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A soft wind blew, tussling Rina's wavy brown hair. She brushed a few strands out of her eyes, then took a deep breath. The grass had just been cut that morning, and the air was filled with its succulent scent. He would like it here, Rina thought as she stared at the granite in front of her, Dennis's name etched into the gray stone. Immediately she felt the pang in her chest and wondered if it would ever go away.

Conner reached over and put a hand on his mother's shoulder, offering her a sad smile. "It’s hard to believe it's already been six months, huh?"

Rina nodded. It was both hard to believe six months had already gone by, and at the same time, that it had only been six months. It had felt like an eternity to her. Ever since Dennis's heart attack, her sense of time had been skewed. She was lucky if she knew what day of the week it was.

She smiled at her youngest son, then leaned over and nudged his shoulder with hers. It didn't do much since he now towered over her five-foot-four frame, but he let out a short laugh anyway. "More like it's hard to believe it's been eighteen years. I must be getting ancient if my oldest boy is getting ready to go off to college."

"Nah, you're not a day over thirty." Conner smirked, his hazel eyes sparkling with humor. He looked so much like his father when they'd met all those years ago. Sometimes, he would walk through the door, and Rina would freeze for a moment, sure it was her husband who had returned and not her youngest son.

Rina's eyes went wide in mock horror. Hand over her heart, she gaped at her son. "Dear God, I hope not! I know I was a rambunctious girl, but not that rambunctious!" Then she grinned and winked at him. "I'm only thirty when you kids aren't around."

Conner laughed and nodded, returning her grin. He turned and looked over at his father's gravestone, then nodded his head in Rina's direction. "You hear that, Dad? She's sure got some silly notions in her head, doesn't she?"

Rina smacked her son on the shoulder even as she laughed. He'd always had a strange sense of humor, one he had inherited from his father, in fact. Conner had gotten more from his father than just looks. He really was like a miniature version of Dennis. She was just thankful Trevor, her eldest son, took more after her. She wasn't sure she could've handled three jokers running around the house.

Dennis would have been proud of his son, though. He would be a freshman at LSU this fall. Dennis had been looking forward to having two college students and eventually getting to see them both graduate.

"You know, your father and I were your age when we met," Rina told her son. He looked over at her and nodded. He'd heard the story at least a dozen times before, but that didn't stop him from sitting and listening patiently. "We'd both just started college in Miami. He was used to city life, but I was a freshman from Islamorada, as green as could be. God, if it wasn't for your father, I'm not sure I would have survived."

Conner laughed and shook his head. He reached over and put his arm around her shoulder, and she rested against him. "Nah, you would have been fine, Mom. You've always been tough and strong. I'm just sorry this had to happen now with Trevor and me both away at school. I don't like you being alone in the house by yourself."

"Well, you know me. I've always been married to my work. I'll probably be so busy I won't even notice. And heck, having some peace and quiet around the house means I might actually be able to sit down with a book for once. Maybe even take bubble baths at night..." Rina tried to sound positive, but truth be told, she was just as worried as Conner was. She had gotten so used to having a busy, active house with the kids and their friends running around while juggling work and family events and all the other chaos life threw at you.

Plus, she hadn't worked since Dennis had died. She just couldn't bring herself to focus on event planning while she grieved. The truth be told, she wasn't sure she was done grieving yet. But she had to move on sooner or later, didn't she? And like Conner said, soon, she would be alone in their family house, so she would have to figure something out. Otherwise, she would probably go insane.

But that was too depressing to think about right then. She needed to change the subject unless she wanted to fall back into that all-too-familiar black pit from the past half a year.

"Just think, soon you'll be off for your first year of college. Aren't you excited?"

Conner gave his mother a handsome grin, then nodded. "Oh, yeah. I can't wait to check out some of the LSU parties. I'm sure there's gonna be a ton of babes there!"

"God, you really are just like your father!" Rina said with a laugh as she shook her head. She had known Dennis for a little while before they had gotten together, and he'd been a major womanizer. So when they had started dating, she'd been a little surprised when they were still together after a couple of weeks. But apparently, he had decided to settle down with her, and she had no doubt the same thing would happen to Conner as well.

Trevor already had found his someone. Shannon was a nice girl, and while Trevor constantly reminded Rina they were only just dating, you didn't date someone for two years unless you really liked them. And with how much he would blush whenever Conner would tease him about just that, Rina could see right through Trevor's claims.

"Don't party too hard," Rina reminded her son. "You still have to keep your grades up. Partying is fun and all, but it's not the only part of going away to college."

Conner gave her that lopsided grin again. He brushed his hair out of his eyes, and once again, Rina was hit with a dose of nostalgia, transported back to her own college days when Dennis would look at her like that. "Don't worry, Mom. I can handle partying and keeping my grades up. You just wait, I'll be at the top of my class and scoring with all the hot girls."

"Conner Renner!" Rina chastised, giving her son a mock glare. "There are certain things a mother does not need to hear about, and the girls you 'score' with is one of them! But either way, you better be using protection. I am far too young to be a grandmother!"

Though, she really wasn't all that young anymore. Forty-four wasn't old, but she certainly wasn't young, either. And now, there she was, a widowed single mother of two young men. Where was she supposed to go from here? She didn't quite like the idea of spending the rest of her life alone, but it wasn't like the dating market was huge for a woman her age.

Besides, she wasn't ready to date yet either. Even though Dennis died six months ago, it was all still so fresh, so raw. Everyone kept saying it would get easier, the pain would hurt less, that time heals everything, but so far, she hadn't seen any evidence of that. If anything, it had just gotten worse. Every day, it seemed like she would find something new that would remind her of Dennis.

He had been such a significant part of her life for so long, and even the smallest things triggered memories. Sometimes, they were memories she hadn't thought about in years, but they were no less painful. The nights were the worst, when she lay awake in her bed, painfully aware of the empty spot next to her.

The spot he'd never again lay in. She would never again get to feel his body heat next to her—only smell his scent on his pillow that she refused to wash. Never again get to wake up in the middle of the night because he'd started snoring too loud. It was funny how she even missed the things that used to drive her crazy.

It was all a part of her sense of normality, and without it, she wasn't sure how she would ever really be able to move on. Sure, logically, she knew she would eventually form a whole new sense of normal, one without her late husband, but right now, that just seemed like an insurmountable obstacle. One she wasn't sure she wanted to tackle, either.

She didn't want to move on. She wanted to rewind time, to hold him one last time and never let him go. But that just wasn't possible, no matter how much she wished and prayed for it. She couldn't go back and change the past. All she could do was keep going forward, even if it meant moving at a snail's pace.

It would have been one thing if it'd just been her left behind. Then it wouldn't have mattered if she’d just lay in bed all day and given up on the world around her. But she had Conner and Trevor to think about. She had lost her husband, but they had lost their father. And while it might not have been as traumatic for them now that they were older, she knew it wasn't easy for either of them.

"He would be so proud of you. You know that, right?" Rina whispered to her younger son. She blinked rapidly, trying to stop the tears that threatened to fall at any moment.

Dennis would've been proud of his son—both of his sons. Conner had graduated with grades good enough to get him into his dream school. While he might not have been at the top of his class, all they had ever asked from either of their sons was for them to try their absolute best, and they'd both done that.

Conner took a deep breath and nodded. His body was stiff against hers, and she knew he was fighting back the tears as well. He had tried to be strong for her, to be a rock for her to lean against, but Rina saw right through his act. She had heard him crying softly in his bedroom at night. She had talked to him a few times, but while he hadn't exactly shut her out, he wanted to deal with things on his own terms, and Rina couldn't argue with that.

"I'm proud of you, too," Rina added, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. She'd never been prouder of him, in fact. Not only had he managed to finish out high school while grieving but he'd also been there for her. It hadn't been fun, having to rely on her youngest son for comfort, but he had never once turned her away. She wouldn't have gotten through the past six months if it hadn't been for him and Trevor.

Rina's phone buzzed, and she fished it out of her purse with a sigh. The text was just an automated one, reminding her about her upcoming credit card payment, so she dismissed it without a second thought. What caught her attention, though, was the time. She muttered a curse under her breath as she scrambled to get up off the ground.

"It's almost six," she told Conner when he looked at her with a raised eyebrow. They were supposed to meet Trevor and Shannon for dinner at six, which meant they were going to be late. Somehow, they'd let time slip by them, sitting there reminiscing about the past.

But no matter how much she wanted to, she couldn't live in the past. She had to keep moving forward, one step at a time.
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Rina slumped back in the soft leather seat. The BMW had been Conner's sixteenth birthday present, and he had treated it like his baby ever since. Rina and Dennis had both warned him if he wrecked the car, they weren't buying him another one. But he hadn't let it get so much as a scratch in the two years he had been driving it. If anything, it still looked perfectly new, like it had just rolled off the showroom floor.

Rina couldn't have asked for more than that!

When Rina had suggested visiting Dennis's grave for a bit, Conner had insisted on driving. And while Rina was fully prepared and willing to drive the two of them, she did kind of like being chauffeured around. Dennis had always done the driving whenever the two of them had gone out as well, so it was just another way Conner was like his late father.

The two of them really could've been twins—twins with twenty years between the two of them, but twins nonetheless.

They were going to be late for dinner, but Rina had sent Trevor a text on their way back to the car. Somehow, he didn't seem surprised. That alone should have told Rina just how much she'd changed in the past six months. She would have never allowed herself to be late for anything. She was always at least ten minutes early to any appointment, no matter how minor. Lately, though, she was lucky if she remembered her appointments, which made it a good thing she had stepped back from her business for a couple of months. After all, what good is an event planner who can barely remember the event?

When her phone went off again, Rina nearly jumped out of her skin. She forced her eyes closed and took slow, deep breaths, trying to get her heart rate back down. She was too wound up, too stressed out. But she didn't think anything would help right then, not even a month at the spa. She just needed to get used to her new normal, assuming that was even possible.

But everyone assured her it was. Grief didn't last forever, they told her, even if it sure felt like it would.

Pulling her phone out of her purse, Rina frowned at the screen. It wasn't an automated text message this time. Instead, it was her older sister calling again. Rina stared at the name for a moment, then swiped her finger across the screen to dismiss the call. She had called a little over a week ago, complaining about the family Inn falling apart. Like Rina was supposed to just drop everything and rush down to the Keys for her.

"She didn't even know Dennis had died," Rina mumbled under her breath as she put her phone away. "Like she's ever cared about anyone other than herself."

She caught Conner watching her out of the corner of her eye. When she turned to look at him, he frowned at her. Never good at subtlety, it was obvious he had something on his mind. He was trying to be a good son and keep his mouth shut.

"Just spit it out," Rina said with a sigh. Whatever he was thinking, it was better to face it head-on than to let it boil. 

Conner sighed, his hands tightening around the steering wheel. He shifted uncomfortably in the driver's seat for a moment before glancing over at his mother again. "There are two sides to every relationship. They're not one-way streets. You could've reached out to her, you know. Did you even try to let her know Dad had died?"

Rina sighed and closed her eyes again. Sometimes, she hated that her son had grown up to be such a smart and compassionate man. Life had been easier when she hadn't had to worry about her youngest making her feel bad with his wisdom.

But even though Conner had a point, he didn't quite understand how things were between Rina and her family. He had only ever briefly met her side of the family. And while Conner and Trevor still got along like best friends, the same wasn't true for Rina and her siblings. She had barely spoken to any of them since the day she'd left Islamorada. And ever since her father died two years ago, she'd had even less incentive to talk to any of them.

"My family isn't the same as ours," Rina told him. She had kept her issues away from her kids as much as possible. They didn't need to deal with those headaches. But Conner wasn't a child anymore, and she didn't want to lie to him. "The Archers... We all left the Keys and pretty much never looked back. After our father died, we've basically kept our lives completely separate."

Conner nodded and then shrugged. "Yeah, I get it. But you can't really blame Aunt Holly for not knowing Dad died if you never reached out and told them, you know?"

God, Rina hated when he was right. She couldn't really be mad at Holly for that. Not that it mattered in the long run. She still had a whole list of other things she could be mad at her sister about. But just because Holly had gotten a random urge to go back to the Keys and fix up the old family Inn and try to rekindle their family relationships didn't mean Rina had that same urge.

That ship had sailed long ago.

Thankfully, Conner didn't press the issue. When they finally pulled up outside the restaurant, Rina was glad to have something else to focus her mind on. After spending the day at Dennis's grave, sitting around thinking about Holly and the rest of the Archer clan was not something she quite had the mental energy for.

Even though the restaurant was quite busy with the dinner rush, Rina almost instantly spotted her eldest son. Two inches taller than his younger brother, Trevor rarely blended into a crowd, even sitting down. Shannon was sitting next to him, her hair neat and perfect as always, and Rina had the urge to dig in her purse for a brush. After sitting outside for hours in front of the grave, she could only imagine what her hair looked like.

"You look fine," Conner whispered with a smirk. He'd seen right through her, of course, and she flushed with embarrassment.

She was sure he was just being polite. The thin sundress she had chosen this morning no doubt smelled like grass and flowers, but it was too late to go home and change. None of the other patrons even so much as glanced her way either, and for the first time in years, Rina had to remind herself she wasn't on Islamorada anymore. She would never see any of these people again and wouldn't have to worry about gossip spreading like wildfire.

A child's laughter jarred her out of her thoughts, and Rina smiled at her son as she nodded. "You're right. I'm just being silly." The scent of fresh tomatoes and basil filled the air, and Rina forced herself to take deep breaths and relax. This was just a simple family dinner, nothing more. It wasn't like she was out with Dennis, trying to impress clients or anything.

No, she wouldn't have to worry about that anymore. The days of not being able to leave the house without ensuring every single strand of hair was in place were behind her. For the first time, she really didn't have to be meticulous in her appearance. It was funny, now that she thought about it. She'd gone from worrying about how she looked because of small-town gossip to worrying about it because of small-minded aristocrats.

Trevor stood when they approached the table. His T-shirt hung loose on his lanky body, his faded jeans looking one wrong move from sliding right off his hips. While he might have had a couple of inches on his younger brother, he had none of the muscle Conner possessed. No matter how many times Dennis had tried to get his son into basketball or another sport, Trevor had always been more at home with the chess team.

"How're you holding up?" Trevor asked in a low voice as he stooped to wrap his arms around his mother. Long gone were the days when they'd been the same height. Rina could barely even remember him being shorter than her!

"I'm fine," Rina assured her eldest. She forced a smile onto her face, but the look Trevor gave her told her he saw right through her little act. Ever the gentleman, though, he just nodded, kissed her cheek, and slid a chair out from the table for her. Rina slid onto the hard wooden seat, smiling at Shannon, who sat directly across from her. "How are you doing, darling? Enjoying your last little bit of freedom before your senior year?"

Shannon beamed and nodded. "Trying to, but the internship has been working me like crazy. It's like they know I'm going back to school in a couple of weeks, so they're determined to milk as much out of me as they can beforehand!"

"That's an unpaid internship in a nutshell! They teach you some of the hands-on parts of the job and work you near to death at the same time!" Rina laughed and thought back to her own internships during college. She had spent more time running supplies from one place to another than she could remember. But it wasn't just the actual work she did that had been valuable—seeing successful event planners in action had been just as important.

She hadn't realized it at the time, but being worked like a slave had prepared her for just how intense event planning was in reality. It wasn't just sitting in an office in front of magazines, picking out the right tablecloths and napkins. It was also wrangling a dozen different people in charge of the various aspects. Cleaning crews, caterers, supplies, etc. all needed to be corralled. Otherwise, nothing would ever get done on time.

Kid's birthday parties had some room for error. But a couple's wedding? Or a big bank charity gala? Not a chance. The food showing up late or the decorations being the wrong color could completely ruin the event. And no matter whose fault the issue was, it fell back on the event planner at the end of the day.

And this was why Rina had always ruled her business with an iron fist. There was no room for error, no matter the size of the event. If they were paying her to plan something, she would do everything in her power to make sure it turned out perfect.

Maybe that was why she and Dennis had worked so well together. They both had taken pride in their work and always strived for more, which often meant working long hours. And his connections had steered work her way while her knack for style and perfection had always impressed those who Dennis worked with.

"What about you, Con?" Trevor asked. "Ready for your first year at LSU?"

Conner opened his mouth to reply and then caught the look Rina gave him. He smirked at his older brother and nodded, and though his eyes twinkled with mischief, he kept his response rather tame. "Yeah, I can't wait to get out there. I've been looking forward to going to LSU for ages now. Hard to believe it's finally happening!"

"Yeah, I get it. I remember how I felt when I finally left for college. It was like... exciting but terrifying, you know? I couldn't wait to be living in the dorms and be out on my own, but dang if I didn't miss the big breakfasts Mom always made us on Sunday mornings."

Rina laughed, remembering all the years she had gotten up early on Sunday mornings to cook a big breakfast for everyone. It was the one day a week they all had breakfast together. With everyone's hectic schedules, family dinners didn't usually work out, but she had always made a point of having Sunday mornings with her family.

It really had been strange that first year when Trevor hadn't been at the table with them every week And soon, it would just be her. She tried to push that thought to the back of her mind, not wanting to go back down that road.

Conner groaned and rubbed his stomach. His eyes flashed as he grinned at Rina. "You sure you don't wanna come out and visit on Sundays?"

Rina swatted her son's arm, rolling her eyes. All three of her guys shared that common trait—thinking with their stomachs—so that was by far the easiest way to get one of them to do something. A good meal had been worth more than all the chore chart stickers in the world.

Even now that they were both fully grown, she could still have them wrapped around her little finger just by promising to cook their favorite meals. Rina might not have been a chef, but she had picked up her fair share of skills in the kitchen over the years.

She was going to miss cooking for them once they both went off to school. Not just the Sunday breakfasts either. She wasn't sure she knew how to cook a meal for a single person anymore, especially after cooking for three or four people all the time. Cooking for just herself was going to be nothing short of depressing.

She had always known the boys would eventually go off and have their own lives, but she figured she'd still have Dennis by her side during all of it, and the two of them would grow old together. Now she'd be growing old alone, and there wasn't much she could do to change that.

Being a widow was awful and depressing. There was no doubt about it.
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The sun had already set by the time they left the restaurant. Streetlights illuminated the area, casting shadows every which way. Even without the bright ball of fire beating down on them, it was still hot for at least another month or so. Summer in Florida had a tendency to stick around.

"Hey, Con. Shannon and I are going to meet up with Mark and Ken for a couple of drinks. Wanna join us?" Trevor had his arm around Shannon's waist. Rina sucked in a breath as she watched the two of them, clearly remembering the days Dennis had held her like that.

Conner glanced over at his mother for a moment, then back to Trevor. He chewed on his bottom lip, gears turning inside his head. Trevor's invitation had obviously not included their mother, and Conner was hesitant to accept and leave her alone for the night. She had raised him to be a gentleman, and he hadn't forgotten his manners.

She stood on her toes and then kissed him on the cheek. He had a slight bit of stubble, and Rina wasn't sure she would ever really get used to that. It was hard to accept her baby boy was a man now, but life moved on either way. "Go have fun. Say hi to the guys for me."

Mark and Ken had been Trevor's best friends growing up, and they had spent the night at the house over the years. She could still hear the echoing shouts as they played video games together, along with Conner's whining about being excluded from the group of older boys.

She fixed Trevor with a gaze. He might have quite literally towered over her now, but just one look was enough to make him go rigid. "And you keep an eye on your brother, all right? Remember, he's not quite legal to drink yet."

"Of course," Trevor said quickly, exchanging a silent look with Conner. She had no doubt her youngest would have at least a couple of drinks that night. Heck, if he really was anything like his father, he probably already had a fake ID stashed away somewhere. But as long as he kept it to a minimum and stayed responsible about it, Rina had decided what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her.

She assured them she was perfectly capable of calling herself an Uber to get home, but Conner wouldn't hear any of it, insisting she took the keys to his baby instead. It was rare for him to let anyone else drive his car, even family, so she didn't argue too much. Trevor would make sure they both got home in one piece, and this way, she wouldn't have to put up with small talk from a bored driver.

But as the three of them headed off in search of some youthful fun, Rina decided she wasn't ready to go home just yet. There wasn't anything back at the empty house for her to go home to. Instead, she decided a drink of her own was in order. A small bar she used to frequent with Dennis was not far from the restaurant, so she headed there instead.

On a Thursday night, the place wasn't too crowded. There was a dinge of hazy smoke in the air, but it wasn't nearly as bad as some of the bars she had been to when she was younger. A small jazz band was on stage at the far end, filling the tiny room to the brim with echoing music.
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