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Unexpected Seasons in Nora’s Life

The Winter of Holding Patterns

The January light through her kitchen window was the color of old dishwater, and Nora Hart stood at the sink with her hands in rubber gloves up to her elbows, scrubbing a baking sheet that had already been clean for three minutes. She didn’t notice the repetitive motion until the sponge squeaked against the metal—a high, thin sound that seemed to echo through the too-quiet apartment.

She set down the baking sheet and pulled off the gloves, one finger at a time.

Forty-two years old, and she was scrubbing already-clean pans on a Saturday morning because the alternative was sitting down and facing the fact that she had nothing else to do. No children to shuttle to soccer practice. No husband to make breakfast for. No weekend plans that extended beyond the grocery store and possibly returning a library book that was already three days overdue.

The divorce had been final for eleven months. The silence in the apartment had not gotten any easier to bear.

Nora poured herself a second cup of coffee—a habit her therapist had gently suggested she examine, though Nora preferred to think of it as a ritual rather than a crutch—and carried it to the small desk she’d set up in the corner of her living room. The desk faced the window, which faced the brick wall of the building next door. She had hung a small print above the desk, a watercolor of a beach she’d never visited, to give herself something to look at other than mortar lines.

Her laptop sat closed. She opened it, watched the screen flicker to life, and stared at the blinking cursor on her email draft.

*To: Claire Masterson*

*Subject: Follow-up on editorial position*

*Dear Claire,*

She had written and deleted that opening line four times since Thursday. The job was at a small literary press in Portland—the kind of job Nora had dreamed about in her twenties, before she’d met Mark, before she’d moved to Chicago for his career, before she’d spent fifteen years working as a freelance copy editor from a spare bedroom that had slowly become a storage closet for things no one wanted to throw away.

The cursor blinked. She closed the laptop.

The truth was simpler and uglier than she wanted to admit: she wasn’t sure she remembered how to want things anymore. Wanting had been a muscle she’d let atrophy, replaced by the easier work of accommodating, supporting, smoothing over. Mark had big wants—a promotion, a nicer car, a house with a yard, then a bigger house with a better yard. Nora’s wants had shrunk to match the spaces left over: a quiet evening, a book she could finish, a week without an argument about money or time or the way she’d left the cabinets open again.

The therapist, a kind woman named Diane with silver hair and sensible shoes, had used the word “erasure” in their fourth session. Nora had flinched at it but hadn’t argued.

Her phone buzzed on the desk, rattling against a stack of unopened mail. The screen showed a photo of her mother, Ruth, wearing a sunhat that was too large and smiling with the particular brightness of someone who had never doubted her own happiness.

Nora answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“Are you sitting down?”

The question made Nora’s stomach clench. Her mother had a theatrical streak—she’d once called to announce a spider in the bathroom with the same urgency most people reserved for house fires—but something in her voice sounded different this time. Thinner. Less rehearsed.

“I’m sitting,” Nora said, though she wasn’t.

“I’ve been diagnosed with something.” A pause. “Early stage. Very treatable. I don’t want you to panic.”

Nora sat down.

“What kind of something?”

“Breast cancer.” Ruth said the words quickly, as if speed might soften them. “Like I said, early stage. They caught it on a routine mammogram. I have an appointment with an oncologist on Tuesday. I’m telling you now because I don’t want you to hear it from your aunt Margaret, who has the discretion of a town crier.”

Nora’s hand had gone cold around her coffee mug. The ceramic felt like ice.

“Mom.”

“I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m going to be fine. But I thought you should know.” Another pause, longer this time. “And I thought maybe you could come for a visit. Not because I need help. Because I’d like to see you. It’s been since Thanksgiving, and you looked so tired then, Nora. You still look tired in the photos you post, and I know you think I don’t notice things, but I notice.”

The photos Nora posted were carefully curated—morning light on her coffee table, a page from a book she was reading, the shadow of her fire escape on the wall. Never her face. Never her eyes.

“I’ll come,” Nora said. “I’ll book a flight.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to.”

The lie settled between them, familiar as old furniture. Nora wasn’t sure if she wanted anything anymore, but she knew what she owed. And she knew that running away from Chicago, from the empty apartment and the blinking cursor and the baking sheet she’d scrubbed raw, felt like the first clear thing she’d felt in months.
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Three days later, she stood in the security line at O’Hare, watching a family of four struggle with carry-on bags and shoe removal and a toddler who had decided, with the full force of his tiny body, that he would not be walking another step. The mother looked exhausted in a way Nora recognized—the exhaustion of holding everything together while no one noticed you were the one holding.

Nora had been that mother, briefly, in the early years. A daughter, Lily, born premature at twenty-six weeks. Lived for eleven days. Died in Nora’s arms while Mark paced the hospital hallway, unable to watch, unable to stay still, unable to do anything but move.

They had never talked about it. Not really. Not after the first year, when the grief had become a third presence in their marriage, silent and heavy and impossible to evict. Mark had wanted to try again. Nora had wanted to grieve first. The timing had never aligned, and then the trying had become mechanical, and then the mechanical had become resentment, and then the resentment had become distance, and then the distance had become a lawyer’s office with beige walls and a receptionist who offered them both tissues that neither of them took.

Nora handed her boarding pass to the gate agent and walked down the jetway, her small roller bag bumping against her calf with each step. She had packed light. She always packed light now, as if preparing to leave at a moment’s notice, as if permanence had betrayed her once and she would not be fooled again.

The plane was full. She found her seat—a middle seat, because she’d booked late and hadn’t wanted to pay for an upgrade—and wedged herself between a man who immediately began watching a video without headphones and a teenage girl who was crying quietly into the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

Nora handed the girl a tissue from her bag. The girl looked at her with red-rimmed eyes and whispered, “Thanks.”

“Bad day?” Nora asked.

The girl shrugged. “My mom’s getting remarried. I don’t like him.”

Nora thought about all the things she could say—that love was complicated, that people needed companionship, that the heart wanted what it wanted—and decided instead on the truth.

“That sounds really hard.”

The girl nodded, and the tears came faster, and Nora reached over and patted her arm, an awkward gesture made more awkward by the armrest between them. But the girl didn’t pull away.

For the next hour, as the plane climbed above the clouds and the man beside them snorted in his sleep, Nora listened to the girl talk. Her name was Maya. She was fifteen. Her father had left two years ago for someone younger, and her mother had met David at a yoga class, and David was fine, Maya supposed, but he wasn’t her dad, and no one seemed to understand that she wasn’t ready.

Nora understood. She understood more than Maya would ever know.

By the time the plane began its descent into Portland, Maya had fallen asleep against the window, her mouth slightly open, the tear tracks still visible on her cheeks. Nora pulled her own jacket up to cover the girl’s shoulder and watched the clouds thin beneath them, revealing the green of Oregon in January—darker than Chicago’s winter white, more alive somehow, as if the rain had soaked into everything and given it permission to keep growing.

She hadn’t been back to Portland in six years. She had grown up here, in a small house with a porch swing and a garden her mother had tended with the same fierce attention she gave to everything else. Ruth Hart was a retired librarian who had never quite retired, spending her days volunteering at the local elementary school and her evenings leading a book club that had been meeting for twenty-three years. She was the kind of woman who sent birthday cards a week early and remembered the names of everyone’s children and had never, not once, asked Nora why she and Mark hadn’t worked out.

Nora appreciated that. She also resented it, though she couldn’t say why.

The plane landed with a soft thud, and Maya woke up, blinking in the sudden brightness of the cabin lights. She looked at Nora as if seeing her for the first time.

“Thanks for listening,” Maya said. “My mom says I talk too much.”

“My mother says I don’t talk enough.”

Maya smiled, a small tentative thing, and gathered her bag. She disappeared into the crowd in the terminal, and Nora stood for a moment, watching the people pass, feeling the strange intimacy of a conversation with someone she would never see again.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother: *I’m outside. Silver Honda. I made sandwiches.*

Nora laughed despite herself. Of course her mother had made sandwiches. Ruth Hart faced everything with sandwiches: grief, joy, a cancer diagnosis, a daughter returning home after years away. Sandwiches were her love language, her shield, her way of saying *I am here and I am feeding you and we do not have to talk about the hard things yet.*

The Oregon air hit Nora’s face as she walked out of the baggage claim—wet and cold and smelling of pine and rain and something green she couldn’t name. She found the silver Honda, and there was her mother, getting out of the driver’s seat, looking smaller than Nora remembered.

Ruth Hart had always seemed tall to Nora, or at least tall adjacent—the kind of presence that filled a room without trying. But standing in the parking lot, wrapped in a puffy coat that swallowed her frame, she looked fragile in a way that made Nora’s chest ache.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, baby.”

They hugged, and Ruth’s arms were still strong, her grip still firm, and Nora let herself hold on longer than she normally would have. She closed her eyes and breathed in her mother’s smell—lilacs and coffee and something faintly like paper, as if she still carried the library with her.

“Let me look at you,” Ruth said, pulling back. Her eyes moved over Nora’s face, cataloging. “You’ve lost weight.”

“I’ve been eating.”

“You’ve been forgetting to eat. There’s a difference.”

Nora didn’t argue. She loaded her bag into the trunk and climbed into the passenger seat, and her mother pulled out of the parking lot with the careful precision of someone who had never quite learned to merge with confidence.

They drove in silence for a few minutes, the rain beginning to fall in a soft steady drizzle that blurred the world beyond the windows. The radio played something classical, a piano piece Nora didn’t recognize, and the windshield wipers ticked back and forth like a metronome keeping time.

“The oncologist is on Tuesday,” Ruth said finally. “Ten in the morning. You don’t have to come.”

“I’m coming.”

“It might be boring. Lots of waiting. Medical terminology.”

“I don’t care.”

Ruth glanced at her, quick and sharp. “You’ve gotten stubborn.”

“I learned from the best.”

A smile flickered at the corner of Ruth’s mouth, and for a moment she looked like the mother Nora remembered—the one who had read her bedtime stories in different voices for each character, who had taught her to ride a bike by running alongside her for an entire afternoon until Nora finally found her balance, who had driven six hours to Chicago when Lily died and had stayed for three weeks, cooking and cleaning and not asking Nora to talk.

“What else is going on?” Ruth asked. “And don’t say nothing. You have that look.”

“What look?”

“The look that says you’ve been holding your breath for so long you’ve forgotten how to exhale.”

Nora stared out the window at the passing trees, their branches heavy with rain. The sky was low and gray, the kind of sky that seemed to press down on everything, and she felt something in her chest loosen slightly, the way ice cracks on a river when the temperature rises just enough.

“I don’t know what I’m doing, Mom,” she said quietly. “With my life. With anything.”

Ruth didn’t answer right away. She reached over and put her hand on Nora’s knee, warm through the fabric of her jeans.

“That’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to know yet. You just have to be here.”

They drove on, through the rain and the green and the gathering dark, and Nora let herself lean into the seat and watch the world pass. She didn’t know what the next weeks would bring—didn’t know about the cancer, didn’t know about the job, didn’t know about the life she was supposed to be building from the wreckage of the one she’d lost.

But she was here. And for now, that was enough.
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The Thaw of Unspoken Things

The rain stopped sometime after midnight, and Nora lay awake in her childhood bedroom, listening to the silence that followed. The room had been painted a pale yellow when she was twelve—she had chosen the color herself, after weeks of agonizing over paint chips—and her mother had never changed it. The same white bookshelf still stood against the far wall, though the books on it had shifted over the years, a collection of Nora’s old favorites mixed with newer paperbacks her mother had left there like breadcrumbs, hoping Nora might pick one up during a visit.

She hadn’t. She didn’t. The books sat untouched, their spines uncracked, a small graveyard of unread intentions.

Nora turned onto her side and looked at the window. The curtains were new—a soft linen in pale gray, replacing the floral ones she’d had as a teenager—and through the gap between them, she could see a single star, bright and steady in the clearing sky. Something about that star made her throat tighten. She had spent so many nights in this room, staring out at that same patch of sky, wondering who she would become. The girl who had wondered had been so sure of the answer.

*You’ll be something*, she had told herself. *You’ll be someone. You’ll matter.*

Now she was forty-two years old, sleeping in her mother’s house because she had nowhere else to go, and the word *mattered* felt like a foreign language she had once been fluent in and had since forgotten.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. Her mind, as it always did, drifted to Mark.

Not the Mark of the end—the Mark who had sat across from her in couples therapy and said *I just don’t know if I love you anymore* with the same tone he might have used to order coffee. But the Mark of the beginning. The Mark who had shown up at her apartment in Chicago with a bouquet of sunflowers because he’d noticed she had a print of Van Gogh’s sunflowers on her wall. The Mark who had learned to make her grandmother’s brisket recipe for their first anniversary. The Mark who had held her hand during the eleven days and had not let go, not once, not even when the doctors said the words that turned everything gray.

That Mark had disappeared somewhere along the way. Or maybe he had never existed at all. Maybe she had invented him, the way people invented gods to explain things they couldn’t understand.

Nora pressed her face into the pillow, which smelled like the lavender sachets her mother kept in the linen closet, and let the tears come. She cried silently, the way she had learned to cry during the last years of her marriage, when Mark had started sleeping in the guest room and the distance between their bodies had become a geography too vast to cross. She cried for Lily, who would have been twelve this year. She cried for the person she had been before grief had reshaped her into something she didn’t recognize.

And then, because her body was exhausted from travel and emotion and the accumulated weight of eleven months of divorce and three days of worry about her mother, she fell asleep.

––––––––
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The smell of coffee woke her. Not the weak, apologetic coffee of her own apartment in Chicago, but the dark, rich brew her mother made in a French press every morning, grinding the beans herself because she claimed it was the only way to get the oils right. Nora lay still for a moment, disoriented by the yellow walls and the familiar creak of the floorboards outside her door, before the previous day came back to her in a rush.

Right. Portland. Cancer. Sandwiches.

She sat up and checked her phone. Seven-thirty. She had slept for nearly ten hours, which was more sleep than she’d gotten in any single night since the divorce. Her body felt heavy and light at the same time, as if she had been drained of something toxic and refilled with something she couldn’t yet name.

She pulled on a sweater—the same oatmeal-colored cardigan she’d worn on the plane—and padded down the hallway in her socks. The house was small, a craftsman built in 1927, with original wood floors that sloped slightly in places and a staircase that creaked on the third step no matter how carefully you placed your foot. Ruth had bought it thirty years ago, after Nora’s father left.

Nora’s father. She didn’t think about him often, which was its own kind of grief. Richard Hart had walked out on a Tuesday in March, carrying a suitcase and a copy of *The Hobbit* that Nora had borrowed from the library and never returned. He had said he needed space, needed to think, needed to find himself—the trifecta of clichés that men deployed when they lacked the vocabulary for whatever was actually happening inside them. He had sent child support checks for four years, then stopped. He had called on birthdays for a while, then stopped. He had sent a card when Lily died—Nora remembered because her mother had intercepted it and thrown it away, and Nora had pretended not to notice.

Some absences, she had learned, were easier to live with than others.

Her mother was in the kitchen, standing at the stove in a worn bathrobe, scrambling eggs in a cast-iron skillet. The radio played softly—NPR, because Ruth believed in public radio the way some people believed in God—and the morning light through the window was different here than in Chicago. Softer. More forgiving.

“Morning,” Nora said.

Ruth turned, and for a moment, the two women looked at each other across the small kitchen, and Nora saw something pass over her mother’s face—relief, maybe, or gratitude, or the particular kind of love that existed only between people who had survived the same storms.

“You’re up early,” Ruth said. “I thought you’d sleep until noon.”

“My body forgot what time zone it’s in.”

“Your body forgot a lot of things.” Ruth turned back to the eggs, but not before Nora caught the flash of worry in her eyes. “Sit down. Eat. You need protein.”

Nora sat at the small table by the window, the same table where she had eaten breakfast every morning from ages six to eighteen. The chairs were different—she had broken the original ones in a fit of teenage rage after her father missed her sixteenth birthday—but the table was the same, its surface marked with rings from countless coffee cups and the ghost of a burn from a casserole dish her mother had set down too quickly.

Ruth brought over two plates, heaped with eggs and toast and sliced avocado, and sat down across from her. For a few minutes, they ate in silence, the way they always had. The Hart women were not breakfast conversationalists. They needed time to wake up, to settle into their bodies, to prepare themselves for the work of being together.

“The oncologist,” Nora said finally, setting down her fork. “What do you know about her?”

“Her name is Dr. Patricia Okonkwo. She has excellent reviews online, if you believe those things. My primary care physician recommended her. Said she’s brilliant but not arrogant, which I’m told is rare in oncology.”

“What’s the treatment plan? If you know yet.”

Ruth cut a piece of toast into precise triangles, a habit Nora remembered from childhood. “It depends on the staging. They caught it early—stage one, they think, though they’ll confirm on Tuesday. Probably surgery, then radiation. Maybe hormone therapy. Probably not chemo.” She looked up, her eyes steady. “I’m going to be fine, Nora. I need you to hear that.”
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