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Chapter one

Sunday Dinner





Sunday dinner at Ms. Ruth Ann Locklear’s house didn’t start at a certain time. It started when everyone showed up. 

Which meant it started late.

The house sat down a winding dirt road off Highway 74, with white siding dulled by time but clean, sturdy, faithful—like Mama Ruth herself. The front porch stretched across the front of the house, the steps worn smooth by generations of feet that never knocked. Folks just came in, always had.

When Ashley arrived, she recognized each car—her four siblings were here, and no visitors. A stark contrast to her single life. The front door was already opening and closing, as if the house itself was breathing her in even before she had gotten out of her car.

She sat behind the wheel for a second longer than necessary, keys still in her hand, letting the familiar sounds settle her. Laughter. Raised voices. The sharp bark of Caleb’s laugh cutting through everything else, because when you’re eleven, everything is funny. She sighed with a smile, grabbed her purse off the top of her Bible, and got out of the car.

Inside, the house smelled like fried chicken, collard greens cooked down just right, cornbread cooling in a pan, and something sweet baking that nobody had asked for but Mama Ruth had made anyway. Probably sweet potato pie. Or pound cake. But it smelled like both.

Ashley kicked off her shoes inside the door, adding them to the scattered pile.

“Hey, baby,” Mama Ruth’s gentle voice called from the kitchen without turning around. “You hungry?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ashley answered, even though she’d eaten a honey bun in the car and a Nab and a Coke after church. Saying no had never once changed the outcome.

Mama hummed, satisfied.

The living room was full. Nevaeh, Ashley’s younger sister, sat cross-legged on the floor, painting Talia’s tiny nails an alarming glittery pink. Brianna, home on school break, leaned in the doorway, whispering with her brother Jonah. Both were dressed down but still church-clean. Sarena made sweet tea and gathered utensils with Mama Ruth, shouting to her boys to stop fighting and straighten up.

“Hey, sis,” Jonah and Brianna both called to Ashley when she came in.

“Hey, y’all,” Ashley smiled.

“I didn’t see you at church this morning,” Nevaeh said to Ashley. Then she showed Talia how to hold all ten of her fingers spread out in the air and wave them to help the polish dry more quickly.

“I was in the back with Travis,” Ashley assured.

“I didn’t know he was there,” Sarena said, taking out the napkins.

“Yeah, he said he was on a break, so he slipped in and sat in the back, uniform and all,” Ashley informed.

Mama Ruth pointed toward the kitchen counter while she spoke. “Rena, you betta make that man a plate before you leave here today,” she said, glancing toward Sarena and then the stack of clean plates.

“Yes, ma’am,” Sarena said. She always did what her mama told her.

The eat-in kitchen held a dining table and a kids’ table that stretched into the adjoining dining room. The kids were already loud.

“Quit touching my cornbread,” Caleb announced, slapping Jaylen’s hand away.

“I didn’t touch it,” Jaylen argued. “You’re paranoid.”

“You touched it with your eyes.” Caleb widened his eyes to show it was possible.

“That don’t count.” Jaylen squinted.

“It do if you looking greedy,” Caleb said as he began eating, satisfied with his argument.

Talia joined them at the table, hands still in the air. She leaned over her plate and said, “Y’all old enough to know better than to argue on Sunday.”

“That don’t stop ’um,” Zaria said with conviction, folding her hands. “But we can pray about it.”

“No,” Caleb said. “Don’t pray. I ain’t did nothing yet.”

Ashley laughed and slipped into the kitchen. She put her hair up in a bun with a pink scrunchie, rolled up her sleeves, and put on an apron before filling glasses with ice. She was ready to help.

Mama Ruth stood at the stove, steady and unhurried, moving between pots like time bent itself around her. Her hair was pinned up neat, dress pressed, apron already smudged with proof of work.

“You tired?” Mama said without looking at Ashley’s face.

“A little,” Ashley admitted.

Mama clicked her tongue. “Sit, baby. Food’s ready.”

She sat, obeying Mama. Around her, everyone did the same. Everyone gathered in the kitchen, chairs filled, the shift from bustle to anticipation marking the true start of dinner.

Plates appeared full; no questions asked. Nobody asked who was praying. Everybody knew. Mama Ruth bowed her head.

“Lord, thank you for bringing us back together,” she said. “Thank you for keeping us through the week, through work we wanted and work we didn’t. Thank you for our food; may it nourish our bodies, and thank you for family and grace we don’t deserve. Help us be patient with one another. Help us listen. And help some folks make the right choices—even when they acting like they don’t know what that is.”

Ashley’s eyes blinked open, staring at her plate, one eye squinted as she tilted her head, trying to decipher what her mama was praying about.

Mama paused long enough.

“In Jesus’ name, Amen,” she ended the prayer.

“Amen,” the room echoed.

Conversations flowed as plates emptied—talk of the week, who saw who at the Pinecone Market, whose kids were acting grown, who needed prayers, and who in town needed to mind their own business. Dinner settled into its usual rhythm.

“Did y’all hear about Pastor’s nephew coming back?” Jonah said, grabbing his third piece of cornbread today.

“He single?” Nevaeh asked, pouring more sweet tea.

“No idea,” Jonah replied. “But he’s working with the Tribe now.”

Ashley looked up and nodded in agreement, though she looked back down and kept her attention on her greens. “He had a girlfriend in Ohio, but things didn’t work out, so he came home.”

“Everybody’s working with the Tribe these days,” Nevaeh said. “Except Ashley. The Tribe’s her home.”

Ashley shrugged. “We coordinate events with the Lumbee Regional Development Association. Since we hadn’t had federal funding, the Tribe had to create an organization to help ourselves. That became the LRDA.”

“All my kids went to Head Start,” Sarena said, placing another piece of cornbread on Caleb's plate. “It’s like Pre-K, through LRDA. My kids learned their colors, numbers, and alphabet before kindergarten. It made reading easier.”

LRDA also offers workforce training; that’s how Mr. Levi started his landscaping business.

“Isn’t he a history teacher?” asked Jonah.

Ashley nodded.

“Mr. Dwayne went through LRDA when Converse closed. Many of our people lost their jobs. Converse sustained our whole community,” Brianna added.

"It took years to build our community back from that; everyone was on welfare for the longest time." Mama Ruth said as she put more chicken in Jonah's plate.

“Yeah, it gave people skills to change industries. LRDA also hosts homecoming every year. This year is going to be bigger than ever. We’ve brought in outside help to work with my department,” Ashley said before a swallow of sweet tea. “Not sure who they’re bringing in, though.”

Nevaeh caught Mama Ruth’s eye over her glass of tea, a silent exchange passing between them.

At the kids’ table, Caleb leaned forward. “Grandma says if people come back, it’s ’cause God ain’t done with them yet.”

Mama Ruth didn’t deny it.

“And speaking of coming back,” Nevaeh said, setting her fork down, “did y’all hear Micah Lowry’s back in town?”

Ashley stared at her food, her hand stilled.

“He is?” Jonah asked, though his eyes flicked toward Ashley.

“Came back a few days ago. He’s teaching life skills at the Boys and Girls Club. Consulting with the Tribe, too. I’d say that’s your outside help.”

Ashley was dumbstruck.

“You know all that, and he just came back a few days ago?” Sarena asked.

“There are many benefits to owning your own business,” Nevaeh said as she poured more sweet tea. “And the Lumbee grapevine goes right through my salon,” she added. “And before you ask,”—she turned to look at Ashley—“yes, he is still single.”

Ashley looked at her sister, pausing before she spoke, “I’m still trying to catch up, and by the way, I never asked,” she said, pushing her fork to the side in mock protest.

“You didn’t have to.” Nevaeh winked. “I can read your mind.”

“But he’s just here for a few weeks, right?” Sarena asked.

“I don’t care how long he’s here for,” Ashley blurted out.

“Temporary,” Brianna said.

“Homecoming,” Jonah said, pointing with his fork. And to protect his sister, Ashley, “I like Micah, but he wouldn’t be coming here to stay, I don’t think. Never did, never would.”

Ashley quieted. That was fine; she focused on her plate, pushing a piece of food around with her fork. Temporary made sense. The only way he would ever come back home was temporarily.

Then the screen door opened, just enough to be noticed.

Ashley didn’t look up at first. She felt it—the shift in the room, the pause that didn’t belong to conversation.

“Hey, y’all,” came a man’s voice.

Mama Ruth stood and smiled wide.

Ashley’s head snapped up. There was Micah standing in her mama’s kitchen.

“Well, looka here,” Mama Ruth beamed. “I was wondering if you were gone make it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, sounding genuinely surprised. “Hope it’s okay.”

“You eating, ain’t you?” she said. “I seen you this morning. Figured you’d be hungry.” She moved to the stove and got a plate from the cabinet overhead.

Ashley looked at him and felt it. Everything she had experienced with him—from being best friends in middle school to graduating college—came flooding over her. She remembered he always picked her first for dodgeball so she wouldn’t get hurt. He gave her his science project because she’d been sick with the flu for two weeks. The first time he held her hand when they were in high school. The way he would sit next to her on her mama’s couch and reach for her, but fall just shy of touching. And the way he made a fool of himself, turning cartwheels in the street to celebrate their acceptance to the University of North Carolina at Pembroke. They navigated college together, helped each other with papers, study hall, and clubs. He was there for her when her father died of a heart attack while she was at choir practice.

Then one day, he wasn’t there anymore. He decided to just leave, making her feel lost, like nothing in life made sense anymore, like she was walking a tightrope and suddenly the net was removed, because he was removed. She was afraid to move, afraid to live. She felt herself melting, like every piece of her was disappearing all at once, and she didn’t know how to stop it.

He wouldn’t even consider staying in Robeson County after graduating from college. He wanted to move out of state to get his master’s degree. More education—that’s what he had said. But she couldn’t leave her home, couldn’t abandon her family. This was why she wanted to get her degree to begin with—to stay and help her people.

Now she felt a wave of warmth as she looked at him. The admiration she once felt—times ten—was there, as it always had, but stronger, more knowing, alive, as if no time had passed. No goodbyes. No hurt. Just longing—longing that hadn’t had time to end when it should have. She caught her breath.

Micah stood in the kitchen entranceway, like he hadn’t left and like he had never belonged anywhere else. He seemed taller than Ashley remembered, broader in the shoulders and chest. Softer around the eyes, like he had been through something he wouldn’t speak of.

His hair, shorter than it used to be, clean-cut on the sides, a little curly and coarse on top. His caramel skin was bright and healthy, muscles toned, like he took good care of himself and maybe worked out. He dressed nice, like he had a little change in his pocket. He held his hands in front of himself and smiled as if he had never left.

“Hey, Ash,” he said, looking into her eyes. He nodded his head toward her, smiling like there was no one else in the room, as if time didn’t exist and it was the day before he left five years ago.

Is this what they call time standing still? She thought.

“Hey, Micah,” she said, going numb with embarrassment, remembering that big bun on top of her head, little straggles of hair sticking out everywhere, her face washed out, makeup gone. She hadn’t reapplied it from church this morning. She looked down, moving her food around her plate like she wasn’t interested in eating anymore. She pressed her lips together, shaking her head.

And this is his first look at me in five years, she thought as she rolled her eyes as hard as she could.

Then her siblings stood with smiles. They all remembered Micah; they’d grown up with him. They shook his hand. Gave him a slap on the back. Nevaeh and Sarena stood to hug him, kissing the air as their cheeks touched. It was a warm reunion with laughter and reminiscing that Mama Ruth cut short.

“Wash your hands,” Mama said. “Food’s hot.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Micah said as he shared a look with everyone that meant Mama had spoken. Micah touched Ashley’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you again,” he said, and walked to the bathroom to wash up.

As he passed by, Sarena leaned toward Ashley. “You remember him?”

Ashley nodded with her eyes closed. Remember? How could she forget? Five years hadn’t dulled memory the way she’d hoped.

At the kids’ table, Caleb squinted. “Who’s that?”

“That’s Micah,” Jaylen said with confidence. “He used to come around.”

“He family?” Caleb said, packing his mouth with cornbread.

“Everybody’s family,” Jaylen smiled.

Micah returned, hesitating between tables.

“Where do you want me?” he asked.

Mama didn’t look up. “Where do you fit?”

The kids scooted their chairs out without discussion, welcoming.

“This the kids’ table, twelve and under,” Caleb informed him.

“I figured.” Micah nodded.

“How old are you?” Talia asked, food abandoned.

“Old enough to know better.” Micah smiled.

“That’s real old,” Jaylen said, impressed.

Ashley pressed her lips together, hoping Micah wouldn’t look at her again, at least not until she could fix her hair and put on a little makeup. Just because he wasn’t staying didn’t mean she couldn’t make him wish he was.

Micah ate like someone who hadn’t had a home-cooked meal in a while. Mama noticed.

“Get you some more, baby.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, with his plate still half full. No arguing, just doing as he was told.

“Brianna, I heard you went out of state for school?” Micah asked.

Brianna looked up, a little glad to be a part of the conversation. “Yeah, I’m just home for summer break, though. I’ll be heading back in a few weeks.”

Zaria folded her hands.

“Dear God,” she prayed loudly, “thank you for bringing Micah back. Please help him stay.”

Ashley choked on her tea.

Micah froze, the fork still in his mouth, his eyes scanning the room. Everyone stopped, looked at him, and turned to Zaria; maybe she had something else to say or predict.

“I ain’t saying nothing,” Talia folded her arms over her chest, breaking the silence. Mama Ruth smiled at her plate.

“Eat,” she said.

Sunday went on. After dinner, Jonah, Brianna, Mama Ruth, and Micah took to the porch. The kids ran outside to play. Nevaeh, Sarena, and Ashley cleaned the kitchen and talked; then Nevaeh and Sarena joined everyone else outside.

Ashley stayed inside longer than usual, rinsing dishes that didn’t need it, wiping down surfaces for the third time, listening to Micah’s laughter drift in from the porch while he was getting to know the kids and where Jaylen had already claimed him.

She told herself he could stay out there, or he could be on his merry way, ‘cause it didn’t matter, ‘cause he weren’t staying.

But somewhere between the dishwater and silence, a hairline fracture appeared in the wall around Ashley’s heart, and she fought it every step of the way.
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Chapter two

Alone





Ashley drove home, feeling exposed, as if her life were on display and everyone could see right through her. How could her siblings welcome him back as if he hadn’t just walked away from her?  And who did he think he was, showing up today looking so good like that? Like life was good and happening, and he thought he would come have some with us, she thought as she shook her head. And why do I still love him like that? She squeezed the steering wheel. After all this time, the feelings were still there but stronger than ever.  

The only thing she could do after leaving her mama’s house was go straight home. Didn’t stop for gas, although she needed to, and didn’t swing by the Tribe, which is what she usually did on Sunday evening to get ahead of the week to come. She felt sick to her stomach that she had to face him tomorrow, work with him, and be near him, and for what? For him to leave again. “Temporary,” she sighed and thought of him in her mama’s kitchen. She only wished it would’ve lasted longer, just a little longer.

She drove up to her small two-bedroom, one-bath home, cut the engine, and sighed. The porch light flicked on, not by anyone, just automatic. She let her head fall back on the headrest, still holding the steering wheel, and took a deep breath. Taking in the lingering night smells of the outside and her neighbors’ gatherings, the barbecue, evening fireworks, and the smell of the night air blowing through the trees, still all clean night air. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, then farther away, another dog answered. Frogs croaked loud and slow off the ditch bank at the back of the house. She listened for it all, anything to take her mind off seeing Micah tonight. Seeing him in her mama’s kitchen, being near him, feeling his hand on her shoulder, watching him eat with the kids. Why can’t I be mad at him? She whined, letting her head fall on the steering wheel between her hands, still breathing deep.

“Hey, Ash,” he had said like nothing. Like they had spoken yesterday.

“Hey,” she had said, and was glad her voice had at least held up. She was proud of that. She didn’t ask him anything about the school he attended, his classes, and she sure didn’t ask how long he would be in town.

Temporary. Everyone leaves, she thought.

Breathing deep wasn’t working. She got out of the car and made her way up the steps to the front door. She put the key in the lock and stepped into the dark, quiet stillness. The porch light cast a narrow glow across the living room, enough to show what wasn’t there. No photographs on the coffee table, no memories on the walls, no throw pillows on the couch. No rugs. No placemats. No curtains, just blinds. No signs that a life had unfolded inside these walls.

It was a strong contrast to the earlier evening at her mama’s house, so many voices talking over each other, pots and pans clanging, kids running. Her sister fussing at the kids for some reason or another, and Micah’s laughter cutting through it all.

Ashley’s house greeted her the same way it always did—still, dim, waiting, empty. She turned on the light and threw her purse on the couch while closing the door. She listened while she looked around. Nothing. No television murmuring from another room. No chair pulled out from the table. No footsteps. No voice calling her name. No lingering smells of food. She had lived alone for so long that the silence no longer startled her, but tonight it pressed in closer, heavier than usual. Like it knew something had shifted inside her. She placed her keys in the bowl on the counter, but the sound was too loud.

Micah was back. The thought landed again, sharp and unwelcome, even though she’d been carrying it with her all evening from her mama’s house.

She slipped off her shoes and walked farther inside. Her bare feet on the cool linoleum numbed her, a sensation she welcomed. Her steps were slow, deliberate. She half-expected the house to feel different now that he was back in town, as if walls could sense such things. She knew it wasn’t the house; she felt the difference within her.

Ashley cut on a lamp and sat on the couch. The cushions, stiff and firm, barely dipped beneath her weight. The furniture wasn’t comfortable; it was functional, nothing more. She had chosen it years ago without even testing them. It didn’t matter to her; she knew she would be spending all her time at work, not at home.

When she first moved in, she told herself it was temporary. Just until she figured out what came next. Time went by. Five years later, nothing came next.  

She leaned back and closed her eyes. There was Micah again, standing in her mama’s kitchen. His voice—older, steadier. The way he had looked at her, like no time had passed. Like she hadn’t been the one to break it off and say goodbye. He fit in so well at her mama’s house. But then she remembered he was working at the Tribe, only here a few weeks, she was told. Temporary, her brother said.

Temporary.

That word is going to be my shield, she thought. It was easier to breathe when she believed people didn’t stay. Easier to tell herself that nothing required roots. It was easier that way. But the truth sat quietly beneath that thought, patient and unmoving.

When Micah left five years ago, she hadn’t just lost him; she lost everything. Everything good that was in her life, and she didn’t know how to get any of it back, or if she even could. She stopped singing, serving in the choir, stopped writing poetry, and stopped going out with friends. She later moved out of her mama’s house to get away from people. Intimacy reminded her of him, or rather made her miss him. She even stopped praying and seeking God.

Ashley rose from the couch and moved down the short hallway, cutting on lights as she went. The second bedroom door was closed; it always was, it didn’t matter; it was empty. She felt no need for a home office or a bed in there, since no one ever stayed, and she lived at her job. She walked into her bedroom. It looked much like the rest of the house—neat, simple, impersonal. The bed was made with dark gray sheets and bedding, no rug on the floor, and crooked blinds. The dresser held nothing decorative, just what was needed: a mirror, a brush, and some hair bows.

The door of her closet was closed. She stood there. For a long moment, she didn’t move, just thought of what was inside that she pretended wasn’t a part of her life. When the ache became too strong, she slid the door open and looked at the box in the back. Behind all the shoes, and with the cute wedge sandals and an old coat on top, she stared at it, could feel it pulling her. It wasn’t big; it was a brown cardboard box closed with packing tape that was curled on the sides where it was no longer sticky. Big enough to hold things she didn’t want to see but couldn’t throw away. Tonight, she bent and pulled it out. She pretended not to see it when she took clothes or shoes out for work. It was the reason she kept this door closed, so she didn’t have to remember. Dust clung to the edges as she slid it into the light and sat on the floor in front of it. She lifted the tape slowly, as if it might protest.

Inside, on the top, was a folded choir robe. She ran her hand over it, then lifted it out. It was heavier than she remembered; the scent unfolded with the creases. The smell of old hymnals and faded perfume filled the air around her. She held it to her nose and inhaled, then held it at arm’s length and looked at it. There was a small stain on the neckline. She placed the robe on the floor next to her.

Just under the robe was an old hoodie Micah gave her. She smelled it, but it didn’t smell like him anymore; it smelled old. She picked up her graduation cords, all tangled together. She held them in her hands, untangling them, then coiled them into loops and laid them on the hoodie and robe.

She found a picture of her dad standing next to her in the choir robe. It was after church one Sunday, and they were coming down the church steps when someone took a picture of them, both looking up, caught off guard. It was after a singing where churches in the area got together, and choirs sang to God in worship. It used to be her favorite event at church, and she participated every year until Micah left.

There was a church bulletin from the last time she served in the choir. She found a beaded bracelet with a missing clasp. Obituaries, trinkets, tassels, group pictures on the church steps again, concert ticket stubs, and photos of her dad. A folded program, soft with age, her name printed beneath Alto. She picked up a photo that was face down. She turned it over to look at it. It was a candid shot of her and Micah outside the fellowship hall, both of them laughing at something she could no longer recall. She looked at the photo, studied the girl who looked certain, who stayed, who looked sure of herself. Did I make the right choice? She thought. She believed she had. She didn’t expect the silence afterward to be so silent.  

This was all she had. All that belonged to her. She didn’t have a storage unit somewhere in town, or even a second bedroom filled with old boxes of her past. This was it. A small, bare two-bedroom with everything from her past in one box.

She rubbed her hand over the old choir robe, folded it back up, placed everything back in the box, and put the robe on top. She hadn’t sung in the choir since Micah left for grad school. At first, she’d told people it was because her schedule had changed. Then it was because she didn’t have time. Later, she stopped explaining altogether.

She still went to church on Sundays. Sat in the same pew in the back and bowed her head at the right times. She knew the words to the hymns, but she let them pass her by, no feeling of joy, hope, love, or even thankfulness in her heart. They were songs sung by other voices she didn’t even care to critique.

Somewhere along the way, going to church had changed. Church had become something she attended, not something she belonged to, which was hard because God used to be her everything. Back then, the first thing she did in the morning was talk to God. She talked to Him throughout the day, as if He were standing before her, giving her His full attention. Not with her hands clasped; instead, with her arms open, like her heart. She always felt like God was waiting for her to come talk to Him every morning when she got up, and that's what she did. Read her Bible with her coffee and talked to God, and it was wonderful.

Ashley had lost so much. Much more than she realized, looking in this box. Her heart ached as she longed to get those years back. She blinked away the tears and straightened her face.  

Ashley replaced the old tape, set the box back where it had been, and stood, sliding the closet door shut.

She walked to the kitchen, the light hummed too loud as she poured a glass of water. Midnight crept closer, the house settling around her. Leaning against the counter, she stared at the dark window above the sink, her reflection faint and unfamiliar.

Ashley thought of God again—not in any clear way. Just the idea of Him. The memory of what prayer had once felt like. How easy it used to be to talk to Him, to sing joyful words meant for heaven, and know they were heard.

Her chest ached.

Ashley carried her glass into the living room and sat again, this time on the floor. She felt anxious and didn’t know what to do with herself. She folded her legs beneath her and rested her elbows on the couch. I should pray, she thought. The idea felt awkward, foreign. Like reaching for a word she hadn’t spoken in years. She wanted to, felt she needed to, especially after the day she had. But nothing came. No words. No familiar phrases. Just the echo of questions she wasn’t ready to ask. She wondered if God noticed the distance between them—or if she’d wandered too far away for Him to even care. I don’t even know what I’d say, she thought.

Only silence answered her.

Ashley stared at nothing. Part of her wanted a sign, anything. Another part of her felt foolish for even trying. After all, she had been the one who’d pulled away from God. The one who’d closed herself off when life didn’t start happening the way she’d hoped.

She stood and cut off the lights one by one, leaving her glass and the house in darkness.

In her bedroom, she sat on the edge of the bed, looking at her hands, fingers laced tight. “I don’t even know how to anymore,” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure if anyone was listening. The words hung in the air, fragile and unfinished.

Shaking her head and lying back in her bed, pulling the covers up and over, she stared into the dark. Outside, the town slept, steady and unchanged.

“I got through this once before,” she said, “I can get through it again.” She closed her eyes, unsure of what tomorrow would bring—unsure of what she was supposed to feel, or do, or believe.

But for the first time in years, the distance between her and God didn’t feel so far away.








  
  

Chapter three

First Day at Work With Micah





The week before homecoming, Pembroke was buzzing with excitement. The days in late June were warm and sticky, as people drove golf carts, as if they owned the streets. And with permits not mandatory until the first week of July, they did own the streets. Golf carts had more privileges than cars, and they even drove on sidewalks and lawns without repercussions. 

Ashley liked Mondays because they didn’t ask her how she felt. They asked what needed to be done.

She arrived early as usual at the Tribal Administration Building, also known as the turtle building because it is shaped like a turtle. The parking lot was still half-empty, dew clinging to the grass along the sidewalk edges. The building looked the same as it always had—brick, low and wide, solid in a way that felt permanent even when funding wasn’t. She balanced her coffee in one hand, tote bag over her shoulder, and went straight into the building and to her office.

Confirmation emails, logistics reports, and deadlines. That was the rhythm she trusted, being busy and always doing something. She was just settling into another email confirming a space in the parade when someone knocked once on her door and stepped in without waiting for an answer.

Mr. Robert Earl Oxendine, her supervisor, stepped inside. He had a four-inch braided ponytail and was bald on top, and always wore a turquoise-and-coral bolo that went with everything he owned.

​“Ashley,” he smiled. “You got a minute?”

Ashley stood, moving her long, dark hair behind her ear. “Sure,” she said.

“There’s someone I want you to meet.”

She had no time to brace herself. Micah stepped into the room and stood behind Mr. Robert Earl, hands folded in front of him, expression open but careful. Like he’d learned how to enter rooms without taking up too much space.

​“Ashley Locklear,” Mr. Robert Earl said, “this is Micah Lowry. He’ll be helping us out for a bit.”

For a bit. Temporary. She heard.

Micah gave her an easy smile, smaller than yesterday, quieter but respectful.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said, looking at her with sincere eyes, like he wanted her to say more than hello, more than an acknowledgement.

Heat rose up her neck before she could stop it, or at least hide it.

“Yeah,” she replied in monotone, trying not to make eye contact. “You too.”

“This position is temporary,” the supervisor continued, already moving on. “Consulting with several departments while we wait on funding approvals that could make his position permanent.” He smiled, his eyes flitting to Micah and back to Ashley, sensing something he was missing.

Ashley didn’t hear, “funding that could make it permanent”; instead, she heard, “temporary”.

Mr. Robert Earl continued, “He will not only be working with the event department, among others, but he’ll also be splitting time with the Boys and Girls Club while he’s here.”

Micah nodded. “Happy to be here.”

Ashley nodded back, not speaking. Professional. Polite. Distant. Temporary.

If he was leaving again, she could manage this as long as she kept her feelings in check.

Treat him like everyone else, she thought, he’s temporary, that’s all, nothing more.

“The Boys and Girls Club van will be here shortly, and I’ll introduce him around until they arrive,” Mr. Robert Earl said. “Thank you, Ashley,” he added, walking out of her office and continuing down the hallway. Micah turned to follow, but he stopped and looked back at Ashley one more time as he held the doorknob, waiting for her to say something, anything. He sat back on one leg, tilted his head, and waited. Ashley didn't move; she stood there. Micah gave one nod and closed the door behind him.

Ashley sighed and dropped into her chair, leaning back in a slump, arms draped over the armrests, as if it had taken everything out of her just to face him professionally. She was so proud of herself for not giving in, not giving him whatever it was he wanted.

By mid-morning, word had spread: Micah Lowry was back in town. Working with the Tribe. Helping with youth programming and consulting. The whispers followed him down hallways, into offices, out to the parking lot. Ashley heard them all without listening.

Shortly before lunch, Crystal Locklear poked her head in Ashley’s office, then decided to knock to get Ashley’s attention. Ashley looked up. “Hey, Crystal, what’s up?”

Crystal stepped in, no longer hiding behind the door, and she cleared her throat. “Some of us were wondering.”

Ashley waited. Crystal looked as though she were trying to find her words. Ashley shook her head and shrugged her shoulders, “ok? What?”

“Well,” Crystal started. “Umm, gosh.”

“Crystal, please, what is it?” Ashley prodded.

”Are you and Micah together?” She blurted out.

“No,” Ashley said a little too quickly and with a little too much attitude. Then she tilted her head, “Wait, why?”

“Is he seeing anyone?”

“How should I know?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she understood. A good-looking Christian man, single, enjoyed kids, that’s why.

Before Ashley could say, “he’s temporary,” Crystal had left the office and closed the door behind her.

Ashley sighed and turned back to her computer. She tried to focus on answering emails until she heard laughter drifting through the open door down the hall—kids’ laughter, sharp and unfiltered. It began to fade as they exited the building. The Boys and Girls Club van had arrived.  She didn’t mean to look. She really didn’t. But when she glanced out the window and saw Micah crouched low, tying a shoelace for a little boy who was explaining something with his hands, something shifted in her being. That was new. Or old.

Mr. Robert Earl was there, introducing Micah to the regular kids and the newcomers. Miss Janice walked up to Micah and Mr. Robert Earl. It looked like Mr. Robert Earl was introducing them. Miss Janice placed a hand on Micah’s forearm and leaned away from him as she laughed.

“Flirting? Miss Janice, come on, really?” Ashley whispered to the window as she watched through the blinds. Miss Janice was nice-looking, but she was at least twenty-five years older than Micah. Ashley shook her head.

There was another knock at her door, and Ashley turned her chair away from the window and back to her computer as the door opened before she could say “yes.” In walked a very pregnant Nancy Locklear.

“Ashley.”

​”Nancy? What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on maternity leave,” Ashley said, her eyes wider than they should be as she looked Nancy over.

​”I know,” Nancy said as she rubbed her belly with one hand and handed Ashley a thick manila envelope with the other.

​“What’s this?” Ashley said, opening the envelope and peeking inside, fingering through the documents.

”For the person taking over the Club”.

”You know he’s temporary,” Ashley placed the folder on her desk as Nancy turned to walk out.

”He still needs to have it, Ashley. Equip your people.”

”I do,” Ashley said. “Go home and nest, or clean or whatever it is you pregnant people do.”

Nancy laughed as she closed the door behind her. Ashley turned her chair to look out the window again. Everyone was gone. She picked up the phone to call Micah’s extension in the other building. She thought of him walking back into her office, but if he came to her office, he could leave her office, and she would have no excuse to keep him there. Ashley thought better of it. She hung up the phone, turned off her computer screen, and stood. She would take a little walk instead.

Ashley entered the Boys and Girls Club and walked down the hallway toward the noisy gym. Slowing down when she came to the gym entrance, the room buzzed with excitement—chairs scraping, sneakers squeaking, voices overlapping. Talia sat near the wall with a notebook in her lap, watching everything. Zaria hovered close to Micah, eyes wide and attentive.​

Caleb raised his hand before Micah even finished his sentence.

“Are we gonna do something fun, or is this one of them talking days?”

Micah laughed. “Both.”

“That don’t sound fun.” Caleb looked with suspicion.

“You’ll survive,” Micah said.

He gathered the kids into a loose circle.

“Today we’re talking about where we come from,” he said. “Anybody know who Henry Berry Lowrie was?”

Hands shot up. Talia’s didn’t. Micah noticed but didn’t voice it.

“He was a hero,” Jaylen said.

“He was an outlaw,” Caleb countered.

“He was a freedom fighter,” Zaria added.

Micah nodded. “All of that can be true.”

Ashley slowed before she came to the open door.

She heard Micah talking about history like it mattered—not like something trapped in a book, but something alive, real, something we survived.

“They tried to erase him,” Micah said. “But stories survive when people keep telling them. So that’s what we do.”

Zaria raised her hand. “Is that why we gotta pray?”

​Micah nodded with a smile. “Prayer helps us remember who we are.”

Ashley began walking more slowly. She didn’t stop. But she felt it—the way he spoke, the way he listened. This wasn’t a performance. This was who he’d always been. Which was exactly the problem.

She went to his office, placed the envelope on Micah’s desk with a sticky note, and hoped he would see it. She looked around the office and saw a corkboard with schedules, a calendar with dates highlighted in yellow. His coffee mug with his name on it and his lanyard showing his picture were lying on the desk. There were folders on the filing cabinet with his handwriting on them, and logistics reports for homecoming. He had some of his stuff in his office, but there wasn’t much. He didn’t have any pictures on the wall or anything personal. That made sense. He was temporary; he didn’t need to make this office his own. She heard him talking down the hall again, and she began walking back the way she came

By the time she came upon the gym entrance again, the kids were getting ready to make medicine pouches and talking.

Micah laid out leather scraps, beads, and cords on the tables and asked the kids to have a seat.

“These are for carrying what matters,” he explained. “Some people put herbs in them, some people put seeds in them, you can put anything in them that will fit. Some people put written prayers in them.”

Zaria looked up. “Can God hear prayers in a pouch?”

Micah crouched down so they were at eye level, but loud enough for everyone to hear. “God hears you anywhere.”

She considered that. “Even if I whisper?”

“Especially when you whisper.” He smiled at her.

“My teacher, Mr. Levi said some seeds need sunlight to get started.”

”That’s true, Jaylen. Some seeds do need sunlight, but some are fine in the dark. But let’s remember that if we put seeds in the pouch, we are not trying to grow them in there. They are important enough to keep in there.

Jaylen looked thoughtful, then nodded his head in understanding. “Like seed saving.” He remembered.

“Yes, Jaylen, like seed saving,” Micah said, nodding his head.

Ashley stood next to the doorway longer than she meant to, watching him tie knots patiently, watching the kids lean in while Jaylen stuck close to Micah’s side, following him from table to table.

“That your dad?” another kid asked.

​“No,” Jaylen said. “But he’s family.” That seemed like it was explanation enough.

​Ashley felt butterflies in her stomach and turned her attention to the kids’ drawings on the wall outside the gym door. Anything to keep from staring at Micah. She could hear his voice and see the kids interacting with him. It made her want to be in his space. He was supposed to be temporary, just here for Homecoming. She reminded herself of that, over and over. It kept her away from him, distant. Watching Micah work, she felt the oddest pull—not toward him exactly, but toward the version of herself that was like him, the version that used to pray without guarding every word. And it wasn’t just the kids. His presence stretched across the room like sunlight—easy and natural. He helped, laughed, explained, and listened. It made her heart betray the carefully constructed distance she had taken time to build.

“Just a minute, guys, I’ll be right back,” Micah said as Ashley started to walk away.

“Hello? Yes,” he was saying.

Ashley stopped. She didn’t mean to eavesdrop; he began talking too quickly for her to run from the sound of his voice.

“I want to make sure the siding’s fixed on the back of the house…and flowers in the front—you know, I want it to look good, okay?”

She paused longer to listen, knowing she shouldn’t.

“…fixing up my parents’ place too,” Micah said into his phone, and laughed as the kids began to get loud. “Making it livable,” he continued. “The market is booming.”​

Ashley felt like she’d been smacked in the face. How could she let herself get drawn in like this? She turned and began walking away, didn’t slow this time. She didn’t need to. The picture was clear. How could she walk over here like a love-sick puppy? Why did she want to hang on to hope when there was none?

​He was wrapping things up. Closing chapters. Doing the right thing before leaving again. Tying up loose ends. She couldn’t believe what she heard. And how could he sell the old homeplace? It was his parents’ home. That house and land had been handed down from generation to generation since the early 1800s. “We always keep the homeplace,” she said out loud as she stomped back to her office. “For our family, for our children.” It felt final, like he had given up on even having a family. It hurt more than she expected. Or just as much. She walked all the way back to her office and closed the door; she couldn’t look at him the rest of the day.

Ashley sank into her chair, pressing her palms to her face for a long moment. Her chest ached, her stomach churned, and her fingers trembled just slightly when she rested them on the desk. The email inbox blinked at her, a constant reminder that the world kept moving—even when she felt like her world had stopped.

She opened the first email, glanced at the calendar, typed a response, but her mind wasn’t there. Every knock on the office door made her heart skip a beat. Every footstep outside made her flinch. She told herself: Temporary. That’s all he is. Temporary.

Still, she could feel the pull—the quiet insistence that she still cared, still wanted more than she could have. Every laugh she had heard that morning, every patient word he’d spoken to the kids, replayed in her mind like a movie she couldn’t pause.

She rubbed her temples and tried to focus on work. She would check the spreadsheets, confirm the event logistics, and organize files. That, she could control. That, she understood. But even as she clicked, typed, and organized, a small, insistent part of her longed to peek out the window one more time.
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