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Chapter One — The Skeptic’s City

Boston thawed as if the city had been holding its breath all winter and finally let it out. The first real day of spring peeled off in layers—ice shrinking from curb edges, bare trees showing a fuzz of green promise, students flooding the sidewalks like someone had lifted a lid. Ethan Cole stepped out of Tramontane Books with a battered carton of trade-ins on his hip and a pencil behind his ear, squinting toward Boylston where the light was doing that cathedral thing between buildings.

“Don’t shelve the Kierkegaard by philosophy,” Marla called from the doorway, one hand cupped around her coffee, the other holding the bell so it wouldn’t tattle every time someone came in. “Put him in Religion or we’ll get the think-piece crowd, and I don’t have the patience today.”

“Existential dread is a cross-genre experience,” Ethan said. He shifted the box to his other arm and smirked at the sky. “Anyway, we both know the think-piece crowd buys more coffee than books.”

Marla grinned. “Which keeps your paycheck materializing. Don’t knock sacraments.”

He navigated the box downstairs to the store’s cool lower level—the “catacombs,” as he called it—where the air was paper and glue and dust. Down here the floorboards creaked like old men. He loved it. Loved the arrangement of spines like a skyline, the way he could glance and know something was out of order. Loved the sense that in a world built on scroll and swipe, there were still cathedrals of ink holding firm.

He shelved the paperbacks with an efficient rhythm: novel, novel, memoir trying to pass as novel, a devotional with a bright cover that promised a “thirty-day reset for your soul.” He paused on that one and set it spine-out with two fingers, as if the cover might be contagious. The word soul made him itch the way wool did.

There had been a church once, when he was small, a bright sanctuary and a row of old women who pinched his cheeks like testing fruit. Then his mother got sick, and the casseroles came with Bible verses stuck to their foil and assurances that God was “working all things together.” He remembered the way the words turned to gravel in his mouth when she died. He hadn’t stepped inside a church again unless it was to chase a chess tournament or a book fair in a parish hall. People said grief made you find God. It had made Ethan find the off switch.

The bell upstairs jingled. Voices. The soft shuffle of browsers. He slid the last book into place and headed up.

Behind the counter, a city map of bookstores—indie and used and specialty—hung like a coded treasure chart. He’d made it himself: little pins for each shop, thread linking those with compatible vibes or overlapping hours. People took photos, made routes. The map had gone a little viral last month, and for a hot minute he’d been “that bookstore guy” on a handful of neighborhood accounts. Enough notoriety to get a free pastry sometimes if the barista had seen the map. Not enough to change rent.

Ethan slid behind the register and greeted a customer whose sweater shed like a nervous cat. He rang up Moby-Dick and a slim poetry book by a local with the astonishingly earnest title Bones That Remember. The customer left with the afternoon spilling around him, a halo of fuzz drifting behind. Boston devoured books the way other cities devoured traffic; in a place built on arguments and lectures, reading was a sport with home teams.

At noon, the street preacher showed up across the way. He wasn’t the usual loud-lunged doomsayer. This one was middle-aged and soft-eyed, wearing a blazer the color of weathered rope and holding a stack of handouts. He didn’t holler. He offered papers to passing pedestrians like someone giving away maps on a trail.

Marla groaned. “Not him again.”

“He’s new,” Ethan said, curious despite himself.

“Every spring the lilies pop up and so do these guys. I swear, they ride in with the robins.”

Ethan watched through the window as a woman in a lab coat accepted a paper, read it, and smiled. The preacher’s mouth moved—gentle, serviceable words. The woman put the paper in her bag, the way you might pocket a recipe someone swore would work if you’d just trust it.

“Want me to go move him along?” Marla asked. “We’ve got customers.”

“On a public sidewalk? You want to be the bookstore that fights free speech?”

“You’re such a lawyer when it suits you.” She slid a pastry across the counter. “Peace offering. Almond croissant.”

He broke a corner off and ate it standing, the way a person beds down on their feet when the day won’t let them sit. When the door opened again, the preacher came in. He didn’t have a pulpit voice. He had a library voice.

“Afternoon,” he said. “Mind if I leave a few of these by the community board?”

Marla’s hospitality smile flickered on. “One or two. We try to keep it balanced.”

“Balanced,” he repeated, pleased by the word. He turned to Ethan and offered a paper like it was the last plum at a quiet fruit stand. “For you.”

Ethan took it because refusing would make a scene and Marla’s eyelid did that twitch thing when there were scenes. The handout was clean, lightly designed, the title set in a sans-serif that tried very hard not to be religious: Your Purpose Awaits.

“It always does,” Ethan said, tapping the edge of the paper against the counter. “Awaits. Hides. Lurks. Purpose is a shy animal.”

The preacher smiled. “Some animals come when called.”

“Sure,” Ethan said. “Dogs, mostly.”

“Sometimes people,” the man said, nodding as if to himself. “Sometimes people when they hear their name in the right voice.”

“Thanks for the pamphlet,” Marla cut in. “But we’re in the middle of lunch rush.”

The preacher nodded, a courteous bow, and drifted to the corkboard where missing cats and piano teachers and rooms-for-rent jostled for attention. He slipped his paper under a thumbtack with the competence of someone who had done this on at least fourteen other boards citywide. Then he left as quietly as he’d come.

Ethan slid the pamphlet under the counter and forgot about it.

By evening, the sky had gone that tender blue that makes streetlamps eager. He locked up with Marla and stepped onto the sidewalk, the city breathing confidently around him. Restaurants opened their windows like gills, letting out laughter and clatter. A bike messenger threaded through traffic like a rumor.

“Don’t stay out late,” Marla said, snapping the gate. “You’ve got the morning shift.”

“As if I have a nightlife.”

“You have a booklife,” she said, and saluted.

He walked toward Copley, toward the library’s lions. Habit. He liked to cross the square and watch the tourists pose on the steps, watch the old men who played chess in their heads. The Boston Public Library always looked like it had been copied directly from his idea of permanence: stone, arches, words carved into the face like oaths. Free to All. He whispered it sometimes, the way people hummed to themselves while cooking.

He checked the time. If he cut through and took the Green Line, he’d be home in twenty. Or he could walk along the Charles and let the river unwind what the day had wound. He chose the river. He always chose the river when the air was this forgiving.

Ethan moved with the purposeful laziness of someone who lives in a city long enough to know where he’s going and short enough to still look up. Runners stamped past. Couples negotiated the choreography of sharing a sidewalk. The water took the city’s light and learned it by heart.

Halfway across Arthur Fiedler Footbridge, his phone buzzed. Gran lit the screen. He answered on the second ring.

“Have you eaten?” she asked. Always the first question.

“Half a croissant,” he said. “One of the sacraments.”

She clucked. “That woman feeds you sugar and calls it love. Come for dinner tomorrow. I’m making stew.”

He smiled despite himself. “Tomorrow’s inventory.”

“Then Friday.”

“Friday’s fine.” He paused, listening to her breathe. “You okay?”

“You sound like your mother when you ask me that.” A beat. “I found your baptism certificate when I was digging for the good candlesticks. You were a cone-headed cherub.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you remember the hymn the choir sang that day? ‘Be Thou My Vision.’ Your mother cried. She said she felt like heaven had hands and was holding you.”

He stared at the dark river, at a boat’s wake unraveling the reflections. “I was an infant, Gran. My memory was basically shapes and milk.”

“I keep thinking about vision,” she said, undeterred. “About how we pray for it without knowing we’re doing it. I’m praying it for you.”

“I’ve got vision,” he said lightly. “Twenty-twenty with correction.”

“You have stubbornness. That’s different.” The smile in her voice softened to worry. “Something’s coming for you, Natee.” She’d called him that since he was small, a nickname born of a toddler’s mispronunciation. “It doesn’t feel bad. Just... big. Keep your heart open.”

He didn’t know what to do with that. “I’ll bring bread on Friday.”

“Bring yourself. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

They hung up. He stood for a minute longer, the city’s hum fitting around him like a jacket he’d worn into the shape of his shoulders. He turned and headed toward the crosswalk where Beacon met Arlington, looked left, looked right, looked left again because he was the sort of person who followed rules even when they were painted on the ground.

The light changed. He stepped off the curb.

A delivery truck broke the red like it didn’t know colors. The horn came second—sound sprinting after impact as if it could catch up and undo it. There was a wet smack of brakes. Someone’s voice rose into panic and shattered. He saw everything at once with the cruel, crystalline clarity of hindsight: a man on the opposite corner dropping a coffee, a dog trying to sit inside its own collar, a taxi driver’s mouth making the universal shape of oh God.

The first hit was a shove in the sternum from a giant hand. The second was the ground, reaching up too fast. The air went out of him in a sound he had only ever heard when a basketball stung his palms in winter. Then there was no sound at all, just the idea of it.

He thought, absurdly: I didn’t even say amen.

He tried to push himself up and felt his body from a distance, a house he’d once lived in and now was renting to strangers. He lifted a hand and it was someone else’s hand, pale under streetlight, the nails clean because he was the kind of person who noticed his nails. He thought of the pamphlet under the counter at the shop and felt a laugh rise, pocketed and unspent.

People gathered, as people do. The circle around him made a small theater of faces—the kind you see in paintings about saints. Someone knelt and pressed a scarf against his head. Her mouth moved. He could not hear her. He could see the shape of her prayer. Please please please.

“Stay with me,” a man said, close to his ear. “Hey. Hey, can you hear me? Stay.”

Ethan tried to be obedient. He’d always been good at reading the room. But the room he was in blurred at the edges.

There was a ceiling of sky above the street, and the sky was doing something he had never seen—pulling itself into the shape of a doorway. He thought: This is concussion. This is oxygen deprivation. This is my brain’s last fireworks. He thought, uncharitably: And of course it’s dramatic. The brain loves a good exit.

He felt heat at his shoulder, a weight like a hand and like a sun at the same time. He wanted to turn toward it, but his head had become a cathedral bell: one swing and the whole town would ring. The heat spoke without sound.

Ethan.

His name, correct and clean, laid gently where his ribs met.

He tried to laugh and coughed instead. His chest hiccuped.

Not your time, the heat said, or he imagined it said, which felt the same at that altitude. But close enough to see.
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