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For my mom, the strongest person I know.

And for my son, I hope I’ve been worthy of the gift of being his mother.

When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things.

— 1 Corinthians 13:11
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The women who raised me were tough the way mountains are tough. They’re not hard, just forged instead of nurtured. Mamaw Bea survived my grandfather. My mother survived my father. They didn’t hand down tenderness. They handed down rules: Have something that’s yours. Don’t owe anyone. Need less. Don’t complain. 

No matter how far you run, the holler stays with you. Mud on your boots, the scent of coal dust and honeysuckle thick in the air, the songs your daddy sang when he wasn’t too drunk to carry a tune. Slammed doors, screaming in the middle of the night, promises that remain just that, promises. My mother held on to the good moments. Stayed through the rest.

Andrew isn’t my dad. No raised voices, no bruises you could point to. A hand that isn’t there. Your name in a room full of people. Nothing attached to it.

And then there’s Harlan, my boy with his bug-out bags and big ideas. I hope he never has to learn what I’ve spent this long unlearning.

I left the holler. Leaving isn’t the same as being free.

— Lacey Brummett
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Prologue

[image: ]


July 4, 1976 — Lonesome Pine Hospital, Big Stone Gap, Virginia

They’d been in Kingsport all day, looking at bassinets and baby clothes at Hills and Kmart. Gina had felt a few pains off and on the whole drive back. Her water broke just as they were passing Gibson’s service station on Indian Creek. She reached out and touched Gretchen’s arm. “I need you to stop.”

Gretchen pulled the Impala onto the side of the road and studied her. Red hair lit up copper under the streetlight. “What’s wrong?” Gina didn’t answer right away, just sat there with one hand on her middle. “Is it time?” A contraction hit before Gina could say anything. Gretchen watched her face.

“Okay,” Gretchen said. “Never mind.”

She was already back on the road.

The ride to Big Stone was nothing but hills and headlights. Gretchen talked. Gina watched the minutes on her wristwatch. Every so often Gretchen would reach over. “How are you doing?”

She had the door open before the car stopped rolling. Came around to Gina’s side and hooked an arm under her elbow. She pushed through the doors.

A woman behind the glass looked up and slid the window open. “How can I help you?”

“Her water broke,” Gretchen said. “She’s early. She’s having contractions.”

A nurse was there a moment later. Name, how far along, first baby, any complications. Gretchen answered what she could. Gina nodded. They got her into a wheelchair. Gretchen leaned down.

“I’m gonna go park the car.”

Gina looked up at her. “Grab my purse while you’re out there.”

“I will. I’ll be right back.”

They steered her down a short hall.

The nurse pulled a gown from the cabinet. Pale blue and paper thin. She helped Gina to her feet and slid her arms through.

“I’m Anna,” she said, getting the IV started. “You need anything, call button’s right here.”

She was heading for the door when Gretchen came through it. Anna pulled up short.

“Oh my goodness.” She put a hand to her chest. “I thought Janis Joplin just walked in.”

Gretchen laughed. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“Well, honey, you look just like her.” She shook her head, still smiling, and slipped past her into the hall. “We’ll see y’all in a little while.”

Gina paced the room, the IV stand rolling beside her. She stopped at the sink and braced there as another contraction came through. She caught herself in the narrow mirror above it. Eight months in, barely looking it. Her belly round and hard. Sun-In hair and tan from a summer spent outside.

The contractions eased up for a while. She moved to the bed and sat. For the first time since Indian Creek, she could relax. It was just the two of them now.

The wall across from her was bare except for a cheap paper calendar. A bald eagle held a banner that read 1776 to 1976, against a flag-draped sky.

Gretchen nodded toward it. “Speaking of the bicentennial — Aunt Dottie’s gonna be in Pound’s parade tomorrow. Full costume.”

“Dottie was born for that parade,” Gina said. “Woman’s looked like she walked out of a history book since she was thirty.”

Another contraction hit, harder than the last, and Gina gripped the rail and rode it out.

Gretchen moved to the door and peeked out into the hallway.

“It’s a ghost town out here,” she muttered. “I may be rolling up my sleeves like it’s the 1800s. Towels, boiling water, and all.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Sister Dear. But I wouldn’t rule it out.”

Gretchen glanced toward the rotary phone on the wall.

“You want me to call Nick? Or I can call Mommy, let her know the baby’s on its way?”

“No sense waking the whole county yet. We’ve likely got some time.”

Outside, the hills were dark except for the occasional flash of a firework in the distance. In a few hours kids would be sneaking out with bottle rockets. Neighbors would be grilling hot dogs and hamburgers.

“You had to wait ’til Indian Creek, didn’t you,” Gretchen said, shaking her head. “We drove right by here.”

Gina laughed a little. “I wasn’t expecting it. I still have a month to go.”

“They did tell you last time,” Gretchen said. “That if you got pregnant again, it’d be more dangerous.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. I promise you that.”

By the time shift change came, the hallway had begun to stir. A nurse appeared in the doorway. Gray hair pinned back in a severe bun, lips grooved like she’d smoked a pack a day for years. She looked Gina over. When she spoke, her voice was warm and gravelly.

“Well, look at you, sugar,” she croaked, flipping open the metal chart clipped to the foot of the bed.

She checked the IV, then rested a hand over Gina’s belly.

“You’re the Rh-negative mama.”

Gina nodded.

“That explains why they’ve all been so worked up over you.”

The nurse rummaged through the drawer beside the bed and pulled out a scrap of red, white, and blue ribbon, looping it onto a rubber band at the top of the clipboard.

“Little firecracker coming today, huh?”

The baby kicked hard under her palm.

“Well now. That one’s gonna be a fighter. I can already tell.”

She wrapped the blood pressure cuff around Gina’s arm, listened a moment through the fetoscope, then made a note on the chart.

“How far apart?”

“Five... maybe six minutes.”

The nurse nodded, closing the chart.

“All right. Well, we’ll keep an eye on you.”

She slipped back into the hallway, the squeak of her shoes fading down the corridor.

The doctor showed just after eight. He looked like he’d been pulled straight from a suitcase.

“Get transport on standby,” he said, snapping on gloves. “As soon as the baby is delivered, it’ll need to be airlifted to Knoxville for a transfusion. Ma’am, I’ll need you to step out.”

“Now’s probably a good time to track down Nick,” Gina called.

By ten fifty they were moving her. Nurses, the gurney, all of it. They wheeled her down the hallway toward the delivery room at the end of the wing. By then the holiday had reached the hospital. As they passed the nurses’ station, she caught a few bars of something patriotic from somebody’s transistor radio, then a voice cut through the static, measured and presidential, before disappearing again as they pushed through the doors. “...two centuries ago the United States of America was conceived in liberty,” Ford’s voice, half swallowed by static.

Her stomach seized again.

“...our independence had to be won. It was not won easily...”

“One more,” the nurse said, counting her through it. The doctor leaned in.

Silence followed.

Then came the cry, thin, high, and scrappy.

The baby was small, tinged blue, fists balled tight. “There she is. I told you she was a fighter.” The nurse placed it on Gina’s chest. “You’ve got yourself a little girl.” The ribbon was now looped around the hospital bracelet.

Gina didn’t speak. She watched her daughter breathe.

“What are we naming her today?” the nurse called over her shoulder as she walked across the room.

“Lacey,” Gina said. “Lacey Brummett.”

Someone pushed through a door down the hall, and for a moment Ford’s voice found its way in.

“...It continues in a common conviction that the source of our blessings is a loving God.”

Gina took her daughter in, alive and hers. She brushed her fingers along the ribbon.

A Bicentennial baby. Maybe fate was blessing her. Maybe it was daring her.
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​​Part 1 — Somewhere Between


​​Chapter 1
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Saturday, December 7, 2024

The office was on the second floor of an old brick building. Dimly lit, ten-foot ceilings, wood floors that had been walked on for a hundred years.

There was a record player in the corner, buried under old vinyl, a Carter Family album on top of the stack. Rolling Stone magazines sat on the coffee table beside an ashtray. His bookshelves had what you’d expect. Jung, Nietzsche, and a row of psychology texts. She was surprised to see Life, the Keith Richards memoir, and on the bottom shelf, a fat paperback of Helter Skelter.

The last therapist she’d seen had a little fountain going on a table. She’d had to pee within fifteen minutes.

He met them at the door. Tattoos curled along his forearms as he reached out his hand. “Malcolm Cade.”

“Andrew Dixon. Hey, man. Thanks for working us in on a Saturday.”

“Lacey Brummett. Yeah, thanks for letting us crash your weekend. Andrew’s hard to nail down.”

Malcolm squinted at her. “Lacey Brummett. I thought I recognized the name. Rhythm & Roots. Six, seven years back. You were good.”

“Oh no. Should we cancel?” A small laugh. “Not gonna lie, that’s a little weird.”

Malcolm smirked. “I’ll cut you in on the book. You two have a seat.”

He gestured toward the couch. Lacey sat with her legs crossed, reddish-brown hair tucked behind one ear, scanning the room. Andrew sat sprawled beside her, one arm draped along the back of the couch behind her shoulders, legs wide. He’d sunk back into the cushions like he was trying to disappear into them.

Malcolm took the chair across from them, one ankle resting on a knee. He opened the folder, pen in hand.

He read for a moment. “Andrew, you booked this. Why are we here?”

Andrew cleared his throat. “I just want to move forward.”

“Forward as in... what? Build a boat? Buy a beach house? Matching tattoos?”

That got a short laugh out of Andrew. “No. I mean I want to fix things. I want us to get married, I think.”

Malcolm nodded once, then turned to Lacey. “And you?”

“I want clarity,” she said. “Because we’ve been doing this for three years, and I don’t know what he really wants.”

Malcolm set his pen down. He put his hand across his mouth, thumb on his chin. The brim of his hat had tipped back.

“Okay,” he said. “Rewind. How did you get here?”

Lacey glanced at Andrew, then back at Malcolm.

“Are we talking about the good, or going straight to the bad and the ugly?”

“Just tell me how you met,” Malcolm said.

Lacey looked at Andrew. “You want to draw straws?”

“No. You go ahead.”

“We worked together years ago. Not closely. He’d stop by and talk to me sometimes. Seemed like a decent man. Years later his name popped up on Facebook, and I friend-requested him like a mid-life teenager. Felt a little pathetic at the time.”

Andrew cut in with a grin. “I remembered her. Remembered following her into the building.”

Lacey arched a brow at him.

“What, I did.”

She kept talking. “He wrote back. We fell into easy back-and-forth. This was during COVID. I was starting to think I’d end up a cat lady, so when he asked me out for a beer I said yes. He pulls up in the truck, salt-and-pepper hair like he’d run his hand through it on the way over. I’d worn red. Tightest jeans I owned, red heels. He ordered oysters, kept trying to feed me one. I kept saying no.”

“Fried oysters with jalapeños, Lace,” Andrew said. “That’s heaven. You’d never make it in Louisiana.”

There he was.

“God, he was cute. All I could think was: careful. This is playing with electricity.” She shook her head. “By the time he dropped the I’m not really looking to jump back into anything right now bomb, we’d already been out a few times. Things had gotten physical. Seems like the kind of thing you’d mention earlier. I’m like, oh great, one of those.”

Andrew’s shoulder had dropped an inch. She had turned toward him without noticing she’d done it.

“Well. In my experience, when a man says he’s not ready for something, believe him,” Malcolm said.

“Yeah. Would’ve been good advice a year ago.” She shrugged. “I kept giving him the benefit of the doubt.”

Andrew leaned forward. “I was slow-rolling it. Women had reached out before. Usually there was an angle.”

Lacey looked at Malcolm. “For the record, I have a job. I have my own house. I don’t even rent.”

“I know that now. Plus I’d just gotten out of a twenty-year marriage and an engagement. I knew I’d be going back to Denver at some point.”

“So, it didn’t really go slow, did it?” Malcolm said.

Andrew shifted. “I meant to. Just didn’t work out that way.”

“Yeah. It had been five years since I’d dated. Maybe it did go faster than it should have. I tried to be careful. Didn’t want a revolving door of men for my son, Harlan. But there was enough there to want to see where it went.”

“Well. Sounds like you came around, Andrew. But I’m guessing if it had been happily ever after, you wouldn’t be sitting here. Now the fun part. When did it go sideways?”

“It was going great. I mean, I knew he might have to go back to Denver eventually. I just didn’t dwell on it. He’d been working remote the whole pandemic. I figured they’d just let him keep doing it. Then one night at dinner he told me his boss was calling everyone back. Said I’d get him two weekends a month, maybe. Just like that.”

She repositioned herself. “He flew me out to Denver to help with his apartment. Said it was depressing, that he dreaded coming home to it. But when I walked in — throw pillows, candles, art. Cozy as hell. Just a recliner in the living room.”

“So I said, this place is already done — who did all this? He shrugged it off. Didn’t want to answer. I said, did Adrienne and Alaina come up and help? No. Was Shannon ever here? No, she was never here. Well, somebody did it, Andrew.” She paused. “Had to drag it out of him. His boss’s assistant, Alex. He said she’d done his boss’s place too. She just wanted to do something nice.”

A small shake of the head. “That’s when I got in his phone. First thing I saw — can’t wait until we can spoon. Can fool around and keep it secret. Most of the thread was deleted, but enough was there. Any guesses who it was from? Ding ding ding. Alex. There were screenshots, saved photos of women, DMs he never shut down.”

Malcolm didn’t flinch. “That’s a little more than clerical support.”

“You looked at my phone?” Andrew said.

Malcolm deadpanned. “Apple pretty much pays my mortgage.” His glasses had slid low on his nose. Buddy Holly frames. “So, you think his taxi light was on.”

“I think he had me here and was looking for something there,” Lacey replied.

Andrew’s expression smoothed. “Lacey, you’re blowing it into something it’s not. I don’t sneak around. Check my phone whenever you want. I don’t do anything I wouldn’t do if you were standing right next to me.”

“Would you have pulled up those pictures if I’d been standing right there?”

“There’s smoke here,” Malcolm said. “What were you doing?”

“Habit. I didn’t think about it. I like to look. Doesn’t mean I was acting on it.”

“What about her Facebook? You know what you’re doing when you post that stuff. Men drooling in her comments — you know what that feels like?”

“Andrew. A stranger commenting on a music video is not the same as you saving photos of women you could actually meet. Mine’s out in the open. Yours was hidden.”

Malcolm let it cool. “You found all that. What did you do?”

“I finally said it: this is not working for me. If there wasn’t a real future, I was out. Then out of nowhere he says, why don’t we get married in December when I get my bonus. It was so casually thrown out there. I thought he was drunk. That was two years ago. Supposed to happen last December. Didn’t.”

Her eyes moved to Andrew again. “This past March he proposes. Ring, big moment. But right after, he tells me not to post it. Said he wanted to tell his kids first.”

Malcolm nodded. “Hard to argue with that. You don’t want them hearing something that important from someone else.”

“I understood that. I told Harlan, told my family. Waited for the all-clear.”

“Did he tell them?”

She was still looking at Malcolm when she started talking. Then her eyes drifted toward the window. “I waited for that.”

Andrew’s twin granddaughters were turning three. Allie and Abbie’s birthday in April, the first time the family had gotten together since the proposal. She gave the ring a pass with Windex and drove over.

She helped with the food, presents, wrapping paper duty, washed dishes after. No one grabbed her hand and said oh how pretty. Have you all set a date? Nothing.

“It never came.”

Her hands had gone still in her lap. “You want to know what I found out? Eight months after this man proposed to me, his daughter tells me he told them it was a promise ring.”

Malcolm frowned. “That’s a downgrade.”

“Yeah. That’s a serious downgrade.” She shook her head. “I guess according to him it was just move along. Nothing to see here.”

Andrew looked down. “It was easier to downplay it than admit I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to get divorced again. It took years to rebuild with my kids after the last time. I sat in a tiny rental, so broke I had to siphon gas out of the mower to get to work. Lauren, that’s my ex, was having Christmas with my kids. With the money I gave her. They watched her move someone in before the seat got cold.”

Lacey’s face tightened. “Your kids are grown. They already watched you get engaged to Shannon, publicly. This wasn’t about protecting them. You were protecting yourself.”

“You’ve always got something. I can’t remember the last time you just let something be good.”

“I’m telling you I’m hurt. That’s not the same thing.”

“Lacey, you can think what you want. But nobody else in my life sees me the way you do.”

He moved closer to the arm of the couch. “Ask my kids if I show up. Ask Mom. Ask Dylan. Hell, ask anybody at work. Phone rings at two in the morning, I’m on the road. I don’t know where this version of me comes from, because nobody else in my life sees it.” His speech began to slow down. “I was in East Kentucky working a mine explosion. Second that year. My boss didn’t even ask me to go. I went. Twenty-four-inch seam. Men vaporized. We smeared Noxzema under our noses to block the smell, but it didn’t help. Pieces of bodies on my coveralls. I burned them as soon as I got back to the surface. Didn’t go home for days. Even now, standing at a copy machine, the smell comes back out of nowhere.”

He’d talked about this when they had first started dating. Lacey still couldn’t imagine what that must have been like.

Malcolm whistled low. “That will gut a man. No doubt. And starting over after a marriage — that’s no small thing either. Watching someone move into the life you built.”

Andrew nodded.

“The fear is real, Andrew. I’m not asking you to pretend it’s not.”

He didn’t continue right away.

“Help me out though. She didn’t propose to you, right?”

“No.”

“You proposed to her.”

“Yeah.”

“Twice, sounds like.”

Andrew didn’t answer.

“What did you think that meant for her? When you did it.”

“I mean... she can do whatever she wants. I’m not stopping her from anything.”

Malcolm nodded slowly. “Sure. Nobody’s in a cage here. But if somebody tells you they want to build a life with you, their kids are gonna be in your kids’ lives, holidays, whose house, the whole deal, you can see how she might make choices around that, right?”

Andrew didn’t say anything for a long moment.

“Yeah,” he said. “I can see that.”

He shook his head. “I was just scared.”

“Something for you to sit with, Andrew. Following through on the big things, this isn’t leaving the toilet seat up territory. And if you don’t look at it, you’ll keep doing it.”

Andrew didn’t look up. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s all me. I’ve felt different my whole life. Even as a kid. Couldn’t ever measure up.”

Lacey opened her mouth to speak. Malcolm held up a hand. “Let him finish.”

“I just — I never felt like I was enough for anybody.”

“That’s something you and I should probably unpack on our own. If this was easy I wouldn’t be here.” Malcolm turned to Lacey. “Let ’er rip.”

“It’s not all you. That’s not what I’m saying. It would just be nice if you’d admit some of this was a shit thing to do. At least acknowledge I’m not losing my mind. Because some of this stuff, I don’t know if I’ll ever get over.”

Malcolm didn’t move to fill the space.

Andrew’s mouth pressed into a line.

“This is how it goes sometimes,” Malcolm said. “One partner dumps the whole file cabinet.” He looked at them both. “Rehashing this forever won’t move you an inch in any direction but backward.”

Malcolm looked at Lacey. “These aren’t small things. And you’re still sitting here. Why?”

A night downtown, crossing State Street hand in hand, one foot in Virginia, one in Tennessee. They’d stopped under the neon glow of the Bristol sign before ducking into a bar to shoot pool. Somewhere between racks he’d looked at her out of nowhere and asked, Why haven’t you ever told me you love me? Boyish. Sweet. She’d laughed nervously, told him she thought the man was supposed to say it first. That was the first time the words passed between them.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “I know I must seem foolish to want this. Broken somehow.”

“You’re not foolish or broken. Remember that ACEs test I had you two complete before you came in? You scored a seven.”

Lacey blinked. “Out of what?”

“Ten. Means your alarm system probably came factory-installed on high. So when a man sends you a challenge like this, you don’t run. You dig in. You need to win it.”

Lacey gave a resigned smile. “I don’t feel like a winner.” She shook her head. “I may be a poster child for daddy issues, but I have reasons.”

“Go on,” Malcolm said.

“He pulled up in the truck that first time, and it was like I’d known him for years. We went to ballgames. Out on the lake. He told me all the time he liked my butt. That’s why he followed me into the building in the first place. Bible on the dash of his truck. I figured, this is a man with some character. And we could talk about anything. We can’t anymore.”

Andrew said, “Yeah. It was easy. Peaceful. Like an old shoe. And then something flipped. Now I can’t say anything without it turning into a cross-examination or exhibit A of something else I’ve done wrong.”

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Old shoe? Alright, Tin Cup.”

Malcolm’s mouth twitched. “Andrew, if you make it to the altar, I’d leave that out of the vows.”

“Yeah. You heard what he said. He is all those things. For other people. And here I am. Waiting on a proposal he gave me two years ago.” She shook her head. “You have to be his family, or his job, or whatever that place is. I’m not in it. I thought maybe marriage would put me there. Wouldn’t a wife rate that?”

Malcolm’s eyes brightened. “So, you thought the ring came with platinum status.”

Andrew frowned. “Platinum?”

“You travel, you know the deal. Top-tier members get the perks. Your kids, your work, they’re in that lounge. Lacey thought the ring would get her a keycard.”

Andrew didn’t respond.

She didn’t either right away. She was on the water instead, those weekends on the boat when it was just the two of them. Sunburns, live music floating across the lake, skinny-dipping under the stars. One storm came back sharp: rain hammering so hard they’d pulled the canvas across the pontoon, but it was useless. She’d climbed into his lap, his jacket around her shoulders as he tried to keep her dry. His cap was turned backward, soaked through, and he was laughing. They’d made a run for the marina. Later he bought her a ridiculous T-shirt. Boat Naked: Put some color in your cheeks. Silly. She’d kept it anyway. That was the man she missed. The one she still couldn’t reconcile with the one who sat across from her most days like she was weather he was waiting out.

Malcolm checked the clock.

“Time’s about up.” He looked at Andrew. “You’re the go-to guy out there. Brave in the mine, cautious in intimacy.”

This one’s racked up some miles, Lacey thought. Not just done his time in grad school.

Andrew’s face said the words he wasn’t. Whatever you say.

Malcolm turned to Lacey. “You keep asking for proof. That’s worth thinking about.”

She didn’t have anything for that.

“Andrew, you said you want things to move forward,” Malcolm said. “Lacey, what would move things for you?”

She had to think about it a minute. “Set a real date before the end of the year. A space in his home for me and Harlan that isn’t temporary. And for his family to know I’m not disposable.”

“Okay, Lacey. You came for clarity. Here’s what you’ve got — he says he wants to get married. He says fear is why it’s taken this long. You can do what you want with that. But that’s probably all the clarity you’re gonna get.” He looked between them. “Andrew, if this matters to you, you’re going to have to make it the thing. Priority one. Otherwise you’re just waiting for something to feel right, and that’s not how this works.”

He stood.

Lacey reached for her coat. Make it the thing. Priority one. She’d watched Andrew not do that for a year.
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Saturday, December 7 — Evening

The waiting room was empty when they came out. The lobby chairs cleared, the front desk dark. Malcolm unlocked the door to let them through. She walked out beside him and didn’t touch him. He could’ve been a stranger who picked her up on the side of the road. Malcolm’s question kept circling in her mind. Proof of what, exactly.

Out in the lot, Andrew unlocked the truck. Lacey climbed in and buckled her seat belt. He started the engine and turned on the heat. 

“Lacey, I can’t believe you went through my phone,” he said finally. He sounded more stunned than angry.

“Yeah, Andrew, I did. And I’m sorry. But you didn’t just walk into Hobby Lobby and grab a bunch of stuff. Call Your Mama. Somebody in Tennessee misses me.” She shook her head. “The math wasn’t mathing.”

“You told me once you didn’t care if I looked at your phone. And you could look at mine right now and not find a damn thing. But if you’d seen anything close to what I found on yours, you’d have packed my bags, set me out in the hallway. Good luck getting home.”

She turned toward him. “I did look. And I found things I can’t get out of my head.”

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel once, twice. “You should’ve told me.”

“If I’d told you, I would’ve lost my chance to find out if there was more. And if you changed after that, it wouldn’t mean anything — it’d just mean I caught you.” She looked at him. “So, I kept my mouth shut. Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

“There wasn’t more,” he said. “You wouldn’t have found anything.”

“Oh, I’m sure I won’t now.”

He let out a long breath. “We were in there a long time. You hungry?”

Her stomach was a tight fist. “I don’t know if I’m hungry,” she said, “but I could take a margarita the size of my head right now.”

That got a real laugh out of him. “Mexican?”

“Please.”

He pulled out. Bare trees, brown grass, the sun packing up for the day.

They parked and walked in under a bell. The place was warm and loud, a group along the back wall singing cumpleaños feliz and clapping along.

At the end of the long table a man had a little girl on his knee, leaning her toward the cake. She blew and missed, and he blew the rest out for her, and everybody cheered like she’d done it herself. He kissed the top of her head.

That must have been nice.

A host slid two menus onto a table by the window. Lacey took the seat where she could lean into the glow of the neon beer sign and pretend for a minute it was summer.

A basket of warm chips and a little bowl of cool salsa landed between them. She cracked a chip, dipped. Let herself come down a little.

A waitress stopped at their table. “Y’all want drinks?”

“Yes,” Lacey said. “A margarita.” She lifted her hands to frame a fishbowl. “Like this.”

The waitress grinned. “So... the large.”

“The large,” Lacey said. “Frozen with salt, please.”

Andrew handed over the menus. “I’ll take the same.”

“Coming right up.”

They sat with the chips between them, a small ceasefire. Lacey brushed salt off her fingers. “Do you actually want to know why I looked? Because I can tell you.”

He shrugged. “Does it really matter? You’re going to tell me anyway. Go ahead.”

She didn’t look at him when she spoke. “You know what really burns me about Alex? When we first got together, you wanted full transparency. Histories, everybody we’d ever looked at twice. I made a joke about it — best not to know how the sausage gets made — but I did it anyway. Told you everything. And you told me about Lauren. Told me about Shannon. But not her. Why is that? Were you planning to pick it back up when you got to Denver? Was I just somebody to pass the time with during COVID until you could get back there?”

Andrew kept his eyes on the basket of chips, breaking one in half without eating it.

“And that last message,” she said. “We’d been together a year. A year, Andrew. And she’s panicking, telling you not to message her because her boyfriend read everything. What the hell was there to see? Why was she so afraid of him knowing?”

“Lace, there was nothing to tell. There was nothing going on between me and her.”

“Then what is it?” she pressed.

He set the chip pieces down. “I don’t know how to explain it without you reading more into it.”

“Try me.”

His eyes flicked toward the kitchen, toward the noise, anywhere but her.

“It’ll sound worse than it actually was.”

“If it’s not that bad, what are you afraid of?”

He exhaled hard. “We’d all gone to Topgolf after work. She was there. End of the night she shows up at my door. Said she was too drunk to drive home. What was I supposed to do? Turn her away?” He shook his head. “She reported directly to my boss. He thought the world of her. So, I let her in. It was late.”

“You let a woman you had history with into your apartment. Alone. At night.” She shook her head. “What were you thinking?”

“You only had the one recliner. Where did she sleep?”

“In the bed.”

“And?”

He looked past her, out the window. “I wasn’t even attracted to her like that. She’d been harassing me. I stopped it before it went too far.”

Too far. What counted as too far? Clothes off? Hands under shirts? His mouth on hers?

The waitress reappeared with their margaritas balanced on a tray. “Two larges, frozen with salt.” She set them down. “You ready to order or want a minute?”

“Fajitas for two,” Andrew said.

“Combo,” she said. “Extra tortillas, please.”

“You got it.” The waitress headed back toward the kitchen.

Lacey wrapped her hands around the cold glass. “She’s been harassing you for months, and she shows up at your door too drunk to drive home.” She looked at him. “Either you’re gullible or you wanted to let her in.”

“And that whole spooning bullshit.” She looked at him. “I used to think she was hoping. Now it reads like a replay.”

“You slept with her,” she said.

“I didn’t sleep with her. Not like that.”

Not like that played like a movie trailer in her head. Then Bill Clinton on the stand: I did not have sexual relations with that woman.

“And I hadn’t reconnected with you then,” he said. “It doesn’t —”

“It does matter,” she said, not raising her voice. “Because I didn’t know any of it when I walked into your apartment with all the finely folded decorative towels.”

He opened his mouth but she kept going.

“Because when I posted a picture of us at the ballgame and your buddy texted you who’s that, you wrote back ‘just some girl I took to a ball game.’”

“Even if I can let Alex pass on a technicality, that text from your hairdresser was while we were together. Schedule you last, take you to the Bristol Hotel. She’s attractive. If you’re attracted to her are you going to say no? Did you say no?”

He rubbed his thumb along the condensation on his glass, saying nothing.

“You don’t lie. You just never say anything. And I let you. Because if I said it out loud, I’d have to do something about it. And I just wasn’t ready to do that yet.”

The sizzle of fajitas announced itself before the cast iron hit the table. The waitress slid the smoking skillet between them. “Careful, it’s hot.” Plates. Extra tortillas.

“Thank you,” Lacey said.

They built the first tortillas without a word, steak, a few peppers, a scatter of onions.

“When you asked me to marry you, I thought — okay. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I actually matter to you. Maybe you’re done looking.” She set her fork down. “Now I’m not so sure. Maybe you were just saying it to shut me up. String me along.”

“I proposed, didn’t I? I told you I’d set a date. How is that stringing you along?”

“Did those words just come out of your face?” Lacey said. “You’ve proposed to me twice. Once in February — that was almost two years ago. Remember? You said December. And then this past March. It’s December, again. Not one person in your life knows we
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