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			Dedication

			For readers who crave Lucy Score’s addictive romance but want Colleen Hoover’s emotional punch — this is your next obsession.
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			​Introduction

			Romance has always thrived on tropes: the billionaire boss, the forbidden office affair, the secret pregnancy that upends everything. Readers love them because they promise drama, heat, and escape. But if you’ve ever longed for something deeper, something that blends the addictive banter of Lucy Score with the emotional punch of Colleen Hoover, you’re holding the right book.

			The Secrets We Keep doesn’t just give you a billionaire or a baby. It gives you the consequences. What happens when first love doesn’t just break you, but leaves you raising a son alone in a town that never forgets? What happens when the man who left returns, not as a fantasy, but as a flawed, exhausted doctor trying to mend more than one kind of heart?

			This isn’t about a glittering boardroom. It’s about a bookstore with creaky floors and a cat who thinks he’s in charge. It’s about neighbors who gossip as fast as the rain falls, and a small-town fundraiser where paper hearts on a window hold more weight than stock portfolios. It’s about secrets, second chances, and the terrifying beauty of telling the truth when timing hates it.

			Here, love isn’t just an escape; it’s a reckoning. Clara Monroe doesn’t need rescuing; she needs a partner strong enough to face what was broken and brave enough to build something new. And Ethan Hale isn’t a prince with unlimited wealth, he’s a man with scars, regrets, and a chance to prove that coming home can be the most daring move of all.

			If you’re tired of romances that only scratch the surface, this story will take you deeper, into forgiveness, into family, into love that has been tested by years of silence and still finds a way to breathe.

			So, settle in. Willow Cove has been waiting for you. And once you start, you’ll understand: this isn’t just another romance. It’s a story about the ones who got away, the lies we told to survive, and the hope that even broken hearts can still come home.

			What Secrets do you Keep? 

			(Book 2 of the “Secret Series” Coming Soon). Read all the books. Join the VIP list and help choose a Character for Book 2 in “The Secret Series.”  Look at our Movie Trailers on our website.

		


		
			

			SUMMARY

			In Willow Cove, gossip spreads faster than a summer storm, and Clara Monroe is about to be the headline.

			Twelve years ago, Ethan Hale was the boy who stole her heart, then broke it. Now he’s back, no longer the small-town golden boy, but a billionaire doctor burned out from city life. He returns with swagger, charm, and the same devastating smile… only this time, he has no idea he’s the father of Clara’s twelve-year-old son.

			As the town’s newest physician, Ethan is determined to rebuild his life in the very place he once left behind. But between small-town gossip, meddling neighbors, and a fundraiser that throws him into forced proximity with Clara, he quickly learns two things:

			Willow Cove never forgets.

			Neither does Clara.

			Every stolen glance reignites old passion. Every brush of his hand tempts Clara to trust again. But secrets this big don’t stay buried, and Ethan is about to discover that fatherhood is messier and more rewarding than he ever imagined.

			With a protective single mom guarding her heart, a secret son with a sketchbook full of surprises, and a town that thrives on second chances, Ethan must prove he’s not the boy who left… but the man who’s here to stay.

			A swoony, slow-burning small-town, second-chance romance with a secret baby twist, perfect for fans of steamy love stories, meddling townsfolk, and happily-ever-afters that are worth the wait.
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			​CHAPTER ONE

			​The Secrets We Keep

			CLARA

			The bell over my bookstore door is a chronic overachiever. It dings for breezes, sighs for moths, and once rang a full requiem for Henry Parker’s scarf. But that morning, it yelped, one sharp, surprised yip that yanked my head up from the stack of romances I was pretending wasn’t a therapy session.

			The bell doesn’t false-alarm. It’s an omen machine, and somewhere under my ribs, a smaller bell answers. Today, its ring doesn’t say trouble. It says brace.

			“Emergency?” I asked the room.

			Midnight, my sleek black cat and benevolent tyrant, blinked from the counter. He is pro-drama only when he causes it.

			“Not an emergency,” Maya announced, barreling in on a gust that smelled like cinnamon and weather decisions. My best friend carried two to-go coffees like trophies and her hair like a warning. “But you’re going to want caffeine.”

			You look like you just saw a ghost, or worse, good forearms. This town’s gossip mill doesn’t need lube; they’ve got you two.

			

			“I’m in a committed relationship with caffeine.” I took the lid off and moaned. “Did you sweet-talk the foam into a heart?”

			Save those noises for after-hours, Clara. My latte can’t compete with your love life, or the lack of one.

			“I bribed it with hope.” She leaned on the counter and lowered her voice. “Also, rumor has it the clinic board found a new doc.”

			Clara’s pulse skipped. The town loved new arrivals, but she hated that every whisper still tugged the old wound open. Every secret here traveled faster than the weather, and hers wasn’t built for storms. 

			Midnight turned his head very slowly, which is his version of a gasp.

			“Willow Cove has twelve thousand opinions and three stoplights,” I said. “We’ll make him a casserole and a conspiracy theory and call it civic engagement.”

			“Clara.” Maya’s eyes did the earnest thing. “It’s him.”

			I school my face into the expression I reserve for unreliable weather and men with jawlines, polite, cautious. My hands, traitors, practice hope on the countertop.

			The stack of paperbacks slid: bared abs and promises skittering toward the floor. I saved the books and lost my pulse.

			“Lots of men are named ‘him,’” I said. “It’s biblical.”

			“Lots of men are named Ethan Hale?” she asked gently.

			Midnight’s tail flicked. Traitor.

			“I don’t care if it’s Ethan Hale.” I absolutely cared. “We have a fundraiser to run. I have a cat to impress. Also, I’m immune to men with jawlines.”

			“Uh-huh. Tell your eyebrows.” She lifted a brow and offered me a napkin. “You’re doing that thing where you hold your breath. Stop.”

			The bell yelped again.

			“Not him,” Maya whispered, reading the bell like scripture.

			It was Mayor Tom with two fistfuls of flyers, a tie at half-mast, and the buoyant catastrophism of a golden retriever who ran for office. “Books & Hearts Gala, people!” he boomed. “Lanterns, not pirates!”

			“We are not revisiting the pirate year,” I said, grabbing his stack.

			

			“The parents still talk about it,” he said, misty. “The eye patches. The litigation.” He clapped his hands once. “Okay, Clara, I need your windows, your charm, and your paper-cutting fingers. We’re making a donor wall: gold hearts for fifty, silver for a hundred, one big red book for the generous souls who make angels weep.”

			Midnight peered into Tom’s tote and smacked a roll of tape with a paw. Approved.

			“Gala HQ is here,” Maya said. “Cinnamon bribes will be deployed. We will fund a clinic so that good people can fake symptoms to visit.”

			“Minimalist glitter,” Tom breathed.

			“Boundaries,” I corrected, because Tom needs words like seatbelts.

			Boundaries,” I corrected, because Tom needs words like seatbelts.

			Behind him, Mrs. Donnelly leaned in from the bakery stall, stage-whispering: “If you two don’t kiss by chapter twenty, I’m demanding a refund.” The whole shop laughed. Midnight rolled his eyes like a cat used to plotlines.

			The bell yelped a third time, suspiciously like a drumroll.

			“Not him,” Maya mouthed.

			It was Mr. Pierce with Ace, the Dalmatian, who does weekly therapy rounds at the clinic and has more emotional intelligence than anyone on the town council. Ace sat, accepted a pat, and scanned the premises. Midnight narrowed his eyes. A détente was reached.

			“You look like a woman who’s about to pretend she’s fine,” Mr. Pierce said kindly.

			“I am fine,” I said, and then remembered I’d promised myself to stop lying to the retired firefighter who sees through weather and women. “I am… hydrated.”

			“Hydration is courage,” he said. “Ace agrees.” Ace thumped his tail once.

			Midnight disdain-blinked. Courage is canned tuna, his face said.

			The gust that came next wasn’t so much weather, as it was timing.

			The bell didn’t yelp. It sang, one clear, surprised note that landed somewhere under my breastbone. The doorway seemed to shrink to fit him, rain-dark hair dripping, scrubs clinging like memory had dressed him, not fabric. Even the air smelled the same, cedar soap and trouble. 

			

			I turned.

			Ethan Hale looked exactly like a memory I’d sworn I’d refiled: tall, rain-damp hair, scrubs under a jacket, eyes I used to think in. His mouth did a quick flicker of a smile I didn’t believe in anymore, until I did.

			“Hey,” he said. It came out like a question he wanted me to grade.

			The room remembers him before I do. The bell hushes. The wood underfoot shifts. Even Midnight sits taller, like we’ve all been caught telling the truth at last.

			“Hi,” I said. If my voice was steady, it was because my knees were polite.

			He took us in: the bell still humming, Tom already plotting, Maya gripping a cinnamon knot like a weapon, Ace dignified, Midnight ready to file a complaint.

			“Did I miss the heist?” Ethan asked. “Because this looks like a planning meeting.”

			“Gala,” Tom announced. “Lanterns, not pirates. You’re late; please donate.”

			Ethan’s mouth tilted. “I can do lanterns.” He looked back at me. “Can I do lanterns?”

			“You can do donations,” I said. “Lanterns must be earned.”

			Maya gave a low whistle. “We’re doing banter.”

			Ace wagged once, promising.

			Midnight yawned: derivative.

			“Welcome back to Willow Cove,” Mr. Pierce said, saving me from having to choose between civility and history. “You look like a man who intends to stay put.”

			Ethan’s gaze flicked to me and away. “That’s the plan.”

			My chest made a sound only I could hear. It was either hope or heartburn. I set the red paper book in the center of the window and pressed it flat against the glass.

			

			“Clara runs gala HQ,” Maya said briskly, because she learned first aid for conversational hemorrhages. “We are building a donor wall of hearts and a program that makes people ugly-cry in public.”

			Tom nodded. “Tasteful crying,” he said. “PG-13 tears.”

			“I came to buy hearts,” Ethan said, sliding his card across the counter, “and offer a storage closet I already apologized to.”

			I raised a brow. “The closet that ate the AED?”

			“Evicted,” he said. “Joan runs the place like weather with bangs.”

			“Good. We’re allergic to chaos.” I slid the first gold heart toward him and held out a Sharpie. We’re allergic to chaos.” I slid the first gold heart toward him and held out a Sharpie.

			“Sharpies I can afford,” he muttered. “The town’s probably still googling my net worth, but nobody tells you how stupid money looks when you’re buying tape. “Who’s your first name?”

			He didn’t answer me. He looked past me to the window. A woman in a yellow raincoat hovered on the sidewalk, clutching an envelope like it might fly away. She caught my eye. Her relief made my throat tight.

			“For my dad,” she said when she came in. “He used to say Dr. Hale… your Dr. Hale… bought him six months he didn’t deserve. I wanted to give something.”

			“Name?” I asked because my job today was paper and permission.

			“Daniel Ortiz,” she said. “Silver heart.”

			Ace sidled closer and leaned against her leg. The woman pressed her lips together and nodded like the room had signed a pact.

			I wrote Daniel Ortiz slowly, carefully, and pressed the silver heart to the glass. The tape made a small, satisfying sound; I could have sworn the old bell tried to harmonize with it.

			When the woman left, the door made a soft kiss against the jamb. The quiet that followed wasn’t awkward. It was… wide.

			“Thank you,” Ethan said, low. I didn’t look at him. I didn’t have to. He was looking at the silver heart like a man who knew what extra time costs.

			“Donor hearts will make people slow down,” Noah said from the front window.

			

			He’d arrived without fanfare the way twelve-year-old boys do: a sketchbook, a curated aloofness, hair that no comb can convince of anything. His sneakers squeaked when he shifted his weight; Midnight materialized beside him like a shadow with opinions.

			“Slow down to look?” Ethan asked, careful.

			“Slow down to care.” Noah flipped his sketchbook around. Crosswalk concept: open books, pages becoming waves, tiny foxes hidden where only the curious would see. “You can’t speed when you’re hunting Easter eggs.”

			Ethan grinned, surprise and awe tangled. “You just solved traffic.”

			“Mayor Tom’s problem,” Noah said, deadpan. “I take cookies.”

			Tom slapped a hand over his heart. “Consider the cookie fund appropriated.”

			Ace made a noble sound that suggested competence. Midnight leaped onto the sketchbook and sat on the foxes. Editorial approval.

			“Okay,” I said, clapping once, because we were about three seconds from me flinging myself into a wall to avoid eye contact. “Assignments. Tom, copy shop. Maya, cinnamon bribes. Mr. Pierce, Ace morale rounds. Noah, sketch revisions. Midnight, supervisory glare.”

			“And me?” Ethan asked.

			“You are a volunteer with good handwriting,” I said, and handed him a stack of blank hearts. “There are rules.”

			“Do they involve glitter?”

			“Minimalist glitter,” I said. “Boundaries are beautiful.”

			“Copy that,” he said, and smiled in a way that made the bell do that quiet hum again.

			For a flicker, the grin slipped, his eyes dark, bare, like he was begging me not to send him away again. Then he masked it with humor, but the honesty had already landed in my ribs.

			By afternoon, the window glittered with names: grandparents, high school English teachers, lake walkers, a mysterious “Anonymous” with a goose doodle I chose not to interrogate. People slowed outside. That was the secret pleasure of paper hearts, the way they turned the world into a better driver.

			

			“Cinnamon intervention,” Maya said, sliding a plate across the counter. “Also, the clinic board wants you to MC the gala. You own a microphone and a spine.”

			“MC,” I repeated, like an acronym might help me forget that public speaking makes my palms perform an interpretive dance.

			“You’ll be brilliant,” she said. “You’ll say words, and people will make money.” She peered at the window. “That red book is lonely.”

			“Big donor will come,” I said, and tried not to glance at the man who already knew where the big donors kept their pens.

			As if summoned by a character arc, the wind decided it lived here. The bell did a tiny, frightened clink. Rain began politely, then remembered who it was and came sideways.

			“Window,” I said. “Midnight, do not assist.”

			I grabbed painter’s tape. Midnight followed because disobedience is his love language. I anchored the top seam while the pane complained in a language I’m fluent in, a glass language.

			“Left edge,” Ethan said, already at my elbow with a steadying hand on the ladder like he’d never unlearned me. “Top seam.”

			“I make the plans in this store,” I said out of habit, but my fingers were grateful for the help. The bead of water nosing the corner thought about its choices and retreated.

			“Stable,” Maya called from the counter. “Improving. Ace, morale.”

			But when his hand skimmed her hip to steady the ladder, heat licked sharper than lightning. She almost told him to let go, except her body leaned, reckless traitor, into the press of him.

			Ace did a lap and collected three pats, while Midnight leapt onto the sketchbook and sat on the foxes like a literary critic who disapproved of joy. The whole room laughed, relief messy and needed.

			Ace did a lap and collected three pats and a promise of a later hot dog. Midnight supervised from a coil of twine and made a face that translated to amateurs.

			The pane gave a single high, thin ping, like a chaperone clearing its throat. For a flicker, I imagined him gone again, like the storm would take him back to the city and leave me with only tape and silence. The thought bit deeper than the rain. We climbed down at the same time and turned into each other because timing is a prankster.

			A short body-memory flash 

			CLARA

			The way his touch recalls senior prom under the bleachers, when they nearly went further but didn’t.

			His hand rises, then pauses. I nod before I know I’ve done it. Fingers bracket my jaw, steady, asking. The kiss lands like current through copper: quiet, exact, inevitable. His chest pressed mine against the ladder rung, heat threading through restraint. The storm outside cracked, but inside the crackle was only us, wanting, bottled, dangerous, patient. His thumb brushed the edge of my lower lip as if memorizing what he didn’t yet dare take.   For one suspended breath, my body leaned anyway, ribs rising to meet a mouth that wasn’t supposed to be mine anymore. Heat crackled down my spine like copper wire daring me to misbehave. The ache of twelve years pooled in the inch between us, hotter than a kiss would have been. When we part, the window sighs, and the bell, smug thing, rings once.

			We don’t kiss. We decide not to. The decision itself hums between us.  Noah sketches them without realizing, drawing foxes hiding between their outlines. He tells himself it’s “for the gala,” but it’s really his first subconscious acceptance.

			“Okay,” I said, to the tape, to the bell, to my body. “Okay.”

			“Okay,” Ethan echoed, because he was kind enough not to call my okay a prayer.

			We lasted forty-seven minutes without saying anything dangerous. That’s a personal record.

			“Mayor,” I said, “we need your bench for a poetry reading at the gala. And your microphone. And a speech with no pirate jokes.”

			Tom saluted. “I can give you two of those things.” Lanterns, not pirates,” I remind him. He beams, scribbles it on his notepad, and later we’ll find the words on mugs, stickers, and at least one child’s drawing taped to the town hall wall.

			

			He flapped toward the square with a packet of flyers and a dangerous optimism.

			“Clara,” Maya said in the voice that gets me to look at the thing I’m trying to pretend isn’t in the room. “He’s here.”

			“I noticed,” I said. “So did my endocrine system.”

			“You’re going to be nice,” she said. “And firm. And witty. You are not going to stand in your own way and call it caution.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Has anyone ever told you you’d make a fantastic villain?”

			“Yes,” she said, pleased. “They were right.”

			I had just decided to be exactly as brave as my cat thinks he is when the door swung open again.

			A woman in a sunshine-yellow raincoat stood there, drops beading on her lashes, envelope trembling in her hands. “I; Is this where; I heard; the hearts, ” She broke off, embarrassed by her own trying.

			“You’re in the right place,” I said. “What name would you like to honor?”

			She swallowed. “My dad. Daniel Ortiz.”

			“We have him,” I said quietly. The silver heart gleamed like it had been waiting. “We’ll put yours next to his.”

			The woman pressed her lips together. “He always said this town saved him three times: once when the dock didn’t break, once when the church bell rang, and once when a doctor remembered his wife’s name.”

			“Doctors who remember names should get cinnamon knots,” Maya said. “That’s my policy.”

			Ethan didn’t say anything. He was looking at the window like a man being allowed to stay for once.

			When the woman left, Noah drifted in from the side aisle like a shadow that remembered birthdays.

			“Donor list is long,” he said, practical and soft. “We’re going to need more hearts.”

			“Good,” I said. My voice cracked. “Great.”

			

			“Mom,” he said, like he could read the weather in my posture. “Breathe.”

			I did. The bell made a small, approving sound.

			At four o’clock, the rain decided it had a personality. The bell tried to hide in its own bracket. Lightning took a very dramatic photo of the lake.

			“Close up early?” Maya asked.

			“Weather is a suggestion,” I said, and then the pane pinged again.

			“Left edge,” Ethan said, already there. “Top seam.”

			“I make the plans,” I said, smiling this time.

			“I take direction,” he said, and smiled back. It hit me in a place I thought I’d locked.

			We smoothed the tape. The pane held. The storm breathed. So did I.

			The bell rang once. Not nervous. Not loud. A note that sounded a lot like stay.

			I was alphabetizing romances I didn’t intend to buy when he came to the counter with the stack of blank hearts I’d given him, each one filled in with patient black letters: the name of a librarian who’d bought cookies for kids’ reading hour, the high school shop teacher who fixed the broken step in front of the diner, the woman who left notes on park benches that said You’re doing fine. Keep going.

			“You have nice handwriting,” I said.

			“I learned from a nurse with standards and threats,” he said. “You have nice windows.”

			“You should donate to them,” I said. “It would be very attractive of you.”

			He laughed, quiet. “I can do attractive.” He slid his card across the counter. “Start with three silver, two gold.”

			“For who?” I asked, pen hovering.

			“For the ones who slowed me down enough to notice things,” he said. “And for the ones who taught me to keep moving when I wanted to stop.”

			

			“Specific,” I said, because if I said thank you, I might cry in a store where I am the boss.

			He tilted his head. “You okay?”

			I considered lying. I considered telling the whole town the truth because they were all standing here under the skin of my life anyway. Then I did the thing I tell my son: name a weather pattern, don’t become it.

			“I’m okay,” I said. “Today has… a lot of nouns.”

			“Verbs help,” he said, and tapped the stack of hearts. “Let’s go make some.”

			We did.

			By closing, the window glowed. Cars slowed. People slowed. The storm decided to take a lap around the lake and mind its own business. Maya scribbled a list for the gala. Tom promised a microphone and no pirates, which means I will write cue cards that say no pirates in all caps. Ace collected a payment in pats. Midnight permitted nothing and was paid in nothing.

			Ethan shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and looked at me like a promise he wasn’t allowed to say yet. “Can I?” He stopped. Tried again. “Do you need anything?”

			I wanted to say yes. I wanted to say bring soup, bring patience, bring a new verb for love. Instead, I write the truth on my ribs where only I can read it: Not yet. Not never. Just not yet.

			“Can you come back tomorrow?” I asked instead. “Lanterns don’t hang themselves.”

			His relief was so loud the bell blushed. “I can do tomorrow.”

			“Good,” I said, and locked the door. “Tomorrow, then.”

			The bell gave one last satisfied ring, and somewhere inside my chest, something answered it.

			Maybe tomorrow still carried work, gossip, and ghosts. But tonight, the window glowed, the boy slept safe, and the man who had left once was still standing here, willing to stay. And for once, that was enough.

			

			When I got home, Midnight did a perimeter check and then forgave me for being a person. Noah set the sketchbook on the table and leaned his head on my shoulder with the kind of trust that makes the world quieter.

			“Hey, Mom?” he said into my sweater.

			“Mm?”

			“You know how you always say we can do hard things?”

			“I was hoping you hadn’t noticed.”

			He snorted. “You breathed.”

			“I did.” I kissed his hair. “You did too.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “We did.” He pretended not to smile, and then he actually smiled.

			In the bathroom mirror, I looked like a woman who did not drown today.

			I brushed my teeth. I turned off the light. I let the house be dark and soft. When the wind lifted off the lake and pressed its hand to the windows again, I put my palm to the glass and said the word I’d practiced all day.

			Stay.

			The pane held.

			So did I.
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			​CHAPTER TWO

			​When Doors 
Begin To Creak

			COLD OPEN — DREAM SEQUENCE 
CLARA

			The storm in my bones starts first. Clouds press low, the lake tilts into silver, and I’m barefoot on the dock again, breath loud in my chest. He’s there, Ethan, older, sharper, the lines of his body carved by time and work. Rain glosses his shoulders, his shirt clinging as if it were sewn from my memory.

			“Clara,” he says, not as a question, but as a summons.

			I go. My feet slap boards that should break but don’t. Lightning makes a photograph of us in black and white. When I reach him, he doesn’t kiss me first; he lifts my face, thumbs my jaw like I’m something he can memorize again. And then his mouth claims mine.

			It isn’t the sweet, careful thing I used to dream. It’s heat. Urgent, soaked, a decade of starving tucked into seconds. My hands find his chest, then his wet scrubs, then his waistband, tugging him closer until there’s no air, no space. His mouth moves down my neck, tasting salt and rain. I gasp, arch, press into him.

			

			The dock groans but holds as he presses me back against the post. One hand fists my hair, the other braces my thigh, lifting. My body remembers him like no time has passed. My dream self is shameless, wrapping legs around his hips, pulling him inside me like the storm demanded tribute. It’s open, raw, a claiming. The thunder drowns my moan, but I feel it in my bones.

			“Terms,” I gasp, because even in a dream, I need the word.

			He stills. “Signed,” he breathes, and the word is a heat I feel in my throat, promise, not pressure.

			“Signed,” he growls against my ear, moving with me, in me, until the dock, the rain, and my pulse collapse into one long shudder.

			The bell rings once, sharp, smug, and the dream dissolves. I wake sweaty, tangled, clutching a pillow like a confession.

			REALITY (WHICH NEEDS COFFEE)

			Willow Cove doesn’t do whispers. We do bulletins. And my bookstore is the unofficial headquarters of both.

			By the time the church bell clanged three lazy notes, the rumor had already bought a latte, borrowed my stapler, and settled into Rose and Henry’s favorite armchairs.

			“Clara, darling,” Rose called, patting the arm of her throne like I was a cat she could summon. “Do you think cardiologists prefer Earl Grey or rooibos? I’m only asking to avoid… irony.”

			Henry lowered his newspaper. “I thought the new fellow was an emergency physician. Or a neurosurgeon. Or a, what’s the one with robots? Do we have robots?”

			“Do not put robots in my shop,” I said. “I have a cat. He is barely tolerating the espresso machine.” Midnight, the aforementioned espresso-machine hater, stretched along the counter like he’d invented black velvet, flicked his tail once, and judged us all.

			“Mom.” Noah didn’t look up from the window seat where his sketchbook lived and breathed. “If he’s a cardiologist, does he come with a defibrillator? Can I borrow it for Algebra?”

			“Finish your math,” I said. “You may not befriend medical equipment.”

			

			He held up his sketch. A cartoon heart in sunglasses, with a stethoscope slung like a swagger. Midnight sat on it immediately. Artistic notes: denied.

			The bell above the door jingled once and then regretted it. Maya blew in, curls damp from the flirtatious drizzle, and two lattes balanced on a tray like she was smuggling joy. She set one in front of me and one in front of Midnight on principle. Midnight sniffed the steam, offended, and turned his back.

			“Good morning to everyone except cardiology,” she said. “Also, your eyebrows are doing the thing.”

			“My eyebrows are fine,” I said, taking a life-sustaining sip. “My eyebrows took a vow of composure.”

			“Your eyebrows are texting me ‘panic’ in Morse code.” She leaned on the counter and lowered her voice. “Clinic board says the new doc arrives today.”

			Henry perked. “Does he play cribbage?”

			“Does he have hands?” Rose countered. “We need hands. And a face that says, ‘I remember prescriptions and birthdays.’” She turned the benevolent laser of her attention on me. “We also need forgiveness. And tea.”

			“Y’all need boundaries,” I said.

			“We have boundaries,” Maya said cheerfully. “We’re about to tape them to your window in gold.”

			The bell offered a half-hearted ding to flapped Mayor Tom, who, already considering retirement, clutched a tote and a vision.

			“Citizens!” he announced to the twelve people within earshot and one dog-shaped shadow on the sidewalk. “Behold: The Books & Hearts Gala. Lanterns, not pirates.” He squinted at me, preemptively scolded. “I am rebranding.”

			“No eye patches,” I said, pointing. “No parrots. No litigation.”

			Tom sighed like a man haunted by fond liability. “Fine. This year, we have elegance, dignity, and gold paper hearts. We need your windows, your tape gun, your moral authority.” He spilled flyers across my counter like confetti with paperwork.

			

			Midnight peered into his tote, smacked a roll of painter’s tape with a paw, and deigned to approve one (1) strip of minimalist glitter.

			“Gala HQ is here,” Maya said, dragging a whiteboard out from the back with the kind of flourish that scares donors into being generous. “We will deploy cinnamon bribes, tasteful string lights, and the full weight of my spreadsheet wrath.”

			“We’re creating a donor wall,” Tom said, bouncing. “Gold hearts for fifty. Silver for one hundred.” He held up a deep red paper book like Simba on Pride Rock. “The big donor. The One Book to Rule Them All.”

			“Paper rings,” I muttered, taking the red book and smoothing its crease. “We’ll tape hope to glass and call it fundraising.”

			“Minimalist glitter,” Tom whispered reverently.

			“Boundaries,” I corrected, because he is married to slogans and I am married to tape.

			The bell dinged again, more confident. Mr. Pierce, retired firefighter and town oracle, stepped in with Ace, the Dalmatian who does therapy rounds at the clinic and gives better hugs than therapy covered by insurance.

			Ace sat. Ace always sits. He blinked once at Midnight. Midnight blinked back. Treaty sustained.

			“You look like a woman bracing for weather,” Mr. Pierce said, eyes warm. “Inside and out.”

			“I am perfectly calm,” I said. “I am a human duct tape dispenser.”

			“Hydration,” he said, and handed me a water bottle that said YOU’RE DOING GREAT in cheerful font. “Ace concurs.” Ace thumped his tail. Mr. Pierce added, “We’ll be at the clinic. The new doc requested therapy mornings. He wants the place to feel like home.”

			My stomach did an elevator. “Home is political.”

			“Home is also chairs,” Henry said, folding his paper. “And tea. And advice.”

			Rose patted his knee. “We should embroider that. On an apron.”

			“Put it on a sign,” Maya said. “Put everything on a sign.”

			“Put nothing on a sign,” I said. “We are not becoming a farmhouse.”

			

			The door popped again, and the drizzle intensified to a purposeful downpour. A woman in a sunshine-yellow raincoat hovered at the threshold, envelope clutched in a white-knuckled grip. Her eyes flicked from the donor hearts stacked on my counter to me to the brave part of herself that had dragged her inside.

			“I, hi, ” she stammered. “The hearts… Is this where…?”

			“You’re in the right place,” I said, softening. “What name would you like to honor?”

			She swallowed. “My dad. Daniel Ortiz. He… he said once that Dr. Hale bought him six months and remembered my mother’s name when he didn’t deserve either.” Her laugh was a wet hiccup. “I wanted to… I mean, it’s not much…”

			“Names are everything,” I said, because today they were. “Silver heart?”

			She nodded. Ace sidled close and put his chin on her calf. She pressed her lips together, breathed, and smiled down at him as if prayer came in spots.

			I wrote Daniel Ortiz in my neatest script and pressed the silver heart to the front window. The tape made a small hush-click, my favorite sound after “I’ll bring snacks.” For a second, the old bell tried to harmonize.

			The woman touched the glass, then her chest, then Ace’s head, and left with her shoulders one inch lower.

			Silence settled for the half beat reality gives you when it knows it’s about to be dramatic again.

			“Hey, Mom?” Noah’s voice arrowed from the window. “Minimalist glitter is trending.” He held up his sketch. “Also, crosswalk draft three. Hidden fox here. Goose here.” He tapped the margin. “Drivers will slow down so they don’t miss the Easter eggs.”

			Tom leaned over the page and made a noise like civic ecstasy. “Genius! Traffic calming via whimsy! A boy after my own infrastructure heart.”

			“Cookies,” Noah said without making eye contact.

			“Appropriated,” Tom vowed.

			

			Midnight hopped down and sat directly on the fox, which was his version of a blurb. Ace gave a professional nod. Maya took a picture for the gala page and captioned it #GlitterButMakeItCharitable.

			“You know,” Rose said, “if the new doctor is a cardiologist, I’ll brew peppermint. It feels less… indicting.”

			Henry nodded sagely. “We shouldn’t taunt arteries.”

			“You can’t taunt arteries,” I said, ripping another heart. “They don’t have ears.”

			“Tell that to my left anterior descending,” Henry muttered.

			“Okay,” Maya clapped, then pointed at me. “You: emcee the gala. You have excellent eyebrows and a voice that bossed me into braces when I was twelve. The mic will obey.”

			“Public speaking,” I said, feeling my palms try out new choreography. “My favorite adrenaline.”

			“You’ll say words, people will do money,” she said. “Then we’ll hide in the pantry and cry from efficiency.”

			“I can cry from efficiency,” I admitted.

			“Put that on a sign,” Tom said.

			“No,” I said.

			“Fine,” he pouted. “On a sticker?”

			“Maybe,” I said, because I am weak when stickered.

			The bell rang again. The breeze brought in the smell of rain deciding. Midnight’s ear flicked. My instincts sat up.

			“Not him,” Maya whispered, reading the bell like astrology.

			It was Mrs. Donnelly, clutching three romances like a life raft and vowing to wage war on the goose who keeps eating her hemlines. I rang her up with discounts for avian trauma, watched her march out into the drizzle, and felt my ribcage do that thing it does when a decision I can’t make is about to arrive anyway.

			“Clara,” Rose said gently, the way you talk to someone standing on a dock, remembering how to bend. “Sometimes doors creak before they open.”

			

			“And sometimes they’re stuck,” I said, because a girl can be pragmatic.

			“And sometimes,” Henry added, “they need a dab of oil and a bribe.”

			“Bribes,” Maya said brightly, sliding a cinnamon knot toward me. “I come prepared.”

			I bit the gratitude and sugar at the same time. Rain stubbed its toe on the awning. The bell inhaled, thought about its choices, and let go, one bright, sure ring that landed under my sternum like a thumbprint.

			Maya’s eyes went wide. “Brace.”

			I pressed a gold heart to the glass and smoothed the tape with a palm that suddenly felt like an altar. My reflection looked like a woman who had learned how to stand up inside her own skin. The red paper book waited in the center like a dare.

			The door swung.

			He stepped in as if the lake had pushed him.

			Ethan Hale in scrubs and rain and a smile that had done too much work in my memories. He took my store in with one glance: the donor wall, the cat monarchy, the mayor’s zeal, my hands still inked from names.

			“Hey,” he said, quiet enough that the word stayed where it landed.

			“Hi,” I managed. If my voice was steady, it’s because my knees were raised right.

			Maya made the shape of a cross with two cinnamon knots for me. Tom made the shape of a donation request with his whole body. Mr. Pierce took Ace’s badge out of his pocket and clipped it to the dog, like a reassurance that he had a uniform.

			“Did I miss the heist?” Ethan asked, dripping on my mat. “Looks like planning.”

			“Gala,” Tom chirped. “Lanterns, not pirates.”

			Ethan’s mouth tilted. “I can do lanterns.” His eyes came back to me. “Can I do lanterns?”

			“You can do donations,” I said, grabbing my tape gun because my hands needed a job. “Lanterns are a privilege.”

			

			“Banter,” Maya breathed, blissed out. “We have banter.”

			“Welcome back, Dr. Hale,” Mr. Pierce said. “We’re a town that still knows how to clap for people.”

			Ethan’s gaze flicked to me and away so fast I could pretend I didn’t notice. “I heard.” He lifted his brows at the window. “You’re doing this.”

			“Minimalist glitter,” I said. “Boundaries are beautiful.”

			He blew out a breath that sounded like a man remembering he had a ribcage. “They are.” He slid a card across the counter. “Three gold. Two silver. The red one when I deserve it.”

			Maya made a sound that might get us banned from respectable churches.

			Tom whispered to Ace, “Are we witnessing a metaphor?” Ace wagged once: possibly.

			I wrote the names he gave me in my neatest script. He didn’t look at the glass. He looked at my hand, as if he were memorizing where I put the pressure.

			“Thank you,” he said when I pressed the hearts to the pane. “For… everything.” He didn’t say what everything was. That was considerate of him.

			Behind me, Noah shuffled. The acoustics changed; that’s how you know when your son is about to throw a truth grenade and hide behind sarcasm.

			“We’re designing a crosswalk,” he told Ethan, tone a solid mix of bored and feral. He lifted the sketchbook half an inch. “It’s interactive. Only for people with eyes.”

			Ethan’s smile got honest around the edges. “People slow down for wonder,” he said.

			Noah blinked like he’d heard a new word he might like. He put the sketchbook down. Midnight sat on it. Contract signed.

			“Clara runs Gala HQ,” Maya announced to break the spell before I floated away on it. “We’re creating tasteful crying and a donor wall that looks like hope with tape.”

			“Tasteful crying,” Tom repeated, starry. “PG-13 tears.”

			

			“In the interest of public safety,” Henry said, “we should brew peppermint.”

			“And maybe decaf,” Rose added.

			“Also snacks,” Noah said. “For artists. Me.”

			“Appropriated,” Tom said again, because once he finds a word, he wears it out.

			The bell flirted with a new draft of itself. Rain leveled up to A Mood. The big front pane gave a tiny, strained ping like a glass throat deciding whether to sing or scream.

			“Window,” I told the room. “Midnight, do not assist.”

			Midnight followed. He only disobeys commands.

			I anchored the top seam with tape while the pane whined, ‘What if, what if, what if.’ A bead nosed the corner, considered a career in puddle-making, and slunk off under my glare.

			“Left edge,” Ethan said from behind me like he’d never forgotten the language of my shop. His voice was low, deliberate, and close enough to warm the back of my neck. His hands braced the ladder, and I let myself notice: strong forearms, veins like calligraphy, scrubs stretched just enough to remind me of muscles earned by work, not vanity.

			“Top seam,” he added. The timbre of it went straight down my spine.

			Maya coughed behind us. “Pent-up chemistry aisle three. Somebody grab a mop.”

			I flushed but held my line. “I make the plans in this store,” I said, because armor is just a habit.

			“Make this one with me,” he said, steady. And I did.

			When I pressed the last strip, the pane sighed and decided to be brave. Ace did a lap and collected three pats and a promise. Maya yelled, “Stable. Improving,” like a nurse with pastry certifications. Tom asked if the tape was deductible, and I pretended not to hear him.

			We climbed down and turned simultaneously. The inches between us became math I didn’t want to solve. His gaze caught mine, hot and searching, and for a moment I wondered if the storm outside was jealous.

			

			“Okay,” I said to the tape, the window, the part of me that was still seventeen.

			“Okay,” he echoed, but his voice made it sound like a vow.

			The afternoon fell into its Willow Cove cadence: rain light on the glass, customers breezing in with damp cheeks and gossip, a farmer asking for “books about goats that do not end in tragedy,” Rose requesting a romance “with a doctor who repents,” Henry telling a pun about anesthesia so bad even the geese left town briefly.

			And then the door opened on sunshine-yellow again. The woman with the envelope. Relief steadied her voice this time. “I, can I add one for my mom? Luz.”

			“Of course,” I said. I wrote “LUZ” and placed it beside Daniel’s. The tape whispered. The bell agreed. The window glowed like it.
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			​CHAPTER THREE

			​Rain, Deer, Bell

			The deer’s eyes flash like twin coins just beyond my headlights, and the world squeezes into a tunnel of rain.

			“Easy,” I tell the wheel, as if it will listen. I pump the brakes once, twice, the rear fishtails, and for one long breath, there’s nothing but water and the slap of my heartbeat in my throat. The lake to my left is a black sheet tugging at its moorings; on my right, Maple Street blurs into streaks of amber. I correct, the car straightens, the deer vanishes as if the town swallowed it whole, and a laugh I don’t mean to make tears out of me. The kind you hear after a code when the patient lives. The kind you hate yourself for needing.

			It’s not the city. There are no sirens to tuck yourself inside. Here, the rain has a voice. Here, the church bell counts time like an old friend with a pocket watch.

			Three bongs. The old rope knows my name.

			I pull to the curb in front of Monroe Books & More and kill the engine. The sign in the window bleeds gold through the rain. Warm light, a cat silhouette, a crooked display of paper hearts. I sit there with my hands on ten and two and try to breathe like a normal man who just made a normal drive in a normal storm toward a normal door that belongs to the woman he never stopped loving.

			

			I’m not eighteen anymore. I don’t run on adrenaline and promises. I’ve learned how to let the heart settle by counting a pulse at the wrist and staring at the second hand. But tonight, the second hand keeps stuttering, and every stutter is her name.

			Clara, Clara, Clara.

			A gust tilts rain off the lake and slaps it against my windshield. I grab the umbrella, fail to open it, classic, and bolt. The air is cold enough to bite, the kind that sharpens you. The bell over the door gives one uncertain breath and then a full jangle that feels like a verdict. I step inside, drenching the mat, trying not to track storm water onto the old wood floors, and fail at that, too.

			She’s there.

			At the window, palm flat to glass, pressing a gold paper heart into place like it’s a seal on a letter she’s sending out into the world. Her hair is damp around her temples. There’s ink smudged on the side of her hand. She turns, slow, as if her bones negotiated this with time, and my body remembers every language we used to speak. The bookstore’s warm, but I go colder first, the way you do when a wound breaks the surface and the night air finds it.

			“Hey,” I say. The word scrapes. I’m still out of breath from the near miss; the rain puts a shine on everything, my jacket, her lashes, the cat who’s staring at me like security.

			“Hi,” she answers, and her voice is steadier than I deserve. Something in my chest settles and shatters at once.

			Behind her, a boy with a sketchbook looks up; his pencil is midstroke over a drawing of open books that become a crosswalk. He’s taller than I expected. Older than I can think about yet. There’s a smear of graphite along his thumb. His gaze flicks to my face, curious, then wary, then back to the page. A friend once told me that every first meeting is a negotiation. This one feels like a treaty with a dozen clauses I can’t read yet.

			“Sorry for the… entrance,” I say, lifting a hand in what I hope is a universal sign for I come in peace and also water. “Road’s slick.”

			Maya appears at Clara’s elbow like she’s been braced for this moment for years. “We’ve had deer training since kindergarten,” she says. “Welcome back to Willow Cove.” Her tone is flippant; her eyes are measuring. I don’t blame her.

			“Ethan,” Clara says, saying my name like a test she already passed. It puts a crack right through me.

			A display near the door wobbles on its spindle, wind, old floors, bad karma, and I move without thinking, catching the teetering tower of books in both hands before it tips. Two hardcovers slide, and a paperback flutters loose like a bird before landing against my chest. The cover kisses wet cloth. Reflex: I hold it there for a beat. It’s a romance, city skyline, rain on glass, a couple on a fire escape leaning toward each other like gravity made new rules just for them. I’m soaked, she’s dry, and the space between us feels like a live wire.

			“Still good with emergencies,” Maya says, mild.

			“Occupational hazard,” I answer. “I have a lot of practice not letting things fall.”

			Clara’s mouth lifts at one corner. It does things to my equilibrium that should require a consult. The cat, Midnight, right?, launches to the counter and sits tall, tail wrapped, yellow eyes flatly judging. I get it, man.

			I set the books back and aligned the corners. I used to alphabetize Clara’s locker door poetry magnets when she wasn’t looking; she’d threaten to break my fingers and then kiss the threat right off my mouth. The memory hits me low and hot, and I tamp it down where decent men keep things they have no right to want yet.

			“Hi,” I say again, because the first one didn’t carry everything I needed it to. “You look, ” Alive. Fierce. Like home after a long winter. “Busy.”

			“We’re doing the donor wall,” she says, motioning to the window. Gold, silver, one a red book cutout that glows deeper in the lamplight. “For the clinic fundraiser.”

			“Good,” I say. “It’ll help.” I hear the strain in my own voice. The clinic needs a lot. So do I.

			The boy’s pencil stills. Maya clears her throat pointedly. The bell over the door settles back into its bracket with a tiny click that somehow sounds like: Behave.

			

			“Let me buy some paper hearts,” I say. “To start.”

			“You can donate at the register,” Maya says. “Cash, card, case of cinnamon rolls, all accepted.”

			“Card,” I answer, and my hand is steadier than I expect when I pass it over. I don’t look away from Clara while Maya taps the amount. You can build a life out of the moments you don’t look away. You can lose one that way, too.

			“Thank you,” Clara says, and her eyes meet mine properly now. In them: the girl by the lake I left, the woman inside this window light who learned to hold a town together with tape and hope. The clock somewhere behind the counter ticks, a sound so small it feels like a spell.

			I sign the receipt. The ink bleeds; my hand is still rain. “I heard you needed therapy mornings,” I say lightly, because it’s a safe bridge. “I’m… planning to bring a Dalmatian bribe.”

			Clara’s mouth curves. “Ace is incorruptible.”

			“We’ll see.” I don’t mean the dog.

			First Sight, Second Breath

			I strip off the jacket, wring it discreetly by the door, and hang it on the old coat tree that’s been by this threshold as long as the town has had opinions. I step closer to the window without fully stepping closer to her, which is a thing I didn’t know was possible until right now.

			“Minimalist glitter,” Maya says, gesturing to the gold hearts. “Clara’s superpower.”

			Clara elbows her. “It’s called tape.”

			“Hope,” Maya counters, then to me: “You can help by not ruining the aesthetic with your puddle.”

			“On it,” I say, sliding a mat with my foot, mindlessly ready to be bossed. It’s easier than thinking about the way Clara’s gaze keeps catching on my mouth and darting away like it touched a hot lightbulb. Or the way my own gaze keeps cataloging what the years did: the new steadiness in her shoulders; the softness she has to stretch to fit the days; the quiet confidence of a woman who has been scared and walked through it, anyway.

			

			The boy stands, sketchbook tucked reflexively to his chest. I offer a small nod. “Hey.”

			“Hi,” he says. His voice is still climbing into itself. “We’re designing a crosswalk.” He lifts the book half an inch, as if the art can be a shield and a gift at once.

			“It’s good,” I say, and mean it. “People slow down for wonder.”

			He blinks like I’ve said something unexpected and then pretends he didn’t hear me at all. I respect that. My chest does something I can’t name. I don’t try to yet.

			Maya goes mercifully busy counting hearts and clacking keys. The cat leaps down and patrols the baseboards like a general inspecting fortifications. The rain turns the window into a mirror for a second, and I catch us: me beside her, the paper heart between our shoulders, names written in careful ink. A future inside a pane of glass that hasn’t decided whether to fog or clear.

			“You’re really here,” Clara says. Not a question.

			“I am.”

			“For how long?”

			“As long as it takes,” I say, and I can feel how that sounds. I adjust. “As long as we need.”

			“We?” Her brows lift.

			“The town,” I answer quickly, and then don’t run from the thing that brought me through rain and years and a deer with a death wish. “Me. You. The clinic. Whoever needs me.”

			Her throat moves. The paper heart in her hand sticks to her finger for a beat before it gives. “We’re fine,” she says. “Willow Cove has a way of figuring itself out.”

			“I heard.”

			Silence. The good kind and the terrible kind. The clock ticks. The bell trembles faintly with some draft and then settles. I feel ungainly in my own skin, like a man who left a part of himself somewhere and has to relearn the weight of walking.

			“Do you remember?” I say, and then stop, because too many answers to that question exist.

			

			Her smile this time is small and sharper. “Which part?”

			“The dock,” I say. “That storm senior spring. The way you put your weight in your knees so you wouldn’t slip, and I thought you were braver than me.”

			“You were stubborn,” she says softly.

			“I still am.”

			“Some things don’t need to be reclaimed,” she says, and I take the hit because I deserve it and because there’s something under the sting, a door not closed, maybe, only latched.

			I move two inches closer, instinct pulling like a tide. The rain outside hushes into a steadier curtain. Her breath catches. Mine does worse things. If I touched her, even just the line of her wrist where the ink smudge dims to skin, I would forget everything I learned about being careful.

			“Coffee?” I ask, voice lower than intended. “At Maya’s. Not now,” I add quickly, because that is not the order of operations, and the boy with the sketchbook is still watching, and my heart is making terrible decisions on my behalf. “When you want. Or never. You set the terms.”

			The corners of her eyes soften. “Terms,” she repeats, like the syllables themselves are something she can measure and find acceptable. “I’ll… think about it.”

			“I can wait,” I say, and it’s the truest thing I’ve said in a decade.

			“Good,” Maya murmurs without looking up. “Because she’s busy and you’re dripping.”

			I swallow a laugh. It makes room in my chest for air.

			Flashback: The Locker and the Lake

			I used to slide notes into the vent of her locker because she liked words that had to find their way out of small spaces. She’d read them like spells, lips moving, eyebrows doing that tilt that meant I’d landed the joke or the heart or missed both. She kept one folded in her wallet the year I left; I know because I watched her tuck it there at graduation and did not ask her to show me again, because some things you can’t endure twice.

			

			In the ER, when the night stretched thin and the fluorescents made everything look like a bad decision, I’d take my break and open my phone and type messages to a number that didn’t exist.

			Clara, the subway stalled, and a stranger started singing; for three minutes, the city seemed to hum in the same key.

			Clara, today a patient brought me a drawing his daughter made of the moon. It looks like a cookie. I wanted to eat it.

			Clara, I bought cedar soap because it smelled like home, and then stopped using it because it hurt.

			I never hit send on any of them. I did not know that restraint can cause bruising in the same way as impact.

			On the dock senior year, the storm made the lake into hammered tin, and she told me with her chin up and her voice steady that she wouldn’t beg me to stay. “Bridges need maintenance,” she said, and it sounded like a thesis. “You can’t just sprint across them and expect them to hold when you come back,” I promised I’d be better than every boy who left. She kissed me like the future was a thing we could bite into and save for later. I left anyway. The bridge held for a while, because she’s a builder. Eventually, all that neglect did what neglect always does. And here we are, at the footings, checking the bolts.

			I look at her now in this soft light, paper hearts like scales on the window, a boy whose outline I don’t know yet, and the ache rearranges itself into something I can use: resolve.

			Terms and Tells

			“Mayor Tom wants weekly planning meetings,” Clara says, flipping her clipboard to a fresh page. Practical. “If you’re joining the committee, you’ll need to endure his brainstorms.”

			“I’ve survived attending surgeons at two a.m.,” I say. “I can survive, Tom.”

			“Don’t be cocky,” Maya warns. “He once attempted piratethemed crosswalks.”

			“I’ve heard the legend.”

			“We meet here on Thursday at seven,” Clara says, pen poised. “Committee is small: me, Maya, Tom, Rose, Henry, Mr. Pierce. You.”

			

			“Me,” I echo, and it feels like adding my name to the glass.

			My phone buzzes in my pocket. My body recognizes the haptic pattern before my brain does; I ignored this same number twice on the drive. I don’t pull it out. The part of me that still calculates risk even in rooms with lullaby light has already read the message: Board call moved up. Package sweetened. We can make this worth your while, Dr. Hale.

			Clara’s gaze flicks to my pocket and back to my eyes, quick as a sparrow. “If you need to”

			“No,” I say, maybe too fast. “Not now.”

			She nods, like I’ve passed a test I didn’t know she was giving.

			The boy sidles closer to the counter and sets his sketchbook down, not open, just there. Midnight steps onto it immediately and sits. “You’re not helping,” the boy tells the cat.

			Midnight blinks, then allows his tail to drape off the sketchbook like a ribbon.

			“What’s your name?” I ask the boy gently.

			He hesitates, measuring, then: “Noah.”

			Something tightens under my ribs in a way I do not let show. Noah. It’s a good name. It holds. I say it once in my head to hear the shape of it and put it away for now with the other delicate things I can’t take out in public.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Noah,” I say aloud. “That crosswalk is going to save lives.”

			He shrugs like maybe, maybe not, and then his eyes catch on my sleeve. “You’re soaked.”

			“I lost a fight with an umbrella.”

			“You should borrow the one in lost and found,” he says, deadpan. “Ms. Clara will charge you late fees if you return it wet.”

			“Accurate,” Maya says.

			Clara rolls her eyes, but there’s pride tucked in it like a secret.

			For a second, the three of us are arranged around the counter like a family in a staged photo, accidentally capturing something real. It’s too much and just enough, and I feel a step inside my chest that could be the first one toward everything we’re going to try to build.

			“Thursday at seven,” I repeat. “I’ll bring Ace. Not into the store,” I add, at Midnight’s glare. “For a premeeting lap. Therapy morale.”

			“We like morale,” Clara says softly.

			“Good.” I reach for my jacket. My fingers brush hers where the cuff is still dark with rain. Electricity is a lazy metaphor, but it’s the only one that fits: the spark has patience; it takes its time crossing the gap. She inhales; I do something worse. The room narrows and goes brighter at the edges, and if I leaned an inch, just one, we’d be history meeting present in the only language that ever-made sense to us.

			“Terms,” she whispers.

			“I remember,” I whisper back. I let the cuff go. The spark, somehow, stays.

			At the door, the bell seems to want to bless or warn; I can’t tell which. I push it gently and step into rain that already knows my name. Across the street, Mr. Pierce waves from beneath a wide-brimmed hat; Ace sits at perfect attention, head cocked like he smells the shape of the future. The church bell wakes me out and then, with a kind of smugness only old wood earns, rings once, clean, bright, like a promise signed.

			My phone buzzes again. I fish it out, open the message because men who ghost the past don’t get to ghost anything else, and type four words that feel like home: I’m no longer interested. I hit send. The rain takes a step back, or maybe I do.

			When I glance through the window again, Clara is looking at the new heart I bought, the ink still wet on the name, Daniel Ortiz, and then she looks at me. Not the boy I was, not the man on magazine covers, just me. For the first time in thirteen years, I can stand that kind of looking.

			Behind her, Noah flips open his sketchbook, and even from across the street, through rain and glass and the cat who insists on being a punctuation mark, I recognize the curve of a line I’ve drawn a thousand times on blank forms and whiteboards and a life that kept refusing to balance.

			It’s a jawline. Mine.

			

			The bell rings again somewhere inside my chest, one, two, three, and I press my palm against the cold window from outside like a man testing glass. It holds. For now, that’s everything.
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			​CHAPTER FOUR

			​The Night The 
Lake Listened

			DREAM: EDGE OF THE STORM

			The storm begins like a rumor: soft, then it spreads everywhere.

			Wind lifts the lake in shivers, the surface going from glass to hammered tin in a heartbeat. Petrichor swells in the air, the wind pushes from the west, and spray flecks my lips with brine. Streetlamps smudge into halos; the rope bell at the church counts time like an old friend with a pocket watch, one… two… three, each sound a pulse in my throat. I’m running, not away or toward, just running, breath burning in my chest, rain stinging my cheeks. The dock arrows out into dark water, and I hit the boards at speed, soles sliding, arms windmilling, and, somehow, my weight finds balance. Knees soft. Toes spread. Don’t slip. Don’t drown. Don’t look down.

			A figure stands at the far end; a silhouette caught between lightning and the lake. A ghost of cedar soap clings to my senses; Ethan’s scent, memory made flesh. I don’t need to see his face to know him. Recognition isn’t sight; it’s muscle memory. He lifts a hand like a promise. He’s older this time, lines around the eyes, steadier shoulders, a kind of gravity people earn by touching too much at night. But he’s also still the boy who kissed me under the bleachers and whispered that the universe had been showing off the day it made me.

			“Clara,” he says, thunder from far away. The dock shudders.

			A cat yowls from shore, imperious, warning. I don’t see Midnight, but I feel the shape of him in the sound, like punctuation.

			“Terms,” I say to the wind, though I haven’t said the word out loud in thirteen years. This time, terms mean boundaries: no more sudden exits, no more silence turned into punishment, transparency above all. The boards hold. The rain thickens. My palm opens like I’m pressing a paper heart to an invisible pane of glass.

			His hand appears in the dream, older, steadier. Not to grab, but to ask. Even asleep, my body answers.

			I wake with my hand fisted in the sheets, heart thrashing, the taste of rain clean and metallic on my tongue.

			I’m not eighteen anymore. I don’t run. I choose.

			But when the bell in my bones rings three times, I sit up and listen.

			PRESENT: WINDOWLIGHT

			Morning in Willow Cove is always honest. The lake wears whatever sky it’s given; the town answers with coffee and opinions. Willow Cove likes to nudge fate with gentle hands. At Monroe Books & More, the day begins with the usual chorus, floorboards creaking, pages whispering, the heater humming, the bell above the door practicing its jingle like a singer clearing her throat.

			“Minimalist glitter,” Maya says, sliding a tray of cinnamon knots onto my counter and fogging the window with a theatrical sigh. “Say it with me.”

			“Minimalist glitter
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