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This book is dedicated to the memory of my granny, 

Frances Bogart.

She changed my life by choosing to love me,  
spending untold hours reading to me, and showing me, 

through her actions, that every single person is important.
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1

The Pacific Ocean licked the heat from her feet. Cassie 
shouldn’t have been there, shouldn’t have been indulg-
ing herself when there was a paper to revise and a four- 

year- old left in the care of her overly generous roommate. Lark 
was her daughter, her responsibility. But once again, Cassie had 
accepted Terri’s offer to take Lark to church and keep her for 
the rest of the day. She needed a moment to breathe, a moment 
to figure out what she was doing with her life— why she was 
continuing her education in an area in which she’d exhausted 
her possibilities.

She wiped sweat from her forehead. At eighty- five degrees, 
the day was hot, even for mid- March in Southern California. 
Her Pacific Northwest self hadn’t acclimated to the dry heat in 
the three years since making the move. Instead, her body cried 
out for the dampness of the Oregon coast. At that moment, 
even the sting of cold rain pelting her skin would have been as 
welcome as a hug.

Kneeling forward, she let the foam curl over her hands, felt 
the sand wash away beneath her palms. The tug of home pulled 
at her like the receding tide. She was no longer the awkwardly 
shy girl who had left for college with the support and encour-
agement of her eclectic community. Only her aunt, the woman 
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who had raised Cassie on her own, was a true relation, but 
Gull’s Bay had provided a ragtag family circle. There was Mr. 
Watkins, the old man who drank his coffee at Aunt Shasta’s 
shop every morning; Mrs. Collins, the baker whose tasty treats 
were a calling card for the little town; and Ms. Aubrey, her 
aunt’s best friend and helping hand to everyone. She even found 
herself missing Mrs. McPherson, who worked in the church 
office and knew everyone’s business. They’d been all Cassie 
needed without having to share the subtleties of familial fea-
tures. They’d been hers until she’d let them all down and run 
away.

Behind Cassie, the laughter and shouts of the beach crowd 
drowned out the calls of the marine birds she loved so much. 
Days like this one made her wonder why she’d ever left Oregon. 
She could have done her graduate work there or skipped it 
altogether, finding a job she loved rather than turning into a 
coward and running south with only mounting student loans 
as a reward.

Cassie pulled her cell from the pocket of her shorts to check 
the time. She’d missed three calls. Prickles ran across her skin as 
fears for Lark pulsed through her bloodstream. She swiped the 
phone to life and checked. Every single one had come from her 
aunt, yet it wasn’t Saturday. Shasta’s calls came in religiously 
at the end of the week, arriving with updates on everyone in 
Gull’s Bay and a solid reprimand for Cassie to get herself back 
to church and to Jesus. Yet when Cassie really thought about it, 
this hadn’t been altogether true for a couple of months. Shasta 
had missed a call here and there, and the conversations had 
grown short, as if her aunt were letting her go.

Turning toward the parking lot, Cassie slipped her feet back 
into flip- flops and swiped the screen to return Shasta’s call. 
After only one ring, the call was picked up, but the voice on 
the other end wasn’t the one she’d expected.

“Cassie, it’s Aubrey. I have your aunt’s phone.”
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Her heart crashed. She gripped the rail along the three steps 
off the beach. “What’s going on?”

“Shasta is okay.” Her aunt’s best friend had a voice that could 
soothe a hungry sea lion, but still Cassie’s skin grew clammy 
as the seconds of not knowing ticked by. “She took a fall right 
after church, and you know Shasta, she was in a hurry to get 
the shop open for the lunch crowd.”

Without Aubrey’s having to say the words, Cassie could pic-
ture the set look on Shasta’s face and the exact location of her 
fall. “On the steep stairs that overlook the ocean?”

“Those are the ones. I tried to get ahead of her, but she took off 
while I was saying good- bye to Lillian McPherson. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. Shasta has a mind of her own, stubborn 
and hardheaded. Luckily, she seems to be physically tough too. 
So, what’s the damage?” Cassie couldn’t help but smile as one 
of Shasta’s pet phrases fell from her own lips. “Why are you 
making the call if she’s fine?”

“I said she was okay. In my mind, that’s a whole lot different 
than being fine. The doctor said she’s remarkably unscathed 
by the fall, only a few bumps and bruises. Rest and physical 
therapy will help with those things. But she’s been struggling 
for a while. I promised I wouldn’t say anything to you until she 
could no longer walk along the shore. Well, she hasn’t been 
on the sand in months. She just didn’t want you worrying. She 
loves you so much.”

Silence expanded for a moment, making the space around 
Cassie fill with increasing pressure. The signs of something 
serious, some kind of trouble with Shasta’s health, had been 
there. She’d known it. Why hadn’t she taken the trip home 
for Christmas? Cassie had used a series of excuses, but Shasta 
hadn’t fought to change her mind. “What is it?”

“They say she suffered a mild stroke. But that’s not the big-
gest issue.” Time ticked away as three seagulls landed on the 
pillars in front of Cassie’s car. “I’m sorry. It’s Parkinson’s.”
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It was a thirty- minute drive from the beach to the tiny, worn- 
down two- bedroom cottage that took most of the money Cassie 
brought in from her meager graduate teaching income and stu-
dent loans. Even with Terri to share expenses and rent, Cassie 
dove deeper into the hole each month. Fortunately, Lark didn’t 
eat or require much . . . yet. Life had better turn around before 
they came to the point where her daughter would need things 
like braces, team fees, and clothes that didn’t come from a 
thrift shop.

Cassie threw the car into park, hopped out, and checked 
the locks.

This wasn’t how life was supposed to play out, but maybe 
she should have known all along.

Being raised without a mom and having a father she’d never 
met should have made her future as clear as sparkling salt water. 
Even though she’d started college with a generous scholarship, 
every dream she’d dared to imagine had been crushed under 
the pounding of her own bad decisions.

The front door squawked open before she could locate her 
house key.

“What in the world?” Terri had her hip cocked, Lark on her 
side. The four- year- old was stuffing a banana in her mouth like 
a competitive eater. “You look horrible.”

“Thanks. That’s helpful.”
“You know what I mean. Is everything okay?” She set Lark 

on the floor by the card table they used for meals.
“Hi, Mama.” The words were formed around yellow goop, 

but still, they provided the salve only Lark could offer.
“Hi, sweetie. Slow down, please.” Cassie flung her bag onto 

the couch, then turned her attention back to Terri. “Has every-
thing ever been okay with me?”

“Oh. One of those days. What can I do to help?”
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That was Terri. They’d been close since undergrad, when 
they were assigned the same room, the exception to the random 
first- year roommate horror stories. She’d become the closest 
friend Cassie had ever had. When the need for a man’s attention 
had rocked Cassie’s world, Terri hadn’t tossed her aside. And 
when Cassie had come home from the student health center 
sobbing, a very unplanned baby on the way, Terri stood by her. 
She’d been as steady and unchanging as Aunt Shasta.

It was Terri who first suggested California for graduate 
school, but Cassie had jumped on the plan without hesitation. 
Cassie had finished her master’s here and was just beginning a 
doctorate, giving her a few more years before she had to figure 
out the rest of her life.

“Tell me not to go home.” Cassie plopped down on the floor, 
her spirits too low for the comfort of the sofa.

Terri lunged for Lark, swooping her into the air a millisec-
ond before her banana- smeared hands came into contact with 
the threadbare blankie she still dragged around. “Sounds like 
a Daniel Tiger conversation.” She wiped Lark’s hands clean 
with a kitchen towel.

A smile snuck up on Cassie. They’d been using that phrase 
anytime they wanted to talk without interruption.

At the mention of Daniel Tiger, Lark hopped onto the bean-
bag, pulled her blankie to her chest, and started sucking on 
the frayed hem, a babyish habit Cassie should probably do 
something about before kindergarten.

With Lark lost in her show, Terri slid onto the floor at her 
side. “Okay. Spill.”

Just like that, tears flooded her eyes. Cassie tried to put words 
to the situation, but they wouldn’t come. Instead, a storm raged, 
weighing her down with choices, mistakes, and consequences. 
The loss of all she’d been raised to accomplish collided with 
who she’d become.

Terri’s arm came across her back, pulling Cassie close.
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The kindness broke Cassie, who dropped her head to Terri’s 
shoulder while the silent tears washed over, soaking into her shirt.

Whatever it took, Lark and Cassie had to go home, at least 
long enough to assess the situation. She owed Shasta that much.

The road in front of Cassie glowed as the darkness faded 
with the rising sun. Lark pounded a happy beat on the box at 
her side. Another box filled the passenger seat beside Cassie. It 
was better to be prepared for a longer stay, especially after all 
she’d read about Parkinson’s. Google was a nightmare factory. 
After years plagued by an irrational fear of open water, Cassie 
had a new demon. Parkinson’s made drowning seem peaceful.

After an hour on the road, Lark grew tired of her confine-
ment. “I need out.”

“I’m afraid that’s not an option, sweet girl. Do you remember 
when we went to visit Aunt Shasta? Remember how long it took 
to get there?” Of course she wouldn’t. Lark hadn’t even had 
her third birthday the last time they’d made the trip.

“What about Teacher Trish? She’ll miss me.”
Cassie took in the image of her daughter in the rearview mir-

ror. Dark curls framed her face. The once- chubby baby cheeks 
were beginning to narrow, transforming Lark into a little girl 
who was growing up too quickly. “I left her a message. She 
knows you’re on a trip.”

“I need to go potty.”
It hadn’t taken long for Lark to remember the golden ticket. 

Cassie could keep driving through hunger, boredom, or rest-
lessness, but potty stops were nonnegotiable. She did a quick 
calculation. There could easily be eight restroom breaks added 
to the fourteen- hour drive. If each took ten minutes, that would 
add another hour and a half to the trip, and that didn’t include 
stopping for food.
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At two o’clock in the morning, having been beaten by her 
poor estimation of toilet stops, meals, snacks, and Lark’s need 
to stretch her legs, Cassie breathed a sigh as she spotted the sign 
announcing they’d arrived in her home county. The hospital was 
no more than a mile away, but Gull’s Bay was another twelve 
at least, and Cassie’s last tank of coffee was losing its ability 
to keep her awake. She pulled into the hospital parking lot.

In the dim glow of a streetlamp, Cassie took in Lark’s pouty 
lips and the perfect crescent moons of her closed eyes. How 
could a mistake have turned into such a precious gift? It didn’t 
make sense, but there she was.

It seemed like only moments had passed when Cassie was 
brutally woken by something tapping the window, followed by 
Lark’s panicked cries.

Cassie swung around, her mind fumbling to make sense of 
the figure staring at her in the early dawn.

The man tapped again, then indicated for her to open the 
window.

Warnings from one of Cassie’s favorite true- crime podcasts 
flashed in her mind. Without taking her gaze away from the 
stranger, she reached back to Lark, then lowered the window 
less than an inch. “Can I help you?”

“Ma’am, I’m with security here.” He indicated something 
on his shirt she couldn’t read through the fogged glass. “This 
is not a campground. I cannot allow you to sleep here. I can 
give you directions to a shelter where they can help you out.”

Cassie’s face tingled. She slid the window down another 
inch. “We’re here to see my aunt. We drove all night, and I was 
exhausted.”

“So then, this won’t become a regular thing?” His expression 
remained vacant.

“No, it won’t happen again.” Cassie maintained control of 
her eyes, not letting them swirl around in the roll they wanted 
so badly to make.
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As he turned back to his vehicle, she took a deep breath. 
“Lark, what do you say we get out of this car?”

Lark nodded, her blanket hanging from her mouth. Chalk 
up another mommy failure. Lark would have plenty to tell her 
future therapist.

As she twisted to unbuckle her daughter, Cassie used the box 
beside her in the passenger seat as leverage, freeing a smaller 
box that dropped, corner first, onto her cheek. “Ouch.” She 
rubbed the spot that rose in an immediate welt.

“Mommy, do you have an ouchy? Do you have Band- Aids?”
Cassie forced a smile. At least this had gotten Lark’s mind 

away from waking up in a car to a strange man at the window. 
“I’m fine.” She needed out of the car as much, if  not more, 
than her daughter.

Hospitals wore an atmosphere of death like the mandatory 
open- backed gowns donned by their patients. It couldn’t be 
helped. People died here and would continue to do so long after 
today. Cassie walked past the nurses’ station, all decorated for 
spring with paper flowers and pastel streamers on the walls, 
but what was the point? It didn’t calm her nervous energy in 
the least, and it certainly didn’t soften the institutional scent 
that made her queasy.

Lark’s reaction didn’t match her mother’s in the least. She 
tugged at Cassie’s arm, reaching out for the adornments.

Butterflies bigger than any of those in the bright exhibit 
bounced around Cassie’s stomach as they reached the right 
room. She knocked gently on the door. “Aunt Shasta? It’s Cassie 
and Lark.”

Shasta looked up from the tray of food stationed on a bed 
table in front of her. It might have been Cassie’s imagination, 
but it seemed as though Shasta’s head jolted toward her in a 
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clicking motion rather than a smooth turn. “Of course it’s 
you. Who else would call me Aunt Shasta?” Her face was ex-
pressionless, but the dim light that shone in her eyes let Cassie 
know this was still the same woman who had taken her in and 
raised her as Shasta’s own daughter, not the child of a much 
younger cousin.

She settled a hand on her aunt’s shoulder. It was awkward, 
like she was trying to say something but didn’t know how to 
express it. They’d never been super touchy- feely.

Stillness placed a blanket over the room, creating a tension 
they’d never shared before.

“Aubrey told you, huh? The woman never can keep her jaw 
closed.” Shasta’s words were rounded off at the points. She 
looked away, her face turned toward the blind- covered window.

Even as a teen, Cassie had never raised her voice to her aunt. 
She’d managed to maneuver through the curves of puberty with 
the books Shasta left on her bed and a large dose of Google 
searches. It didn’t have to be said that neither of them wanted 
to broach the topics of changing bodies and attractions, so 
they hadn’t. It might have been odd, but the two of them had 
also avoided the reverberating fights other teens had with their 
mothers.

For the first time, their carefully manicured relationship felt 
fragile, as if  it were about to crack open and be glued back 
together in a completely different shape. Silent tremors below 
the surface began to do their work. “Yes, of course she told me. 
You should have been the one to do that, but at least I know.”

“There’s no reason for you to be burdened by a thing like 
this. I told her that too. This is my problem. I’ll figure it out.”

“Wow. That sounds an awful lot like you’re dismissing me. 
Did you forget we’re a family?”

Shasta shifted under the sheets, then crossed one arm over 
the other. “It’s not that simple. You have a life, a child. You 
have your studies.”
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Fear beat on the door to Cassie’s insecurities. “Maybe so, 
but you’re the only family Lark and I have. I think I should be 
told when you have a health crisis.”

“This is hardly a crisis.” Yet the slight slur in Shasta’s words 
told another version of the story.

Cassie’s shoulders lifted and fell.
Lark climbed up on the heating unit by the window and 

threaded herself between the blinds and the glass.
Instinct had Cassie about to snap back with words she’d 

regret, but it was only the three of them, a small but steady 
team, and there was no telling how Parkinson’s was going to 
affect Shasta’s future. Cassie didn’t have the luxury of angry 
words she could take back later. Each day from here forward 
was shrouded in a fog of ignorance, something she planned to 
cure ASAP.

The words Cassie wanted to say got lost in the beeping of the 
hospital, the uncertainty of her daughter, and the vulnerability 
of her aunt. They were replaced with feelings she could only 
identify as nerves, like the way she’d felt at her thesis defense 
with all those eyes on her, judging the product of her research 
and holding her future, along with Lark’s, in their hands.

Cassie leaned on the side of Shasta’s mattress. “I just want 
to be sure you’re okay. Can you tell me what the doctor says?”

“It’s nothing really. I have a couple . . .” Her forehead fur-
rowed into a series of rivulets, and she touched a black and 
blue splotch on her arm. “What’s that word?”

“Bruises?”
“Yes. That’s it. I’ll be better soon. Back to myself.”
Lacing her fingers around Shasta’s hand, Cassie was all too 

aware of the changes taking place, the shifting of roles. They 
hadn’t practiced for this. There wasn’t time or warning. Yet here 
they were anyway, bracing for the tsunami that roared toward 
them, and Cassie was the one in charge of their survival.
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