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For the patient ones.

And for the ones who finally understood what patience was waiting for. 




Author's Note 

 

This  story  is set in Hollow Creek, North Carolina — a fictional small 

 

town  in  the  piedmont  region,  close  enough  to  the Blue Ridge to feel 

 

the mountains and far enough to be its own thing. The bookstore at its 

 

center  is  fictional.  The  specific  quality  of  pressed-tin  ceilings  in  old 

 

buildings is not.

 

This  is  a  story  about  the  difference  between  loving  someone 

 

and  doing  the  work  of  loving  them. About the specific gravity of the 

 

easy  thing,  and  what  it  costs  to  move  away  from  it.  And  about  a 

 

woman  who  built  something  so  entirely  hers  that  it  could  afford  to 

 

hold what came through the door.

 

The difficult shelf is real. You know which books are on it.
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PROLOGUE

 

THE LAST NIGHT SHE 

 

TRIED 

 

AVERY

 

She bought the candles at the hardware store on her lunch break.

 

Not  because the ones she owned were insufficient — she had 

 

perfectly  good  candles  at  home,  a  set  of  beeswax tapers she kept for 

 

nice  evenings.  She  bought  new  ones  because  the  act  of  buying  them 

 

was part of the trying. The deliberate, small, specific effort of a woman 

 

who has decided to make something matter.

 

She bought them. She bought the wine he liked. She stopped at 

 

the  butcher  on  the  corner  of Main and got the lamb chops that were 

 

the  kind  of  thing  she  only  made  on  intentional  evenings,  and  she 

 

carried  everything  home  in  paper  bags  and put it on the counter and 
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stood  in  her  kitchen  at  four  in  the afternoon and thought: this is the 

 

last one.

 

Not in resignation. In honesty.

 

She  had been thinking it for three weeks — the specific, quiet 

 

assessment that precedes an honest conclusion. Not I am done. Not I 

 

have given up. But: I have given everything I have. This is the last thing 

 

I have to give. If this is not received, that is information I need to have.

 

She  put  on  the  dress  at  six.  The  green  one,  the  one  he  had 

 

mentioned  twice  in  the  specific,  unpracticed  way  men  mentioned 

 

things  when  they  had  actually  noticed  them  —  not  as  a  compliment 

 

designed  to  land,  but  as  an  observation  that  escaped  before  it  was 

 

managed. I like that dress on you. He had said it on a Sunday in March, 

 

and  she  had  noted  it  without  making  a production of it, and she had 

 

remembered.

 

She lit the candles at six-thirty.

 

She put the lamb chops in the oven.

 

She opened the wine.

 

At seven-fourteen her phone buzzed on the counter.
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Running late, club thing. Don't wait on dinner — I'll make it as 

 

soon as I can.

 

She read it. Set the phone face down. Poured her wine.

 

She  sat  at  the  table in the green dress with the candles lit and 

 

the  lamb  chops  finishing in the oven and she drank her wine and she 

 

thought  about  what  it  meant  to  try  for  someone  who was not trying 

 

back.  Not maliciously — she had never believed it was malicious. She 

 

had  always  understood  that  Ethan's  absence was not indifference but 

 

choice,  and  that  the  distinction  mattered  less  than  it  appeared  to 

 

because  choice  was  worse.  Indifference  was  an  absence  of  feeling. 

 

Choice was an active decision, made repeatedly, that she was worth less 

 

than the alternative.

 

At nine-oh-three:

 

Sorry, can't make it tonight. Tomorrow, I promise.

 

She put the lamb chops in the refrigerator.

 

She put away the wine, half-full.

 

She stood at the table in the green dress and she looked at the 

 

candles  —  two  of  them,  burning  cleanly,  doing  exactly  what  candles 

 

were supposed to do — and she blew them out.
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One breath each.

 

The  smoke  rose  in  the  specific  way  smoke  rises  from  newly 

 

extinguished  candles  —  thin,  deliberate,  gone  before  it  fully 

 

materialized.

 

She put the dress in the back of the closet.

 

She put herself to bed.

 

She  lay  in  the  dark  and  she  was  not  angry  and  she  was  not 

 

crying and she was not performing the processing of it. She was simply 

 

being  honest  with  herself,  which  was  the  thing  she  had  always  been 

 

best at, even when the honesty cost her.

 

What was true: she had been trying alone for a long time.

 

What was also true: she had known this. She had known it for 

 

weeks  and  had  kept  trying  anyway,  which  was not stupidity — it was 

 

the  specific,  earned  thoroughness  of  a  woman  who  needed  to  know 

 

she had given everything before she let go.

 

She had given everything.

 

She did not leave that night.

 

She started leaving.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

THE BOOKSTORE AND 

 

THE QUIET LIFE 

 

AVERY

 

Let me tell you about the bookstore.

 

Pages  and  Co.  occupies  a  converted  pharmacy  on  the  main 

 

street  of  Hollow  Creek,  North  Carolina  —  a  building  that  has  been 

 

three different things over its hundred-year life and has settled, finally, 

 

into the thing it was always suited to be: a place where people come to 

 

find  something  they  didn't know they were looking for. I bought it at 

 

twenty-six with the money my grandmother left me and three years of 

 

savings  from  a  job  in  Raleigh  that  paid  well  enough  to  accumulate 

 

toward something and that had no other discernible virtue.

 

The conversion took eight months.

 

I kept the original pressed-tin ceiling. I pulled out the dropped 

 

tile  that  had  been  covering  it  for  forty  years  and  stood  on  a  rented 

 

scaffold in a building I was paying two mortgages on and looked at the 
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tin above me and felt certain, for the first time since signing the papers, 

 

that  I  had  made  the  right  decision.  Some things just look exactly like 

 

what they should be when you uncover them. The tin ceiling of the old 

 

Hollow  Creek  Pharmacy  was  one  of  those  things.  The  bookstore 

 

became the other.

 

Pages  and  Co.  now  has  four  thousand  titles  on  hand  at  any 

 

given  time.  Not  a  curated  six  hundred  —  four  thousand,  because  I 

 

believe in depth over aesthetic. The fiction section runs the full length 

 

of the east wall. Local history occupies the back corner, which is where 

 

the regulars who actually know the local history go to argue about it on 

 

Saturday  mornings,  which  is  their  right  and their joy and occasionally 

 

my  scheduling  problem.  The  children's  section  has  low shelves and a 

 

window seat with cushions I reupholstered myself because the originals 

 

were the wrong shade of blue.

 

There  is  a  small  reading  nook in the back with two armchairs 

 

and  a lamp that was my grandmother's, which she kept in a corner of 

 

her living room for the same purpose: reading without being disturbed.

 

I  live  alone  two  blocks  from  the  bookstore  in  a  rental  house 

 

with  a  garden  I  tend  imprecisely  but  with  genuine affection. My best 
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friend  is  a  woman named Maren who teaches eighth-grade English at 

 

Hollow  Creek  Middle  School  and  who  has  the  specific  gift  of telling 

 

me  the  true  thing  in  the  way  that  lands  rather  than  the  way  that 

 

protects  itself.  I  have  known  her  since  the  Raleigh  job.  She  is  the 

 

reason I moved to Hollow Creek when the pharmacy came up for sale.

 

I have a system for the bookstore that Maren calls tyranny and 

 

I  call  stewardship.  Every  book  that  comes  in  is  read  partially  or 

 

reviewed thoroughly before it goes on the shelf. I do not stock things I 

 

cannot  recommend.  This  means  that  when  a  customer  asks  what  I 

 

think of something, I actually know, and the answer is not a rehearsed 

 

endorsement.  It  also  means  that  my  shelves  turn  slower  than  a 

 

commercial  bookstore's  and  that  I  can  afford  this  because  the 

 

overhead is mine to manage and I manage it tightly.

 

I have been doing this for three years.

 

I  love  it  in  the  specific,  daily,  unglamorous  way  that  you  love 

 

the  right  life  —  not  constantly,  not  without  difficulty,  but  with  the 

 

steady  certainty  that  this  is  what  you  were  built  for and that you had 

 

the good fortune to find it.

 

I do not have a system for men.
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I  have,  over  the  past  three  years,  turned  down  two  men  who 

 

asked me to dinner in ways that suggested they were more interested in 

 

the idea of a bookstore owner than in me specifically. I have ended one 

 

relationship  that  was  comfortable  and  insufficient  and which I ended 

 

cleanly, honestly, and without extended drama because I respect myself 

 

and the other person too much for extended drama. I have maintained 

 

the principle that my life is good as it is and that anyone who enters it 

 

should add to it rather than require it to rearrange itself.

 

This principle had been working.

 

Then Ethan Walker walked into my bookstore on a Tuesday in 

 

October,  looking  for  a  book  he  could not name by an author he was 

 

not certain of, with a specific quality of quiet about him that made me 

 

stop what I was doing and pay attention.

 

I pay attention to quiet.

 

Most people fill silence with noise. The specific quality of quiet 

 

that  actually  means  something  —  the  kind  that  is  not  absence  but 

 

presence, not emptiness but the deliberate choice of a person who has 

 

learned  that  words  cost  something  —  is  rarer  than  it  should  be  and 

 

more recognizable when you find it.

 

8

BIKER MC OTHER WOMAN DRAMA SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE: LOVE LOST IN THE 

SHADOW OF THE PATCH

 

He stood in my fiction section for six minutes before he came 

 

to the counter.

 

"I'm looking for a book," he said.

 

"You're in the right place," I said.

 

"It's  about — " He stopped. "I'm not sure how to describe it. 

 

Someone  gave  me  the  title once and I wrote it down somewhere and 

 

then I lost the paper."

 

"What do you remember about it?"

 

He  thought  about  it.  Genuinely  thought,  not  performed 

 

consideration.  "It  was  about  a  man  who  comes  back  to a place. And 

 

the place is different. And he has to figure out if he is."

 

I looked at him.

 

"That's a third of the books in this section," I said. "But I have 

 

a thought."

 

I  went  to  the  shelf and found the book I was thinking of and 

 

brought it back and put it on the counter.

 

He picked it up. Read the back. Read the first page.

 

"That might be it," he said.

 

"Take it. If it's not the right one, bring it back."
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"I'll pay for it."

 

"Of  course  you  will,"  I  said.  "I  meant  if  it's  not  the  one  you 

 

were looking for."

 

He  looked  at  me  then.  A  full  look  —  not  scanning,  not 

 

assessing, just paying attention to what he was looking at. Then he paid 

 

and left.

 

He came back the following Tuesday.

 

"It was the right one," he said.

 

"Good," I said. "What did you think of it?"

 

He paused.

 

"I  think  the  man  in  it  understood  the  wrong  thing,"  he  said. 

 

"He  thought  the  place  had  changed.  I  think  he  was  afraid  to look at 

 

what hadn't."

 

I looked at him for a moment.

 

"That's a very good read," I said.

 

He nodded. Walked to the fiction section. Started looking.

 

I thought: this is going to be a problem.
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