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      The call came on a Tuesday.

      I was halfway through a story about a warehouse fire, thumb hovering over “send,” when my phone lit up with Aunt Lottie’s name. I almost let it go to voicemail. She’d been calling more lately, her voice carrying the weight of someone who had something to say and didn’t know how to say it.

      “Girl, it’s AML,” she said, before I could get out more than her name. “Acute myeloid leukemia. The doctor says three to five years, if we’re lucky. Maybe less.”

      I sat there in my cubicle, surrounded by the burned-coffee smell of the newsroom, and stared at the blinking cursor on my screen. Lottie wasn’t my mother’s sister. She was something harder to explain on paper—her best friend since the third grade, the woman who had shown up with casseroles and a sleeping bag when my father left, who had held my mother’s hand in the hospital at the end. The aunt who chose us. AML. I’d covered enough medical stories to know what those three letters meant.

      Aggressive. Fast. Unforgiving.

      “Josie? You still there?”

      “Yeah,” my voice came out thin. “I’m here.”

      “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. But I knew if I waited, you’d hear it from someone else first. Small towns.” She laughed, but it sounded tired. “You know how it is.”

      I did. I knew exactly how it was. I’d spent twenty-two years trying to escape that gravity, the way news traveled through Riverbend like water finding cracks in stone.

      “When?” I asked.

      “Diagnosed last month. I’ve been… processing.”

      A month. She’d known for a month and hadn’t told me. The hurt of that landed sharp, but underneath it was something worse: the memory of my mother’s final months, the way I’d convinced myself that phone calls were enough, that I’d have time to come back, that there would always be more time.

      There hadn’t been.

      “Aunt Lottie⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare feel sorry for me, Josephine Bennett. I didn’t call for that. I called because…” She paused, and I heard her shift, the creak of her kitchen chair, the familiar sound of her gathering her thoughts. “Because I don’t want to do this alone. And because I know you. I know you’re sitting in that city of yours, thinking you can handle it from a distance. You can’t. Not this time.”

      The line went quiet. Around me, the newsroom churned—keyboards clicking, phones ringing, someone laughing too loudly three desks over. My editor walked past, pointed at his watch, mouthed deadline.

      I looked at my screen. The warehouse fire. Three hundred words about a tragedy that would be forgotten by tomorrow.

      “I’ll be there,” I said.

      “Josie…”

      “I’ll be there, Lottie. I promise.”

      I hung up before I could talk myself out of it. My hands were shaking as I pulled up my email and typed three sentences to my editor. No explanation, no two-week notice, just: I quit. Effective immediately. I’m sorry.

      I hit send.

      Then I sat there, staring at the screen, waiting for panic to set in. It didn’t. Instead, what rose was something quieter, something that felt almost like relief. Like I’d been holding my breath for five years and had finally remembered how to exhale.

      Two weeks later, I packed my apartment into cardboard boxes, loaded my dog, Tucker, into the passenger seat of a used truck, and turned onto the highway that would take me back to Riverbend.

      I didn’t plan on coming back, at least not with the kind of finality that comes from leaving everything else behind. But plans have a way of dissolving when life stops asking what you want and starts telling you what you need.

      I told myself it was temporary when I turned off the highway, the same way I used to tell myself things would get easier once I made it through the next deadline, the next story, the next late-night call from an editor who didn’t care that it was already past midnight.

      Temporary.

      That word had gotten me through a lot over the years.

      But as the trees thickened along the two-lane road and the signal on my phone dropped to one stubborn bar, I had a feeling this time I might be lying to myself.

      Tucker shifted in the passenger seat, his large frame adjusting with a soft huff as the truck slowed over a familiar dip in the road. His head lifted, ears flopping forward, not sharp like a shepherd’s but soft, heavy, expressive. His dark eyes tracked the passing trees as if he recognized something I hadn’t said out loud yet.

      “Yeah,” I murmured, glancing over at him. “This is it.”

      He didn’t wag his tail, not yet. Tucker wasn’t the overexcited type. He was steady. Observant. The kind of dog that watched first and decided later.

      Three years ago, when I adopted him, the shelter had labeled him a Bernese Mountain Dog and German Shepherd mix—as if that explained anything. What they didn’t say was that he came with a quiet kind of loyalty that settled into your bones. Or that he had a way of looking at you like he already knew when you were about to make a bad decision.

      Which, to be fair, I’d done a lot of.

      “We can still turn around,” I said, half to him, half to myself.

      Tucker blinked slowly, unimpressed.

      “Right,” I sighed. “I know.”

      The first sign for Riverbend came up just past the bend in the creek—the same faded wooden sign it had always been. Someone had repainted the lettering, but the wood was still cracked in the corners, still leaning just slightly to the left, like it couldn’t be bothered to stand up straight anymore.

      WELCOME TO RIVERBEND

      I slowed down without meaning to. Ten years ago, I couldn’t leave fast enough. Back then, Riverbend felt too small. Too quiet. Too predictable. Every street held a memory, every face knew my name, and every expectation felt like it was waiting for me to either meet it or disappoint it.

      So I left, trading the predictable rhythm of the seasons for college, then internships, and finally a job that turned into something bigger and more hollow than I’d planned. I became an investigative reporter, living for the long hours and the constant noise, chasing stories that always felt just out of reach, as if the next big break would finally be the thing that made the restlessness stop.

      And then there was Caleb.

      I swallowed against a sudden tightness in my throat, my grip on the steering wheel turning my knuckles white as the ghost of a memory flared up, the way he used to look at me before the world got complicated.

      The last time I saw him when everything changed, it was late August and the river was low, the banks thick with the smell of sunbaked mud and sweet rot. I’d asked him to meet me at the old boat launch, the one we used to sneak down to in high school, and he showed up in his uniform pants and a polo shirt, his badge catching the last light, arms crossed like he was expecting a fight and hoping for anything but one.

      I remember the way the light hit his face, softening the hard angles I’d spent the summer memorizing, and how he managed, even then, to look at me like I was still a secret worth keeping.

      We talked for an hour about nothing—work, the heat, the price of gas—until finally I said I couldn’t stay, not even for him, not with my mother gone and the whole town looking at me like I was supposed to become someone I wasn’t. He nodded, not arguing, just letting the silence fill the space between us. When it was time to go, we hugged like people who didn’t know if they’d ever get another chance.

      I left Riverbend at sunrise the next morning. Caleb didn’t call, and I didn’t expect him to. But some days, I still felt the ghost of his hand on my back, steady and impossible to shake.

      And now five years have passed. Five years since I saw Caleb. Five years since I saw Aunt Lottie. I smiled faintly, thinking of her voice—sharp, warm, impossible to ignore. She’d call to check on me almost every day, to remind me to eat something that didn’t come out of a takeout container, to fill me in on town gossip I pretended not to care about but secretly did.

      And now, here I was.

      “Well,” I muttered, exhaling slowly as the first familiar buildings came into view. “No backing out now.”

      The town hadn’t changed much, which was both a comfort and a quiet sort of ache.

      The same row of storefronts lined Main Street, brick buildings with chipped paint and hand-lettered signs. Positioned as it always had been, the diner’s windows glowed with the late afternoon light. A couple of people stood outside, talking like they had nowhere else to be.

      For a second, it felt like stepping into a photograph. Like nothing had moved forward at all.

      But that wasn’t true. I knew better than that. Time didn’t stop just because I left.

      I pulled the truck to a slower crawl, my gaze drifting from one place to the next. The hardware store. The florist. The small bookstore on the corner that somehow never closed.

      Pieces of a life I used to know by heart. Pieces I wasn’t sure I still fit into.

      “Are you ready?” I asked softly.

      Tucker looked at me this time, really looked; his dark eyes steady and calm.

      Grounding.

      That was the word for him.

      No matter where I went, no matter how chaotic things got, Tucker stayed the same. Solid. Present. Unshaken.

      I reached over, pressing my hand briefly against his neck, fingers sinking into his thick, soft fur.

      “Yeah,” I said, more firmly now. “Me too.”

      As I turned onto the tree-lined street that led toward the house, a strange mix of emotions settled in my chest, heavy and tangled. There was the sharp edge of grief for what was lost, a soft hum of nostalgia for what remained, and something quieter underneath it all that I wasn’t ready to name yet.

      Something that almost felt like… relief. Riverbend hadn’t asked me to come back. But it hadn’t shut the door either.

      And as the tires rolled over familiar pavement, one thought slipped in before I could stop it. Maybe this time I wasn’t just passing through.
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      The house looked the same, and for a second, that was the hardest part of pulling into the driveway. It was the kind of sameness that felt like a challenge, a quiet reminder that while I had been out living a dozen different lives in the city, this place had stayed exactly where I left it, waiting for me to finally run out of excuses to stay away.

      Same wide porch. Same white railing. Same wind chime hanging just to the left of the door, catching the breeze with a soft, familiar sound that felt like it reached straight into a place I hadn’t touched in years.

      I parked and sat there for a moment longer than necessary, my hands resting on the steering wheel while Tucker shifted beside me, his body going still in that way he had when he was waiting for me to decide something.

      “You’d think this part would get easier,” I murmured.

      He let out a quiet breath that might have been agreement. Or judgment. Hard to tell with him.

      I pushed the door open and stepped out, the air cooler here than it had been in the city, cleaner somehow, carrying the faint scent of leaves and something distant that I couldn’t quite place but still recognized.

      Tucker jumped down beside me, stretching once before moving close to my side, his shoulder brushing my leg like he was checking in.

      “I’m good,” I whispered, though I wasn’t entirely sure if that was true yet.

      The porch steps creaked under my weight as I climbed them, each step sounding exactly like I remembered, like no time had passed at all, and for a second I was hit with the memory of standing here five years ago, not arriving, but leaving.

      I pushed that thought aside before it had a chance to settle.

      Before I could knock, the door swung open.

      “Well,” Aunt Lottie said, her voice carrying that familiar, sharp edge that always managed to sound more like a hug than a reprimand. She took one look at me, her gaze shifting briefly to Tucker with a raised eyebrow before landing back on my face. “I was starting to think you’d gotten lost in the city for good, or maybe you just forgot where the turn-off was. You certainly took your sweet time getting here.”

      I let out a soft laugh; the tension easing just enough to let something warmer through.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      She stood there in red from head to toe, just like always, the color bold and unapologetic against her honey-colored skin, her short silver hair soft around her face, her earrings catching the light as she tilted her head.

      She looked the same, the same vibrant energy radiating off her in waves, but as I stepped closer, I saw what our phone calls hadn’t heard. There was a thinness to her wrists that hadn’t been there before, and a slight paleness beneath the bold color of her outfit that made my stomach do a slow, heavy roll. She was still Lottie, but she was a version of Lottie that was fighting a war I hadn’t seen the front lines of yet.

      There was something more careful in the way she held herself, something quieter underneath the sharpness that hadn’t been there before, but if she noticed me noticing, she didn’t say it.

      “You going to stand out there all day,” she said, “or are you coming in?”

      “I’m coming in,” I said, stepping forward without hesitation this time.

      Tucker followed, pausing just inside the doorway as his gaze drifted through the room, taking everything in with that steady, deliberate attention that made it feel like nothing got past him.

      “Well, aren’t you a big one,” Aunt Lottie said, looking him over with open approval. “What is he, a small horse?”

      “Bernese Mountain Dog and German Shepherd mix,” I said. “Mostly thinks he runs the place.”

      “He looks like he could,” she replied, reaching down without hesitation to scratch behind his ear.

      Tucker leaned into it like he’d known her his whole life.

      Aunt Lottie smirked. “He’s got good instincts.”

      “Supposedly,” I said.

      “Mmhmm.”

      The house smelled of cinnamon and something slow-cooked, the same comforting warmth I remembered settling in around me as I stepped further inside, my eyes moving over the familiar details without needing to search for anything in particular.

      Everything was still here.

      Everything that mattered.

      “You hungry?” she asked, already turning toward the kitchen.

      “I could eat.”

      “Well, good,” she said. “Because I didn’t make all this for decoration.”

      I followed her in, Tucker settling just behind me as we moved into the kitchen, the rhythm of the space immediately pulling me in, the quiet clatter of dishes, the low simmer of something on the stove, the kind of normal that didn’t need to be announced.

      We ate at the small table near the window, conversation coming easy in the way it always had with her, moving between small things first, the kind that didn’t require effort, the kind that let everything else settle into place around them.

      “You still take your coffee black?” she asked, watching me over the rim of her cup.

      “I never stopped,” I said, wrapping my hands around the warm mug and letting the steam hit my face.

      “That’s a shame,” she said. “A little sugar might improve your personality.”

      “I think my personality is fine.”

      “That’s debatable.” Aunt Lottie smirked.

      I smiled, shaking my head slightly.

      “You look tired,” she added, more casually this time.

      “I just drove for eight hours.”

      “Don’t be daft; you know that’s not what I meant.”

      I didn’t answer that right away because she wasn’t wrong.

      “I need a break,” I said finally.

      “From what.”

      “Everything.”

      She studied me for a moment, then nodded once, as if that was enough explanation
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