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Chapter 1: Thirty Days On The Same Street

	The mileage on Lilian Jaramillo’s dashboard rolled past 84,000 as she crossed the cracked green sign welcoming her back to Harlow Creek, Tennessee.

	She noticed because numbers were easier than landmarks. Numbers did not ask why she had stayed away for five years. Numbers did not remember the girl who had worn a cheap white dress in the county courthouse and smiled like love could outvote every warning in town. Numbers did not sit on the edge of the road with boarded windows, rusted awnings, and names she had spent a third of her life trying not to say.

	Thirty days, the hospice coordinator had told her.

	Maybe less.

	Lilian had written it in her planner because writing things down turned panic into a task. Thirty days could be measured. Medication times could be measured. Morphine doses, oxygen usage, insurance codes, unpaid utility bills, the remaining balance on her mother’s grocery account at Hayes Market. Even grief had paperwork if a person knew where to look.

	Her suitcase shifted in the back seat when she took the turn too sharply by Morrow’s Gas. The place still had one pump with a taped handle and a handwritten sign that said PAY INSIDE, CARD READER BROKE. A man in oil-stained coveralls looked up from a truck hood as her car passed, and for half a second his face changed with recognition.

	Lilian kept driving.

	She had left Nashville before sunrise in a black blazer she now regretted, with a laptop bag on the passenger seat and two missed calls from her supervisor stacked on her phone. The blazer made sense in conference rooms where people used words like exposure and asset recovery and regulatory risk. It made no sense in Harlow Creek, where a woman could wear silk and still be measured by who she had married, who she had left, and whether she came home before or after the funeral.

	The diner appeared at the corner of Eighth and Palmer, its sign still reading DAISY’S D NER because the I had burned out sometime before Lilian’s thirtieth birthday and apparently no one had considered the repair urgent. The front windows were filmed with steam. Someone had written TODAY’S SPECIAL: MEATLOAF in white marker, same as every Tuesday she could remember, even when it was not Tuesday.

	Her hands tightened around the steering wheel.

	Kristian had hated the meatloaf. He used to order it anyway because Daisy gave extra potatoes to men in club cuts and because, at twenty-three, he had been hungry enough to eat whatever plate landed in front of him. He would scrape the carrots onto Lilian’s plate when he thought no one was watching. She would pretend to complain and eat them anyway.

	The memory arrived with the smell of burned coffee that was not even in the car.

	Lilian turned onto Chapel Street and pressed harder on the brake than she needed to.

	The Iron Vow clubhouse sat at the end of the block like it had been built from old arguments and unpaid fines. Low brick building, black metal door, gravel lot, motorcycles lined up front wheel to curb. Someone had repainted the sign since she left. The letters were cleaner now, white against black, but the place still carried the same rough order. Men smoked near the side gate. A woman in a red tank top carried a crate of empty bottles toward the back. Music thudded through the walls even at noon, bass low enough to feel in the molars.

	Directly across from it, her mother’s house waited behind a chain-link fence and two overgrown rosebushes Maria Jaramillo had once threatened to cut down every spring.

	Lilian parked at the curb because the driveway held a white hospice van.

	For a moment she did not move. Her phone buzzed again, lighting her supervisor’s name across the screen. She flipped it face down on the passenger seat and looked at the house she had grown up in.

	The porch sagged on the left side. The front steps needed paint. The wind chimes still hung from the eave, though only three metal tubes remained, and they clicked together in a thin, uneven sound. Her mother had always said a house spoke before you entered it. This one sounded tired.

	Lilian reached for her laptop bag first, then stopped.

	No. Not first.

	She got the suitcase from the back seat, hooked the garment bag over her shoulder, balanced the folder of hospice documents against her hip, and carried everything through the gate in one trip because two trips would have felt like admitting she could not manage.

	The front door opened before she reached the porch.

	Jasmine Coffey stood there in navy scrubs, her dark hair pulled into a knot that was already losing pins. She had a stethoscope around her neck, a roll of medical tape around two fingers, and the same serious eyes she had had at sixteen when she lied to the school secretary so Lilian could skip last period after her first fight with Kristian.

	“Put half of that down before you fall and make me chart an incident report,” Jasmine said.

	Lilian almost laughed. It came out as a breath that did not know where to land.

	“Hi to you too.”

	Jasmine stepped down and took the hospice folder without asking. “Hi. You look like Nashville ironed you and forgot to let you sit.”

	“That bad?”

	“You’re wearing court shoes to a house with three loose porch boards.”

	Lilian looked down at her heels. Black leather, sensible height, scuffed now at the toe from the gravel by the curb. They had cost two hundred and forty dollars on sale, and she had justified them because clients trusted expensive shoes. In Harlow Creek, they only made her look like a woman pretending the ground was level.

	“I came straight from work mode.”

	“I can see that.” Jasmine’s gaze moved over her face, softer now. “Come in. She’s been asking every ten minutes.”

	The house smelled like lemon cleaner, old wood, and the faint plastic scent of medical tubing. Someone had moved the recliner near the front window and set up a rolling table beside it with pill bottles arranged in a row. Lilian saw labels before she saw anything else. She could not help it. Oxycodone. Lorazepam. Ondansetron. Stool softener. Hospice comfort pack in a plastic bin with a yellow sticker.

	Jasmine had written times on painter’s tape and stuck them to the table edge.

	8 a.m.
12 p.m.
4 p.m.
8 p.m.
As needed.

	Lilian set her suitcase beside the stairs and moved toward the table, fingers already reaching to straighten the bottles by dosage.

	Jasmine caught her wrist, gently.

	“Later.”

	“I just need to know what she’s taking.”

	“You will. But she needs to see your face before you become a spreadsheet.”

	The words hit too accurately for Lilian to defend against them. She pulled her hand back and wiped her palm against her skirt.

	“How is she today?”

	Jasmine’s mouth did something careful. Not a lie. A nurse’s pause.

	“Clearer than yesterday. Tired. Pain’s mostly controlled. She knows you’re coming, and she’s saving her energy to fuss at you.”

	“That sounds like her.”

	“It is her.”

	The answer left no room for the version Lilian had carried on the drive, the one where Maria was already more illness than woman. She followed Jasmine down the hall past framed photographs that had not changed. Lilian at six with missing teeth. Lilian at seventeen in a graduation gown. Maria in front of the diner with a birthday cake. No wedding photo in the hallway. That absence had been there before Lilian left, but now it seemed cleaner than the walls around it, as if the empty space had been dusted more often than the frames.

	Her mother lay in the back bedroom with the blinds half-open.

	Maria Jaramillo had always been a compact woman, five feet two in shoes, with strong arms from carrying laundry baskets, grocery bags, and other people’s burdens without asking permission. The body in the bed was smaller. Her wrists looked breakable against the blue blanket. A clear oxygen tube crossed her face. Her hair, once thick and black, had thinned to gray wisps tucked behind her ears.

	But her eyes opened, and they were still Maria’s eyes.

	“Well,” Maria said, voice rough as old paper. “Look who remembered the road.”

	Lilian smiled because crying in the doorway would make her mother spend energy comforting her. “The GPS did most of the work.”

	“Liar. You never needed directions to anywhere you wanted to go.”

	Jasmine made a small sound behind her, half warning, half affection. “Maria.”

	“What? I’m dying, not polite.”

	Lilian crossed the room and bent to kiss her mother’s cheek. Maria smelled like lotion, warm skin, and the peppermint candies she used to keep in her apron pocket at the diner.

	“You’re supposed to start with ‘I missed you,’” Lilian said.

	“I missed you.” Maria’s fingers moved against the blanket until Lilian took them. “You’re too thin.”

	“I’m exactly the same size.”

	“You work too much.”

	“You say that because you don’t know my billing rate.”

	“I know what lonely looks like when it buys nice clothes.”

	Lilian looked down at their joined hands. Her mother’s nails had been cut short and clean. Jasmine’s work, probably. Maria used to paint them red every Sunday night while watching old game shows and calling every contestant stupid for picking the wrong vowel.

	“I’m here now,” Lilian said.

	Maria studied her for long enough that Lilian had to keep her face still.

	“For thirty days?”

	There it was. The number neither of them had spoken yet.

	Lilian sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to tug the oxygen line. “For as long as you need.”

	“That’s not the same answer.”

	“It’s the only honest one I have right now.”

	Maria’s thumb moved once over Lilian’s knuckle. “Good. We can work with honest.”

	Behind them, the floorboard near the doorway creaked. Jasmine was pretending to check the IV supplies on the dresser, giving them privacy without leaving the room. Lilian knew that trick too. People stayed nearby when they were afraid someone might break.

	Maria’s gaze shifted toward the window.

	“He knows you’re here.”

	Lilian did not ask who. Her body knew before her head permitted the name.

	The room seemed to sharpen around small things: the ticking clock on the wall, the dry rustle of Maria’s breathing, the tape on the oxygen tubing near her cheek.

	“Jasmine told him?”

	“No.” Maria’s mouth curved, but there was no humor in it. “That man notices what changes on this street before the mailman does.”

	Lilian released her mother’s hand and stood too quickly. “I don’t want to talk about Kristian.”

	“You haven’t for five years.”

	“I came for you.”

	“I know.” Maria closed her eyes for a few seconds. “And he came for me when you wouldn’t.”

	Lilian turned toward the dresser, pretending to examine a stack of folded towels. They were old towels, thin at the edges, sorted by color because Maria had raised her to believe even poverty could be orderly if the linen closet behaved.

	“How often?” Lilian asked.

	Jasmine answered this time, careful. “He checks the porch. Groceries sometimes. Took her to two appointments when I couldn’t get transport arranged.”

	Lilian looked over her shoulder. “You called him?”

	“Your mother did.”

	Maria opened one eye. “I still know how a phone works.”

	“You could have called me.”

	“I did.”

	Lilian had no answer that would not hurt both of them. She had called back, yes. Sent money, yes. Arranged bills online and ordered groceries and hired help when Maria allowed it. She had handled every expense with the precision of a woman auditing her own conscience.

	But Kristian had driven her mother to appointments.

	Kristian had crossed the street.

	Kristian had been inside this house while Lilian built a life three hours away with clean office windows and passwords changed every ninety days.

	Jasmine touched her elbow. “Let her rest. She wore herself out waiting to insult your shoes.”

	Maria’s eyes stayed closed, but her voice followed them. “They’re ugly shoes.”

	Lilian stepped into the hallway before her face could give way.

	The house did not give her enough space. Every wall held inventory. The dent in the baseboard from when Kristian had helped move in a secondhand sofa. The kitchen chair with one mismatched screw after he fixed it the week after their wedding. The ceramic rooster on the counter that he had once declared the ugliest thing in Tennessee before buying Maria a matching salt shaker for Christmas.

	She carried her suitcase upstairs to her old room because movement was safer than standing still.

	Her room had become storage. Plastic bins, extra blankets, an exercise bike with a towel over the handles. The twin bed was still there, though, covered in a yellow quilt. Her debate trophies sat on the bookshelf beside tax folders from 2018 and a dusty jar of pennies. Lilian set her garment bag on the bed and checked her phone.

	Four missed calls now. Two emails marked urgent.

	She opened the first one.

	Need confirmation on promotion interview availability. Leadership wants decision this week.

	Lilian read it twice, then placed the phone facedown on the quilt.

	Downstairs, Jasmine’s voice murmured. A cabinet opened. Water ran in the kitchen sink. From across the street came the low start of a motorcycle engine, then another. The sound moved through the window glass and into her spine with the precision of an old code.

	She told herself not to look.

	She looked.

	Through the gap in the curtains, the Iron Vow lot sat in the hard afternoon light. Men moved around bikes. Someone laughed near the gate. The clubhouse door opened.

	Kristian Dalton stepped outside.

	Five years had not made him smaller. That was the first unfair thing. He wore a black T-shirt under his cut, arms bare, shoulders broader than the doorway behind him. His hair was shorter than she remembered, dark and close at the sides. He had a phone in one hand and a cigarette unlit behind one ear, a habit he used to claim did not count because he forgot to smoke half of them.

	He did not look toward her window at first.

	He looked at her car.

	Then the porch.

	Then the upstairs window.

	Lilian’s fingers closed around the curtain.

	For five years, she had imagined seeing him in ways that gave her control. At a gas station, where she could nod and leave. In a courthouse hallway, where she could become professional and untouchable. Online, maybe, in a photo she could close before it reached anything tender.

	She had not imagined him across the street from her mother’s dying house, standing still while every word they had never said pressed through the glass between them.

	His face was too far away to read.

	That made it worse.

	Lilian let the curtain fall back into place, but she did not move from the window. The room held the faint smell of dust and old cotton. Her phone buzzed again on the bed. Downstairs, her mother coughed once, and Jasmine said something low and practical.

	Across the street, the motorcycle engines died one by one.

	When Lilian looked again, Kristian was still there.

	This time, he was looking straight at the house.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Three Booths Apart

	The curtain slipped from Lilian’s fingers before she decided to let it go.

	Across the street, Kristian did not move.

	Not toward her. Not away. Not even to reach for the cigarette tucked behind his ear. He stood outside the Iron Vow clubhouse with one boot on the gravel and one on the cracked strip of concrete by the door, looking at her mother’s house like he was counting exits.

	Lilian stepped back from the window.

	The room behind her was too full of old storage and not enough air. A box of Christmas ornaments leaned against her calf. Her phone buzzed again on the quilt, vibrating itself closer to the edge as if Nashville had learned to crawl. She picked it up before it fell and saw another message from her supervisor.

	Leadership needs your availability by 10 a.m.

	Of course they did. Men in glass offices always wanted a woman’s availability before they asked whether she had a mother dying in the next room.

	She typed, I’ll confirm in the morning, then deleted it. Too uncertain. Too exposed.

	She typed, I am managing a family medical matter and will respond tomorrow, then sent it before she could soften the edges.

	Downstairs, the water in the kitchen shut off. Jasmine murmured something to Maria. A cabinet closed with the small, familiar click Lilian had heard all through childhood, back when the house had smelled like fried plantains, dish soap, and her mother’s rose lotion instead of antiseptic wipes and pill dust.

	She did not look out the window again.

	That was the kind of lie a woman could tell herself while still standing close enough to see through the curtain seam.

	Kristian had turned away by then. He crossed the gravel lot with a slow, controlled stride, said something to one of the men near the gate, and disappeared inside the clubhouse. The black metal door shut behind him.

	Only after it closed did Lilian sit on the edge of the bed.

	Her body made a list without permission. Door distance from her mother’s porch to the clubhouse: maybe forty yards. Time to cross at normal speed: less than thirty seconds. Time for five years to become useless: apparently none at all.

	By morning, she had slept in pieces thin enough to see through.

	Jasmine arrived at six-thirty with coffee from home in a dented travel mug and circles under her eyes that said hospice nursing did not respect schedules. Maria was still asleep, one hand curled near her cheek, the oxygen machine humming beside the bed. Lilian had already checked the medication log twice, folded the blanket at her mother’s feet, answered two emails, and rejected three versions of a reply about her promotion interview.

	“You need food,” Jasmine said from the kitchen doorway.

	“I had crackers.”

	“Those were your mother’s saltines from the nausea basket.”

	“They were available.”

	“They were medical-adjacent.”

	Lilian closed the pill organizer, aligning the little blue lids until they formed a perfect row. “I’m not hungry.”

	“You never are when you’re trying to control something.”

	That was the trouble with old friends. They remembered the first draft of you.

	Lilian looked toward the back bedroom. “If she wakes up—”

	“I’ll call. She slept four straight hours. Let her have that.”

	“I can make toast here.”

	“You can leave the house for twenty minutes before you start alphabetizing gauze.”

	“I don’t alphabetize gauze.”

	Jasmine raised one eyebrow.

	Lilian took her purse from the chair.

	The morning outside had the damp smell of cut grass and exhaust. A garbage truck groaned two streets over. The clubhouse lot was quieter than it had been the day before, only two bikes near the gate and a pickup with mud caked over the tires. Lilian kept her gaze on the sidewalk. She passed the same cracked curb where she had scraped her knee at nine, the same chain-link fence where someone had zip-tied a missing-dog flyer already softened by dew, the same pawn shop window displaying guitars, pocketknives, and a gold bracelet she would have appraised at maybe forty dollars melt value if it had landed in one of her case files.

	At Daisy’s Diner, the bell over the door gave a tired jangle.

	The smell hit first. Burned coffee, fryer oil, bleach water, toast. The kind of smell that sank into vinyl booths and never filed a change-of-address form.

	Daisy herself was not behind the counter anymore. Her niece Adele Norris ran the place now, though everyone still called her Dee because Harlow Creek treated change like a clerical error. Dee looked up from refilling ketchup bottles and paused with one plastic cap in her hand.

	“Well, Lord.” She set the bottle down. “Lilian Jaramillo.”

	“Morning, Dee.”

	“You want coffee?”

	Lilian glanced at the half-full pot on the warmer. It had been sitting long enough to turn black around the rim.

	“Yes.”

	“Still take cream?”

	“No.”

	Dee’s face shifted just enough to say she had stored that detail beside every other town record. “Sit anywhere.”

	Lilian chose the booth farthest from the counter, back against the wall, view of the door. Old habit from work. In fraud interviews, people lied differently when they could see who might come in. In Harlow Creek, a woman who had left and returned with no husband and expensive shoes needed the same advantage.

	The vinyl seat stuck faintly to the back of her skirt. A sugar packet lay torn open near the napkin dispenser, crystals scattered across the table like someone had started to make something sweet and given up halfway.

	Dee brought coffee in a white mug with a chip near the handle. “You eating?”

	“Toast.”

	“You always hated our toast.”

	“I hated paying for bread someone burned on purpose.”

	“You’re still mouthy.”

	“Only before eight.”

	Dee snorted and walked away.

	Lilian wrapped both hands around the mug but did not drink. The coffee smelled worse up close. Her stomach had the empty, metallic feeling she got before reviewing bank records where the numbers already looked wrong.

	The bell over the door rang again.

	She knew before she looked.

	Not because of anything dramatic. Because the diner changed in practical ways. Dee stopped wiping the counter. Two men near the window lowered their voices mid-sentence. The cook’s spatula paused against the grill. The room made room for power the way small towns did, with silence and attention.

	Kristian Dalton stood just inside the door.

	He wore a black thermal shirt under his cut today, sleeves pushed to his forearms. There was oil near one thumb, a fresh scrape across two knuckles, and a folded receipt tucked behind the chain of his wallet. His hair was still damp at the ends as if he had washed at the clubhouse sink and left before caring whether anyone noticed.

	His gaze found Lilian.

	For one second, nothing in his face changed.

	Then he looked at the empty space between her booth and the counter, as if measuring whether leaving would cost less than staying.

	Dee, who had never possessed the mercy of silence, said, “Morning, Saint.”

	The road name landed on the table between them even from across the room.

	Kristian’s mouth moved, not a smile. “Dee.”

	“Coffee?”

	“Black.”

	“Food?”

	“No.”

	“You planning to stare at my menu until it apologizes, or you sitting?”

	One of the men by the window coughed into his fist. Kristian did not look at him. He walked past the counter, past the first booth, past the second, and stopped three booths away from Lilian.

	Three.

	Not two. Not four. Close enough to turn the whole diner into a listening room. Far enough to say he knew exactly what distance meant.

	He sat with his back to the wall too.

	Of course he did.

	Lilian lifted her mug and took a sip to have something to do. The coffee was bitter enough to make her tongue object. She forced herself not to react.

	Dee brought Kristian his mug. He reached for it with his left hand. No ring. Lilian had known there would be no ring; divorce was a legal fact, not a surprise. Still, the sight of his bare hand around the white diner mug took her back to the county clerk’s office, fluorescent lights humming overhead, Kristian’s signature already dry on papers he had not argued over.

	He had not asked for one more conversation.

	He had not asked why.

	That had been the worst part, though she had never had the right to call anything worst.

	Dee set toast in front of Lilian. “Butter’s on the side because you got fancy.”

	“I got lactose intolerant.”

	“No, you got fancy. Lactose is what people in Nashville call consequences.”

	A sound came from Kristian’s booth. Not a laugh. Almost less than one. But Lilian heard it because she had once lived for the smallest changes in
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