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Chapter One: The Road Back
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Nora Callahan had been everywhere.

She had eaten noodles from a paper cup at a night market in Chiang Mai while rain hammered the tin roof and a woman at the next table sang quietly to her sleeping child. She had watched the sun rise over the Sahara from the back of a Land Rover, the dunes going from gray to copper to a blazing gold that made her chest hurt with the beauty of it. She had spent three weeks in a fishing village on the Azorean coast where no one spoke English and she had communicated entirely in gesture and improvised Portuguese and had never felt more free in her life.

She had been to forty-one countries in seven years. She had filed six hundred and twelve travel articles, four long-form essays, and one book — a memoir about the year she had spent traversing the coast of South America by local bus — that had sold quietly but steadily and been described by one reviewer as 'a love letter to the act of leaving.'

She had not, in all of that time and all of those miles, been back to Clearwater Bay.

Until now.

The rental car smelled of pine air freshener and the particular institutional plastic of airport vehicles. Outside the window, the New England coast began to assert itself — the stone walls running alongside the road, the stands of white birch, the occasional glimpse of cold blue water between the trees. September up here had a quality she had forgotten: not quite summer, not quite fall, the light doing something complicated between the two. Golden and hesitant, like a sentence that hasn't decided how to end.

She had not planned to come back. She had planned, after Aunt Vera's death, to handle everything remotely — an estate lawyer, a real estate agent, a reasonable sum of money changing hands. She had explained this plan to her editor, to her mother, and to the part of herself that had organized her life for seven years around the principle that forward motion was the safest kind.

But then the estate lawyer had called with complications. And the house — Vera's house, the yellow one on Saltmarsh Road with the porch that wrapped the whole south side and the garden that had always been one ambitious summer away from being extraordinary — could not be settled remotely. Someone needed to go through it. Someone needed to be there.

She was the only someone left.

Nora turned off the coastal highway onto the road she had not driven in seven years and felt the familiar tightening in her chest that her therapist in Buenos Aires had called 'anticipatory grief' and that she privately called something less clinical: the specific loneliness of approaching a place that used to mean everything.

Clearwater Bay appeared on the horizon the way it always had — first the church steeple, then the harbor masts, then the town itself settling into the hillside above the cove in its unhurried, weathered way. It looked exactly the same. She had counted on that, in some abstract sense. Clearwater Bay had always resisted the urgency of change.

She pulled into the gas station at the edge of town to collect herself, buying a coffee she didn't need from a machine that looked as though it had been there since she was sixteen. Outside, the September air smelled of salt and low tide and the particular cold sweetness of leaves beginning to turn. She stood beside the car and let herself feel it — the weight of being back, the specific gravity of a hometown on a person who has spent years trying to be lighter than gravity.

Seven years.

She got back in the car. She drove into Clearwater Bay.

She told herself she was here for the house. She told herself it was temporary. She told herself, for the forty-seventh time since the lawyer's call, that just because Callum Reid had grown up here did not mean he was still here — people left places, people moved, people built entirely new lives in entirely new locations, as she herself had demonstrated comprehensively.

She believed this.

She drove past the harbor and did not look toward the docks where he had once kept his boat, and told herself that was perfectly fine too.
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Chapter Two: Clearwater Bay
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The town was not the same, in the end. Not exactly.

There was a new coffee shop on Harbor Street — Anchor & Bean, with wide windows and reclaimed wood and the kind of carefully considered aesthetic that hadn't existed in Clearwater Bay when Nora lived here. There was a renovated inn where the old cannery had been. The bookshop was still there — Nora exhaled when she saw it, that exhalation of relief that beloved things have not yet disappeared — but it had a new awning and a sandwich board outside listing an author event for Thursday.

Everything else was the same. MacPherson's hardware. The Harbor Grill with its chalked daily special. The stone library with the green copper dome. The Congregational church. The marina with its forest of aluminum masts ticking in the September wind.
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