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The last time Ethan Cole had driven down Route 9 into Cedar Falls, he'd been twenty-six years old with a U-Haul hitched to the back of his truck and the kind of certainty that only comes from being young enough to believe you know exactly what you're doing. Eight years later, he was driving the same road in a rented sedan with a folder of medical records in the passenger seat and no certainty about anything at all.

The town hadn't changed much. That was the thing about Cedar Falls—it existed in its own gentle bubble, immune to the restless churning of the outside world. The covered bridge over Kinnick Creek still wore its coat of barn red paint. Henderson's Hardware still had the same hand-lettered sign that old Walt Henderson had painted sometime in the seventies. The maples lining Main Street were just beginning to think about turning, their edges touched with the faintest blush of gold, as if autumn were whispering a secret that the leaves hadn't quite decided to share.

Ethan slowed as he passed through the center of town, his eyes cataloguing changes with the careful precision of someone whose profession was noticing how spaces transformed. The old pharmacy had become a wine bar. There was a yoga studio where the video rental place used to be—a change that made him feel the passage of time like a physical weight. And there, on the corner of Main and Birch, where Mrs. Calloway's antique shop had been, was something new: a storefront with wide windows, warm light spilling onto the sidewalk, and a wooden sign that read The Turning Page in elegant script.

He knew that shop. He knew who owned it. Lily had told him, of course, in her chatty weekly phone calls that he'd clung to like lifelines during his years in Seattle. Grace Mitchell opened a bookshop, she'd said, and Ethan had felt something tighten in his chest that had nothing to do with the mass the doctors would later find there.

He didn't stop. Not yet. Instead, he followed the familiar turns out of downtown, past the elementary school where he'd scraped his knees on the playground, past the Methodist church with its white steeple pointing toward a sky that was turning the deep blue of early evening, and up the long gravel drive to his parents' house on Orchard Hill.

The house was a white colonial with green shutters, set back from the road behind a row of sugar maples his grandfather had planted sixty years ago. His mother's garden was immaculate as always—late-summer roses nodding along the fence, black-eyed Susans standing at cheerful attention, the herb garden fragrant with basil and thyme. Ethan sat in the car for a long moment, hands on the steering wheel, looking at the house where he'd grown up and trying to remember how to breathe.

He'd told his parents over the phone. Non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, stage two. His mother had gone very quiet, which was worse than crying, and his father had cleared his throat three times before asking what the treatment plan was. Ethan had laid it out with the same detached precision his oncologist had used: six cycles of R-CHOP chemotherapy, administered every twenty-one days. Excellent prognosis. High cure rate. He'd said those last words like they were a shield, and maybe they were.

What he hadn't told them was how the diagnosis had unraveled something inside him. How sitting in Dr. Patel's office in Seattle, watching the doctor's lips move around words like lymphoma and treatment protocol and we caught it early, Ethan had felt the careful architecture of his life—the career, the apartment with the view of Puget Sound, the well-organized solitude—crack along fault lines he hadn't known existed. And in the spaces between those cracks, like light finding its way through broken glass, had come the thought: I want to go home.

Not to his apartment. Not to the beautiful office where he designed landscapes for tech campuses and luxury developments. Home. Cedar Falls. The covered bridge and the Methodist church and the sugar maples. The place where he'd been happiest, before he'd been foolish enough to leave.

The front door opened, and his mother appeared on the porch. Claire Cole was sixty-two, her dark hair now streaked with silver, her posture as straight as it had always been. She wore an apron, which meant she'd been stress-cooking, which meant she'd probably made enough food to feed the entire town. She stood there with her hands clasped together, watching him, and Ethan could see even from the car that she was holding herself together with the same fierce determination she'd used to hold everything together his entire life.

He got out of the car. The evening air smelled like cut grass and his mother's roses and something baking—cinnamon, maybe, or apple. The smells of home.

"Hi, Mom."

She came down the steps and pulled him into a hug that was tighter than usual, her hands gripping the back of his jacket as if she could physically hold him in one piece. He closed his eyes and let her.

"You're thin," she said, pulling back to study his face with the critical eye of a mother who could diagnose trouble at fifty paces. "Have you been eating?"

"I've been eating."

"Not enough. Come inside. Your father's in the den pretending to read the paper, and Lily's on her way over." She took his arm and steered him toward the house, and Ethan felt something loosen in his chest—not the mass, not the thing that had brought him here, but something else. Something that had been wound tight for eight years.

His father was, as predicted, in the den with the newspaper open on his lap and his reading glasses on his nose, looking exactly like a man who was not at all anxiously waiting for his son to arrive. David Cole was sixty-five, a retired high school history teacher with the build of a man who'd spent decades coaching the JV baseball team. He stood when Ethan came in, and there was a moment—just a beat—where Ethan saw something raw and frightened in his father's eyes before it was carefully folded away.

"Son." David pulled him into a brief, firm hug. "Good drive?"

"Not bad. Made good time."

"That's good. That's good." His father nodded several times, as if convincing himself. "Your mother made pot roast."

"I could smell it from the driveway."

They smiled at each other, and it was almost normal, and the almost was a canyon that neither of them knew how to cross, so they stood on their respective sides and pretended it wasn't there.

Lily arrived twenty minutes later like a small, energetic hurricane. She was thirty, four years younger than Ethan, with their mother's dark hair and their father's easy laugh. She'd stayed in Cedar Falls, working as an elementary school art teacher, and she had the kind of sunshine-bright personality that made everyone in her orbit feel warmer. She burst through the front door without knocking, found Ethan in the kitchen, and launched herself at him with enough force to make him stagger.

"You're here," she said into his shoulder. "You're actually here."

"I'm here."

She pulled back, and her eyes were bright with tears she was trying very hard not to shed. "Okay. Good. So here's the plan. You're going to eat Mom's pot roast, and you're going to sleep in your old room, and tomorrow I'm going to show you around town because a lot has changed, and we're going to handle this. Together. As a family. Okay?"

Ethan looked at his little sister—fierce, determined, refusing to let the fear win—and felt the first real smile he'd managed in weeks tug at the corners of his mouth. "Okay."

"Good." She sniffed, squared her shoulders, and turned to their mother. "Mom, please tell me you made the garlic mashed potatoes."

Over dinner, they talked about everything except the thing that had brought him home. Lily told stories about her students. His father debated the merits of different mulch types with Ethan, a conversation that would have bored anyone else but which felt, between the two of them, like a form of love. His mother kept refilling his plate when he wasn't looking.

It was only later, after his parents had gone to bed and Lily was heading out, that his sister paused in the doorway and looked at him with an expression that had all the levity stripped away.

"Ethan. Does Grace know you're back?"

The name landed in the quiet kitchen like a stone dropped into still water. Grace. He'd been trying not to think about her since he'd driven past her bookshop, but she'd been there all the same, underneath everything, the way she'd been underneath everything for eight years.

"No," he said. "Not yet."

Lily pressed her lips together. "She's my best friend. I can't keep this from her for long."

"I know."

"She's going to have feelings about you being back."

"I know that too."

Lily studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Get some sleep, big brother. You look like you need it."

After she left, Ethan stood at the kitchen window and looked out at the dark shape of the sugar maples against the sky. Somewhere out there, a few miles away on the corner of Main and Birch, Grace Mitchell was probably closing up her bookshop, turning off the warm lights, climbing the stairs to whatever apartment she lived in above the store. She was right there, in the same small town, breathing the same late-summer air, and he had no idea what he was going to say to her when they finally stood face to face.

He hadn't come back for her. He'd come back because he was sick and scared and needed his family. But he'd be lying if he said she wasn't part of it—part of the gravitational pull of this place, part of the reason Cedar Falls felt like the only solid ground left in a world that had tilted sideways beneath his feet.

He turned off the kitchen light and went upstairs to his old room, where model airplanes still hung from the ceiling and his high school trophies gathered dust on the shelf. He lay in the narrow bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about the girl he'd left behind, and the man he'd become, and the uncertain territory that stretched between where he was and wherever he was going.

Sleep, when it finally came, was thin and restless, and his dreams were full of red covered bridges and autumn leaves and a pair of brown eyes he'd never managed to forget.
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Grace Mitchell had a theory about books and people. Books, she believed, were honest in a way that people rarely managed. A book told you exactly what it was on the first page. It didn't pretend to be a love story when it was really a tragedy. It didn't promise a happy ending and then walk out the door with a U-Haul and a forwarding address in Seattle.

People, on the other hand, were unreliable narrators of their own lives.

She was thinking about this—not for any particular reason, certainly not because Lily had mentioned at lunch that her brother was "thinking about visiting soon"—as she rearranged the display table near the front window of The Turning Page. The table was currently themed around "Books for Shorter Days," a curated collection of novels perfect for reading under blankets as the evenings grew cooler. Grace adjusted the stack of literary fiction, repositioned the hand-lettered card she'd made, and stepped back to assess the effect.

"You've moved that same book three times in the last ten minutes," said a voice from the café counter.

Grace looked up to find her part-time employee, Sophie Chen, watching her with the amused tolerance of a twenty-two-year-old who was convinced that everyone over thirty was at least mildly unhinged. Sophie was a graduate student at the community college, whip-smart, and had the ability to make a perfect latte and a withering observation with equal skill.

"I'm curating," Grace said with dignity.

"You're stress-arranging. You only rearrange the displays when something's bothering you. Last time you did this, it was because your grandmother's doctor changed her blood pressure medication, and you reorganized the entire mystery section by subgenre."

Grace opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Sophie wasn't wrong. "I'm fine. The display needed freshening."

Sophie raised an eyebrow but had the wisdom to let it go. She went back to wiping down the espresso machine, and Grace went back to not thinking about Ethan Cole.

The Turning Page was Grace's heart made physical. She'd opened it five years ago with her savings, a small business loan, and the stubborn conviction that a town like Cedar Falls needed a place where people could sit with a good book and a cup of coffee and feel like the world was, for a moment, exactly the right size. The shop occupied the ground floor of a two-story brick building that had once housed Mrs. Calloway's antiques. Grace had kept the original hardwood floors, exposed the brick on one wall, and filled the space with warm lighting, overstuffed armchairs, and more books than was probably structurally advisable.

The café took up the back third of the space—a small counter with an espresso machine, a pastry case that Grace stocked each morning with baked goods from the Flour Pot bakery down the street, and a handful of mismatched tables and chairs. It wasn't fancy, but it was warm, and it smelled like coffee and old paper and possibility, and Grace loved it with a fierceness that sometimes surprised her.

She'd built this place from nothing. After Ethan left—and she refused to frame her life in terms of before and after Ethan, even though some traitorous part of her brain insisted on doing exactly that—she'd spent two years working at the county library and saving every penny. She'd taken business classes online. She'd written a business plan so thorough that the loan officer at Cedar Falls Savings had called it "the most prepared application I've ever seen." She'd done it all herself, and she was proud of that, and if there were nights when she closed up the shop and climbed the stairs to her apartment above and felt the silence settle around her like a second skin, well. That was the price of independence, and she'd decided long ago that it was worth paying.

The bell above the door chimed, and Grace looked up to see her grandmother making her way in with the careful, deliberate steps of a woman who refused to acknowledge that eighty-one was any reason to slow down. Mae "Nana Mae" Mitchell was a force of nature in a floral housedress. She had white hair pinned in a loose bun, sharp blue eyes that missed nothing, and the serene confidence of someone who had lived long enough to know that most problems sorted themselves out if you gave them time and a cup of tea.

"Good morning, sweetheart." Nana Mae settled into what everyone in town knew was her chair—an ancient wingback near the window that Grace had covered in a fabric printed with tiny blue flowers. "I'll have my usual, Sophie dear."

"Chamomile with honey, coming right up, Mrs. Mitchell."

Grace kissed her grandmother's cheek and sat down across from her. Nana Mae came to the shop nearly every morning, arriving at ten like clockwork, and spent an hour or two reading, chatting with whoever wandered in, and dispensing unsolicited life advice with the cheerful authority of a woman who believed she'd earned the right to say whatever she wanted.

"You look tired," Nana Mae observed, peering at Grace over the reading glasses perched on her nose. "Did you sleep?"

"I slept fine."

"Mm." Nana Mae's mm was a masterwork of skepticism compressed into a single syllable. "Lily was in here yesterday. She mentioned her brother might be coming home for a visit."

Grace's hands stilled on the book she'd been straightening. "She mentioned that to me too."

"And how do you feel about that?"

"I don't feel anything about it. He's Lily's brother. He can visit his family whenever he wants."

Nana Mae took a slow sip of the tea Sophie had brought over and regarded Grace with the patient expression of someone who had been lied to by experts and was not impressed by amateur efforts. "Grace Ellen Mitchell. I have known you since you were four hours old. I was the one who sat with you on this very street corner while you cried your eyes out the day that boy left town. If you want to pretend you don't have feelings about Ethan Cole coming back to Cedar Falls, you are welcome to try, but I'd recommend not attempting it with me."

Grace felt her cheeks flush. The thing about Nana Mae was that she wielded the truth like a scalpel—precise, clean, and impossible to argue with. "I'm not pretending. I just—it's been eight years. Whatever I felt about Ethan is ancient history. I've moved on."

"Of course you have, dear." Nana Mae patted her hand. "Now, have you read any good romances lately? I finished that one you recommended about the Scottish duke, and I need something new. Preferably with a hero who has the good sense not to run away from the woman he loves."

Grace recognized the pointed commentary for what it was and refused to take the bait. She recommended three books, helped two customers, made a cappuccino for Mr. Frederickson who came in every morning for caffeine and conversation, and managed to get through the rest of the day without thinking about Ethan Cole more than a dozen times, which she considered a personal victory.

That evening, after closing up the shop and feeding Hemingway—a large, opinionated ginger cat who had shown up on her doorstep three years ago and decided to stay—Grace sat in her apartment above the shop and looked out the window at Main Street. The streetlights were on, casting pools of amber light on the sidewalk. A couple walked past holding hands. The wine bar across the street had its door propped open, letting music drift into the warm evening air.

Cedar Falls was beautiful at night. It was beautiful in the morning and the afternoon too, but there was something about the town after dark that made Grace feel simultaneously grateful and lonely—grateful for the life she'd built here, lonely for reasons she didn't like to examine too closely.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Lily: Movie night Friday? I'll bring the wine. You bring the popcorn.

Grace smiled and typed back: Deal. But if you pick another horror movie I'm making you sleep on my couch because I'll be too scared to be alone.

Lily sent back a string of laughing emojis and a ghost. Grace set down her phone, scratched Hemingway behind the ears, and picked up the novel she was reading. It was a love story, because she was a glutton for punishment, or maybe because she'd always believed that love stories mattered—that they told us something true about the human heart, even when the heart in question was fictional.

She read for an hour, then turned off the light and lay in the dark listening to the quiet sounds of the town settling into sleep. Hemingway curled against her side, purring steadily. The sheets smelled like the lavender sachets Nana Mae made. Everything was peaceful and good and exactly as it should be, and Grace was not, absolutely not, wondering whether Ethan Cole would really come back to Cedar Falls, and what it would mean if he did.

She was fine. She had her shop and her cat and her grandmother and her best friend and a life that she'd built with her own two hands. She didn't need anything else. She certainly didn't need a man who'd chosen a career over her and hadn't looked back.

Hemingway purred. The night was quiet. And Grace eventually slept, though her dreams, like Ethan's in a bedroom across town that she didn't know he was occupying, were restless and full of things she'd spent eight years trying to forget.
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It took Ethan four days to walk into The Turning Page. Four days of settling into his old room, meeting with Dr. Amara Okafor at the Cedar Falls Medical Center to establish his treatment plan and finding a hundred small excuses not to go into town. He reorganized his mother's garden shed. He helped his father fix a section of fence. He went for long walks along the river trail, where the late-summer wildflowers were still blooming and the water moved with the patient certainty of something that had been flowing in the same direction for a thousand years.

But Cedar Falls was a small town, and avoidance had an expiration date.

He went on a Tuesday morning, telling himself he just wanted a coffee. The lie was so transparent that he almost admired it. He stood on the sidewalk outside the shop for a long moment, looking at the window display—a collection of novels arranged around a hand-painted sign that read "Books for Shorter Days"—and tried to identify the specific flavor of what he was feeling. It was somewhere between anticipation and dread, with a note of something that might have been hope if he'd been brave enough to name it.

The bell above the door chimed when he pushed it open, and the smell hit him first: coffee and old paper and something sweet, cinnamon maybe, drifting from the café counter at the back. The shop was warm and inviting in a way that felt intentional, every detail chosen with care—the mismatched armchairs, the exposed brick, the way the books were arranged not just by genre but by mood, with hand-written shelf cards that said things like "For When the World Feels Too Big" and "Guaranteed to Make You Laugh Out Loud."

It was, he realized, the most Grace Mitchell thing he'd ever seen. She'd taken everything she was—warm, thoughtful, a little bit stubborn, deeply attuned to what people needed—and turned it into a physical space. The thought made something ache behind his ribs in a way that had nothing to do with his diagnosis.

He didn't see her at first. There was a young woman behind the café counter, and a white-haired woman reading in a wingback chair by the window who looked like—yes, that was Nana Mae. Ethan felt a surge of affection for the old woman, who had always treated him like a favorite grandson, at least until he'd broken her granddaughter's heart. He wasn't sure where he stood with her now.

He was considering a strategic retreat when a voice came from behind a bookshelf to his left.

"I'll be right with you, just let me—"

Grace came around the corner carrying a stack of books, and then she saw him, and then she stopped, and then the world went very, very quiet.

She looked—God, she looked like Grace. That was the only word for it. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a loose knot, and she was wearing a green sweater with the sleeves pushed up and a pair of reading glasses perched on her head. She was thirty-three now, and the years had given her face a definition it hadn't had at twenty-five—sharper cheekbones, a more settled expression, the look of a woman who knew who she was and had stopped apologizing for it. She was beautiful. She'd always been beautiful, but this was something different, something earned.

"Ethan." His name in her mouth. He'd forgotten the specific sound of it, or maybe he'd tried to forget and failed.

"Hi, Grace."

A beat. Two. The stack of books in her arms seemed to be the only thing keeping her anchored. He watched her process his presence—the flicker of surprise, then something that might have been pain, then the careful lowering of a shutter behind her eyes as she composed herself.

"I didn't know you were in town," she said, and her voice was perfectly even, which was how Ethan knew she was anything but.

"I got in a few days ago. I'm staying with my parents for a while."

"For a while." She repeated the words as if testing them. "That's new. I thought Seattle was the dream."

There was an edge to it, faint but present, like a paper cut. Ethan absorbed it. He deserved it and worse. "Things change."

"They do." She shifted the books in her arms. "Well. Welcome back. Can I get you a coffee?"

It was so polite it hurt. This was Grace with her walls up—gracious, friendly, utterly impenetrable. He recognized the defense because he'd been the one to make it necessary.

"Coffee would be great. Thank you."

She nodded and moved to the café counter with the kind of brisk efficiency that said she was absolutely not going to stand still long enough to feel anything. Ethan followed at a distance and took a seat at one of the small tables, feeling like a man who'd shown up at a party he hadn't been invited to and was trying to figure out whether to stay or leave.

From the wingback chair, Nana Mae watched the entire exchange over the top of her reading glasses with the expression of a woman who was already composing her commentary and would be sharing it whether anyone asked or not.

Grace made him a coffee—black, two sugars, and yes, she remembered, and yes, that meant something, and no, neither of them was going to acknowledge it—and set it on his table with a smile that was technically perfect and emotionally bulletproof.

"How are your parents?" she asked, standing with one hand on the back of the opposite chair, not sitting down.

"They're good. Dad's still obsessed with his tomato garden. Mom's been cooking like she's feeding an army."

"That sounds like Claire." A real warmth slipped through the armor for just a moment. Grace had always loved his parents. "And Lily—she didn't mention you were coming. She just said you might visit soon."

"It was kind of a last-minute decision."

"Right." Grace's eyes searched his face, and Ethan had the uncomfortable feeling that she could see more than he wanted to show. She'd always been like that—perceptive in a way that was both comforting and unnerving, like standing in front of someone who could read your handwriting from across the room.

"You've built something incredible here, Grace." He gestured at the shop around them. "Seriously. This place is remarkable."

Something shifted in her expression—surprise, maybe, or the pleasure of being seen. It was gone quickly, replaced by her careful composure, but Ethan caught it.

"Thank you. It's been a lot of work, but I love it."

"I can tell. Every detail feels intentional."

"That's because it is." She said it simply, without pride—just a statement of fact. I built this. It's mine. Every inch of it was a choice I made. He heard what she wasn't saying underneath: I built this after you left. I made something beautiful out of the space you left behind.

A customer came in, the bell chiming, and Grace excused herself with the same polished courtesy. Ethan sat with his coffee and watched her move through her shop—greeting the customer by name, recommending a book with the easy authority of someone who'd read everything on her shelves, laughing at something the customer said. She was magnetic. She'd always been magnetic, but now she had the added gravity of a woman who had built her own world and was at home in it.

Nana Mae appeared at his table. She'd moved with the stealth of an octogenarian who'd had decades of practice being exactly where she wanted to be.

"Ethan Cole." She looked at him the way she'd looked at him when he was twenty and had shown up to take Grace to the movies in a shirt with a stain on it. "You look thin."

"Everyone keeps saying that."

"Then maybe you should eat more." She sat down across from him without being invited, folded her hands on the table, and fixed him with a gaze that could have cut glass. "You broke her heart, you know."

Ethan set down his coffee. "I know."

"Good. As long as we're clear on that." Nana Mae's expression softened, just a fraction. "She won't admit it, of course. She'll tell you she's moved on. She'll be pleasant and polite and keep you at arm's length, because that's what she does when she's protecting herself. But I know my granddaughter, and I know what it cost her when you left."

"Mrs. Mitchell—"

"Mae. You used to call me Nana Mae. I haven't decided if you've lost that privilege yet." She regarded him steadily. "Why are you really here, Ethan? And don't tell me it was a last-minute decision, because you're a terrible liar and it's insulting."

Ethan looked at this fierce, perceptive woman and considered telling her the truth. The diagnosis. The fear. The bone-deep need to be somewhere that felt like home. But the words stuck in his throat, because saying them out loud made them real in a way that his medical records and treatment schedule somehow didn't.

"I needed to come home," he said, which was true enough.

Nana Mae studied him for a long moment, and something shifted in her eyes—a softening, or maybe a recognition. "Well," she said, pushing herself up from the chair. "Home is a good place to be when the world gets complicated." She patted his shoulder as she passed, and the gesture was gentle in a way that made him think she saw more than he'd said.

He finished his coffee, left a generous tip, and walked back out into the September sunshine. Grace was helping a customer and didn't look up when he left, or if she did, he didn't turn around to see it.

That evening, sitting on his parents' porch watching the sun set behind the orchard, Ethan replayed the encounter in his mind. Grace had been kind. She'd been polite. She'd made his coffee exactly the way he liked it and asked about his parents and complimented nothing but acknowledged everything, and the whole interaction had felt like trying to have a conversation through a pane of glass—you could see the other person, you could hear them, but you couldn't quite reach them.

He'd done that. He'd put that glass there, eight years ago, when he'd chosen a job in Seattle over the woman he loved and told himself it was the right thing to do. The mature thing. The thing that adults did when opportunity knocked—you answered, even if it meant leaving behind the best thing that had ever happened to you.

He'd been an idiot. He'd known it then, in some small, quiet part of himself that he'd spent eight years trying to silence, and he knew it now with the full, unavoidable clarity of a man who'd been told his body was trying to kill him and had responded by driving eighteen hundred miles to the place where a woman with brown eyes and a green sweater remembered how he took his coffee.

His phone buzzed. A text from Lily: So? Did you go?

He typed back: I went.

And?

She remembers how I take my coffee.

A pause. Then: Oh, Ethan. You absolute disaster of a human being.

He almost laughed. It was the most accurate thing anyone had said to him in months.
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Ethan's first chemotherapy session was on a Thursday. He drove himself to the Cedar Falls Medical Center, which was less a medical center and more a sprawling collection of interconnected buildings on the east side of town, and checked in at the oncology department with the studied calm of a man who was determined not to fall apart in a waiting room.

Dr. Amara Okafor met him in the infusion suite—a room that tried very hard to be cheerful, with its pastel walls and large windows overlooking a courtyard garden. There were six reclining chairs arranged in a semicircle, each with its own IV pole and a small table. Two other patients were already there: an older man dozing with a cap pulled over his bald head, and a woman in her fifties knitting something intricate in yellow yarn. She looked up when Ethan came in and gave him a smile that was equal parts welcome and solidarity—the smile of someone who knew exactly what he was about to go through.

"Good morning, Ethan." Dr. Okafor was a tall woman with close-cropped hair, warm brown eyes, and a calm, precise manner that Ethan found enormously reassuring. She reviewed his chart, explained what to expect from the R-CHOP regimen—the fatigue, the nausea, the possible hair loss—and asked if he had any questions.

He had a thousand questions, none of which she could answer. Will I be okay? Will I still be me on the other side of this? Will I get the chance to fix the things I broke? Instead he said, "How long does the infusion take?"

"Several hours. I'd recommend bringing a book." She smiled. "Or a friend."

He'd brought a book but not a friend. Lily had offered to come, insisted on it, in fact, with the fierce determination she brought to everything. He'd told her he'd be fine, that he didn't need company, that it was just sitting in a chair for a few hours. She'd given him a look that said she knew exactly what he was doing—shutting people out, retreating into the fortress of self-sufficiency that he'd spent his adult life building—but she'd respected his wishes, which was more than he deserved.

The nurse, a kind-eyed man named Marcus, set up the IV with practiced efficiency, and then the drugs were flowing, and there was nothing to do but sit and wait and think. Ethan opened his book—a novel about an architect rebuilding a cathedral, which felt on the nose enough to be slightly embarrassing—and tried to read, but the words kept sliding off the surface of his mind like water off glass.

Instead, he thought about Grace.

He'd gone back to The Turning Page twice since that first visit. Once for a coffee, which Grace had made with the same precise politeness—friendly but guarded, warm but boundaried. Once to actually browse the shelves, during which he'd spent twenty minutes in the fiction section and had the disconcerting experience of finding several books on the "Staff Picks" shelf with Grace's handwritten recommendations. Reading her notes—her small, neat handwriting describing why each book mattered—felt uncomfortably intimate, like reading someone's diary. He'd bought two of them.

She was being careful with him. He could feel it—the way she kept their interactions brief and surface-level, the way she smiled but never with her eyes, the way she always had somewhere else to be when he lingered. It was masterful, really. Anyone else would have thought she was simply a friendly shopkeeper making pleasant conversation with a customer. But Ethan knew her—had known her—and he could see the effort it took to maintain that casual facade, the same way you could see the tension in a rope that was holding something heavy.

He hadn't told her about the cancer. He hadn't told anyone in town except his family and his medical team. Part of it was privacy—he didn't want to become the town's charity case, the subject of whispered conversations and casserole deliveries. Part of it was vanity—he didn't want Grace to look at him with pity, didn't want her to be kind to him because he was sick rather than because she wanted to be. And part of it was something darker, something he didn't like examining too closely: the fear that if she knew, it would become real in a way he wasn't ready for.

The infusion took four hours. By the end, he felt strange—not terrible yet, Marcus warned him that the worst would come in a day or two, but off-kilter, like his body was recalibrating around a foreign substance. He drove home slowly, ate the soup his mother had left on the stove, and went to bed at seven in the evening.

The next two days were rough. The nausea arrived like a tide, rising and falling in waves that left him wrung out and shaking. He spent most of Saturday on the bathroom floor, which was not a dignified position for a thirty-four-year-old man but was, he discovered, quite effective for contemplating the basic fragility of human existence. His mother hovered. His father brought him ginger ale and said gruff, encouraging things. Lily texted him every few hours with a mixture of genuine concern and deliberate humor: Rate your nausea on a scale of 1 to that time you ate gas station sushi on the way to the beach.

By Monday, the worst had passed. He felt hollowed out, lighter, like someone had taken him apart and put him back together with fewer pieces. But he could eat. He could walk. He could stand in his parents' backyard and feel the September sun on his face and think, in a cautious, provisional way, that maybe he could do this.

It was the farmers' market that brought them back together.

Cedar Falls held its farmers' market every Wednesday morning in the town square, a tradition that had been running for longer than anyone could remember. Ethan went because his mother wanted fresh tomatoes and his father wanted to "get the boy some air," which was David Cole's way of saying he was worried but didn't know how to express it except through practical suggestions.

The market was exactly as Ethan remembered—white tents in neat rows, tables heavy with late-season produce, the air rich with the scent of earth and herbs and the apple cider doughnuts that Mrs. Kim made fresh every Wednesday from a recipe she guarded with her life. He wandered through the stalls, collecting tomatoes for his mother and a jar of local honey that he remembered Grace used to love, and was examining a display of ornamental gourds with professional interest when he heard her voice.

"Mr. Abernathy, if you try to give me another zucchini, I'm going to have to stage an intervention. I've already got six in my kitchen and I don't know what to do with any of them."

Ethan turned to see Grace standing at a vegetable stall, laughing with the elderly farmer behind the table. She was wearing a sundress—pale yellow, scattered with small flowers—and her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in loose waves. The morning light caught her just right, and Ethan felt something lurch in his chest that he was fairly certain wasn't a side effect of chemotherapy.

She saw him a moment later. This time, there was no stack of books to hide behind, no counter to stand behind, no polite excuse to be elsewhere. They were just two people in a farmers' market, ten feet apart, with nothing between them but September air and eight years of unfinished conversation.

"Ethan. Hi." Softer this time. Less armored.

"Hi. You have a zucchini problem?"

She laughed—a real laugh, surprised out of her. "Mr. Abernathy has decided I need to eat more vegetables. He keeps slipping extra zucchini into my bag when I'm not looking."

"A zucchini bandit. That's a new one."

"Small-town crime at its finest." She shifted her market basket to her other arm. There was a pause—not awkward, exactly, but full. Loaded with things that could be said and weren't. "Are you here for the tomatoes? Your mom always gets the Brandywines from the Henderson farm."

"Good memory." He held up the bag. "Mission accomplished."

They fell into step together without discussing it, moving through the market with the unconscious synchronicity of two people whose bodies remembered how to walk side by side even when their minds were still figuring out the terms of engagement. Grace pointed out what had changed—the new honey vendor, the pottery stall run by a woman who'd moved from Brooklyn two years ago, the kid who sold hand-painted birdhouses that were charming in an earnest, slightly lopsided way.

Ethan listened and watched and felt the tight knot in his chest loosening, thread by thread. This was closer to the Grace he remembered—animated, funny, generous with her attention. The walls were still there, but they were lower, and he could see over them to the person underneath.

"Do you want a cider doughnut?" he asked, because Mrs. Kim's cider doughnuts had been their thing, once upon a time, and he was testing the waters of shared memory.

Grace hesitated. He saw the internal debate play out across her face—the weighing of what it would mean to accept, the risk and the reward of letting a small piece of the past back in.

"Sure," she said. "But you're buying. Consider it back payment for eight years of missed doughnuts."

They sat on the bench by the fountain in the town square—the same bench where, a lifetime ago, Ethan had first told Grace he loved her, a fact that hung in the air between them like a visible thing neither of them acknowledged. They ate their doughnuts and talked about safe things: the town, her shop, his parents, Lily's students. Grace told him about Hemingway the cat, who was, by her description, a furry tyrant who ruled her apartment with an iron paw and communicated primarily through judgmental stares.

"Hemingway?" Ethan said. "The writer or the cat?"

"Both. I named him after the writer because he showed up on my doorstep during a rainstorm and looked at me like he'd been through a war and had opinions about it."

Ethan laughed, and the sound surprised him. He couldn't remember the last time he'd laughed without thinking about it first.

"You look tired," Grace said suddenly, and her voice had shifted—less careful, more honest. She was looking at him with those perceptive brown eyes, and he felt the same unnerving sense of transparency that he'd felt in the shop. "Are you okay?"

The question landed like a pebble in still water, sending ripples in every direction. Are you okay? He could answer it honestly and blow apart the fragile, tentative thing they were building. He could lie and maintain the pretense. Or he could do what he did, which was find the narrow space between truth and deception and balance there.

"I'm okay. Just adjusting to being back. It's a lot of change."

She held his gaze for a beat longer than was comfortable, and he had the distinct impression that she knew he wasn't telling her everything. But she let it go, the way she'd let other things go—not because she believed him but because she wasn't ready to push.

"Change can be good," she said quietly. "It just doesn't always feel like it at the time."

They sat for a while longer, watching the market bustle around them—neighbors chatting over tables of produce, children running between the stalls, the old men from the VFW post occupying their usual bench and arguing about baseball. It was so ordinary, so deeply, beautifully normal, that Ethan felt a sudden, fierce gratitude for it—for this town, this bench, this woman beside him who remembered how he took his coffee and didn't ask him to explain the shadows under his eyes.

When they parted ways—Grace back to her shop, Ethan to his parents' house—she paused and turned back.

"Ethan? The shop opens at eight on weekdays. The coffee's better before Sophie gets there, because I make it stronger." A small, careful smile. "In case you were wondering."

It was an invitation. A tiny one, offered at arm's length, deniable as a casual remark to a customer. But Ethan heard what was underneath it—a crack in the wall, a door left slightly ajar—and he held it like something precious.

"I'll keep that in mind," he said.

He walked home carrying tomatoes and honey and the warm, terrifying weight of hope, which was, he was learning, the most dangerous thing a sick man could carry.
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Lily Cole's thirty-first birthday fell on the last Saturday of September, and because Lily approached celebrations with the same intensity she brought to finger painting and persuading reluctant first-graders that fractions could be fun, it was going to be a party. Not a large party—Lily was social but selective—but a real one, with food and music and the specific warmth that happened when you gathered people who genuinely liked each other in a room with good wine and no agenda.

The party was at the Cole house, because the Cole house had a wraparound porch and a backyard with string lights that David had hung for Claire's sixtieth and never taken down. Lily had commandeered the kitchen for the afternoon, filling it with trays of bruschetta and a cake she'd attempted to make herself that was lopsided but enthusiastic. Claire had, of course, made three additional dishes because she did not believe in the concept of "enough food."

Ethan helped with the setup, stringing more lights, arranging chairs on the porch, carrying the cooler full of drinks outside. It was his third week back in Cedar Falls, and his body was still finding its new normal after the first round of chemo. He tired easily and had learned to ration his energy like a resource, parceling it out in careful increments. But today he felt almost good—not pre-diagnosis good, but good enough to be present, to help, to feel like something other than a patient.

He was adjusting a speaker on the porch railing when Lily appeared beside him with a glass of wine in each hand.

"You can't have one of these," she said, offering him a glass of sparkling water instead from under her arm in a move of impressive dexterity. "But you can toast to my continued fabulousness."

"Happy birthday, Lily." He took the water and clinked it against her wine glass. "You know Grace is coming tonight, right?"

"Of course Grace is coming. She's my best friend. She helped me pick out this dress." Lily smoothed the skirt of a deep blue dress that made her look, Ethan had to admit, fabulous. "Is that going to be a problem?"

"No."

"Good. Because I refuse to manage the emotional dynamics between my brother and my best friend on my birthday. You're adults. Figure it out." She took a sip of her wine. "But for what it's worth, she's been different since you've been back."

"Different how?"

"She rearranged her entire poetry section last week. She only does that when she's processing something. In the five years I've known her to have that shop, the poetry section has been reorganized exactly four times: once when her cat had surgery, once when Nana Mae fell and broke her wrist, once during the pandemic, and now." Lily gave him a meaningful look. "Draw your own conclusions."

She swept back inside before he could respond, leaving Ethan on the porch with his sparkling water and the unsettling knowledge that his return to Cedar Falls had apparently prompted a reorganization of the Romantic Poets.

The guests arrived in twos and threes as the sun dipped toward the tree line. Ethan recognized some of them—friends from Lily's wide and varied social circle, a few neighbors, her teaching colleagues. He made small talk, fielded questions about Seattle with vague, deflecting answers, and ate more bruschetta than was probably advisable.

Grace arrived at seven, and Ethan saw her before she saw him. She came through the front door carrying a wrapped gift and a bottle of wine, wearing a soft gray dress that fell just below her knees and a pair of simple gold earrings. Her hair was down, and she'd done something with it—curled it slightly, or maybe it just looked that way in the warm light of the entryway. She was smiling at something Lily was saying, her head tilted to one side, and for a moment Ethan forgot about the cancer and the chemo and the complicated wreckage of their history. For a moment, she was just Grace—the woman who made his heart do something inconvenient and undeniable every time she walked into a room.

Their eyes met across the living room. Grace's smile didn't falter exactly, but it changed—became more careful, more aware. She lifted her hand in a small wave. He lifted his in return. It was the most restrained greeting in the history of two people who had once known each other's bodies by heart, and it was all either of them could manage in a room full of other people.

The party settled into its natural rhythm. Lily opened presents and was extravagantly delighted by all of them. Someone put on music—a mix of folk and old Motown that turned the porch into an impromptu dance floor. The evening was warm enough to leave the doors open, and the sound of laughter and conversation drifted out into the backyard, where the string lights made the trees look like something from a fairy tale.

Ethan found himself on the porch swing, slightly apart from the main group, watching the party with the bittersweet pleasure of someone who was grateful to be here and acutely aware that gratitude was complicated. He was tired—the chemo fatigue was like a weight that settled into his bones—but it was the good kind of tired, the kind that came from being around people and feeling, however provisionally, like he belonged.

"Is this seat taken?"

Grace stood in front of him, two cups of coffee in her hands. She held one out to him. "Black, two sugars. I raided your mom's kitchen."

"Thanks." He took the cup, and she sat down on the opposite end of the porch swing, tucking one leg underneath her. The swing swayed gently with her added weight, and they rocked in silence for a moment, looking out at the backyard where Lily was trying to teach her friend Marcus a dance move that involved more arm waving than was strictly dignified.

"Your sister is something else," Grace said, shaking her head with a fondness that was clearly genuine.

"She's always been like that. Remember the time she decided the entire family was going to learn salsa dancing?"

"I remember your father trying to dip your mother and almost dropping her in the living room." Grace laughed, and it was the unguarded kind—the kind that came before she remembered to be careful. "Your parents were so patient about it. They just went along with every one of Lily's projects."

"They still do. Last month she convinced Dad to build a butterfly garden for her classroom. He spent three weekends on it."

"That sounds like David." Grace was quiet for a moment, her fingers wrapped around her coffee cup. "I've missed them. Your parents. They were always so kind to me."

"They loved you, Grace." The past tense felt wrong. "They still ask about you."

She looked at him, and in the low light of the porch, her expression was more open than he'd seen it since he'd come back. The party noise created a kind of privacy—a bubble of relative quiet in the midst of the celebration—and inside that bubble, the rules seemed slightly different. Less guarded. More honest.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Sure."

"Why did you really come back?"

It was the question he'd been dreading and expecting in equal measure. He took a sip of his coffee, buying time, and felt the weight of all the things he could say pressing against the inside of his chest.

"Honestly?"

"Honestly."

He looked at the string lights in the trees, at Lily dancing with her friends, at the house where he'd grown up. "I realized I'd built a life in Seattle that looked exactly the way I thought I wanted it to look. Great job, nice apartment, everything in its place. And then something happened that made me look at all of it and realize it wasn't—" He stopped, corrected course around the truth he wasn't ready to share. "It wasn't enough. It was successful, but it wasn't mine. Not really. Not the way this place is. Not the way the things you build when you're surrounded by the people who actually know you are."

Grace was very still, listening with the same focused attention she gave to everything that mattered to her.

"I spent eight years trying to prove that leaving was the right choice," he continued. "And I think some part of me always knew it wasn't. Coming back was—I don't know. Admitting the truth to myself, I guess. That I left the best parts of my life behind."

The silence that followed was fragile, like a held breath. Grace set her coffee cup down on the arm of the swing and looked at her hands.

"Ethan." Her voice was very quiet. "When you left, you didn't just leave Cedar Falls. You left me. And you did it in a way that made me feel like I wasn't enough—like everything we'd built together, three years of it, didn't weigh enough to compete with a job offer. You chose something else over me. Over us. And that—" She paused, and he could hear the effort it took to keep her voice steady. "That changed something in me. It made me careful in a way I wasn't before. It made me build my life so that I'd never be in a position where someone else's choices could take everything away from me again."

The words hit him with the force of something he'd been carrying for eight years finally being set down in front of him. This was what he'd done. This was the shape of the wound he'd left.

"I'm sorry." The words were inadequate—he knew that even as he said them. "Grace, I'm so sorry. You were enough. You were always enough. I was the one who wasn't—who didn't know how to choose the right thing when it mattered."

"I know you're sorry. I believe you." She looked at him, and her eyes were bright but not with tears—with something fiercer. "But sorry doesn't undo it. It doesn't give me back the three months I spent not being able to walk past the places we used to go. It doesn't change the fact that I learned not to trust that people will stay."

"No," he said. "It doesn't."

They sat with that—the honesty of it, the rawness. The porch swing creaked softly. Inside, someone changed the music to something slower, and Lily's laughter rang out clear and bright.

"I don't know what this is," Grace said finally. "You being here. Us talking like this. I don't know what it means or what I want it to mean. I just know that I can't pretend you're just some old acquaintance who wandered into my shop. You're not. You were—" She stopped herself. "You were important to me."

"You were important to me too. You still are." He said it without thinking, and then let it stand because it was true and he was tired of being anything other than honest with her.

Grace studied him for a long moment, as if measuring something—his sincerity, maybe, or the distance between what he was saying and what he was able to back up with actions. Then she picked up her coffee cup and took a sip.

"I'm not going to pretend this isn't complicated," she said. "But I've been sitting in that shop watching you come in for coffee and acting like we're strangers, and it's exhausting. So maybe we can just—be honest with each other? Even if it's hard?"

"I'd like that."

"Good." She straightened up, and something in her posture shifted—a releasing. "Now, are you going to sit here all night looking broody and handsome, or are you going to come inside and have cake? Lily made it herself and it looks like a topographical map, but she's very proud of it."

Ethan smiled—a real smile, the kind that started somewhere deep and worked its way out. "Broody and handsome?"

"Don't let it go to your head." But she was smiling too, and it was the first smile she'd given him since he'd come back that reached all the way to her eyes.

They went inside together, and the party closed around them like warm water, and for one evening, at least, the distance between them felt less like a canyon and more like a bridge that someone was beginning, carefully and tentatively, to build.
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After Lily's party, something shifted. It wasn't dramatic—there was no grand declaration, no definitive moment when the rules of engagement changed. It was subtler than that, the way the light changes in early autumn: so gradual you don't notice it happening until suddenly the world looks different and you can't remember when it started.

Ethan began coming to The Turning Page every morning.

He arrived at eight, when the shop was quiet and Grace was behind the counter making the first pot of coffee—the strong stuff, before Sophie arrived and switched to the milder blend that most customers preferred. The bell would chime, and Grace would look up, and there would be a moment of recognition that felt, each day, a little less like surprise and a little more like expectation.

"Morning," she'd say.

"Morning," he'd say.

And then he'd take the small table by the window—his table now, or at least the table that everyone in the shop had unconsciously agreed was his—and she'd bring him his coffee, and for an hour before the day really began, they'd exist in the same space and let that be enough.

Sometimes they talked. Grace would tell him about the books she was reading—she read voraciously, two or three a week, fiction and nonfiction and poetry—and Ethan discovered that listening to Grace talk about books was one of his favorite things. She spoke about stories the way he spoke about landscapes: with precision and passion, finding meaning in structure and detail. She'd describe a novel the way he'd describe a garden—the way the author had built the emotional architecture, the way certain images echoed and rhymed, the places where the writing opened up and let light in.

"You should have been a literature professor," he told her one morning, watching her gesture enthusiastically about a novel about a lighthouse keeper that she'd finished at two in the morning.

"I thought about it," she admitted. "But I like this better. In a classroom, books are subjects. In a bookshop, they're gifts. Someone walks in looking lost or sad or bored, and I get to hand them exactly the right story. That's better than any lecture."

"You're good at it."

"I know." She said it with a matter-of-factness that made him smile. Grace had never been arrogant, but she'd always had a quiet confidence about the things she knew she was good at, and Ethan loved that about her. He caught himself using the word love in his thoughts and filed it away under things he wasn't ready to examine.

Other mornings, they didn't talk much at all. Ethan would sketch in the leather-bound notebook he carried everywhere—landscapes, garden designs, sometimes the view from his table at the shop. Grace would shelve books or work on orders or sit in the armchair near his table with her own reading, and the silence between them was comfortable in a way that spoke to deep familiarity. They'd known each other's rhythms once—the way Ethan went quiet when he was thinking, the way Grace hummed under her breath without realizing it—and those rhythms were coming back, muscle memory of the heart.

Nana Mae observed all of this with undisguised interest. She arrived at her usual time each morning, took her usual chair, drank her usual tea, and watched the slow, tentative dance between her granddaughter and the young man she'd once expected to become her grandson-in-law with the patient satisfaction of someone watching a story she already knew the ending to.

"You're staring," Grace told her one morning, after Ethan had left.

"I'm observing. There's a difference." Nana Mae turned a page of her book with serene innocence. "He's here every morning now."

"He likes the coffee."

"Sweetheart, that boy doesn't come here for the coffee and you know it." Nana Mae looked at her over her reading glasses. "And you don't make the coffee that strong because your other customers like it that way."

Grace opened her mouth, closed it, and went to rearrange the new releases display with more force than was strictly necessary.

But Nana Mae wasn't wrong, and Grace knew it. She was doing something dangerous—letting Ethan back in, one morning at a time, one conversation at a time, one shared silence at a time. She could feel it happening, the way you feel ice beginning to thaw: a softening at the edges, a yielding. The careful architecture of self-protection she'd built over eight years was developing cracks, and Ethan Cole was the light finding its way through.

It terrified her.

It also felt, in some quiet, honest part of her that she was only willing to acknowledge at two in the morning when she couldn't sleep, like coming home.

On the morning of his second chemo session—which Grace didn't know about—Ethan didn't come to the shop. Grace told herself it didn't matter. She told herself that his absence was unremarkable, that people missed their routines all the time, that she was not a woman who tracked another person's comings and goings with the attentiveness of an air traffic controller.

She rearranged the mystery section anyway. Sophie gave her a knowing look that Grace aggressively ignored.

He was back two days later, looking pale and tired, with shadows under his eyes that were deeper than before. He smiled when he came in, but the smile cost him something—Grace could see the effort in it, the way it didn't quite settle into his features.

"Morning," he said, taking his usual seat.

"Morning." She brought his coffee and set it down, and then did something she hadn't done before: she sat down across from him. Not in the armchair, not at a safe distance. At his table, close enough to see the fine lines of fatigue around his eyes, the slight tremor in his hands as he wrapped them around the cup.

"You look terrible," she said, because honesty was what they'd agreed to.

He laughed, surprised. "Thanks."

"I mean it. You look like you haven't slept in days. Are you sick?"

The question hung in the air. Ethan's hands tightened almost imperceptibly around his coffee cup. "Just a rough couple of days. I'll be fine."

Grace studied him. She was a woman who noticed things—the slightly too-large fit of his jacket, the way he'd lost weight since arriving in Cedar Falls, the fact that he tired easily and always left the shop before noon. She'd been cataloguing these observations without fully processing them, filing them under "things that don't add up" in the part of her brain that was always, despite her best efforts, paying attention to Ethan Cole.

"Ethan." She said his name carefully. "Is something going on that you're not telling me?"

He met her eyes, and she saw it—the split second of decision, the weighing of truth against self-preservation. She'd seen that look before, eight years ago, in the days before he told her he was leaving. It was the look of a man standing on the edge of a confession.

"Not right now," he said quietly. "But I will tell you. I promise. Just—not yet."

It wasn't an answer. It was barely even a deflection. But there was something in his voice—a vulnerability, a plea—that made Grace pull back her question and hold it, unresolved, because pushing would mean choosing information over trust, and she was learning, against her better judgment, to trust him again.

"Okay," she said. "But I'm holding you to that promise."

"I know you will." His smile was real this time, if tired. "You always did hold me accountable."

"Someone had to." She stood up, patted the table once—a gesture that was half affection, half punctuation—and went back to her work. But she glanced at him twice more before he left that morning, and both times he was looking down at his sketchbook with an expression that was equal parts concentration and sadness, and Grace felt the ground beneath her feet shift slightly, the way it does just before you realize that the thing you thought was solid is actually moving.

That evening, she called Lily.

"Is your brother okay?" she asked, without preamble, because she and Lily had the kind of friendship that didn't require conversational warm-ups.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. A fraction too long. "What do you mean?"

"He looks tired. Thin. He came into the shop today looking like he hadn't slept in a week, and when I asked if something was going on, he basically admitted there was but wouldn't tell me what."

Another pause. Grace could hear Lily breathing, could hear the careful silence of a person choosing their words.

"He's adjusting to being back," Lily said finally. "It's a big transition. I'm sure he'll be fine."

"Lily."

"Grace."

They were at an impasse. Grace knew that Lily knew something. Lily knew that Grace knew she knew. But Lily was Ethan's sister first, and there were loyalties that even best friendships couldn't override.

"If there were something I needed to know," Grace said carefully, "you'd tell me. Right?"

"If there were something you needed to know, I would make sure you found out." Lily's answer was precise in a way that was, itself, an answer. "Grace? Be patient with him. Please."

Grace hung up and sat in her apartment in the dark, Hemingway warm against her hip, and thought about all the things that lived in the spaces between words—the truths people told you by not telling you, the questions that answered themselves by going unanswered.

Something was wrong with Ethan. She was sure of it now. And the fact that she cared—the fact that the possibility of his suffering made her chest tighten with a fear she thought she'd outgrown—told her something about herself that she wasn't entirely ready to hear.

She picked up the novel on her nightstand—a love story, because apparently she was incapable of choosing anything else—and read until the words blurred and she fell asleep with the light on, dreaming of a man with tired eyes who came to her shop every morning and looked at her like she was the answer to a question he hadn't figured out how to ask.
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The truth, when it came, didn't arrive the way Grace expected. She'd imagined—in the quiet, catastrophizing theater of her mind—that Ethan would tell her himself. That he'd sit across from her at his table in the shop, wrap his hands around his coffee cup, and say the thing he'd been holding back. She'd imagined it as a conversation, with beginning and middle and the possibility, at least, of some kind of resolution.

Instead, it happened on a Tuesday afternoon in the back room of The Turning Page, with Lily standing among stacks of unshelved books and crying.

They were supposed to be unpacking a new shipment. Grace had ordered a collection of fall releases, and Lily had offered to help after school, which was their usual arrangement—Lily came by, they unpacked books, drank wine, and talked about their days. It was comfortable. Routine. One of the small, sustaining rituals that held their friendship together.

But Lily wasn't herself. She'd been quiet when she arrived, which was unusual enough to register. She unpacked books mechanically, without her usual commentary about the cover designs or enthusiastic claims about which ones she was going to steal. And when Grace, gently, asked if she was okay, Lily's face did something complicated—a crumpling, a giving way—and then she was crying, really crying, with the helpless, gasping sobs of someone who had been holding something in for too long and couldn't hold it anymore.

Grace was beside her in an instant, arms around her, guiding her to the ratty couch in the back room that served as overflow seating and emotional-crisis furniture. "Lily. Hey. What's wrong? What happened?"

"He had—" Lily took a shuddering breath. "He had his second round last week and it was bad, Grace. It was really bad. He was sick for three days and he wouldn't let anyone—he just—" Another sob. "He keeps trying to do this alone and I can't—"

Grace felt the world tilt. "Second round of what?"

Lily looked at her, and Grace watched the realization dawn—the horror of knowing she'd said too much, the understanding that this particular cat was out of its particular bag and could not be persuaded to return.

"Oh no," Lily whispered. "Grace, he didn't—he hasn't told you."

"Told me what?" Grace's voice was very steady, the way things get steady just before they break. "Lily. Told me what?"

Lily pressed her hands over her face. When she lowered them, her eyes were red and her expression was the agonized look of a person caught between two people she loved and two kinds of loyalty. "Ethan has cancer. Non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. That's why he came home. He's getting chemotherapy at the medical center."

The words landed, and Grace felt each one like a physical impact—cancer, lymphoma, chemotherapy—striking her in sequence, a series of blows that left her breathless and ringing. The back room of the bookshop, with its comforting chaos of cardboard boxes and books, suddenly felt very small and very far away, as if she were observing it from a great distance.

"How long?" she heard herself ask.

"He was diagnosed two months ago in Seattle. He starts his third cycle next week. The doctors say—" Lily swallowed hard. "They say the prognosis is good. Stage two. High cure rate. But it's chemo, Grace, and it's awful, and he won't talk about it, and he keeps pretending he's fine when he's obviously not, and I—" Her voice cracked. "I'm so scared."

Grace pulled Lily back into her arms and held her while she cried, and over the top of Lily's head, she stared at the wall and felt something vast and terrible open up inside her. Ethan had cancer. Ethan had been sitting in her shop every morning, drinking coffee and sketching in his notebook and talking to her about books and gardens, and the whole time his body had been fighting a war that he'd chosen not to tell her about.

The tiredness. The weight loss. The days he didn't come in—those were chemo days. The tremor in his hands, the shadows under his eyes, the way he left before noon because his energy ran out like sand in an hourglass. All the things she'd noticed and filed away and worried about without knowing why—they all made horrible, perfect sense now, rearranging themselves into a picture she wished she couldn't see.
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