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    To Mary, wherever you are.

      

    



  	
        
            
            No one promised us forever. We were only promised the time we were given. The wonder was that we spent it together.
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Part One — The Vision

Chapter 1 — The Way He Smiled
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The first thing I remember about Orlando Pierce was not his face.

That came later.

Not much later, but later.

The first thing I remember was the sound of the library door opening on a hot afternoon in June of 1984, the little bell above it trembling like it had been startled awake.

That bell rang all day long. Mothers came in with children who smelled of sunscreen and lake water. Old men came in for westerns, always pretending they were selecting literature instead of the same five gunfighters in different hats. Teenagers came in because the library was air-conditioned and the mall was too far away. Women came in for romance novels and hid the covers under magazines as if desire were something that could be checked out but not seen.

So there was no reason I should have looked up when the bell rang.

But I did.

That is one of the lies people tell about love, that you know at once.

You do not know.

Not really.

You notice.

That is all.

You notice someone enters the room, and the room changes by one degree. You notice the air seems to have made room for him before you did. You notice your hand pauses over the return stamp. You notice the book in front of you is suddenly only paper, and your own name, pinned to your blouse, feels too visible.

He stood just inside the door, blinking into the cooler air.

He was tall, but not gracefully tall. He had the kind of height that seemed always slightly in the way, as if he had grown before deciding what to do with himself. His hair was dark and a little too long, pushed back as if he had done it with his fingers in the car. His shirt was rolled at the sleeves. There was grease beneath one thumbnail. Not dirt, exactly. Work. Evidence.

He looked around the library like a man entering a church by mistake.

Then his eyes found mine.

He smiled.

And there it was.

Not love.

Not fate.

Not destiny.

Only a smile.

But that smile did something to me that I have spent years trying to forgive it for.

It was crooked, amused, almost apologetic. It seemed to say he knew he did not belong in quiet rooms full of women with pencils behind their ears. It seemed to say he might leave soon, but he would make leaving memorable. It seemed to say he had already disappointed people and would likely do so again, but somehow hoped I would not hold that against him.

Of course, I did not know any of that then.

I was twenty-four.

At twenty-four, a smile can still feel like a door.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

My voice sounded ordinary.

That pleased me.

I had always been proud of sounding ordinary when I was not.

He came toward the desk, slow, looking at the shelves as though the books might accuse him of something. The afternoon sun followed him through the front windows and laid a bright stripe across the floor between us.

“I hope so,” he said.

His voice was lower than I expected.

Not deep in a movie way.

Just warm. A little rough. Like he had spent the morning talking over engines or radios or other men.

“I need a book.”

“You’ve come to the right place.”

He looked around again.

“I figured.”

“What kind of book?”

He leaned one elbow on the counter. Mrs. Jensen would have hated that if she had been at the desk, but she was in the back office arguing with the typewriter ribbon. I let him lean.

“That’s the problem,” he said. “I don’t know.”

“That is a common problem.”

“Is it?”

“Very.”

“So there’s a diagnosis?”

“There are several. Some are treatable.”

He laughed.

That laugh was the second thing I remember.

It came quickly, like he had not expected to give it away. Then he glanced down, almost embarrassed, and that made me like him.

I should have been more suspicious of charm that looked embarrassed.

“What do you usually read?” I asked.

“Manuals.”

“Car manuals?”

“Mostly.”

“That narrows the literary field.”

“And magazines.”

“About cars?”

“And airplanes.”

“Are you a pilot?”

“Not anymore.”

Not anymore.

Two small words, and there was a shadow behind them.

I noticed that too.

“What did you fly?”

He looked surprised.

“Most people just ask if I crashed.”

“Did you?”

“Only emotionally.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

He saw it.

That was the trouble with Orlando. He saw too much when it pleased him and not enough when it mattered.

“I was Air Force,” he said. “Worked around planes more than flew them. I tell it better if the woman listening is pretty.”

I looked down at my stamp pad.

“That line must have been very successful in 1979.”

“It had a better engine then.”

“You need a new line.”

“I came to the library for maintenance.”

“Then I recommend humility. We have a whole shelf.”

He leaned closer.

“I’ll need help finding it.”

The bell rang again as Mrs. Dunleavy came in with her two boys, both sunburned, both arguing over whose turn it was to choose a dinosaur book. I helped them first because that was my job and because I needed a moment to recover the part of my brain Orlando had casually disturbed.

When I looked back, he was still there.

Waiting.

Not impatient.

That surprised me.

Men who were used to their own charm often became annoyed when the world did not immediately reward it. Orlando just stood near the desk with his hands in his pockets, reading the flyers pinned to the bulletin board.

Summer Reading Program.

Used Book Sale.

Knitting Circle, Thursdays at 6.

He looked very serious, as if knitting circles might change his life.

When Mrs. Dunleavy dragged her boys away from the dinosaur shelf, Orlando turned back to me.

“Rosalind Hart,” he said.

I stiffened.

Then realized he was reading my name tag.

“Rose,” I said.

“Name tag says Rosalind.”

“Name tag is formal.”

“Is Rose informal?”

“Rose is efficient.”

“Pretty.”

“Efficient things often are.”

He smiled again.

I pretended to organize index cards.

“And you are?” I asked.

“Orlando Pierce.”

I looked up.

“Orlando?”

“I know.”

“Were your parents theatrical?”

“My mother liked Shakespeare. My father liked leaving. Between them, I got a strange name and commitment issues.”

It was too much to say to a stranger.

Too honest, or too practiced.

I did not yet know which.

I only knew that I should not ask more, and that I wanted to.

“Well, Mr. Pierce,” I said, “what kind of book do you not want?”

He laughed again.

“That’s easier.”

“Good. We’ll work backward.”

“I don’t want anything about war.”

“All right.”

“Or self-improvement.”

“Sensible.”

“Or men becoming better after a woman teaches them how to feel.”

“That eliminates half the novels.”

“Good.”

“Romance?”

“No.”

“No romance?”

“Definitely no romance.”

“What do you have against romance?”

“Nothing. I just don’t trust books where people know what they want by page twenty.”

“That is oddly specific criticism from a man who reads car manuals.”

“Car manuals tell the truth. If something is broken, they say so.”

“Novels say so too.”

“Not soon enough.”

I studied him.

He noticed.

“What?”

“You may actually be a reader.”

“I told you, manuals.”

“No. People who don’t read say they don’t like books. People who do read say they don’t trust them.”

His smile softened.

Not the charming one.

A quieter one.

“I used to read,” he said.

“When?”

“Before.”

Again, the shadow.

Before what?

Before the Air Force?

Before his father left?

Before whatever woman had taught him to distrust romance?

There are so many befores inside a person.

At twenty-four, I believed love meant discovering them.

Later, I learned love also means surviving what you discover.

I came around from behind the desk.

“Follow me.”

He followed.

I felt him behind me as we walked between the shelves. The library was small, only one level, but to me it had always felt like a map of possible lives. Mysteries near the west windows. Biographies against the long wall. Poetry in the quiet aisle nobody entered unless they were either very young or very sad. Romance near the front because Mrs. Jensen said circulation mattered more than dignity.

“What about mysteries?” I asked.

“I like knowing there’s an answer.”

“There usually is.”

“Usually?”

“The good ones leave a bruise.”

He looked down at me.

“You always talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like a librarian in a black-and-white movie.”

I pulled a book from the shelf and handed it to him.

“You always insult people helping you?”

“Only when I’m nervous.”

He said it lightly.

But not entirely.

He looked at the book.

“The Long Goodbye,” he read.

“Raymond Chandler.”

“Is it romance?”

“No.”

“Does someone become better because of a woman?”

“Almost no one becomes better.”

“Sounds honest.”

“It is.”

He turned the book over.

“What’s it about?”

“A private detective. A friend. A betrayal. Los Angeles. Men who drink too much and tell themselves it counts as philosophy.”

“Los Angeles?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking about California.”

I should have heard thunder.

There was none.

Only the hum of the air conditioner and Mrs. Dunleavy’s youngest child making dinosaur noises by the front desk.

“What’s in California?” I asked.

“Sun.”

“We have sun.”

He looked toward the front windows.

“Not like that.”

“You’ve been?”

“Once. Passing through. I remember palm trees and women in sunglasses and everybody acting like they were one good afternoon away from becoming famous.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It sounds possible.”

There it was.

The word that would later haunt me.

Possible.

He held the Chandler book in one hand and looked down the aisle as if California might be shelved somewhere between mystery and biography.

“Do you want to be famous?” I asked.

He laughed.

“No.”

Then, after a pause:

“Maybe.”

I liked that he corrected himself.

Or maybe I liked that he did not know himself completely yet.

There is a difference, but at twenty-four the difference looked romantic.

“What would you do?” I asked. “In California?”

“Work on cars. Maybe planes. Maybe nothing respectable.”

“That narrows it.”

“I’ve been told I have a face for trouble.”

“Who told you that?”

“Women with better instincts than mine.”

I should have put the book back then.

I should have sent him to the circulation desk with a library card application and a polite smile.

Instead, I said, “Trouble is not a profession.”

“Maybe not here.”

“And you think California gives trouble a salary?”

“I think California gives trouble lighting.”

I laughed.

It surprised both of us.

Mrs. Jensen called from the back, “Rose? Did the new tape come in?”

“In the drawer!” I called.

Orlando raised an eyebrow.

“Rose,” he repeated.

Not Rosalind.

Rose.

My name in his mouth became something newly chosen.

That was dangerous too.

I did not know it yet.



He did not have a library card.

Of course he did not.

Men like Orlando Pierce entered libraries as if rules were something that happened to other people.

I brought him back to the desk and gave him the application.

He frowned at it.

“References?”

“It’s a library card, not a bank loan.”

“Then why do you need my phone number?”

“In case you disappear with Chandler.”

“What if I always return what I borrow?”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

He filled it out slowly, in blocky handwriting. I watched his hand move across the page. There was a small scar near his thumb. His nails were rough. He wrote like someone who had learned to make words legible for forms, not beautiful for letters.

Orlando Pierce.

Maple Street.

Mechanic.

No middle initial.

For references, he wrote:

Derek Bell — work

Tom Alvarez — also work

I looked at the form.

“You don’t know anyone outside the garage?”

“I know people.”

“But only mechanics can vouch for your character?”

“They’ve seen me before coffee. That counts.”

I stamped the card and slid it to him.

He took it carefully.

That surprised me too.

Some people take small official things as if they do not matter.

He took the library card as though it were permission.

“You are now responsible for this book,” I said.

“What happens if I’m late?”

“Fines.”

“How much?”

“Enough to shame you, not enough to ruin you.”

“That’s a delicate balance.”

“We try.”

He looked at the card again.

Then at me.

“Thank you, Rose Hart.”

“You’re welcome, Orlando Pierce.”

He tapped the Chandler book against his palm.

“Do I have to read this now, or can I just carry it around and look interesting?”

“Most men do the second.”

“I want to be better than most men.”

The sentence came lightly.

But there was something underneath it.

A wish.

Or a performance of a wish.

I would spend a long time trying to tell the difference.

“You could start by reading the book,” I said.

“That seems manageable.”

He turned to leave, then stopped.

“Do you work tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Is that classified?”

“No. Just an odd question.”

“I thought I might come back.”

“You haven’t left yet.”

“I plan ahead badly.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

He smiled.

The bell rang when he opened the door.

Heat rushed in.

For a second, he stood in the sunlight with Chandler under his arm, and I had the strangest feeling that I was seeing him from far away. Not from across the library, but from years ahead.

As if memory had already begun.

Then he was gone.

And the library returned to itself.

Mostly.



Mrs. Jensen came out from the back office five minutes later with a ribbon of correction tape stuck to her sleeve.

She looked toward the door.

“Who was that?”

“A new patron.”

“Mm.”

Mrs. Jensen’s “mm” could contain entire legal arguments.

“What?” I asked.

“He leaned on the desk.”

“You saw that?”

“I see everything.”

“He borrowed Chandler.”

“That is not a defense.”

“He seemed harmless.”

Mrs. Jensen looked at me over her glasses.

“Men who seem harmless are often the most work.”

I busied myself with the return stack.

“You say that about everyone.”

“Because people keep proving me right.”

Mrs. Jensen had been head librarian for twenty-two years. She was in her late fifties, though I had always thought of her as older because she possessed the moral authority of a courthouse. Her hair was gray, cut short. She wore cardigans even in August. She believed books should be respected, children should be encouraged, and men should not be allowed to believe themselves mysterious for longer than ten minutes.

She had hired me two years earlier, after I finished business courses at the community college and failed to become the kind of woman who wanted to work in an insurance office. The library saved me from fluorescent lights, though it gave me different ones. It also gave me Mrs. Jensen, who corrected my shelving, my punctuation, and occasionally my assumptions about life.

“He was just asking for a book,” I said.

“Men like that are never just asking for a book.”

I glanced toward the door.

Men like that.

I wondered what that meant.

Handsome?

Restless?

Lonely?

Dangerous?

Mrs. Jensen removed the correction tape from her sleeve and placed it in the trash.

“Did he get a card?”

“Yes.”

“Then he has a record now.”

“With the library?”

“With civilization.”

I smiled.

But later, I thought of that.

A library card as a record of civilization.

A small proof that a person intended to return.

That was what borrowing meant.

You took something into your life for a while.

You promised to bring it back.

No one tells you that love begins like that too.



The next day, he returned the book.

Unread.

I knew because the receipt was still inside, exactly where I had placed it.

He set it on the counter with a guilty expression.

“That was fast,” I said.

“I failed.”

“At reading?”

“At Chandler.”

“That’s serious.”

“I got three pages in.”

“And?”

“There were too many sentences worth thinking about.”

“That is usually considered a strength.”

“Not if you’re trying not to think.”

At that, I softened.

I wish I had not.

Or maybe I am glad I did.

He looked tired in the morning light. Not physically tired. Something else. There were faint shadows beneath his eyes, and the charm was there but not turned on fully. Like a radio playing in another room.

“What do you want instead?” I asked.

“Something easier.”

“Car manual?”

“I was hoping not to retreat that far.”

I came around the desk again.

He followed me without being told.

“You don’t have to read things that hurt,” I said.

He looked at me.

“Don’t you?”

I did not answer.

At twenty-four, I had not yet learned how many things would hurt whether I read them or not.

I gave him a collection of short stories instead.

“Start small.”

He took the book.

“Is that your advice generally?”

“No. Generally I overestimate people.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint you immediately.”

“That would be refreshing.”

He grinned.

There it was again.

The smile.

This time, because I had seen it before, it did not startle me.

It did something worse.

It returned.

A thing is more dangerous the second time.

The first time, it surprises you.

The second time, it suggests a pattern.



He came back three times that week.

Once to ask whether short stories were supposed to end “like someone leaving the room without saying goodbye.”

Once to pay a ten-cent fine he did not owe because he had misunderstood the due date.

Once, I suspect, for no reason at all.

By Friday, Mrs. Jensen had begun watching both of us.

By Saturday, Karen knew.

Karen always knew.

She had been my best friend since high school, when she defended me from a girl named Lisa Mercer who said my hair made me look like a depressed saint. Karen told Lisa her personality made her look like a lawsuit. We had been friends ever since.

Karen worked at the pharmacy two blocks away and came to the library on her lunch break carrying a sandwich wrapped in wax paper and an expression full of suspicion.

“Who is he?” she asked before I finished stamping a return.

“Who?”

“Do not insult both of us.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I mean the tall one with the tragic eyebrows who just asked me outside if you were working today.”

My face warmed.

“He asked that?”

“Aha.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means he asked it.”

“He’s a patron.”

“So am I. You don’t make that face when I walk in.”

“What face?”

“The one that says you’re trying to remain literary while your heart behaves like a waitress in a diner.”

“That is not a face.”

“It is on you.”

I shelved a book in the wrong place.

Karen noticed.

She noticed everything embarrassing.

“What’s his name?”

“Orlando Pierce.”

“Oh no.”

“What?”

“That name is either romantic or a felony.”

“His mother liked Shakespeare.”

“Of course she did.”

“He’s harmless.”

Karen took a bite of her sandwich.

“No handsome man named Orlando is harmless.”

“You haven’t even met him properly.”

“I met his type.”

“What type?”

“Mr. Walks Into Rooms Like a Weather Pattern.”

I thought about denying it.

Could not.

Karen sat on the edge of the desk until I glared at her.

“So?” she said.

“So what?”

“Do you like him?”

“I don’t know him.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

The library was quiet around us.

Mrs. Jensen coughed from the back office in a way that suggested she was listening.

“I noticed him,” I said.

Karen nodded solemnly.

“Fatal.”

“You are dramatic.”

“You are doomed.”

“Because I noticed a man?”

“Because you said it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like noticing him required a new religion.”

I laughed despite myself.

Karen smiled, pleased.

Then her face softened.

“Be careful.”

“I haven’t done anything.”

“That’s when people are least careful.”

She finished her sandwich, brushed crumbs from her skirt, and stood.

“I have to go sell cough drops to people pretending they don’t smoke.”

“Thank you for your wisdom.”

“It’s free because you couldn’t afford it.”

At the door, she turned back.

“Rose?”

“What?”

“If he makes you cry, I get to hate him first.”

I smiled.

“Fine.”

She left.

Years later, when Karen sat beside my hospital bed painting my nails and threatening to haunt Orlando if he upset me, I remembered that afternoon. How lightly we had spoken. How easy it had been to imagine heartbreak as something ordinary. Something survivable. A few tears. A friend’s outrage. Ice cream. Time.

We did not know then that some loves do not merely break your heart.

They build a room inside it and never move out.



The first time Orlando asked me for coffee, I said no.

Not because I wanted to.

Because Mrs. Jensen was standing behind him with an armful of biographies and the expression of a woman who believed civilization depended on my answer.

It was Tuesday evening.

The library closed at six.

Orlando came in at five forty-five, which meant he had either planned badly or timed it perfectly.

He returned the short story collection.

“Finished,” he said.

“Congratulations.”

“I understood almost half.”

“That’s enough for most literature.”

“There was one about a man who kept missing trains.”

“Yes.”

“I hated him.”

“Why?”

“Because he acted like missing them was fate when he was just late.”

I looked at him.

He looked back.

Sometimes books find the reader they need.

Even when the reader resents it.

“You got more than half,” I said.

He shrugged.

The library smelled of dust and warm carpet. Outside, the evening sun had turned the windows amber. Mrs. Jensen moved behind us, pretending to straighten the biography display.

Orlando lowered his voice.

“Do you drink coffee?”

“That is a broad question.”

“After work.”

“Usually at home.”

“Would you drink coffee not at home?”

I glanced toward Mrs. Jensen.

She shelved a book with unnecessary force.

“I don’t think so.”

Orlando followed my glance.

“Is she your supervisor or bodyguard?”

“Both.”

“Impressive.”

“She knows where the heavy reference books are.”

“I withdraw the invitation out of respect for my safety.”

I smiled.

He smiled too, but I saw the disappointment before he covered it.

That mattered to me.

Too much.

“Maybe another time,” I said.

His expression changed.

Hope entered it.

Not Hope my daughter, not yet.

Just hope the dangerous thing.

“I’ll hold you to maybe,” he said.

“Maybe is not legally binding.”

“I read manuals. Not law.”

“Convenient.”

Mrs. Jensen appeared beside me.

“Rose, we are closing.”

“Yes.”

Orlando straightened.

“Good night, Mrs. Jensen.”

She looked at him.

“I did not give you my name.”

“It’s on the desk plaque.”

She glanced at the plaque.

“So it is.”

He smiled.

She did not.

“Good night,” he said, wisely retreating.

The bell rang.

Mrs. Jensen watched him go.

“Absolutely not,” she said.

I laughed.

“You don’t even know what he asked.”

“I have an imagination.”

“It was coffee.”

“That is how it begins.”

“What?”

“Complications.”

I turned off the desk lamp.

“Not everything is a complication.”

Mrs. Jensen looked at me with something almost sad in her eyes.

“No,” she said. “But most things worth wanting become one.”



Another time came that Friday.

I said yes.

I told myself it was because Mrs. Jensen had left early for a dental appointment and therefore civilization had temporarily relaxed its standards.

Really, I said yes because Orlando stood at the desk holding a book of poetry upside down.

“You’re holding that wrong,” I said.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I wanted to see if you would correct me.”

“That’s childish.”

“It worked.”

“Do you need something?”

“Coffee.”

“That isn’t shelved here.”

“I checked.”

I looked at him.

He looked nervous.

Actually nervous.

That moved me more than the smile ever had.

“All right,” I said.

He blinked.

“All right?”

“Coffee.”

“Now?”

“When I finish closing.”

“I can wait.”

“I assumed.”

He waited outside on the bench while I closed the library. I watched him through the window as I turned off lights and checked the back door. He sat with his elbows on his knees, looking down at his hands. Without an audience, his face changed. The charm rested. The loneliness came forward.

I almost stayed inside.

There are moments when life gives you a chance to remain safe.

They do not announce themselves.

They simply wait for you to choose.

I took my purse from the drawer, locked the front door, and stepped into the warm evening.

Orlando stood.

“Still yes?” he asked.

“Still yes.”

“Good. I was preparing a dignified exit.”

“What would that look like?”

“Walking away very slowly, then tripping over the curb.”

“I’m sorry to miss it.”

“You may still get the chance.”

We walked to a diner two blocks away called Marlene’s, though no one named Marlene had owned it in years. The booths were red vinyl. The coffee was bitter. The waitress called every man “hon” and every woman “sweetheart,” which made everyone seem either young or doomed.

We sat across from each other near the window.

For a moment, neither of us knew what to do.

The library had given us roles.

Patron.

Librarian.

Book recommender.

Desk leaner.

Here, we were only a man and woman with coffee coming.

That was much more dangerous.

“So,” he said.

“So.”

“You always this talkative outside work?”

“I was about to ask you.”

“I’m better with props.”

“Like books held upside down?”

“Exactly.”

The waitress brought coffee.

Orlando added too much sugar.

I noticed.

He noticed me noticing.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You disapprove.”

“Of sugar?”

“Of weakness.”

“I work in a library. Weakness keeps circulation alive.”

He laughed.

Then looked out the window.

A group of teenagers passed on bicycles. One had a radio tied to the handlebars, music crackling into the warm evening.

“You grew up here?” he asked.

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“My father left when I was little. My mother and I moved twice before landing here.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“Does that make it less true?”

I looked at him.

The question was too perceptive.

I changed the subject.

“You said your father liked leaving.”

His smile faded.

“I did say that.”

“You don’t have to answer.”

“I know.”

He stirred his coffee though the sugar had dissolved.

“He left when I was ten.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”

I smiled sadly.

He noticed the echo.

“Fair.”

“Do you see him?”

“No.”

“Do you want to?”

“No.”

Then:

“Sometimes.”

I liked the correction again.

The honesty after the performance.

“He just left?” I asked.

“One day he was there. Then he wasn’t. No big scene. No dramatic goodbye. My mother said he needed time. Then time became years. He sent two birthday cards. One had five dollars in it.”

His voice stayed light.

Too light.

“I spent the five dollars on model glue and ruined the kitchen table.”

“Good.”

He looked at me.

“Good?”

“Tables can be refinished. Abandonment should cost someone furniture.”

He laughed, startled.

The laugh became something else, something close to gratitude.

“I never thought of it that way.”

“You should.”

He looked at me for a long moment.

“What about your father?”

I wrapped both hands around my coffee cup.

“Mine left more politely. Divorce papers. Weekend visits for a while. Then fewer. Then Christmas phone calls. Then cards signed with his full name, as if I might confuse him with another father.”

Orlando winced.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.”

There was quiet between us then.

Not awkward.

It should have been.

Instead, it felt like a room we had accidentally found and both recognized.

Outside, the light faded.

Inside, the diner filled with dinner noise.

Silverware.

Conversation.

The bell over the door.

The hiss of the coffee machine.

“So we are both children of vanishing men,” Orlando said.

“Apparently.”

“That sounds like a club nobody should join.”

“Membership is automatic.”

“Benefits?”

“Suspicion. Self-reliance. Overdeveloped apology reflex.”

“Fear of becoming them.”

I looked at him.

He looked down.

There it was.

The truth beneath the charm.

The thing that would one day stand between us like a locked door.

“I don’t want to be like him,” he said.

“You aren’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No.”

He looked up.

“You agree too easily.”

“I try not to lie on first coffee.”

“Is this first coffee?”

“Yes.”

“How many coffees before lying becomes acceptable?”

“Three.”

“Good to know.”

He smiled, but the conversation had changed. We had shown each other something. Not everything. Just enough to become responsible for what we had seen.

That is how intimacy begins.

Not with touch.

With information.

With the small handing over of a wound.



After coffee, he walked me back to the library lot where my car waited.

The sky had turned violet. Streetlights hummed awake. Somewhere a dog barked. The evening smelled of gasoline, cut grass, and fried onions from the diner.

My car was a pale blue Ford that started most mornings with encouragement and one mild threat.

“This is yours?” Orlando asked.

“Don’t insult her.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were preparing to.”

“I respect all machines.”

“She has character.”

“She has rust.”

“Character.”

He crouched near the front tire and looked under the fender.

“You need new brake pads soon.”

“You can tell by looking?”

“I can tell by the sound it made when you pulled in earlier.”

“You heard that?”

“I listen to machines.”

“Do they talk back?”

“More clearly than people.”

I leaned against the driver’s door.

“You could have said I should bring it to your shop and taken my money.”

He stood.

“I could.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because then you’d think I asked you to coffee for business.”

“Didn’t you?”

“No.”

The answer came softly.

The air changed again.

Not dramatically.

Only enough.

He was standing close, but not too close. His hands were in his pockets. The streetlight caught one side of his face, leaving the other in shadow.

“I had a good time,” he said.

“That sounds surprised.”

“I was.”

“So was I.”

“Good surprised?”

“Yes.”

The word came before I could make it safer.

He smiled, but not with triumph.

With relief.

“I want to ask you something,” he said.

“You already asked me for coffee.”

“I want to ask again before I lose my nerve.”

“You lose your nerve?”

“Constantly. I hide it with posture.”

“That explains a lot.”

“Dinner,” he said.

“When?”

“Tomorrow?”

“That is soon.”

“I plan badly.”

“So you’ve said.”

“And I’m impatient.”

“That I inferred.”

“I can wait if you want.”

Could he?

Perhaps.

But not forever.

Nothing in Orlando was built for forever then.

“All right,” I said.

Again, he blinked like he did not trust good fortune.

“All right?”

“Dinner.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll pick you up.”

“No.”

He looked startled.

“No?”

“I’ll meet you.”

“Why?”

“Because I have good instincts.”

He laughed.

“Do you?”

“I’m developing them.”

“Where?”

“Under Mrs. Jensen’s supervision.”

“Then I respect them.”

“Seven.”

“At Marlene’s?”

“Absolutely not. First coffee can be bad. First dinner should try harder.”

He thought.

“There’s an Italian place on Cedar.”

“Does it have tablecloths?”

“Yes.”

“Real ones?”

“Probably.”

“Seven.”

“Seven,” he repeated.

He looked as if he wanted to kiss me.

He did not.

That was wise.

Or lucky.

Instead, he opened my car door.

“Brake pads,” he said.

“Dinner,” I said.

“Both important.”

“One more than the other.”

“Depends on whether you want to stop.”

I got into the car.

He closed the door and stepped back.

The engine started on the second try, which I considered generous.

As I pulled away, I saw him in the rearview mirror standing under the streetlight, hands in his pockets, watching me go.

There are moments that seem ordinary until life returns to them with a candle.

That was one.

A man under a streetlight.

A summer evening.

A car with bad brakes.

A woman driving home with her heart behaving like it had been given news before the rest of her.



My mother was awake when I got home.

Of course she was.

She sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and the newspaper open in front of her, though it was clear she had not been reading. My mother could make waiting look like an administrative task.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I’m twenty-four.”

“That is not a time.”

“I had coffee.”

“With Karen?”

“No.”

She folded the newspaper.

Slowly.

The way a judge might fold a verdict.

“With whom?”

“A man from the library.”

“A patron?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of man?”

“The kind who reads Chandler badly.”

“Rose.”

“His name is Orlando.”

Her expression changed very slightly.

Mothers do not need much information to begin worrying.

“Orlando what?”

“Pierce.”

“Where does he work?”

“At a garage.”

“Does he have family here?”

“I don’t know.”

“You had coffee with a man and don’t know if he has family here?”

“It wasn’t an interview.”

“It should have been.”

I poured myself water to avoid her eyes.

My mother had been beautiful once in the way women in old photographs are beautiful: carefully, almost formally. By 1984, she was still beautiful, but practical life had sharpened her. She wore her hair pinned back. She worked part-time at the school office and full-time at worrying about me. She believed in clean kitchens, paid bills, and men proving themselves by doing boring things consistently.

This made Orlando immediately suspicious.

“He asked me to dinner,” I said.

“Already?”

“It’s dinner, not a mortgage.”

“Men reveal themselves in how quickly they ask for things.”

“He asked politely.”

“That is how they start.”

I sighed.

“Mother.”

She looked at me then.

Really looked.

Some of the sternness faded.

“You like him.”

I could have denied it.

I did not.

“I don’t know him.”

“That is not what I said.”

I sat across from her.

The kitchen light buzzed softly above us. Outside, moths tapped against the screen. The house smelled faintly of lemon dish soap and toast.

“He seems...” I searched for the word.

Charming was too easy.

Handsome too shallow.

Sad too intimate.

“Restless,” I said.

My mother’s face tightened.

“Restless men are dangerous to women who want homes.”

“I didn’t say I wanted a home with him.”

“No. You said restless as if it were a poem.”

I looked down.

She reached across the table and touched my hand.

That was rare.

My mother’s affection often came disguised as instructions.

“I am not telling you not to see him,” she said.

“You’re not?”

“I am telling you to notice whether he can sit still.”

I thought of Orlando in the diner, stirring sugar into coffee, talking about his father leaving.

“He might be learning,” I said.

My mother’s eyes saddened.

“Do not become a school, Rosie.”

Rosie.

She used the child-name when she wanted to reach me beneath argument.

“I won’t,” I said.

I meant it.

That is one of the cruelest things about youth.

We often mean what we say.

We simply do not yet know what it will require.



Dinner happened.

Then another dinner.

Then a walk by the lake.

Then Orlando at the library, no longer pretending he came only for books.

Then Karen meeting him and declaring afterward that he was “exactly as dangerous as advertised but unfortunately funny.”

Then my mother meeting him and saying only, “He has sad eyes,” which from her was not approval but recognition.

The summer opened around us.

June became July.

The library filled with children earning paper stars for reading books. Orlando began stopping by after work, smelling faintly of oil and soap. Sometimes he returned books. Sometimes he asked for recommendations. Sometimes he stood at the desk and said nothing useful while I pretended to work.

He read slowly, but he read.

Not everything.

Not always.

But enough.

Chandler defeated him less severely the second time.

He liked stories about men who wanted to be better but did not entirely know how.

I tried not to notice.

One afternoon, he came in with a cut on his knuckle and grease on his forearm.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Car disagreed with me.”

“Did you win?”

“Temporarily.”

I brought a bandage from the first-aid drawer.

He held out his hand.

I cleaned the cut.

It was nothing.

A small wound.

But touching someone for the first time is never nothing.

His hand was warm.

Still.

He watched my face while I worked.

“You’re very serious,” he said.

“You’re bleeding in a public institution.”

“I’ll try to show more respect.”

“You should.”

I wrapped the bandage around his knuckle.

“There.”

He flexed his hand.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Our hands remained close for one second too long.

Mrs. Jensen dropped a book loudly behind us.

We separated.

Orlando looked toward the sound.

“Subtle woman.”

“She has excellent timing.”

“She terrifies me.”

“Good.”

He smiled.

Later that day, I found a note tucked into the return slot.

No envelope.

Just a piece of paper folded once.

Rose,

I finished the story about the man missing trains. You were right. He was late, not doomed. I am trying to learn the difference.

— Orlando

I kept that note.

For years.

In the top drawer of my desk.

Later, after the diagnosis, after the rings, after Hope, I would find it again and understand why it had mattered.

He had told me the whole story right there.

He was trying to learn the difference between fate and choice.

Between being doomed and being late.

Between missing the train and refusing to arrive.

And I, foolish or loving or both, believed trying would be enough.



The night I began to fall in love with him was not dramatic.

No fireworks yet.

No music.

No kiss under rain.

It happened in the library after closing.

A thunderstorm had come through suddenly, violent and warm, sending people running beneath newspapers and jackets. The power flickered once, then held. Mrs. Jensen left early because her basement sometimes flooded. I stayed to finish the return cart and wait for the rain to slow.

At six-fifteen, there was a knock on the glass door.

Orlando stood outside, soaked.

I unlocked the door.

“What are you doing?”

“Bringing this back.”

He held up a book, wrapped in his jacket.

“You came out in a storm to return a book?”

“It was due.”

“It could have waited.”

“You said fines shame a man.”

“Not during severe weather.”

“I didn’t know there was a weather exception.”

He stepped inside, dripping onto the mat.

His hair was plastered to his forehead. His shirt clung to him. He looked ridiculous and pleased with himself.

I took the book.

It was dry.

He had wrapped it carefully.

“Orlando.”

“What?”

“You protected the book better than yourself.”

“It wasn’t mine.”

I looked at him.

The sentence entered me quietly.

It wasn’t mine.

Borrowed things mattered because they had to be returned unharmed.

If only he had understood that about hearts sooner.

But that is not fair to say from the future.

That night, he was only a wet man in a library, shivering slightly, proud that he had saved a book from rain.

I got him a towel from the storage closet.

He dried his hair while I checked in the book.

Thunder rolled overhead.

The library lights flickered.

For one moment, the room went dim, then bright again.

“You should wait until it slows,” I said.

“Trying to keep me here?”

“Trying to keep you from being struck by lightning.”

“Both are noble.”

I made tea with the electric kettle Mrs. Jensen kept in the break room.

We sat at the reading table near the front windows while rain hammered the sidewalk outside.

He held the mug with both hands.

“You like it here,” he said.

“The library?”

“Yes.”

“I love it.”

“Why?”

I looked around.

At the shelves.

The quiet tables.

The children’s drawings.

The cart of returned books waiting to be placed back where they belonged.

“Because everything here has somewhere to go.”

He considered that.

“Even if it gets lost?”

“Especially then.”

He nodded slowly.

“I like that.”

“What do you like?”

“Engines.”

“That’s not surprising.”

“And roads.”

“Also not surprising.”

“And old radio songs.”

“That is slightly more charming.”

“And the moment before a plane takes off.”

I looked at him.

“Why?”

“Because everyone has to trust it. The machine. The pilot. The air. Their own decision to be there.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

“It is.”

“Then why like it?”

“Because for a few seconds, fear and possibility feel the same.”

There he was again.

Possible.

I should have feared that word.

Instead, I felt it too.

The rain made the windows silver.

The library smelled of wet pavement and tea.

Orlando looked across the table at me, no smile now, no performance.

“Rose,” he said.

“Yes?”

“I’m glad I came in that day.”

“For Chandler?”

“No.”

I looked down at my tea.

My heart moved.

Not fast.

Deep.

As if something inside me had shifted from one shelf to another and now belonged somewhere new.

“I’m glad too,” I said.

The rain covered the silence that followed.

He did not kiss me.

Not then.

He only looked at me as if he had discovered a room inside himself and found me already there.

That was enough.

More than enough.

It was the beginning.



Years later, people would ask when I knew I loved him.

No one actually asked.

That is another thing grief invents: imagined conversations where someone gives you the dignity of explaining yourself.

But I answered anyway, silently, many times.

Was it the first smile?

No.

The first coffee?

No.

The storm?

Almost.

I think I began loving Orlando Pierce in pieces.

A laugh here.

A confession there.

His hand held out for a bandage.

A dry book in a wet jacket.

A note about trains.

His face when he admitted he was afraid of becoming his father.

The way he said my name like he had found something gentler than what he deserved.

Love did not arrive as a lightning strike.

It accumulated.

Like library fines.

Small amounts at first.

Manageable.

Then one day you look down and realize you owe more than you can pay.

That was how I loved him.

Gradually.

Then completely.

Then beyond reason.

And because this is my story, and because I do not want to lie to you, I must say this too:

Even knowing everything that came after, I cannot wish away the day he walked into the library.

I have tried.

In the hospital, when pain made me mean.

In the care center, when Orlando spoke of Hollywood because he could not bear the truth.

In the final hours, when Hope breathed beside me and I understood I would not get to see her grow.

I tried to imagine a life where the bell rang that June afternoon and I did not look up.

A life where Orlando Pierce asked Mrs. Jensen for a book instead of me.

A life where he never smiled.

A life where I stayed safe.

But safety is not the same as life.

And love, even doomed love, leaves evidence that it existed.

Hope was evidence.

The blue notebook.

The library card.

The silver ring.

The gold one.

The way my mother learned to forgive him without saying she had.

The way Karen kept calling.

The way Orlando finally learned that staying was not a place but a choice made again and again.

All of that began with a bell above a library door.

A hot afternoon.

A man asking for a book not about people falling in love.

And me, young enough to smile back.

Young enough to believe there would be time.
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Chapter 2 — Summer of Angels
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The summer Orlando Pierce came into my life, everyone in town seemed to be looking upward.

That was not a metaphor yet.

It became one later.

At the time, it was only because the church on Maple Avenue had hired a painter to repair the mural above the sanctuary doors, and for three weeks a man named Mr. Bellini stood on scaffolding touching up angels who had been fading since before I was born.

Their wings had gone gray.

Their faces had cracked.

One angel’s hand had vanished entirely beneath water damage, leaving him reaching toward heaven with a wrist and no fingers.

My mother said it was disrespectful.

Karen said even angels probably got tired of holding poses for seventy years.

Mrs. Jensen said the church should have paid for proper preservation instead of “letting sentiment do structural work,” which was the kind of sentence only Mrs. Jensen could say with complete seriousness.

I did not think much about the angels at first.

They were simply there, watching over Maple Avenue with their repaired faces and their gold-tipped wings.

But that summer, I walked beneath them more often than usual.

To the library.

To Marlene’s.

To the lake.

To dinner with Orlando.

To places I had walked my whole life and suddenly saw differently because he was beside me.

That is what the beginning of love does.

It does not create the world.

It revises it.

The drugstore windows become brighter.

The cracked sidewalk becomes a path.

A diner booth becomes historic.

Even a church mural with water-damaged angels begins to feel like an omen, though you would never admit that aloud, not if you had any dignity left.

I had some dignity then.

Not much.

Enough to pretend I was not waiting for Orlando every afternoon.

Enough to pretend the library doorbell did not affect my pulse.

Enough to tell Karen, “He’s just interesting.”

Karen said, “So is a house fire.”

She was not wrong.



Our first real dinner took place at a little Italian restaurant on Cedar Street that had red tablecloths, Chianti bottles with candles in them, and a painted mural of Venice that looked suspiciously like Duluth with gondolas.

Orlando arrived five minutes early.

I arrived exactly on time because my mother had said arriving early made a woman look eager and arriving late made a woman look theatrical.

“What should I look like?” I asked her.

“Employed,” she said.

So I arrived at seven sharp wearing a blue cotton dress and low heels, with my hair pinned back and my stomach behaving as if it had joined a marching band.

Orlando stood when I came in.

Actually stood.

That should not have moved me as much as it did.

But it did.

There are gestures that are not grand, only rare enough to look like grace.

“You came,” he said.

“I said I would.”

“I’m learning to trust that.”

“You’ve known me eight days.”

“Some people make time more efficient.”

“That sounds like something you invented in the car.”

“It sounded better there.”

He looked nervous again.

Good nervous.

The kind that made his charm less polished and more human.

I liked the suit jacket he wore, though it did not quite fit him. It was dark brown and a little too broad at the shoulders, probably borrowed or bought years earlier for an occasion he had tried to survive. He wore no tie. His shirt was clean. His hair had been combed, then immediately rebelled.

“You look nice,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“I was going to say beautiful, but I thought that might be too much.”

“It is.”

“I’ll save it.”

“For when?”

“When I have earned too much.”

I sat before he could see how much I liked that.

The waiter brought water and menus.

Orlando studied his menu as if it contained technical diagrams.

“You don’t come here often,” I said.

“That obvious?”

“You look alarmed by pasta.”

“I usually eat standing up.”

“That is tragic.”

“It saves time.”

“For what?”

He paused.

I noticed how often he paused before truth.

Not always.

Sometimes he threw truth carelessly onto the table like loose change.

Other times he approached it as if it might explode.

“For leaving,” he said.

I should have asked what he meant.

Instead, I looked down at the menu.

Youth often mistakes avoidance for delicacy.

“I recommend the lasagna,” I said.

“Do you?”

“I’ve never had it.”

“Then why recommend it?”

“Because someone at the next table has it and seems emotionally convinced.”

He looked.

A woman in pearls was eating lasagna with the focus of someone forgiving her husband.

“Good enough for me,” Orlando said.

He ordered the lasagna.

I ordered spaghetti because I was too anxious to be original.

For a while, we spoke of safe things.

The library.

The garage.

The weather.

The summer festival coming up at the lake.

The fact that Karen had already judged him.

“She called me Mr. Weather Pattern,” he said.

“She told you that?”

“She said it to my face.”

“That means she likes you.”

“What does she say to people she dislikes?”

“Less.”

He smiled.

“And Mrs. Jensen?”

“She thinks you are a complication.”

“She may be the wisest person in town.”

“She usually is.”

“And your mother?”

I took a sip of water.

He noticed.

“My mother thinks restless men are dangerous to women who want homes.”

He set down his fork, though the food had not arrived.

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Want a home?”

The question was too large for a first dinner.

It arrived in the little restaurant and sat between the water glasses like a third person.

I could have made a joke.

I did not.

“Yes,” I said.

His face changed.

Not away from me.

Inward.

“I do too,” he said.

I almost believed him without complication.

Almost.

“You say that like it surprises you,” I said.

“It does.”

“Why?”

He leaned back.

The candle on our table flickered between us.

“When I was a kid, I thought home was a place people stayed because they wanted to. Then my father left, and I thought home was a place people escaped. Then I joined the Air Force and learned home was whatever address got your mail forwarded.”

“And now?”

He looked at me.

“Now I think maybe it’s a person who notices when you hold a poetry book upside down.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

“That is a terrible definition.”

“It’s a working draft.”

“Needs revision.”

“I came to the right woman.”

The food arrived.

The lasagna was excellent.

The spaghetti was ordinary.

Orlando insisted on trading plates halfway through, which should have annoyed me but did not. He said the lasagna seemed “too committed” and the spaghetti had “lower expectations.” I told him that was the most Orlando Pierce thing he had said since I met him.

He looked pleased by that.

As if being known, even a little, was a gift.

After dinner, he walked me to my car.

The night had cooled.

The sky was dark blue, and the streetlights made soft circles on the sidewalk. From somewhere down the block came the sound of a radio playing through an open window.

At my car, he did not immediately say goodbye.

Neither did I.

“That went well,” he said.

“That depends on your standards.”

“My standards are low but sincere.”

“Then yes.”

He laughed softly.

I leaned against the car door.

“You can ask,” I said.

He looked startled.

“Ask what?”

“If you can kiss me.”

His expression went completely blank for one second.

Then he laughed once, nervously.

“I was trying to decide if asking ruined it.”

“Not asking might ruin it more.”

“That sounds like library wisdom.”

“It is.”

He stepped closer.

Not too close.

Just enough.

“Can I kiss you, Rose?”

“Yes.”

The first kiss was not the best kiss of my life.

People lie about first kisses.

They turn them into music.

This one was careful, slightly awkward, and too brief because we were both afraid of wanting too much too quickly.

But when he pulled back, he rested his forehead near mine without quite touching it.

That was the part I remembered.

The almost.

The restraint.

The breath between us.

“I wanted to do that since you insulted my reading habits,” he said.

“That was very early.”

“I’m efficient too.”

I laughed.

Then I drove home with my mouth still feeling changed.

My mother was asleep when I got in.

Or pretending to be.

The kitchen light had been left on.

A note sat on the table.

Soup in refrigerator. Do not mistake charm for character. Love, Mom.

I stood there in my blue dress, kissed for the first time by Orlando Pierce, and laughed so quietly I nearly cried.



After that, the summer gained speed.

I do not mean that every day was extraordinary.

Most were not.

That is what made them dangerous.

Extraordinary days announce themselves.

Ordinary days disguise transformation as routine.

Orlando came by the library after work.

Sometimes he had grease on his wrists.

Sometimes he had changed shirts first, which I knew because his hair was still damp from washing at the garage sink.

He began returning books on time.

Not always read completely, but respected.

Mrs. Jensen pretended not to be impressed.

Karen pretended not to be curious.

My mother pretended not to watch from the window when he picked me up.

Everyone pretended something.

That is how communities survive romance.

They assign themselves roles and deny their investment.

Orlando and I took walks by the lake.

We ate hamburgers wrapped in paper.

We sat on benches until mosquitoes forced us home.

He told me about engines and I told him about books.

He admitted he had once tried to write a song.

I demanded proof.

He refused.

I told him refusing proof was the same as confession.

He said librarians were dangerous under questioning.

One evening, we drove with no destination because he said sometimes a car needed to move without being asked to accomplish anything.

I told him people did too.

He looked at me then, one hand on the wheel, the other resting near the gearshift.

“You believe that?”

“Some days.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” he said.

“What?”

“Move without escaping.”

I watched the road ahead.

The sky was pink at the edges, and the fields outside town stretched green and gold beneath the lowering sun.

“Maybe you start by coming back,” I said.

“To where?”

“To wherever you left from.”

He did not answer.

But later, when he brought me home, he parked at the curb and turned off the engine.

“I came back tonight,” he said.

It was a small thing.

A sentence that could have been ordinary.

But it entered me like a promise.

I touched his hand.

“Yes,” I said. “You did.”



The town festival happened the second weekend in July.

It had an official name, something involving heritage and lake days, but everyone simply called it the summer festival.

There were booths along the park path, a Ferris wheel that appeared every year looking less safe and more beloved, a bandstand near the water, games for children, pie contests, a used book sale sponsored by the library, and fireworks after dark.

I had worked the library booth since I was seventeen.

Mrs. Jensen believed it was important to bring books “to where people are pretending not to need them.” We sold donated paperbacks for a quarter, hardcovers for fifty cents, and old encyclopedias for whatever amount guilt could extract from nostalgic parents.

That year, Orlando offered to help carry boxes.

Mrs. Jensen eyed him as if he had volunteered to defuse a bomb.

“Books are heavier than they look,” she said.

“I work on engines.”

“Engines do not have Dewey Decimal numbers.”

“No, ma’am.”

He carried the boxes anyway.

Carefully.

That impressed her more than charm would have.

He did not toss them or stack them badly. He lifted each box, asked where she wanted it, and placed it there. When Tommy Bell, Mr. Bellini’s grandson, dropped a stack of children’s books, Orlando knelt and helped him pick them up without making the boy feel foolish.

Mrs. Jensen watched from behind the table.

Her expression did not change.

But when Orlando walked away, she said, “He may be trainable.”

From Mrs. Jensen, that was practically a blessing.

Karen arrived wearing white sunglasses and carrying lemonade.

“Look at him,” she said, nodding toward Orlando as he carried another box.

“I am not looking.”

“You are looking spiritually.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means you’re pretending with your face but not your soul.”

“He’s helping.”

“He’s performing competence. Men know we weaken at displays of usefulness.”

“He is useful.”

“That’s worse.”

Orlando set down the box and came over.

“Talking about me?”

“Absolutely,” Karen said.

“I appreciate honesty.”

“Don’t. I weaponize it.”

“I sensed that.”

Karen handed him a lemonade.

“You may live.”

“For now?”

“For now.”

He looked at me.

“I feel welcomed.”

“You should not,” I said.

By afternoon, the park had filled with people.

Children ran between booths with painted faces and sticky hands. The air smelled of popcorn, lake water, hot dogs, sunscreen, and grass trampled by celebration. The Ferris wheel turned slowly against a bright blue sky. Music drifted from the bandstand, first polka, then country, then a local group brave enough to attempt Springsteen.

Orlando bought me a paper fan because I was pretending not to be hot.

I bought him a used copy of The Old Man and the Sea because he said fishing was just waiting with equipment.

“You’ll hate it,” I said.

“Then why buy it?”

“Because some books are good for a person even when they are annoying.”

“That sounds like people too.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the book.

“Do I remind you of an old fisherman?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“You remind me of the sea.”

That silenced him.

I had not meant to say it.

Not aloud.

But it was true.

He was beautiful and changeable and full of weather. He could carry sunlight on his surface while hiding wrecks beneath it. He made people want to cross him without promising they would survive.

His face softened.

“Is that good?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He nodded.

Instead of making a joke, he took my hand.

In the middle of the park.

In front of Karen, Mrs. Jensen, my mother’s friends, half the town, children, dogs, and three old men arguing over kettle corn.

He took my hand.

As if it were simple.

As if he were not afraid.

As if I were not afraid either.

I let him.

That was the first time I understood there are public and private forms of falling in love.

A kiss in the dark belongs to two people.

A hand held in daylight asks the world to witness.



My mother came to the festival after dinner.

I saw her before she saw me, walking along the path in a pale blouse, carrying her purse in the crook of her arm as if the park were a courthouse.

Beside me, Orlando straightened.

“Your mother,” he said.

“You sound like an air raid siren.”

“I fear her.”

“Good.”

“She knows that.”

“She counts on it.”

My mother reached us and looked first at me, then at our joined hands, then at Orlando.

“Mrs. Hart,” he said.

“Orlando.”

She had never called him Mr. Pierce.

That was a decision.

Not warm.

Not hostile.

Personal enough to be dangerous.

“Are you enjoying the festival?” I asked her.

“I came for the pie contest.”

“You don’t like pie contests.”

“I came to inspect the pie contest.”

Orlando said, “That sounds more serious.”

“It is.”

He smiled.

My mother did not.

But I saw the corner of her mouth betray her.

“Are you coming to fireworks?” I asked.

“I may.”

“Sit with us.”

She looked toward the lake, then back at Orlando.

“I don’t want to interrupt.”

“You’re not.”

Orlando said, “Please join us.”

My mother studied him.

“Do you always say the right thing?”

“No, ma’am. I’m trying it tonight.”

That got her.

Barely.

A small smile.

Then she looked at me, and something passed between us.

Warning.

Permission.

Fear.

Love.

Mothers speak in whole paragraphs with their eyes.
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