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  To all the LGBTQIA+ folks that long for quiet love stories and safe places to call home. We will make this world safer for you. 
And to my father, who has read everything I've written since before I could spell — even the kissing books. 
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Content Warnings


Kit & Basie  is first, and foremost, a cozy fantasy romance. You can expect characters to earn their happily-ever-after. However, the book does feature…
	Strong themes of grief 

	Death of a parent via physician assisted suicide 

	Moderate descriptions of an anxiety attack

	Explicit cursing

	Mentions of sex

	Mentions of a healthy pregnancy

	Mentions of war 



Please take care of yourself! 
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When it was morning, Cian the Huntsman draped her in a cloak.  
He took her to the yard where she would rest beneath the oak. 
All the woodland beasts were there, creatures big and small. 
They used their claws and hooves to dig her earthy forest pall. 
“Why do you dig her grave so true, oh creatures of the wood?” 
The boar, the fox, the hare, the deer with eyes of cherry wood 
said, “You brought your wife into your house and there you loved her thus, 
distracted by her tender heart, you were not hunting us.” 
Cian laid her body in the grave the animals had dug. 
And while he wept, the promise he forgot began to tug.
He would not love a mortal fair, no woman kind or blunt. 
He swore the promise once again and then began to hunt. 


— Ríordán Mac Carthaigh,
Household Fairytales for House Held Faeries
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Chapter 1

The cottage at 6163  Annadale Drive was the only place in Long Lily that could guard impossible things. It was home to oddities that were probably magic—anomalies that shouldn’t be, but were because they’d existed long before anyone had been around to tell them they shouldn’t. Most folks couldn’t make it past the barriers of their limited imagination to see what was really there. A garden that didn’t die in seasons of drought. Bees that never stopped working. A willow tree that never shed its warm weather clothes. 
And Basie Yeats, the town electrician who looked twenty-five, but wasn’t. 
The magic was easy to miss. Any sense of ethereal strangeness about the property could be explained away, mistaken as the nostalgic feeling that comes when a person stands in a place where history happened. In this case, the cottage was built on the very ground where some English fellow in 1811 dug his hands into the soil and said, “Here. This is where I’ll build my kingdom.” Back then, it was two for the price of one, both church and town hall, built to last with Long Lily oak trees and the creek-scented sweat of the village men. 
It was the sort of place that made people who shouldn’t settle down want to — people like Basie’s mother, Adella. 
The train platform was busy the day Della arrived at Long Lily. It wasn’t the best weather Pennsylvania had to offer, but in 1945, a few blistering breezes were better than anything the wartime sky had given her. She stuck out in her butterscotch dress and scuffed shoes, three months pregnant, hoisting her suitcase up like a man to get a better hold. Every pair of eyes followed her like a hammered sore thumb even as a half dozen soldiers filed out from the train behind her.
Before the villagers could spot their returned loved ones, they watched the empty air beside Della as she swept her way across the platform. Everyone heard the silent question none were brave enough to ask: Where is this woman’s husband? But all Della had brought with her was a single suitcase, her unborn son, and plenty of years to fill in the gaps of what she didn’t have. 
On her way off the platform, she passed a lanky fellow sitting on a spare bench, smoking a cigar. She barely paid him enough mind to notice his existence, curving around the woody smoke to avoid inhaling it. Since she’d gotten pregnant, the smell always made her head ache. 
“Ms. Yeats,” the man called, rising to his feet. The words appeared in a cloud of smoke enveloping his face. Upon a fresh glance, Della found that he matched the appearance of the man found in the packet she’d received via mail some months ago: Mr. Leonard Simon, a freshly certified real estate agent, who might have been handsome if only his glasses were smaller. He wore a fine tweed suit that he’d referred to in his letters as his Number 7 Getup because it was lucky. If he wore it the day she arrived, he promised Della would like the house he picked out for her. 
“Mr. Simon,” she addressed, clicking her heels to clear the snow. They were practically the first words she’d spoken since she left her husband in Mexico. “We weren’t due to meet until tomorrow.”  
A more polite woman would’ve pretended the mistake was hers, but Della wasn’t known for being spineless. Only honest. 
Mr. Simon took another huff of his cigar. Della crinkled her nose, already feeling her temple grow tense. 
“I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news,” Mr. Simon said. His face was smooth with youth, but he spoke the way older men did over a table of cards—with an age worth of wisdom, and just as much tobacco. Della bolstered herself up against the news just in time for a particularly frigid breeze to sweep across the platform. “Someone outbid you. The townhouse sold this morning.” 
The news should have vexed Della, but she hadn’t seen the house in person before putting an offer on it. Mr. Simon had only described it in his letters and he wasn’t a very imaginative writer. Maybe once she passed it for the first time, she’d feel the loss more profoundly. For now, she asked, “What else is available in town?” 
Mr. Simon worried at the mouthpiece of his cigar. Surely money couldn’t have been the cause of his hesitance. She’d been contributing to a sizable savings account for what felt like an eternity, and her husband had insisted on contributing when he decided to remain in Mexico—like the bleeding bastard he was. Mr. Simon knew about the money, and had promised in his letters that she’d be able to pick the Long Lily house of her dreams. 
“The thing is, I’m sure you’re aware of all the young soldiers returning from overseas. Most of them are moving closer to Harrisburg where they’re building those fancy new developments, but enough are staying here to marry their sweethearts and start their families,” Mr. Simon explained. “To put it frankly, they’re buying up the houses quick. It may be a while before more properties enter the market.” 
“You mean to tell me there’s nowhere?” Della supposed she could stay with Lottie for a while, but the imposition would be as inconvenient for her as it would be for her friend. She wondered if there were any attics to rent or widows in need of companionship. 
“I didn’t say that. There’s one place. Only—Well, maybe it’s better if you see it for yourself.” 
Mr. Simon offered to carry her luggage, but his arms were practically as skinny as her wrist.  She nudged his hands aside and carried her own things. 
It was too far to walk to the property, which was further from downtown than Della had been planning, so she let Mr. Simon drive her. On the short drive, he told her all about how beautiful the trees looked in autumn. How friendly her neighbors would be when she met them. 
The car came to a halt on the side of the road, skidding in a patch of icy slush. The windows had fogged, so Della ran her glove over the glass and peered into the yard. All at once, she understood what the dilemma had been. 
It was a church. Its white paneling tricked her mind into believing it was disappearing into the snowy hillside, but the stained-glass window at the base of its steeple stood out to Della like the first rainbow did to Noah. Tall windows lined the sides, though even from the road Della could see several of them had been cracked open with stone-sized holes. Its front porch would need to be repaired before anyone could safely walk up to the door, which had begun to chip from disuse. 
“It’s not a home,” Mr. Simon said. “But it could be.” 
Della rested her head against the window, trying to imagine raising her child here, but from inside the car, it felt as though she was looking at a photograph. She opened the door and slipped back out into the winter air. Walking through the snow made her toes feel like they were about to break off from the chill seeping through her socks and boots. 
Yet, as soon as she stepped across the property line, her sideways soul stood upright. 
There were flowers—real live flowers—dozens of them in mismatched patches in the yard, peeking strongly through the snow as if the cold was only imaginary to them. Della traced the sight of them to a tremendous willow tree, leaves still vibrant and green even as they billowed among the midwinter snowfall. The only thing that kept Della from discounting it as a trick of the eye was her own existence. If she could live forever, why should it be impossible that this house or this land could live just as long? 
She had the feeling that now that she’d arrived, she could not leave. It didn’t matter that the plan was just to stay here for a year and then find someplace new. She belonged here, and she didn’t think she’d ever felt that before. 
When she turned to address Mr. Simon, he was already leaning on the front of his car, arms crossed over his chest. 
“I’ll take it,” she said. 
Leonard smiled. 
When Della asked to see the inside of the home, he tramped through the snow, wrestling with his key ring to find the church’s match. Having never been a woman of lasting patience, Della tried the door herself with a confident twist of the handle. To her delight, it swung open with a mighty CREAK.  
A first look inside revealed the miraculous preservation in the yard did not extend to the church’s interior. It was, in fact, falling apart, blanketed in enough dust that the air was difficult to breathe. 
Della purchased the house anyway and, before the end of the week, had gotten to work. She donated the pews to the local Presbyterians and thought it wise to leave the chipped-nose Madonna to the Catholics. However, it seemed to Della like the spirit of her home would wane if she removed all the sacred furnishings. The first to stay was the communion table, which she sanded by hand, buffing away the essence of Latin prayer with oily, golden stain, until nothing was left but a plain kitchen counter. Della kept the votive candles she’d found in a cabinet too, some with burned wicks from long-forgotten flames. Then a burgundy rug that was a few hard months away from utter mildew destruction, but only an hour of tender care away from rejuvenation.
When spring bloomed, the Long Lily folks grew curious of the strange woman they saw tending to the old headstones in the burial ground across the road. Some of the local widows had made a point to pass slowly by the church just to watch Della kneel in the churchyard and scrape away lichen from between the letters spelling Dearest and Friend or In God’s care. Della gave them the courtesy of pretending she didn’t notice, until one day the youngest of the women knelt beside her and offered to help. 
Then it wasn’t just the mending of the church, but the mending of war-broken hearts of her neighbors who knew the weight of an endless grief. With as much care as she painted her walls, she held the hands of mothers and wives when they wept over empty graves of men lost in muddy trenches. She received their tears, washed their hair, and kept them from tugging it out.
But soon the mourning period was over and all those mothers, sisters, and wives returned the debt of their grief to the cottage: the walls, the floors, the window panes. They helped Della Yeats cover her age-stained walls in pale honey-colored paint. They soiled the knees of their trousers by planting irises with Della by the road and taught her to raise bees near the flowers richest in pollen. They did not speak of the war-shaped crater in their chests, and instead dedicated long hours into creating a place that war could not touch.
In spring of 1945, when the repairs were complete, all of the single and widowed women gave the cottage a name—Wellhead. 
On paper, the cottage had passed in ownership from Della Yeats down several generations of daughters. In truth, in all those years, the property had only ever passed once: from Della Yeats—mother—to Basie Yeats—son. 
Because Della, for all her many names and many years, knew that you could only give gifts like family homes and immortality once. 
Some months after the naming of Wellhead, when the garden’s soil was tangled with roots and the tree saplings grew strong, it was time for the cottage to welcome the final piece of missing magic: a baby with open hands and a head of curly brown hair. Sweet Basie Yeats.
Basie grew up at Wellhead and lived there even when his growing stopped—happy, cared for, and eternally twenty-five. Della almost hadn’t believed Basie when he claimed he’d stopped growing. Most immortal folks didn’t peak for at least another decade. Della herself was a late bloomer, aging until a few weeks after her thirty-seventh birthday. But when Basie crept slowly down the stairs to tell his mother that he felt the aging stop, there was no denying it. Sensing the standstill was different for everyone, but always rather curious in nature. For Della, she’d felt like a flock of birds had come to rest at the base of her feet. 
For Basie, there were no birds. He only shrugged and said, “My bones are at peace.” 
Because she was the only person he could ask, he learned many lessons about his own immortality from his mother. Discovered some for himself. Knew some without having to be told. 
Of the last variety, the most important was this: immortality was a dangerous affair when it wasn’t done right. 
Done right, people like Basie kept their lives in duffle bags until they were worn into threads from use. They learned a dozen languages and let the thrill of existing make them forget how many years they had been alive. 
They did not, however, hang pictures on their walls. They didn’t leave things in their fridge long enough to grow fuzzy, white trees. And they certainly didn’t embrace the sort of commitments that might tempt a person to stay put—like Della’s bees. Or a successful produce stand that the locals relied on. Or a house over two hundred years old and constantly in need of repair. 
In short, Basie was doing immortality all wrong. 
The only problem was, admitting so would also mean admitting Della was doing immortality wrong too, which was absolutely, positively out of the question. Because even if Basie could convince his mom that she might’ve been wrong about something—ha!—then they’d have to do something about it. Something unpalatable, like leaving Long Lily and overhauling the lifestyle that suited them fine. Willful ignorance was by far the easier option. Still, it didn’t mean it was right.
When he asked his mother her opinion on the matter, she argued that he had it all twisted up. There weren’t any official rules for their condition, she said, so she could live in the same damn house for her entire endless existence if she wanted. She would make her pies and drink her magnolia tea every blessed day—world without end, Amen—if that’s what made her happy.
“Won’t the people in town notice?” Basie asked, the night of his twenty-fifth birthday. The night he instinctively knew he stopped aging.
“Oh, they’ll notice. Some already do,” Della replied. His eyes were glued to her hands, the pie dough hugging around her fingers as she kneaded it into the counter. Flour sprinkled over the edge, powdering white across the old wooden inlay that read In Remembrance of Me. “Folks realize that if they’ve been watching us, we’ve been watching them for a lot longer, and that puts us right in the center of knowing all their business.” 
“What about the folks with nothing to hide?” Basie asked, biting into a fresh strawberry. He plucked another one out of her bowl, flicking off some of the seeds with his fingernail. 
“Everyone’s got business, Basie. Some people just mind theirs. ’Sides, our neighbors believe anything can happen in Appalachia.” 
“That’s ’cause anything can,” he replied. He should know. 
Basie caught his own reflection in the window above the sink. It was a good thing he liked his face, because it wasn’t going anywhere. 
On those warm, summer days, it was easy to believe that when Della said her stubborn Amens and laughed without crow’s feet, she wasn’t going anywhere either. 
But then, Della was Basie’s mother, and she did immortality all wrong too. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The phone call came years later, the day Basie took down the 2022 calendar hanging on the refrigerator. It was outdated by a few months, but Della liked its pictures of Van Gogh’s paintings so much that she’d let it outstay its welcome. She wouldn’t have even kept a calendar if it wasn’t for her son, who insisted on tracking the days.  
He was halfway through cutting out Van Gogh’s Sunflowers to hang in a frame on the wall when the phone began to ring. 
Sometimes, when Basie had trouble untangling the years of his life in his head, he would think of things as Pre-sunflowers and Post-sunflowers. 
Pre-sunflowers Basie thought his mother was still in bed, sleeping past noon. 
Post-sunflowers Basie picked up the receiver, held it between his chin and shoulder, and said, “Hello, this is Basie.” 
The person on the other line identified herself in simple, basic terms, though she never gave her name. She was one of Della’s old friends, an American nurse who had moved to Canada to retire with her husband. 
“And,” she said, “I know your secret.” 
Basie, who was halfway to the stairs to wake his mother, paused. 
“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” he said slowly, the way he was taught.
“The thing is, Basie…” She swallowed so hard the sound passed through the speaker. “The thing is, your mother is here with me. In Ontario. She drove all night to get here.” 
“Why?” Basie said, frowning.
“You know she’s been around a long time. And well, some things just aren’t legal in the States.”
They were just words—very vague ones, at that. But Basie distrusted the sound of them. 
“I’m sorry, but you’re mistaken. My mother’s here. Hold on just a minute, I’ll get her for you,” Basie interrupted. But even as he took the steps to Della’s room two at a time, he could feel the wrongness of the phone call. As if there was no possible reality in which the words spoken over the line could end in a desirable outcome. Basie turned over the facts in his mind. Della wouldn’t take a trip and leave Basie without telling him. “Maybe you have her confused with someone else.” 
“I don’t think so,” the woman answered gently. 
He should ask her name. Ask where exactly she was calling from. Ask her to mind her goddamn business and leave his family alone. 
“Are you sitting down?” the nameless woman continued. “You should sit down.”
Basie would not sit down. She couldn’t say whatever she was about to if he was still standing. There was still time. He could still work out the solution to whatever bizarre twist of events had disturbed Wellhead’s peace.
“My mom doesn’t even have a valid passport anymore. How could she—” Basie was all frayed edges, but the woman was fortified by unrelenting patience. 
“I made arrangements for her so she could drive across the Buffalo-Ontario border. She took your truck, I think. I’m looking right at her.”
Basie swung Della’s door open. It smelled like her, the maple of her four-poster bed and the perfume on her dresser that was a few decades too old. On the wall, Della’s latest passion project went unfinished—a mural of hyper realistic, human sized flowers against a sky of mossy green. Cans of paint waited at the foot of the perfectly made bed. 
But Della was nowhere in sight. 
She should’ve been sleeping. Or painting. She should’ve—
“You’ve got the wrong number,” Basie said sternly.  
“Would you like the news of your mother or not, Basie?” replied the woman.
Basie tapped the wireless receiver to his forehead, gaze drifting to the empty bed. 
“Can she tell me the news herself, please?” he asked. 
There was another gaping pause. 
“She can’t. Your mother passed away this morning.”
That was—But—
Basie turned his burning eyes back to his mom’s empty room. 
Then, he began to crash. He crashed down the stairs. Down the valley road. Down the entire goddamn mountain.  
“What did you just say to me?” he hissed dangerously. “Is this your idea of a sick joke? Because if it is, congratulations. It’s pretty fucking sick. You said you knew our secret. Remember? My mom can’t. Die.” 
This was objectively not true. Having seventy-seven years of immortality up his sleeve, Basie’s understanding of the rules of immortality was just as thorough as his ability to write and read. Immortal people could, feasibly, live forever. The same ancient forces that kept them from aging also strengthened their bodies from disease and quickened their healing. It meant that immortals often got out of scrapes that would’ve doomed anyone else. Immortality did not, however, provide protection against gunshots. Or freak accidents involving sharp objects. 
Or euthanasia, apparently. 
“We don’t expect you to understand entirely, alright? It was—Well, it was something she’d been planning for a while. You’ve heard the term euthanasia before, right?” 
“You euthanized my mother?” 
“Because she asked to be!” 
“Then she wasn’t in her right mind!”
“She had a psychological assessment, just to be certain.” 
“Oh, I’m sure that shrink thought she was so mentally sound when she told them how old she was. Who even are you, anyways?” 
“Someone from your mom’s hometown.” 
“Give me a name.” 
“I know you’re upset, but—”
“Tell me your fucking name.” 
“Rita,” the woman replied, voice trembling. Not in fear, though. Maybe from having to own up to being a cold-hearted bitch.
“Well, guess what, Rita? You’re a murderer. A goddamned murderer. You murdered my mother. You murdered—”  
Basie was crashing. Crashing. Crashing. 
He was suddenly the only immortal he knew. 
His knee crumbled and he fell onto the hardwood floor. If he’d been able to find the breath, he might’ve spoken, but there wasn’t anything to say. 
He wasn’t aware of much except that he was weeping. Or something close to weeping, because he could not breathe. He choked and wheezed and clung to sparse gasps, but his lungs never filled.  
“She was happy,” he heard himself say, though the words were nothing but a rasp. Rita made a pitying noise that made Basie feel sick.
“Even happy people don’t want to live forever.” 
Does anyone? Do I? Basie sneered in his mind. He hadn’t asked to drag around the weight of forever on his ankle. He never took his mother for a coward, either. Never considered that she’d be the one to make him the way he was, then leave him to be the only one stuck in time. 
“It was her choice,” Rita finished. 
This Basie could not tolerate.
“You’re crazy. Absolutely deranged. She’d never leave like that. Not without me there. Not without saying goodbye. You don’t know her like I do. You’re not family.”
“If it’s any consolation, she told me she left a note for you.” Basie shook his head over and over and over. Consolation. God, he still couldn’t breathe. Why couldn’t he breathe? “She said you’d know where to find it.” 
Basie dropped his head to his knees. 
When he didn’t answer her, the stranger—fucking Rita—explained that they would be handling the arrangements for the funeral, but he could write the obituary if he wanted. They’d bury her in the small backwater town where she’d stopped aging hundreds of years ago and, no, it wasn’t possible to send her home to be buried in Long Lily. It would just bring up a nasty slew of questions and she didn’t want Basie to have to keep track of so many lies. This way he could stay where he was; didn’t he understand? He should come up for the service, she said. Take a bus across the US line and then drive his truck home. 
Basie didn’t care about the truck. He tried to tell her as much, but found he was crying too hard—hard enough that it seemed unlikely he would ever be able to stop. It was possible that no human had ever been so angry before. The sheer weight of it circled back around past ire, past rage, and right into ice cold sadness. 
“Will you be alright?” the woman asked. 
“Oh, fuck you,” he snapped. He threw the phone at the wall. Shards of plastic exploded against the unfinished mural and the batteries rolled over to his feet. He wanted to hit something else until everything he owned was in small, broken bits and his hands were covered in cuts. But that meant accepting that the phone call was real. Even in this magical house, that was the one impossible thing he could not allow. 
Basie slowly circled the cottage, the sheds, and the gardens in search of his mother. Della was not weeding in the flower beds, hiding behind the beehives, or reading in some nook of the house. 
Because the thing about Wellhead Cottage was that it could guard any impossible thing. But if those impossible things left, so did Wellhead’s protection. And Della had left, so now she was gone. 
He went around once more, this time in search of the final goodbye letter that he was promised. He circled her empty bedroom, then his messy one, then the kitchen, and Della’s desk. There was no letter. Maybe it was in Canada.
Then, Basie’s gaze lingered on the shed. It’d be easy to look through the side window for the note. Della always kept them clean. But when Basie urged himself to step forward, to use the key in his pocket and unlock the whining door, he found his body would not move. 
He regarded the shed for a long, long time—long enough that the sun and shadows shifted along the shed’s exterior walls. 
When it grew dark, Basie went back inside. He sat at the kitchen table and folded his hands, watching evening pour in through the open windows.
It was then Basie decided he was going to start doing immortality the right way. 
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Chapter 2

“You’re not trying hard  enough,” Basie told Lewie Simon during breakfast at the Redtop Diner one morning. Lewie only scoffed. 
Basie had been putting off this breakfast since he’d called Lewie earlier that week. He could at least hide his red eyes and unwashed hair over the phone. Meeting up with his best friend in public meant he needed to look acceptable in order to be granted entry at a food establishment. 
As far as phone calls went, it wasn’t the worst he had. Basie choked the news out without completely unraveling, a miraculous feat in his opinion. He’d allowed Lewie one second of stunned silence before telling him to put Wellhead up for sale, along with everything in it. Lewie had tried to convince him to get out for a bit—Why don’t you come over? I’ll put a pot of Folgers on and we can sit in silence on the patio—but Basie refused. 
“You need to list the house and I need to pack,” Basie had said.
And he did, though pack was a loose term for the way he shoved all the necessities into one single bag and left Wellhead behind. He’d meant to leave Long Lily immediately, only there were some loyal customers with flickering lights and malfunctioning outlets that he promised he would fix before he left. The nice elderly man who owned the local fishing motel let Basie stay five days for free, because he somehow still remembered playing baseball with Basie as a boy. Basie repaid him by giving all the lobby lamps fresh bulbs, no charge. 
In a week, when the five pity days dried up and all fifty years of debts and favors were paid in full, he would go. 
Just as soon as Lewie sold the house. 
“I’ve had four offers on the place, so I’ll take none of that nonbeliever bullshit. I’m just holding out a few extra days,” said Lewie, sipping on his tepid coffee. 
Basie spooned up some raspberries, examined them, then poured them back into their bowl. 
“Why wait? I’m ready to get out of here.”  
“Because if you sell the place without thinking it through, you’ll regret it. At least go pack up some of your mom’s things and put them in storage. Trust me, you’ll want every bit of her when the worst of it wears off.” 
Basie set his jaw and gave Lewie a stern glare. 
“I don’t want the house. I don’t want her things.” 
“Then give me time to find someone who will love it as much as you did. We can’t have just anyone moving into Long Lily forever.” 
“It’s not your job to control who comes into town. It’s your job to sell the place.” 
Lewie lifted his coffee to his lips, smearing his finger through the brown ring left on the laminate tabletop. When he set his mug down, a waitress came round to top it off and Lewie did the whole thing all over again. 
Basie let him sip once, then twice, before he pressed, “Sell the place, Lewie. I don’t care who you sell it to. I just want to get the hell out of Long Lily.” 
Lewie still wasn’t convinced, because Basie Yeats was always a bit of a liar. Or, at the very least, someone who knew how to withhold the truth. 
“It feels pretty shitty when your best friend comes up to you begging because he can’t get away fast enough.”
“Come on, you know it’s got nothing to do with you. When your parents died, you would’ve headed out on the first plane south if it weren’t for your kid siblings. Look me in the eye and tell me you would’ve stayed.” 
Lewie did just that. “I would’ve stayed, Basie.”  
Basie stared back, hard. Lewie’s shoulders slumped. At the end of the day, when Basie looked at him like that, Lewie’s job as realtor won out over his job as friend.  “But just because I would’ve stayed doesn’t mean you have to hang around. If leaving is really what you want, I’ll have Wellhead sold by the end of the week.” 
For the first time, Post-sunflower Basie relaxed into his seat.
A week. He could survive a week. In fact, he’d survived more weeks than most people he knew who looked twenty-five. 
It was short lived peace, because then Lewie turned to him and asked, “What are you going to do about the shed?”
Basie stiffened. 
“Nothing,” he replied carefully. “It’s locked. I’ve got the key.” 
“Come on, Bas. You’ve gotta hand over the shed key when you sell the house.” 
“Tell them I lost it. If the buyer ends up wanting the shed so bad, they can get a new key made. It’s not my problem.” 
What was his problem was finding somewhere to stay. Any of his neighbors would jump at the opportunity to host him, because above all, Long Lily people loved two things: hosting guests and overfeeding them within an inch of their life. But the thought of being under constant attention was unbearable. 
His gaze drifted over to the booths next to them, lingering on the cracks in the striped upholstery. Suddenly, he knew exactly where he’d stay. 
“I gotta head out,” said Basie, pushing his hands to his knees, the way that always meant Well, would you look at the time? “I told Love Dixie I’d fix that flickering light over her auntie’s kitchen sink.” 
“I reckon we oughta talk this out a little more.” 
“I reckon you give good advice, but unfortunately, I’m just not in the mood. Maybe next time.” Basie plucked a ten-dollar bill from his wallet before stuffing it into his back pocket. “I really do want you to be the one to sell the place, Lew. Your grandfather is the one that gave the papers to my ma. It’s only right.” 
“I said I’d do it. The advice is entirely of the friend variety.”
“Then write it in a letter and I’ll get it in a day or two,” teased Basie, dropping the money on the table. 
“And send it where?” 
But Basie was already gone. And not to Love Dixie’s aunt’s house either, but to the small nook of Long Lily that would be his interim home. 
The Redtop Diner, before it moved to its prime location downtown, had once welcomed guests in the middle of Crane’s Nest Wood on the north side of town. Its patrons had enjoyed the mountainside route to the diner just as much as they liked the pie and the larger-than-life soft pretzels. One of Basie’s only surviving memories from his youth was the absolute chaos that ensued when the Redtop Diner announced it would shut its doors after a flooding incident. The community conspired together to raise the down payment on a Main Street location, a scheme that was so successful, Basie still ate there at least once a week over sixty years later. 
Redtop’s owners had never gotten around to tearing down the old building. The only folks who remembered the red-roofed nook in the woods were either retired or immortal. 
Basie paid no mind to the muddy forest trails as the fettering overgrowth and fallen twigs nipped at his boots. With each crunching step, his mind skirted around the things he should be thinking about, circumventing them from a safe distance like a half-interested buzzard. They were meaningless words on deaf ears. Della’s funeral. His plan for moving. The mystery of who would buy the house. 
The white noise distraction carried him all the way to the crest of the hill where a faded red roof materialized through the trees. It was only when he recognized the sight that it occurred to him that he’d been walking at least a mile in the pouring rain. The old diner might not have been a five-star hotel, but at least it would get him out of the downpour. 
From the outside, the diner looked like it had been plucked apart the same way people pluck at grass—frayed along the siding, with no rhyme or reason to which boards stayed nailed in and which were cracked with age. It probably wasn’t safe to stay here for long, but the roof hadn’t collapsed during the last sixty years of neglect, so he imagined it would last another week.
The dark sky overhead wept fat raindrops through the trees and into Basie’s eyes. His boots sank two inches deep in the mud when he walked up to the main door. He squinted into the window, smudging a thick layer of dirt away with the meat of his fist. He was met with his own sharp brown eyes peering back, along with the brown curls stuck to his forehead. The tan skin his father had given him hadn’t seen much sun since he had become Post-sunflower Basie, so there was little color to hide the dark bags under his eyes. 
But past the gauzy smudges of his own reflection, Basie saw the dining room he’d visited most Fridays during his childhood, stuck in time like a scene from a snow globe, wet and faded. He gave the door a shove and it pushed open as if the lock had been broken for so long, it couldn’t remember how to do its job. 
Basie dropped his bag on a patch of dry floor where the rain hadn’t smuggled itself in. He gave his damp head a good shake.
“Hogar dulce hogar,” he said, listlessly. Home sweet home. 
That night, Basie pushed five stiff booths together, laid back across the seats, and pretended to look for pictures in the mildew stains on the ceiling. He blocked all mention of Della from his mind, ignoring the soul-deep ache to return home and lay under a mountain of his own quilts. 
In the silence of the diner, his empty thoughts circled around until Basie could take the quiet no longer.  
Instead, he sat up and planned. He focused and plotted and did not allow his attention to waver until everything was laid out in his mind. 
It was decided.
Once Lewie sold
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