at a birthday party, and Chas is at a play date with Shelley Thompson’s son. And now back to you. Whatcha doing?”

      “I miss you, too, Tabs.” Tabitha scowled at the nickname and Danny laughed.

      Cassie heard her phone beep and checked the screen. “Uncle Willie says Edge is done fixing the washer, and that he’s going night fishing with Dill tonight so we should make our own plans.”

      “Perfect,” Tabitha said, “because I was just going to invite you both over to dinner. Why don’t we make it early so we can catch up? Five o’clock? Jax’ll be off work at four.”

      Cassie looked to Danny and raised her eyebrows. He nodded. “Sure, great. Sounds good.”

      “What should we bring?” Cassie asked.

      “How about dessert and a bottle of wine?” Tabitha waved her hand vaguely toward the other end of town. “You know that mixed red we found at The Triple L? Bring that one.”

      Danny snickered. “You’ve got Jax drinking wine?”

      Tabitha rolled her eyes. “He’s such a Neanderthal. He pours beer into a wine glass if I force him into polite company.”

      Cassie laughed. “I’ve seen him. It’s funny.”

      “To you, maybe,” Tabitha muttered. “Anyway, come over at five. Earlier is fine. Bring beer if you have to,” she said to Danny.

      “Want me to wear a suit?” he asked. Tabitha slugged him in the arm and he danced away.

      “I can’t believe this is the best we can do when it comes to men,” she said in a stage whisper aimed at Cassie.

      Danny stuck his tongue out at her as Tabitha got back in her car.

      Cassie shook her head at him. “You’re so not a grownup.”

      Danny licked his finger and stuck it in her ear. “You’re right,” he said with a laugh as Cassie screeched and wiped furiously at her wet ear.

      “You’re so disgusting,” she said, shoving him.

      He put his arm around her neck in a head lock and kissed her hair, laughing as she struggled.

      Oh, man. That was nice. She leaned into him. Really nice.

      She missed him so much. She thought she’d done a good job of forgetting what it was like to hang out with him, laughing and teasing.

      But in one magic moment, it all came rushing back.
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        * * *

      

      Danny felt a flood of emotion as he horsed around with Cassie. It was like they were sixteen again. She playfully struggled to get away for a second and then leaned into him like she always had. It felt good to have his arm around her, laughing with her. Kissing the top of her head made him feel like he was her protector once again.

      If only he knew how to protect her from the many causes of a broken heart. He sighed and let her go, walking back to where he’d dropped a few tools.

      He needed to be careful while he was here. She’d made overtures to him a couple times since he and Lily had gotten divorced, but he’d pushed her away. It would be so easy to fall into old habits and spend all his time with her. But one of his old habits seemed to be hurting the people he loved most, and that was one thing he would not allow to happen again with Cassie. He had to keep her at arm’s length without hurting her feelings.

      “Are you going to work on the roof now?” she asked.

      “Nah, Jax’ll help me later. We’ll get it done before the next rain.” He glanced at his watch. “You hungry yet?”

      Cassie shrugged. “I could eat. Want me to make us something?”

      “I’m jonesing for Jimmy’s,” he said, cocking his head in the direction of Jimmy’s Pizza. “Wanna go?”

      She grinned. “Sure. I just have to get my purse. Walk or drive?”

      “My treat, and let’s walk. I could use the exercise.”

      Danny put his tools back in the locked compartment of his truck, and they walked the half mile or so to Jimmy’s. The lake faded behind them, the woods crowding up against the road. The chirps of chickadees and the calls of robins filled the air.

      He had forgotten how much he loved the sounds of Loon Lake. There weren’t any loons any more since the area had gotten so populated, but there were plenty of mallards, black ducks, wood ducks, some bufflehead, and a lot of Canada geese making their way back to their northern homes. When cars weren’t driving by, the sound of the woods felt comforting. It was good to be home.

      Sort of.

      As they came up to Sandy Beach Drive, he felt the tension rise in his shoulders. Cassie looked over at him and gave his hand a quick squeeze.

      “She doesn’t know you’re here? Want me to come?”

      He shook his head and straightened his gaze back to the road in front of them. If only he didn’t have to face this dragon every time he came up here. “No, it’ll be better if I go by myself. Three years and she’s still angry Lily’s not her daughter-in-law anymore. She won’t be happy to see you.”

      He was pretty sure his mom wouldn’t be happy to see him either. Regardless of the fact that she considered him more of a loser than his incarcerated older brother, he still had to stop and see her when he was in town. She’d make a bad situation worse if she heard he was here from someone else.

      Cassie briefly touched his hand again, but didn’t say anything as they passed the road. It wasn’t news to her that his mom didn’t like her. He had no idea why, but she never had.

      After a tense moment of quiet, Cassie started chattering about school, about new goings-on in Loon Lake, about the puppies she’d seen and how she was thinking about getting a dog after graduation — a whole slew of upbeat topics that required no response but restored his good mood. By the time he opened the door for her at Jimmy’s, she had him laughing again.
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