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Chapter 1 · The Thistles
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She thought she had stopped thinking about him.

She'd checked. Multiple times. State championship on the news—no spike. Football mentioned in a café—she didn't even turn her head. The dreams had thinned from every night to every week to the kind of thing you don't notice you've stopped having until one morning you wake up and try to remember the color of someone's eyes and can't.

So. Fine. Done. She was fine.

Then the doorbell rang, and Lily Dawson's scissors stopped halfway through a stem of baby's breath.

She didn't look up. She knew those boots on the wooden floor. Not the sound—the weight. Left foot heavier than the right, an old knee injury from college, the left lace tied with a double knot because it came undone otherwise. Five autumns since she'd heard that weight on any floor, and her body remembered before her brain did. The hair on her arms rose. She kept her eyes on the baby's breath. The stem was starting to bend in her grip.

The air in the shop shifted. He brought outside with him—cool spring air, the mineral smell of damp pavement, something else she didn't want to name. The shop always smelled of cut stems and cool water and the faint sweetness of whatever was blooming. Now it also smelled of him, and that was unacceptable.

She looked up. Her face didn't move. Her left hand, under the counter, pressed flat against her thigh.

"What can I get you."

Not a question. A statement with a period at the end.

"Anything."

His voice. Lower. Or maybe she'd just forgotten. She'd tried to forget. She'd tried very hard, for a very long time, and the fact that she couldn't place the exact shade of his voice anymore was something she'd counted as a victory. Now the victory was gone. Just like that. Five years of work undone by a doorbell.

She turned. The thistles were in the corner bucket. Her hand found them without permission, the way a hand finds a light switch in a dark room it used to live in. Purple-grey, spiked, unapologetic. She wrapped them in brown paper, tied twine. Her fingers moved the way they always moved—quick, competent, the hands of someone who had wrapped ten thousand flowers. But she noticed, with a small distant part of her brain, that she was wrapping these thistles more carefully than she'd wrapped anything all week. The paper folded neater at the corners. The twine was exactly centered. She noticed herself doing this and couldn't stop.

"That'll be twelve dollars."

She held out the bouquet. Her left hand was visible now, the back of it toward him. On the ring finger, just below the knuckle, was a faint patch of skin—smoother than the rest, slightly paler, the ghost of something that used to be there. She'd stopped wearing the promise ring six months after he left. The callus it had worn into her finger over two years had taken another two years to fade. She'd watched it disappear with a feeling she'd never named. It wasn't relief. It wasn't grief. It was like watching a bruise heal—you don't notice it changing day to day, and then one day you look and it's gone, and you can't remember when it stopped hurting.

She didn't know if he saw the patch of pale skin. She didn't look at his face to check.

He paid. He didn't ask what the thistles meant. She didn't explain.

He walked to the door. Stopped. Reached into his pocket—left pocket, the one he'd always kept his wallet in, she noticed herself remembering this and filed it under things I don't need to know—and placed something on the counter. A ticket stub, worn soft at the edges from being carried against a body. One word in black ink, the letters pressed hard into the paper, the handwriting slightly uneven, the L tilted a little to the left because he'd always held a pen too tight:

Lily.

She saw the word. She saw his right hand—middle finger stained faintly grey, the kind of stain that never quite washes out, the mark of someone who writes on his own skin. She saw the ink embedded in the creases of his knuckle, permanent as a scar. She filed that under things I don't need to know too, and the file was getting very full.

He didn't look back. The doorbell chimed. He was gone.

She waited. One breath. Two. The shop settled back into silence. The thistles lay on the counter where he'd left them. The ticket stub was in her hand—she didn't remember picking it up. She turned it over. Nothing on the back. She thought about his right hand, the grey stain on the middle finger, how long ink took to fade from skin, what he might have written there this morning, yesterday, last week.

She put the stub under the cash register. She put the thistles in the back corner, behind the tall gladiolus stems, where no one would see them.

At five forty-five, she watered the plants before closing. She moved through the shop in her usual order—ferns first, then the bucket roses, then the mixed arrangements in the cooler. When she got to the back corner, she found herself standing in front of the thistles. The soil was dark and wet. She'd already watered them. She stood there, the watering can heavy in her hand, and tried to remember doing it. She couldn't find the memory anywhere. It was like a small black gap in her afternoon.

She thought of her father. The way he'd looked at her across the breakfast table on a Tuesday in April—That's a beautiful dress you're wearing today—and by dinner he was gone. No note, no call, no explanation that ever made sense. Just the shape of his absence where his car used to be in the driveway. For years she'd replayed that morning, looking for the clue she must have missed. The way his voice sounded. Whether he hesitated before kissing her mother goodbye. Whether beautiful dress was a code for goodbye. She never found anything. There was nothing to find. He was there and then he wasn't, and the only lesson available was: beautiful mornings mean nothing. Compliments mean nothing. The people you love can be standing in front of you one moment and gone the next, and you will never see it coming, so don't bother looking. Just be ready.

She put the watering can down. Took the ticket stub from under the register—she'd left it there all day, knowing it was there, working around it—and held it in her palm. The paper was thin, warm from the afternoon sun that came through the front window. She could feel the worn edges catching on the lines of her palm.

She walked to the door. Locked it. The bolt slid home with a familiar click, metal on metal.

Then she locked it again.

The second lock was a habit so old she no longer noticed it. But tonight she noticed. Tonight she stood with her hand still on the deadbolt and felt the click echo up through her fingers and into her wrist, and she thought: I don't know when I started doing this. I don't know how long I've been double-locking a door that only needs one lock. She thought: I watered thistles I don't remember watering. She thought: He still ties his left boot with a double knot.

She walked home through streets that were still wet from the afternoon rain. The pavement smelled like stone and water and the faint green of new leaves. She didn't look toward Elm Street. She kept her eyes forward and her hand around the ticket stub in her coat pocket, and when she got home she didn't turn on the lights.

She sat on the edge of her bed in the dark.

You're fine, she told herself. You've been fine for years. One afternoon doesn't undo fine.

But the thistles were watered. And his boot had the same knot. And she was sitting in the dark holding a piece of paper with her own name on it, written in ink by a hand she used to hold.

She lay down in her clothes. The streetlight outside clicked off at dawn, and she hadn't slept at all.
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Three days later, the café.

Lily was picking up her usual—black coffee, no room—when she heard the door open and knew, without turning, who had walked in. She didn't believe in signs or fate or any of the things her customers sometimes asked her to put into bouquets. But she knew the way the air in a room could change when a specific person entered it, and the air in Grace's café had just rearranged itself around a pair of boots with a double-knotted left lace.

He was in line. She was at the counter. The space between them was maybe twelve feet and also five years, and neither of them spoke.

"Lily." Meg materialized at her elbow, coffee in one hand, a look of calculated innocence on her face. Meg Thompson had been Lily's friend for three years—the newest of her small circle, and the most persistent. She was a first-grade teacher with a gift for noticing things people wanted left unnoticed. "Oh, look who's here."

"I saw."

"Are you going to talk to him?"

"I already paid."

"That's not what I asked." Meg steered her toward a table with a hand on her elbow. "Five minutes. That's all. Otherwise you'll spend the rest of your life wondering what he was going to say, and I'll have to hear about it."

"I won't wonder."

"Yes you will." Meg's voice was light but her grip was firm. "You wonder about everything. You just don't admit it." She pulled out a chair. "Five minutes. I'll time it."

Lily didn't sit. But she didn't leave.

He came over. He moved the way he'd always moved—not hesitant, but careful, the way a large man learns to move through small spaces. He waited until she looked at him before he spoke.

"I didn't plan this."

"You never did."

The words came out sharper than she intended. She saw them land—a small tightening at the corner of his jaw—and felt a flicker of something she refused to identify.

"Fair." He pulled out the chair across from her but didn't sit. "Can we—"

"I have a shop to open."

"Five minutes."

"That's what Meg said."

"Meg sounds smart."

"Meg is sitting right there pretending not to listen."

"I am not pretending," Meg called from two tables away. "I am openly listening. Four minutes left."

Caleb almost smiled. Lily saw it—the almost-smile, the one that had always started at the left corner of his mouth before the right caught up—and looked away before it could finish forming. She could feel her heart beating in her throat and hated it. Hated that her body was doing things her mind had voted against.

He put his wallet on the table. Opened it. Inside, tucked into the card slots, were ticket stubs. He pulled them out one by one and laid them between them on the scarred wood. The paper was worn, the ink faded to different degrees. Some were football tickets—she recognized the orange-and-white design of the state championship series. Others were movie stubs, concert stubs, a parking pass from an airport. A life in small rectangles of torn paper.

"Every game I watched," he said. "Every place I went that I thought about you. Which was most places."

She didn't count the stubs. She didn't want to know the number. But her eyes kept going back to them, mapping the evidence of a life lived somewhere else, a life she hadn't been part of.

"I don't understand what this has to do with me."

He flipped the wallet open to the innermost compartment. Another stub was tucked there, older than the rest, the ink nearly faded to nothing. He started to pull it out. Then stopped. His thumb moved over the writing—covering it—and he slid it back into place.

The motion was practiced. Automatic. The habit of years.

She noticed. She saw his thumb press down on the paper, hiding whatever words were there, and she felt a cold curiosity open up in her stomach. What's on that one? What doesn't he want me to see? The questions were there before she could stop them, and she didn't like what that meant. She didn't like that she was curious. Curiosity was the first door. She'd learned that at twelve.

"I kept them," he said. "All of them. I don't know why I thought showing you would help."

"It doesn't."

"I know."

He said it without self-pity. Just a statement of fact. I know this doesn't help. I'm doing it anyway because it's all I have. That was the thing about Caleb Reed—he'd never been good with words, but he'd always been willing to fail in front of her. Even now. Even after everything.

She almost respected it. She didn't want to, but she almost did.

"That's a lot of tickets," Meg said, appearing at Lily's shoulder. She'd given up the pretense of not listening. "How long have you been carrying those around?"

"A while."

"A while." Meg looked at the stubs, then at Lily, then back at Caleb. "That's either very romantic or very concerning. I haven't decided which."

Before anyone could answer, Frank Henderson's voice boomed across the café. He was at the next table with a newspaper spread in front of him and an audience of two other old men who had also given up the pretense of not listening.

"Last time he was here," Frank announced to the room at large, "he stayed a couple of years, and then he was gone. I give this one till autumn." He snapped his paper for emphasis. "A man like that doesn't stick. I've seen it before. We've all seen it before."

The café went quiet. Grace looked up from the espresso machine. The two old men nodded.

Lily stood up. She took her coffee. She didn't look at Caleb, didn't look at Frank, didn't look at the ticket stubs still spread across the table.

"Thanks for the coffee," she said. "I paid for it myself."

She walked out. The door swung shut behind her. The little bell that Grace had hung above the frame jingled once and was silent.

Inside, Meg stared at the door for a long moment. Then she looked at Caleb, who was gathering up his stubs with the careful hands of a man used to holding fragile things. She looked at Frank, who had returned to his newspaper with the air of a man who believed he'd done a public service. She looked at her own coffee, cooling in its cup, and her left thumb moved to her ring finger—a gesture so automatic she didn't seem to notice she was doing it. There was nothing on the finger. There hadn't been for years.

"She wanted to stay," Meg said.

No one answered. But Caleb paused, one stub halfway back into its slot, and held it there.
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The sunflower arrived the next morning, delivered by a boy who couldn't have been more than sixteen and clearly had no idea he was carrying a missile.

Lily signed for it. She waited until the boy was gone before she read the note tucked into the wrapping.

This time I'm not leaving. I looked up the meaning.

She read it twice. The handwriting was his—the same slightly tilted letters, the same heavy press of ink into paper. He'd looked up the meaning. Of course he had. He'd looked up thistles too, probably, after she'd handed him a bouquet that said resistance and I will not make this easy for you. He'd gone home and opened a book or a browser or however people looked up flower meanings now, and he'd read about sunflowers. Adoration. Loyalty. Longevity. The flowers that turn their heads to follow the sun.

She crumpled the note. Threw it in the trash. It landed on top of a pile of stem clippings and crumpled tissue paper.

The sunflower she put in the storage room, behind the door, next to the extra buckets and the old vases she never used. The storage room was cooler than the shop—no windows, no sun, the air thick with the smell of damp earth and old water and the faint green sweetness of stems that had been cut too long ago. She set the sunflower on the floor. It leaned against the wall, its yellow petals already starting to droop.
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