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Chapter 1

Maeve

The road into Stillwater Cove had not changed in eight years, and somehow that was the cruelest thing about it.

Maeve Calloway slowed the car at the bend by the old salt cedar, the one her grandmother used to say marked the line between the world that wanted things from you and the world that just wanted you home. The leaves were the same silver-green. The fence post was still leaning the same tired left. Even the air through her cracked window smelled the way it always had, like wet rope and woodsmoke and something sweeter underneath, the kind of sweetness you only got from honeysuckle that had been growing wild for a hundred years.

She pressed her palm flat against the steering wheel to keep her fingers from shaking.

"It's just a town," she whispered, the way she'd been whispering since she crossed the county line three hours ago. "It's just a town, Maeve. Drive."

But her foot wouldn't go heavier on the pedal, because she knew what was around the next curve.

The lighthouse.

She had been seeing it in her sleep for eight years. White as a folded letter, set against a sky that always seemed to know what color her heart was. She had taught herself not to think about it. She had taught herself to scroll past coastal photographs and skip beach scenes in movies and politely change the subject when her ex-fiancé asked, only twice, where she had grown up. She had become very good at pretending she came from nowhere.

Then the lawyer's envelope had arrived, thin and yellow, with her grandmother's looping handwriting on the front, posted three weeks before she died. Maeve, sweet girl, I am leaving you the light.

That was all it said on the outside.

Maeve had not been able to open what was inside yet. It sat in the passenger seat now, in a manila folder on top of a tin of her grandmother's shortbread that someone in the town had baked and mailed to her in the city, as if grief could be answered with butter and sugar.

Maybe it could. Maybe that was the whole point of a place like this.

She rounded the bend.

And there it was.

The breath went out of her in a way that was not dramatic, just helpless. The lighthouse stood exactly where she had left it, perched on the cliff above the cove like something patient. The sun was beginning its slow slide into the water behind it, and the white walls had gone pale gold, and the lantern room at the top caught the light and held it gently, the way a cupped hand holds a small living thing.

She pulled the car to the side of the road without deciding to.

For a long moment she just sat there, her hands in her lap, looking up. Eight years. Eight years of telling herself that what she remembered must have been exaggerated, that nothing could really be that beautiful, that she had been a girl in love and girls in love were unreliable witnesses. But there it stood, and it was worse than she remembered. Or better. She did not have the language for it yet.

A figure moved on the cliff path.

Maeve's heart did something she had not given it permission to do.

He was too far up to be certain of, just a tall outline against the gold, broad-shouldered, head bent slightly the way a man bends his head when he is listening to the wind for weather. He had a coil of rope over one arm. He moved the way water moves when it knows where it's going.

She knew him. She knew him the way you know your own name in the dark.

Eight years had not done a thing to that knowing.

The figure paused at the top of the path, as if something had touched the back of his neck, and turned to look down at the road.

Maeve dropped her gaze to her lap so fast her hair fell forward and curtained her face. Her pulse was hammering at the soft underside of her wrist. He didn't see you. The sun is in his eyes. You're a stranger in a strange car. He didn't see you.

She made herself put the car back into drive. She made herself ease onto the road. She did not look up again until she had crossed the small stone bridge into town proper, and then she only looked up because she could not help it, and the cliff was empty, and somewhere inside her chest a small, scared thing finally exhaled.

The town itself swallowed her gently.

Stillwater Cove on a late-September evening was a string of lit windows along a curving harbor, lobster traps stacked like patient sleeping animals on the docks, a single church steeple pale as bone above the rooftops. The bakery still had the same hand-painted sign. The bookstore still had the same crooked door her grandmother had refused to fix because she said it gave the place character, sweet girl, and character is the only thing in this life you can't buy. The diner on the corner glowed butter-yellow, and through the window Maeve could see two old men playing checkers with the exact slow seriousness they had been bringing to the same game when she was seventeen.

Nothing had moved on without her.

That, more than anything, was the thing that almost undid her.

She parked at the edge of the harbor and got out. The wind off the water hit her face and went straight through the thin coat she'd bought for city winters, and she laughed once, soft and embarrassed, because of course this place would remind her in the first five minutes that she had dressed all wrong for the life she used to know.

She tucked her hands under her arms. She walked.

Her feet remembered where they were going before her mind did. Down the harbor walk, past the chandlery, past the bench where she had once eaten a melting ice cream cone and tried not to look at the boy who was trying not to look at her. The wood of the bench was darker now, weathered, and somebody had carved fresh initials into the armrest, somebody young and brave, and she pressed her thumb against the grooves and was surprised by how steady her hand was.

You can come home. You can come home and not break.

She wasn't sure yet if it was true.

At the end of the harbor walk, the path forked. Left went to her grandmother's cottage, where she would sleep tonight in a bed she had not slept in since she was twenty-two. Right went up, along the cliff, to the lighthouse.

She stood at the fork for what felt like a long time.

The sun was almost gone now. The water had turned the color of a bruise that is healing. Somewhere out past the breakwater a bell buoy was ringing, slow and patient, the same three-note pattern she used to fall asleep to with her window cracked open in summer. Her grandmother used to say that bell was the sound of the sea reminding the town it was loved.

Maeve closed her eyes.

Find Declan, her grandmother had written in the only line of the letter that had not yet been opened, the line she had glimpsed through the envelope by accident in the lawyer's office and then pretended she hadn't. He knows.

She opened her eyes.

She turned left.

Not yet, she told the wind, and the wind, which had known her since she was small, did not push back. Not tonight. Tonight I'm allowed to be a coward. Tomorrow I'll be brave.

The cottage sat where it had always sat, low and white and a little tilted, like a small boat that had decided to stop sailing and rest. The key was where her grandmother had always hidden it, under the third stone in the herb bed, beside the rosemary that had gone leggy and silver and was somehow still alive. Maeve's fingers closed around the cold metal, and the metal warmed in her hand as if it had been waiting to.

Inside, the air smelled like cedar and old paper and a faint, impossible trace of her grandmother's hand cream.

She set the manila folder on the kitchen table. She set the shortbread tin beside it. She did not turn on the lamp. She stood with her coat still on, in the dim blue light coming through the window from the harbor, and she listened to the cottage settle around her like a body settling around a held breath.

On the windowsill above the sink, something small caught the last of the light.

She crossed the room slowly.

It was a ring.

A thin band of hammered silver, with a single sea-glass stone in the center, pale green, the color of shallow water on a clear day. It sat exactly in the dip of the wood where she had left it eight years ago, in the dark, in the worst hour of her life, before she had picked up the duffel bag and walked out of this cottage and out of this town without looking back.

She had told herself, all those years, that someone would have moved it. The cleaning woman. Her grandmother. The wind through an open window. That a small thing like that could not possibly stay where she had set it down.

It had stayed.

Her knees went, gently, and she sat down on the kitchen floor with her back against the cabinet and she pressed the heels of her hands hard against her eyes and she did not cry, not yet, because crying felt like a thing she had not earned.

He kept it on the sill, something in her whispered. He's been keeping it for you.

She did not know how she knew.

She just knew.

Outside, far up on the cliff, the lighthouse beam swung once across the water and came back, slow and certain, the way it had every night of her childhood. The way it had every night she was gone. The way it would tomorrow, and the day after, whether she was brave enough to climb that path or not.

Maeve dropped her hands.

She looked at the ring on the sill, glinting faintly in the dark.

She thought: He's up there right now. He's up there, and he's lighting that lamp, and he doesn't know I came back.

She thought: Or maybe he does. Maybe he's known since the salt cedar bend.

She thought, almost as a prayer, almost as a confession: Some part of me has been driving toward him my whole life and only just noticed.

She stood up. Her legs were steadier than she expected.

She did not pick up the ring. Not yet. The ring had waited eight years. It could wait one more night.

She walked to the front window instead and looked up the dark slope of the cliff, and the lighthouse beam came around again, slow as a hand smoothing hair off a forehead, and in the half-second of brightness she could have sworn she saw a figure standing at the lantern-room rail.

Standing very still.

Looking down toward the cottage.

The beam swept on.

The cliff went dark.

And Maeve Calloway, who had spent eight years teaching herself not to want anything she could not carry in a single suitcase, pressed her palm flat against the cold glass of her grandmother's window and felt, for the first time since she had left this town, the unmistakable, terrifying, holy lift of her own heart turning over in her chest like a small boat catching the wind.

Somewhere up there, a door opened.

Somewhere up there, a man stepped out into the dusk and began, without hurrying, to walk down the cliff path toward the harbor.


Chapter 2

Declan

The wick was being stubborn.

Declan Hart crouched on the cast-iron grating of the lantern room with a rag in one hand and a thin brass tool in the other, coaxing the lamp the way you coax an old dog out from under a porch. It was a job he could have done blindfolded. He had done it blindfolded once, on a bet, when he was nineteen and full of the kind of confidence that only loving a girl can give a boy. He had won the bet. He had walked down the cliff that night with twenty dollars in his pocket and gone straight to the bookstore window to tap on the glass and tell Maeve Calloway about it, because every good thing in his life that year he had needed her to know about within the hour, or it didn't feel like it had really happened.

He pushed the memory away the way he pushed it away every evening at this hour, gently, without resentment, the way you move a sleeping cat off a book you need to read.

The wick caught.

The flame steadied, low and orange, and Declan rocked back on his heels and watched it find its full height. He always gave it a moment before he set the lens. He didn't know why. Maybe because his grandfather had given it a moment, and his grandfather's father before him. There was a rhythm to keeping a light, and the rhythm did not belong to him. He was only the one borrowing it for a while.

He set the lens.

The beam swung out across the cove, slow and clean, and the world below tilted gold for half a heartbeat and went dark again.

That was when it happened.

He could not have said, afterward, what it was. A change in the air, maybe. A pressure against the back of his neck like a hand laid there from a long way off. The lighthouse made its own weather; he had learned to read it the way other men read newspapers. But this was not weather.

This was something else.

He stood. He set the brass tool down on the worktable without looking at it. He walked to the lantern-room rail and put both hands on the cold iron and looked down at the harbor.

The harbor was the harbor. Lights coming on along the docks. A truck pulling away from the chandlery. The slow blink of the bell buoy out past the breakwater. Nothing.

Then his eyes drifted, the way they always drifted at this hour, the way they had drifted every evening for eight years, to the small white shape of the Calloway cottage at the bend of the harbor road.

There was a car parked outside it.

Declan's hands tightened on the rail without his permission.

He told himself it was nothing. People had been coming and going from the cottage all month, the lawyer, the cleaning woman, the neighbor with her endless casseroles. He told himself he was a grown man and he had no business standing at a height feeling his pulse move in his throat over a parked car.

He told himself a lot of things.

And then the cottage's front window glowed, briefly, with the small soft halo of a person standing close to the glass, and even from this distance, even through the dusk, even across eight years, he knew the shape of her.

He knew it the way you know the weight of your own coat.

"Maeve," he said.

Just that. Just her name, out loud, into the quiet of the lantern room, into the salt and the lamp oil and the patient yellow light. He had not said her name aloud in a very long time. He had been careful about it. He had treated her name like a candle in a draft, like something you only lit when you were sure you could keep it from going out.

He said it again, softer, because the first time had been for the past, and the second time was for now.

"Maeve."

And then he was moving.

He did not run. A man does not run down a lighthouse stair; a man does not run toward the woman he has waited eight years for, because if he runs he might be wrong, and being wrong about this would split him clean down the middle. He set the storm door on the latch. He pulled on his coat. He checked the lamp once over his shoulder out of habit, even though he had just lit it, even though it was burning steady as a prayer.

Then he opened the cottage door at the base of the tower and stepped out into the dusk, and he began, without hurrying, to walk down the cliff path toward the harbor.

The path knew his feet. He took it in long, even strides, the rope still over his arm from the evening rounds, the wind pulling his hair off his forehead. His heart was loud. He could feel it everywhere, in his wrists, in the soles of his boots, behind his teeth, but his face was calm, because his face had been calm for eight years and his face did not yet know that the waiting was over.

At the bottom of the path, where the gravel met the harbor road, he stopped.

He could see the cottage from here without straining. He could see the dim square of the kitchen window, the lamp still off, the small motion behind the glass that was her, only her, unmistakably her, standing very still and looking up the hill.

She was looking up at him.

Declan Hart, who had built a life out of patience the way other men build houses out of brick, felt every wall he had put up in the last eight years come down at once, quietly, without dust, without sound, the way snow falls off a roof in spring.

There you are, he thought, and it was not an accusation. It was not even a question. It was the simplest sentence he had ever thought in his life. There you are. There you have been. There you finally are again.

He did not cross the road.

He understood, with the slow sure instinct of a man who had spent his entire adult life learning the difference between what he wanted and what was kind, that she had not come to him yet. She had turned left at the fork. He had watched the headlights do it. She had chosen the cottage tonight, and the cottage meant she was not ready, and not ready was a language he was fluent in.

He could wait one more night.

He had waited two thousand nine hundred and twenty of them. One more was nothing. One more was a gift.

So he stood at the edge of the gravel, with the rope over his arm and the wind in his coat, and he let her see him. He did not wave. He did not call out. He only stood, the way the lighthouse stood, the way he had been standing his whole life without entirely understanding what he was standing for until this exact moment.

I'm here, he said to her without saying it. I've been here. I'll be here tomorrow. Take your time, sweetheart. Take all the time you need. I'm not going anywhere I haven't already been.

The light at the top of the cliff swung around behind him, and he knew, because he knew this light better than he knew his own face, that for one half-second of its sweep it would catch him from behind and throw his shadow long down the road toward her front step.

He let it.

Let her see the shape of him.

Let her know.

In the cottage window, a small movement. A palm pressed flat to the glass. A pale star of a hand, opening against the dark.

Declan's throat closed.

He lifted his own hand, slowly, and laid it over his heart, and held it there.

He stood that way until the lamp swung past again, and the road went dark, and a curtain in the cottage window stirred, just once, as if a girl on the other side of it had finally let herself breathe.

Then he turned, very carefully, and walked back up the cliff path to keep the light burning.

He had a town to keep safe tonight.

And, God help him, a tomorrow to live through, knowing that for the first time in eight years she would be on the other side of it.


Chapter 3

Maeve

She did not sleep.

She lay in her grandmother's narrow guest bed with the quilt pulled up to her chin, the one stitched in faded blue and ivory squares that her grandmother had made the winter Maeve was nine, and she watched the lighthouse beam slide across the ceiling every twelve seconds with the steadiness of a heartbeat that was not her own.

Every twelve seconds. She counted.

He's still awake too.

The thought arrived without permission. She turned her face into the pillow.

She had stood at the window for a long time after he had laid his hand over his heart. She had not been able to make her own hand come down off the glass. She had stood there until the cold from the pane had crept all the way up her arm, and even then it had been her body that finally moved, not her, her body deciding it had taken enough for one night and steering her gently to bed.

She had not picked up the ring from the sill.

She had not opened the rest of the letter.

She had not done a single brave thing.

But she had come home, she told herself, and that had to count.

Morning came pale and salt-bright. She made coffee in her grandmother's old percolator and drank it standing at the kitchen window, looking everywhere except the sill. She put on jeans and a soft cream sweater that had been folded in the duffel since the city, and she braided her hair back with hands that were almost steady, and she stood for a long minute in front of her grandmother's hall mirror, telling the woman in the glass that she was thirty years old, that she had survived worse than a small coastal town, that she could walk into a bakery and order a loaf of bread without falling apart.

The woman in the glass did not look convinced.

Maeve went out anyway.

The harbor in the morning was a different creature from the harbor at dusk. Gulls argued over a fishing boat. A boy on a bicycle wove around the lobster traps with a folded newspaper in his teeth. The air smelled like fresh bread, because of course it did, and Maeve let her feet take her toward the bakery because the alternative was to let them take her up the cliff path, and she had decided in the small hours of the morning that the cliff path was a thing for the afternoon, when the light was kinder and she could pretend her hands were shaking from the cold.

She turned the corner by the chandlery and almost walked into him.

He stepped back at the last possible second. She stepped back too. They both made the small, soft sound that two people make when their bodies have been politer than their minds, and then the world did the thing she had been bracing for since the salt cedar bend.

It went quiet.

The gulls did not actually stop. The boy on the bicycle did not actually stop. But inside the small circle of air that contained the two of them, every other sound went very far away, and Maeve heard, with embarrassing clarity, her own pulse in her ears.

Declan Hart was a head taller than she remembered.

His shoulders were broader. There was a fine line at the corner of his mouth that had not been there at twenty-two, the kind of line that comes from being patient with a lot of weather. His hair was the same dark wheat color she had once known by feel in the dark. His eyes were the same impossible blue, the blue that had nothing to do with the sky and everything to do with deep water on a clear afternoon.

The eyes were what undid her.

Because they were the same. They were exactly, exactly the same as the eyes that had looked at her across a porch swing when she was nineteen and told her, without saying a word, that she was the answer to a question he had been carrying since he was a boy.

They were looking at her like that right now.

"Maeve," he said.

That was all. Just her name. The way he had always said it, with the slightest lift on the second syllable, as if it were a small bird he was setting down very carefully on a branch.

She opened her mouth. She closed it. She tried again.

"Declan."

His name in her mouth was a thing she had not let herself say in eight years. It came out a little rough at the edges, like a key that had not been used in a long time, and his eyes did the softening thing, the slow gentle softening that she remembered with her whole body, and she had to look at the buttons on his coat for a second so she could keep standing up.

"You're here," he said.

"I'm here."

"I saw your car."

"I saw you."

"I know."

The corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. The ghost of one, like a curtain stirring at a window where no one had yet decided to open it.

"You parked at the bend," he said. "By the salt cedar. I watched you sit there for a while."

"I wasn't sitting."

"You weren't moving."

"That isn't the same thing."

"Isn't it?"

There it was. The thing they used to do. The soft tossing of small sentences back and forth across a porch, across a counter, across a pillow in the dark, like children playing catch with something fragile, careful never to drop it. Eight years, and her mouth still knew the rhythm. Eight years, and his eyes were already laughing at her, only at her, with the tenderness that had ruined her for every other man's face.

She had to step back.

She did it without thinking. One small step, the width of a floorboard, and his expression did not change but something behind it did, the way the surface of water does not change when something heavy sinks in it but you know, you know, the depth has been disturbed.

"I'm sorry," she said, fast. "I'm not, I didn't mean to, it's only that, you're, you're a lot. To look at."

The line at the corner of his mouth deepened.

"That's the kindest insult I've ever been paid," he said.

"It wasn't an insult."

"I know."

"I just," she said, and then she stopped, because she did not know how to finish that sentence in a way that would not undo her on a public sidewalk before nine in the morning. "I just need a minute."

"Take one," he said. Gently. So gently. "Take ten. Take the whole morning if you want it, sweetheart. I'm not in a hurry."

The endearment landed on her like a warm coat dropped around her shoulders. Sweetheart. He had always called her that. She had not been called that by anyone since. She had not let anyone close enough.

She looked up at him.

He was waiting. Patiently. Hands in his coat pockets. The wind moving his hair across his forehead the way it always had. A man-shaped column of weather on a Tuesday morning in the only town in the world that had ever felt like hers.

"There's a bakery," she heard herself say.

"There is."

"I was going."

"I'll walk you."

"You don't have to."

"I'd like to."

Three words. The simplest possible three words in the English language. He had not put any flourish on them. He had not made them mean more than they meant. He had only said I'd like to the way another man might say please, the way another man might say of course, the way another man might say that's the only thing in the world I want right now.

Maeve nodded, because if she opened her mouth she was going to cry, and crying on a sidewalk before nine in the morning was a line she had not yet been pushed across.

He fell into step beside her.

He did not touch her. He kept the careful inch of air between his sleeve and hers that he had always kept when he was waiting for her permission. She remembered that inch. She remembered the way it had felt in the summer she was eighteen, when she had spent three solid weeks closing it on purpose, by leaning, by reaching, by letting her fingers find his on a porch rail in the dark, because she had wanted him to know that the inch was hers to give away and she was giving it.

The inch was back. He had restored it without being asked.

He walked her to the bakery. He held the door. The bell over the lintel made the same small bright sound it had made the first time she had ever walked through it with her grandmother's hand at the small of her back. The baker, a woman Maeve had known since she was four, looked up from the counter and went very still, the way a person goes still when they see a ghost they have been hoping for.

"Maeve Calloway," the baker said.

"Hi, Mrs. Pell."

"Sweet girl."

Maeve did not trust herself to answer that.

Mrs. Pell looked past her, at Declan, and her face did a soft complicated thing. "Cinnamon's just come out," she said. "Both of you. On the house. Don't argue."

"I wasn't going to," Declan said, and his voice was warm, and Mrs. Pell's eyes shone, and she turned away fast to busy herself with the bread.

Maeve looked at the floor.

"I kept your seat," Declan said quietly, beside her.

She lifted her head.

He was not looking at her. He was looking through the small side window of the bakery, into the little nook where the two-person table had always lived, the one nobody else in town ever sat at because everyone in town had known, for the entire summer Maeve was nineteen, who that table belonged to.

The table was empty. The chair on the far side, the chair that had been hers, had a folded cloth napkin on it. Faded blue and ivory. The same pattern as her grandmother's quilt.

"It's been there a while," he said, still not looking at her. "I don't sit at the table. I just, I sit at the counter. But I asked her to keep the napkin on the chair. In case."

"In case of what," Maeve whispered.

He turned his head.

His eyes were the deep-water blue, and they were soft, only for her, only ever for her, and he said, "In case you came home, sweetheart."

The bell over the door rang behind them as someone else came in.

Maeve did not hear it.

She was holding on to the edge of the bakery counter with one hand because her knees had gone strange, and Declan Hart was looking at her like she was the answer to a question he had never once stopped asking, and behind his shoulder, through the small side window, an empty chair was waiting with a folded napkin on it that had been waiting for eight years.

"Declan," she said.

"Yeah."

"I don't think I can sit in that chair yet."

"That's all right."

"I want to."

"I know."

"I just."

"Maeve." He bent his head, the smallest bit, so that his eyes were level with hers. "Look at me, sweetheart."

She looked.

"The chair will be there tomorrow," he said. "And the day after. And the day after that. The chair isn't going anywhere. Neither am I."

And then, very softly, almost not aloud, almost only for her: "Take your time. I've already taken mine."


Chapter 4

Declan

He did not stay.

He bought a loaf of cinnamon bread he did not particularly want and a small paper cup of black coffee he did not particularly need, and he tipped his head to Mrs. Pell, and he stepped back out into the morning before Maeve Calloway's eyes could finish filling, because he knew her, he knew her, and he knew that if he stood in that bakery for thirty more seconds she would either cry in front of him or apologize for not crying, and neither one of those was a thing he was going to make her do in public on her first morning home.

He walked the long way back to the lighthouse.

He took the harbor road instead of the cliff path, and he drank the coffee slowly, and he made himself notice ordinary things, the new paint on the chandlery door, the missing slat in the third dock, the way the gulls had moved their morning council from the breakwater to the roof of the fish house. He noticed them the way a man notices the safe edges of a road when he is driving in heavy fog. He noticed them so he would not, by accident, notice the shape of her standing at the bakery counter with one hand on the wood, looking up at him as if he were a country she had not been allowed back into.

By the time he reached the foot of the cliff he had decided three things.

One. He was not going to ask her why she left. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not until she opened her mouth to tell him on her own. He had spent eight years arranging that decision into the shape of a man, and he was not going to undo it the first morning her shoes were back on the harbor walk.

Two. He was going to bring her firewood tonight. The cottage chimney had not been swept since spring, and the wind was turning, and Maeve had been a city woman for eight years and would not think about firewood until the cold was already in her hands. He could think about it for her. He could think about a lot of things for her. He had been doing it without her knowledge for so long that doing it with her knowledge was going to feel, he suspected, like finally being allowed to set down a stone he had not known he was carrying.

Three. He needed to tell her, soon, about the ring on the sill.

He had put it there.

Not at first. At first, the morning after she had gone, he had found the ring on the porch step of the cottage where she had left it for him to find, and he had walked it home in his closed fist, and he had set it on his own windowsill at the lighthouse, and he had spent six months looking at it every morning the way a man looks at a wound to see if it has started healing.

It had not started healing.

So he had taken it back.

He had let himself into the cottage one quiet evening with her grandmother's blessing, her grandmother sitting in the kitchen rocker with her knitting in her lap and her eyes wet and not pretending otherwise, and he had set the ring on the sill above the sink, in the dip in the wood where Maeve used to set her coffee cup in the mornings. He had said, to the sill and to her grandmother and to nobody, "It's hers. It should wait where she'll find it."

Her grandmother had said, "She'll find it, Declan. My girl finds her way."

He had not entirely believed her, then.

He believed her now.

He climbed the cliff path with the cinnamon loaf under his arm and the cup of coffee gone cold in his hand, and he let himself, for the first time all morning, feel the size of what had happened.

She was home.

She was home, and she had said his name, and she had stepped back from him on the sidewalk the way a woman steps back from a fire she is not ready to warm her hands at yet, and she had looked at the empty chair through the bakery window as if it had spoken to her.

He set the coffee down on the lantern-room rail and put both hands flat on the iron and bent his head.

He did not pray, exactly. He had never been a man who prayed in sentences. But he stood there for a long minute with his head bent and the wind moving through his hair, and what he was doing was something close enough to praying that the difference did not matter.

Let me be careful with her, he thought. Let me be slow. Let me be the kind of patient that doesn't ask her to be anything. Let me love her the way the light loves the cove. Without asking. Without taking. Without ever, even once, going out.

He opened his eyes.

The harbor lay below him, bright and ordinary in the morning sun. Far down at the bend of the road, the small white shape of the Calloway cottage sat under its low hedge, and somewhere inside it, a woman with a long dark braid and his whole heart in her keeping was, he hoped, eating a slice of cinnamon bread at her grandmother's kitchen table.

He would bring her firewood tonight.

He would knock once. He would not come in unless she asked him to. He would leave the wood neat by the door and a kindling box on the step and a fresh box of matches on top of it, and he would say something light about the chimney and nothing at all about the eight years, and he would walk back up the cliff and let the light do the rest.

That was the plan.

It was a good plan.

He held it in his chest like a small lit lamp, and he turned to go down and split the wood, and that was when he saw, on the worktable in the lantern room, the brass tool he had set down last night when he had felt her in the air.

It was sitting beside a folded square of paper.

He had not put paper there.

He picked it up.

It was old. The folds were soft with handling. The handwriting on the outside was a hand he knew the way he knew his own grandfather's voice: Maeve's grandmother's looping, generous script.

It said, on the outside: For Declan. When she comes home.

He stood very still in the small bright room at the top of the world, with the lamp cool beside him and the wind moving against the glass, and he looked down at the folded paper in his hand and felt his whole careful, patient, eight-year-long life turn one quiet click to the left, like a key finding the tumbler it had been made for.
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