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For my husband and our children.

Your love, patience, and presence carried me through the hard places.

God's love carried us when strength failed.

With all my love,
Sy Robinson
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This novel is a story about mothers and daughters, what families inherit, and the ways love survives even when it arrives in damaged forms. While this is a work of fiction, it was written with deep respect for the women, men, and children who have carried grief, caregiving, illness, complicated family histories, and the hope of healing.

If you have ever loved someone through loss, waited for words that came late, or tried to make a gentler life out of what you were given, I hope these pages meet you with tenderness.
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Chapter 1: The Calculation
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Cara

The doctor says stage four the same way he says non-small cell, metastatic, treatment plan. Calm. Level. Like the words mean what they mean whether I'm ready for them or not.

I sit across from him in a green chair that squeaks every time I shift my weight. The room smells like disinfectant and burnt coffee. His white coat is a little short at the wrists. He looks younger than I want him to. Too young to be sitting there explaining the end of my life like it's part of his afternoon.

He keeps talking.

Lung.

Liver.

Bones.

The words hang there, heavy and useless. I hear them, but they don't settle into anything I can work with yet.

Outside the window, Atlanta is busy being spring. Trees greening up. Dogwoods showing off. Cars moving like people still have errands to run and lunch plans to make. The glass is streaked from old rain. I keep staring at that instead of him, because once I really look at his face, I'll have to admit this is happening to me.

Lung cancer. Stage four.

Not a shadow on a scan. Not a maybe. Not something that needs one more test before it becomes real.

The cough I blamed on studio dust.

The weight I've been losing.

The tiredness that stopped feeling ordinary a while ago.

None of it was small. I just needed it to be.

"Mrs. Washington?"

I realize he's waiting for me to say something back.

I turn toward him. "How long?"

That changes his face a little. Doctors like hopeful questions first. They prefer treatment options, percentages, next steps. They like to walk you to the cliff slow.

"It depends," he says.

Of course it does.

He starts explaining molecular testing, immunotherapy, chemo, possible outcomes, quality of life. His voice is careful, meant to sound useful. I let him finish. People like to feel they've completed their part before you ruin the script.

Shaun is four months pregnant.

That is the first clear thought I have.

Not fear. Not grief. Not even anger.

My daughter is four months pregnant.

Everything after that turns into numbers.

If I start treatment now, I'll be sick through the rest of her pregnancy. I'll be bald at the baby shower. I'll drag poison and panic into months that are supposed to belong to her.

If I wait, I lose time.

If I tell her now, she carries me the rest of the way through this pregnancy whether she wants to or not.

I've always been good at calculation. Timing. Tradeoffs. The kind of cold decisions that let people survive things that should have broken them.

"If I wait until September," I ask, "what does that cost me?"

He pauses too long.

That's the answer before he says the words.

"Time," he says. "Potentially a significant amount."

I nod like he just quoted me a bad interest rate.

September.

My grandson will be here by then.

If I can hold this until then, Shaun gets the shower, the birth, the first stretch of joy before I crack her life open with the truth.

It is a cruel plan.

It is still the one I choose.

"I'll call you in September," I say.

He starts again-urgency, not waiting, how advanced this is-but I'm already standing. The room tilts hard enough that I have to grab the chair. My breath gets thin and fast, running ahead of me like it's trying to leave first.

"Mrs. Washington-"

"I heard you."

My voice comes out steady. That irritates me. I'd like one dramatic collapse. One useful crack in the surface. But no. I stand there like a woman discussing a schedule change.

I drive home even though I shouldn't.

I should sit in the parking lot until I can think straight. I should call somebody and make them come get me. I should say the words out loud before they harden into something private and impossible.

But who?

Gene has been dead five years.

My brother has been dead to me since I was twelve.

My ex-husbands know how to send checks, not comfort.

My colleagues know my work, not me.

And Shaun is four months pregnant.

So I drive.

The house looks the same when I pull up. Pale yellow. Wraparound porch. Trim still needing touch-up in that one corner. I painted that porch myself the summer I turned forty and decided maybe I was done letting my life happen to me.

The studio is downstairs, half underground, windows right at sidewalk level. I haven't taught in three weeks. The mirrors are probably dusty by now. The floor probably needs sweeping. I built that room with dance money and stubbornness. It feels strange, sitting here knowing I might leave it before I'm ready.

I stay in the car a minute with both hands on the wheel.

The Lexus smells like vanilla air freshener and cigarettes.

I rest my forehead against the leather and close my eyes.

By September the baby will be here.

That gets Shaun through the birth. Through the shower. Through a little more ordinary life before she has to look at me and realize I made another life-altering decision for both of us without asking.

Inside, the kitchen is the same yellow it has always been. White cabinets. Old table. A room full of history I do not have the strength to sort through right now.

I pour vodka into a glass because wine feels too soft for this.

Then I call my daughter.

She answers on the third ring. "Hey, Mama."

Her voice is tired. Pregnant tired. I remember that tired. Bone tired. Soul tired. Like your body belongs to somebody else and you're supposed to smile about it.

"Hey, baby." I make my voice light. "How's my grandson?"

"He's kicking my bladder like it owes him money."

I laugh because she means me to.

"That sounds right."

She starts talking. Baby shower plans. Kelly's moods. Cole picking out harmony by ear again. A sale on nursery furniture. Small, normal things. Beautiful things. I make the right sounds in the right places. Ask the right questions. I still know how to perform mother well enough to pass.

Then she says, "You sound tired."

There it is.

"Bad cough," I say. "The studio's been cold."

The lie comes out easy.

That scares me more than the diagnosis did.

She keeps talking, but part of me is already somewhere ahead of us-in a hospital room, maybe, with a newborn in her arms while I tell her I've been dying in private for months.

She's going to hate me.

She should.

"Get some rest," she says finally. "Love you."

My hand tightens around the glass.

"I love you too," I say. "More than you know."

When I hang up, the kitchen goes quiet.

I drink.

Then my eyes land on the extension cord coiled near the outlet by the counter. Neat. Ordinary. Harmless-looking.

I stare at it too long.

I remember being little. The stove coil red-hot and beautiful. My hand reaching before I understood what heat could do. Her jerking me back so hard my feet left the floor. The extension cord in her hand. The way she threw it across the room instead of using it.

She never touched me with it.

That almost makes it worse.

Even then I knew what had flashed through her. I knew how fast fear could turn into something rough and dangerous. I knew it didn't take much for love to get twisted up with harm.

September.

I have until September.

I have Thursday too. Cole's piano lesson. My grandson's first weeks in the world. A little borrowed time inside the lie.

It isn't enough.

It's what I have.

I keep drinking until the sharpest edge wears down. Until my breathing slows. Until the math feels less like murder and more like something I can survive.

When I finally fall asleep, I dream I'm dancing again.

Not teaching. Not performing.

Just moving in a body that still does what I ask.
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