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EMMA...

The highway split somewhere past Billings, and I took the fork without looking at the sign.

I didn’t need to. Some part of me still knew, even after fifteen years and a five-hour flight from JFK. The geography of this drive hadn’t changed; the way the land opened up and flattened out before tilting toward mountains I’d trained myself not to think about. Montana’s air, carrying the scent of dry grass, distance, and sweet, dusty late summer, wafted through the open window, filling the rental car. The air was warmer than New York, drier, and it pulled moisture from my lips within minutes.

Eight more miles. Then seven.

I pulled over at a gas station that hadn’t existed when I left, a gleaming Sinclair with a dinosaur logo and a coffee shop attached. My legs had gone stiff from two hours behind the wheel, and I needed a minute. Maybe two. Maybe I needed to turn around entirely, get back on I-90, and text Agnes that I wasn’t coming after all.

Sorry. Can’t do it. Best of luck with your brother.

But I’d already tried that three times since landing in Billings, and each time my foot had stayed on the accelerator.

I bought a bottle of water I didn’t want and stood by the car, drinking half of it while the wind pulled strands of hair across my face. The water tasted like plastic and nothing, and I made myself swallow it anyway. A truck rumbled past on the highway, hauling cattle, and the smell of manure drifted through the parking lot. My hand tightened on the bottle, crinkling the plastic. Not from the smell—from the memory of it. My father’s boots on the porch, clotted with mud and worse. The way the house used to vibrate when he slammed the door.

I tossed the bottle in a recycling bin and got back in the car.

The last stretch of road curved through fields that looked unchanged. Same fences, same windbreaks of cottonwood leaning east from decades of prevailing wind. I passed a driveway I recognized—the Hendersons, if they were here anymore—and then a barn with a collapsed roof, its red paint faded to a rust that had given up on being red. I didn’t remember the collapse. Things change. Things fall apart. You leave, and time does what it does without asking permission.

Copper Ridge announced itself with a speed limit drop and a wooden sign that someone had repainted since I left. Population 4,200. Used to be 3,800. Someone had gotten optimistic.

The main street looked shorter than I remembered. Everything did—the buildings, the sidewalks, the distance between things. I drove past the feed store where I’d spent summer afternoons as a kid, trailing my father while he talked cattle prices with men in dusty hats. The hardware store had a new awning, forest green, snapping lightly in the wind. The diner looked exactly the same: a squat brick building with a neon sign that probably hadn’t worked since the nineties.

I turned onto Mill Road before I could lose my nerve.

The house sat at the end, set back from the road, smaller than it should have been. I’d grown up here, and now it looked like a place that could fit in the palm of my hand. The paint had held up better than I expected—that dusty blue my mother had chosen twenty-odd years ago as a compromise between my father’s preference for white and her own secret longing for something brighter. The porch’s left side sagged a little. Someone had planted marigolds in crooked rows along the walkway, and the lilac bushes had gotten out of hand, crowding the front steps.

Agnes, probably. She’d never had an eye for straight lines.

I parked behind a silver sedan I didn’t recognize and sat there with the engine off, both hands wrapped around the steering wheel. The leather had gone warm from the sun, almost hot, and I could feel my pulse in my palms. My breath came shallow. The afternoon light fell golden across the yard, catching dust motes in the air, making everything look softer than it was. Deceptive. This place had always been good at that—looking pastoral and peaceful from a distance, hiding its edges until you got close.

The screen door opened, and Agnes stepped onto the porch.

She’d put on weight since the last time I’d seen her, which had been a brief visit to New York three years ago—she’d come to see a specialist about her hip, stayed two nights, and we’d barely talked about anything that mattered. We’d hugged at the airport when she left, exchanged promises to keep in touch that neither of us kept.

Now she raised a hand, shading her eyes against the sun, and waited. Her shoulders were rounded forward, curving in on themselves, and she shifted her weight from foot to foot like standing took effort.

I made myself get out of the car.

“You made good time.” Her voice carried across the yard, warm but careful. “I wasn’t expecting you until evening.”

“Traffic was light.”

I crossed the lawn, my heels sinking into grass that needed mowing, the blades brushing dry against my ankles. Agnes watched me approach with an expression I couldn’t read—relief, maybe, or something more tangled. She looked tired. The skin beneath her eyes had a bruised quality, purple-gray, and she wore the kind of shapeless cardigan that suggested she’d stopped caring about appearances sometime in the last few months. A button was missing near the hem.

“Thank you for coming.” She said it formally, like we were strangers meeting for the first time. In some ways, we were. “I know this isn’t easy.”

“You said it was urgent.”

“It is.” She glanced back at the screen door, her hand going to the doorframe, fingers curling around the wood. A steadying gesture. “He doesn’t have much time left. Days, maybe. A week or two if we’re lucky.”

Lucky wasn’t the word I would have chosen.

Agnes must have seen it in my face, because she reached out and touched my arm—just briefly, her fingers cool against my sun-warmed skin. “I’m not asking you to forgive him, Emma. I’m just asking you to be here.”

I didn’t answer. There wasn’t anything to say that wouldn’t sound cruel or dishonest, and I was too tired for either. Instead, I followed her up the porch steps, past the sagging boards that groaned under my weight, through the screen door that squeaked on the same hinge it had squeaked on my entire childhood.

The smell hit me first.

Not unpleasant, exactly—just unfamiliar layered over familiar. The house carried traces of what it had been: dust and old wood and the faint ghost of my mother’s lavender sachets in the closets. But underneath that, a clinical sharpness. Antiseptic and medication, and the softer, sweeter note of skin beginning to fail. The temperature dropped as I stepped inside; the thick walls held the cool of morning, and goosebumps rose along my arms.

“The hospice nurse comes twice a day.” Agnes led me through the living room, which had been rearranged since I’d last seen it. The couch pushed against the wall, the coffee table gone, and in their place—

I stopped walking.

The hospital bed sat where the television used to be, angled to face the window. Metal rails on both sides, a control panel glowing faintly in the dim room. Tubes ran from somewhere I couldn’t see to a machine beside the bed, a machine that hissed and clicked in a rhythm I could feel in my teeth.

And in the bed, my father.

He didn’t look like my father.

The man I remembered had been thick through the shoulders, barrel-chested, with hands like slabs of meat and a voice that could rattle windows when he was angry. He’d filled rooms. He’d filled entire houses. When he walked into a space, the air changed—got heavier, charged with the possibility of violence or laughter or both.

This man was hollow.

The jaundiced hue of his loose facial skin made me feel nauseous. On top of the blanket, his arms lay, thin as kindling and marked with bruises from needles and IV lines. His eyes were closed. His chest rose and fell in shallow movements that didn’t seem like enough to sustain anything.

I became aware of my breathing. The way it had gone tight in my chest. My fingers had curled into my palms without my permission, nails pressing crescents into skin.

“He sleeps most of the time now.” Agnes’s voice came from somewhere behind me, soft and frayed at the edges. “The pain medication keeps him under.”

Part of me wanted to step closer. Part of me wanted to run. My body chose neither—locked itself in place, every muscle braced, as if proximity might be dangerous. As if this husk of a man might suddenly become the father I remembered, might rise from the bed with his fist already swinging—

But he didn’t move. His eyes stayed closed. The oxygen machine cycled through its rhythm, mechanical and indifferent.

“The liver,” Agnes said. I heard the dry click of her swallowing. “Years of damage. He stopped drinking eight years ago, but by then...”

She trailed off.

Eight years. Eight years sober, and I hadn’t known. Hadn’t asked, hadn’t cared, hadn’t thought about him at all if I could help it. I’d built my life specifically to avoid thinking about him—the constant travel, the freelance work, the refusal to put down roots anywhere. No permanent address meant no forwarding address. No connections meant no obligations. I’d constructed an existence designed for leaving, and I’d never considered what he might do with his.

A fly buzzed somewhere near the window, a small, stupid sound in the weighted silence.

“Emma?”

I realized Agnes had said my name more than once. “Sorry. Yes.”

“Do you want to sit down?”

“No.” The word came out harder than I meant. I softened it, or tried to. “Not yet.”

Agnes moved past me, her footsteps quiet on the worn carpet, and bent over the bed to adjust the blanket where it had bunched near Hank’s shoulder. A tender gesture, practiced and automatic. She tucked the fabric beneath his arm with the efficiency of someone who had done this a hundred times. She’d been doing this for months, I realized. Taking care of him. Watching him fade. While I was in New York, designing resort wear for a client I’d never meet, she was here in this room with the cycling machine and the smell of failing organs, holding vigil for a man who’d never deserved it.

“I put fresh sheets in your old room.” She straightened up, pressing a hand to her lower back, brushing a strand of gray hair from her face with the other. “The nurse will be back in the morning. You don’t have to sit with him tonight—just rest. Get settled.”

“Okay.”

I meant to say more, but the word came out flat and final, and Agnes didn’t push. She touched my shoulder as she passed, her palm resting there for a beat longer than necessary, and then she headed toward the kitchen. The floorboards creaked beneath her weight, a sound so familiar it hurt.

I was alone with my father.

The oxygen machine hissed. Clicked. Hissed. Outside, a crow called—harsh and territorial, answered by another somewhere farther off. The light through the window had shifted from gold to amber, the sun sinking toward mountains I couldn’t see from where I stood.

I looked at his face.

It was strange—seeing the architecture of it without the animation that had made it terrifying. The jaw, the brow, the deep-set eyes. I had his cheekbones, my mother used to say. I’d hated that observation as a teenager, wanted to scrub them off my face. Now I studied those cheekbones, slack with sleep, and tried to find the monster I remembered.

He wasn’t there.

Just this. A dying man, barely breathing, smaller than the bed that held him.

I turned away—a sharp pivot, my heel catching briefly on the carpet—and walked down the hall to the bedroom that used to be mine.

The walls were that faded purple I’d painted them at fourteen, a color I’d chosen to irritate my mother and ended up loving. The twin bed sat beneath the window, covered in a quilt I didn’t recognize—blue and white, hand-stitched, Agnes’s doing. My old bookshelf held paperbacks I’d abandoned when I left, their spines cracked and faded: romance novels, mostly, the kind with shirtless men on the covers. I’d read them under the blankets with a flashlight, dreaming of escapes that looked nothing like the one I eventually made.

I closed the door and sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped beneath my weight, the springs sighing, and the familiarity of it—the exact give, the exact sound—made my ribs ache.

My hands lay in my lap. I looked at them: the short nails, the calluses from scissors and pins, the silver ring I wore on my right thumb that I’d bought for myself in London three years ago. Hands that made things. Hands that stayed busy so the rest of me didn’t have to feel too much.

They were shaking.

I pressed them flat against my thighs, the fabric of my jeans rough under my palms, and held them there until they stopped.

I hadn’t planned to come back here. Not ever.

When my mother and I left, I was seventeen, and I’d vowed to never set foot in Montana again. She’d driven us east to her sister’s place in Minneapolis, and I’d finished high school there, applied to design schools, got into one in New York, and never looked back. A few years later, my mother followed me east—she’d met a man named Paul who made her laugh and never raised his voice, and they’d built a quiet life in Brooklyn while I bounced between apartments across the city. I’d traveled for work—LA, London for a year, San Francisco—but New York was always the base I returned to.

I’d been good at not coming back.

And now here I was. Sitting on my teenage bed, listening to my father’s breathing machine cycle down the hall, I didn’t know what to do with any of it.

The ceiling had the glow-in-the-dark stars I’d stuck up there at twelve. They wouldn’t glow anymore—too old, the phosphorescence long faded—but they were there. Plastic points in a pattern that was supposed to be Orion’s belt but had come out crooked, three stars tilting drunk to the left.

I stared at them until the light faded and the room went gray and then darker.

I didn’t go back out to see him. Didn’t join Agnes for whatever dinner she’d made—I could smell onions and meat, hear the faint clatter of a pot lid, ordinary sounds that belonged to a different homecoming. I lay there instead, fully dressed, on top of a quilt I didn’t recognize, my shoes kicked off onto the floor, my body heavy and hollowed out at the same time.

The oxygen machine cycled through its rhythm. The house settled around me, creaking in places it had always creaked.

I closed my eyes.

I was here. For however long this took, I was here.

That would have to be enough.
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EMMA...

I woke to the smell of bacon and the disorienting certainty that I was seventeen again.

For a long, syrupy moment, I lay there with my eyes closed, letting the smell wash over me. Bacon and coffee and something sweet—pancakes, maybe, or French toast. The sounds of a kitchen in motion: a pan sliding across a burner, the soft thunk of a cabinet closing, water running briefly and then stopping. My mother, I thought. My mother is making breakfast, and if I go out there, she’ll smile and push a plate toward me and ask if I slept okay.

Then I opened my eyes and saw the crooked plastic stars on the ceiling, and the fifteen years came rushing back.

I sat up too fast. My head swam, and I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes until the dizziness passed. The quilt had tangled around my legs in the night, and I kicked free of it, swinging my feet to the cold floor. I’d slept in my clothes—jeans and a wrinkled blouse that had been crisp when I left New York yesterday morning. A lifetime ago. Another person entirely.

The oxygen machine was silent.

I noticed the absence before I noticed anything else, and my chest seized. I was on my feet and halfway to the door before I caught myself, hand on the knob, pulse hammering in my neck. If he was dead—if he’d died in the night, while I lay in here staring at plastic stars and refusing to feel anything—

Agnes’s voice drifted down the hall, low and conversational. Talking to someone. Talking to him.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, and my hand slipped from the doorknob. The relief that moved through me was unwelcome, complicated, a feeling I didn’t want to examine too closely. I wasn’t ready for him to die. But I also wasn’t sure I was ready for him to keep living, to keep lying there in that bed, waiting for something from me that I didn’t know how to give.

I found my shoes where I’d kicked them off, slipped them on, and opened the door.

The hallway was dim; the light not yet reaching this part of the house. I could see into the living room from here—Agnes’s back, her gray hair pinned up in a loose twist, her hand resting on the rail of the hospital bed. The oxygen machine was running again; I could hear it now, that familiar hiss and click. She must have turned it off briefly to adjust something.

I didn’t go in. Instead, I turned toward the kitchen, following the smell of breakfast and the promise of coffee.

Agnes had set out two places at the small table by the window. The bacon was draining on a paper towel, and a cast-iron skillet sat on the stove, golden with the residue of eggs. She’d made biscuits, too—the kind from a can, the kind my mother used to make on weekends when she had time. I stood in the doorway, taking it in, feeling like an intruder in a domestic scene that had nothing to do with me.

“There’s coffee.” Agnes appeared behind me, moving with the quiet efficiency of someone used to navigating around a sickbed. “Cups are where they always were.”

I found a mug in the cabinet—white ceramic, chipped at the rim—and poured myself a cup. The coffee was strong and slightly burnt, the way my father had always liked it. I took a sip and let the bitterness anchor me.

“Did you sleep?” Agnes was plating the bacon, her movements precise.

“Some.”

“The bed’s not great. I should have warned you. The springs are shot.”

“It’s fine.”

She glanced at me, a quick, assessing look, and I knew she could see through the lie. But she didn’t push. She set a plate in front of me—two strips of bacon, a biscuit, a mound of scrambled eggs—and sat down across the table with her own.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. The eggs were good, fluffy and buttery, and I was hungrier than I’d realized. Outside the window, the day was bright and clear, the kind of Montana sky I used to love—blue stretching to the horizon, the mountains in the distance holding snow at their peaks.

“He had a good night,” Agnes said finally. “Slept through most of it.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“The nurse will be here around ten. I need to run into town for a few things—prescriptions, groceries. Will you be alright here for an hour or two?”

The question hung between us. I understood what she was really asking: Will you sit with him?

I thought of the hissing machine, the yellow skin, the man who used to fill rooms now barely filling a bed. My appetite faded, and I set down my fork.

“I need to get out for a bit,” I said. “Clear my head. I’ll be back before you leave.”

Agnes’s expression shifted—not disappointment, exactly, but something next to it. Understanding and resignation, braided together. “There’s a coffee shop on Main Street. The Spur. It’s new since you left. Good coffee, better than mine.”

“I’ll find it.”

I stood, carrying my plate to the sink, rinsing it under water I didn’t need to run that long. Buying myself time. When I turned around, Agnes was watching me with eyes that held more kindness than I deserved.

“Take your time,” she said. “He’s not going anywhere.”

The words landed harder than she probably intended.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Spur occupied a narrow storefront between the hardware store and a boutique that sold Western home décor—cowhide pillows, wrought-iron candleholders, signs with phrases like Home Is Where the
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