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Chapter 1

 

 

The highway curved along the edge of the sea, every turn bringing Julia closer to the place she had sworn she would never return to. Wind pressed against the windows of her car, carrying the sharp tang of salt that slipped through the vents and filled her lungs before she could stop it. She lowered the volume on the radio, as though the quiet might hold back the tide of memory pressing against her chest. The smell, the sound, the sweep of the blue horizon—they belonged to her childhood, and to the man who had ruled it with a voice that was always steady and unyielding.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter as the harbor came into view. Sunlight glanced off the clustered masts, their lines taut, the hulls rocking in rhythm with the tide. Summers had once meant long days here: sweat on her shoulders, sand clinging to her skin, her father’s shadow falling over her when she lingered too long with a camera instead of helping him haul nets. That stern presence lived in her memory as solid as any building, unchanged by years or distance.

She rolled the window down. The air was heavy with gull cries and the faint metallic scent of fish. She told herself to focus on the road, on the dotted lines leading her forward, but every landmark along the stretch tugged her eyes sideways. The diner with the same chipped sign, where she had once skipped meals for milkshakes and fries. The bookstore was still painted a hopeful turquoise that had faded to something duller. Even the bait-and-tackle shop was standing, door propped open, a red cooler outside just like always.

It felt impossible—how a place could stay so firmly when she had changed in every way she could name. She had traveled all over the country, filled portfolios with strangers’ faces and landscapes she had chased for light. She had lived in airports and motels, learned to pack her life into a suitcase small enough to carry. And yet, the town remained exactly as she had left it ten years ago. Her chest tightened. She hated that it still had this power.

The highway narrowed as it dipped into familiar streets. She recognized each corner, each patch of cracked asphalt. Every mile deepened the ache in her stomach, the tug of grief she kept shoving back. She told herself this was temporary—a stop to sort papers, sign documents, and sell what needed to be sold. She wasn’t here to stay.

When the house finally appeared, her foot hesitated on the brake. The driveway stretched ahead, weeds curling at the edges, the white paint of the porch railing peeling into curls. Her father had kept everything neat until he couldn’t. The sight made her pulse jump.

Julia shifted the car into park but didn’t move to open the door. The engine ticked softly as it cooled, a sound too small against the rush of blood in her ears. She rested her forehead against the steering wheel for a moment, breathing through the weight pressing down. The house waited in silence, holding years she had refused to face.

Finally, she lifted her head. Her hand found the door handle, but she kept it closed. For a long moment, she sat there in the driveway, eyes fixed on the house that had built her and broken her, until her spine straightened and her jaw set. She stepped out of the car, gravel crunching under her shoes as the weight of the decision carried her forward to the porch. 

The key turned with a reluctant click that sounded louder than it should have. She pushed the door with her shoulder and stepped into the hush, a cool breath of stale air brushing past her as if the house exhaled after holding itself too long. 

Light fell in a slant through the front windows, catching dust that lifted and swirled like fine ash in the stillness. The scent was familiar and faintly sour—old coffee, wool, the mineral tang of salt carried on clothes that had dried on a line too close to the water.

She set her bag by the door and closed it carefully. The echo of the latch traveled down the hallway and returned to her, the same way it had done when she was a girl coming home after curfew. She waited for the companion sound that used to follow it, but there was nothing except the distant tick of the kitchen clock and the creak of the old house adjusting to her presence.

Every surface looked paused mid-breath. His jacket lay folded over the back of the armchair in the living room, sleeves aligned, collar smoothed as if he had taken it off with intention and expected to put it back on again. The remote sat parallel to the edge of the coffee table; a coaster waited for a mug that had been rinsed and placed to dry upside down by the sink. Her father’s tidiness had always been a kind of language—each object lined up, each task finished before the next one began. He used to tell her that order won you time you didn’t know you had. Looking at the jacket and the careful angle of the remote, it occurred to her that time had not listened.

She walked slowly over the wooden floorboards and stepped into the hallway. The runner rug held the ghost of his stride in the places where the pile had worn down. Tracks lay into its weave the way a boat leaves a passage through water. She paused outside his bedroom and touched the doorframe, the paint smooth under her fingertips. Inside, the bed was made with hospital corners so straight they looked drawn with a ruler. A light brown sweater hung on the closet door knob, shoulders still shaped by the swell of his broad back. She pressed the knit against her face and drew in the scent of cedar blocks, detergent, and a hint of the aftershave he had used for decades. It struck clean and sudden, and she set the sweater down before the feeling crested.

The small desk by the window held a line of envelopes stacked with the precision of a surveyor’s map. Post-it notes in her father’s square handwriting were fixed to two of them: 

“Call Julia.”

“Ask Julia.” 

She pulled out the chair and sat without meaning to. The desk carried the faint heat of the afternoon sun, and when she opened the top drawer, she found pencils sharpened down to nubs, a pocketknife wiped clean and oiled, and a stamped but unmailed envelope addressed to the harbor master. Her name was written on a white index card that lay alone beneath the pencils, just her first name, nothing more. She slid the drawer closed and let her forehead rest briefly in her palm before she stood up and left the room.

In the bathroom, a bar of soap had hardened to a pale, cracked oval. His toothbrush stood in a cup with a faint blue smear on the bristles. She remembered teasing him about buying the same brand for twenty years, and his dry reply that it did the job and that was what mattered. The mirror showed her a face drawn tighter than she preferred—a plane of cheekbone and a mouth held too still. She unspooled a length of toilet paper to wipe a dot of something from the glass, then stopped, staring at herself with the tissue pinched in her fingers. This wasn’t the moment for cleaning. It wasn’t the moment for anything except staying upright.

Back in the living room, she picked up the jacket from the chair and folded it more tightly, as if precision could make amends. A stack of magazines on the side table had been curated to last a long winter: fishing reports, a glossy issue on coastal conservation, a dog-eared copy of a boating catalog with pages folded at engines he could never justify buying. 

Beneath them lay an old photograph she had taken at sixteen—a low-tide afternoon when the exposed flats glimmered like hammered copper and her father’s skiff rested at a shallow angle. Then her eyes locked onto the person in the background… Adrian, seventeen, lifting a crate as if he could haul the horizon into his arms. She turned the photo face down and slid it beneath the magazines, but the image had already imprinted itself back into her mind.

She moved to the kitchen because kitchens were where hard things got managed, because every room before it had made her feel like a trespasser. On the counter sat his mug, the one with the chipped rim that he had refused to throw out, a pale half-ring of coffee stain dried near the base. The corkboard by the doorway wore neat rows of receipts speared by a pushpin: fuel, bait, repair parts, a light bulb for the dock shed. A grocery list in pencil was pinned nearby, half complete. Milk, coffee, bandages, twine. She touched the list and thought about the errand he had probably planned for the next morning that never arrived.

She spotted the phone on its cradle near the wall, the kind with a small display that glowed a tired green. The answering machine beside it showed a red number. Twelve. She stared at the number for a long moment with her hand hovering. When she pressed the button, the machine clicked and coughed, releasing voices into the room.

A neighbor first; her words were quick, and she was worried about the ambulance she had seen down the street. The following message was from the clinic confirming an appointment for tests. After that, a man from the marina reminding him about the paperwork for slip fees. Her name showed up in the fourth message, not as a voice but as the preface to one: 

“Hey, Tom,” the neighbor said. “Just wanted to let you know I tried Julia again. Still no answer.”

There were more, too many, with dates spaced too close together. She stood still. The house was as quiet after the messages as it was before them, yet everything inside her felt louder, as if the walls had shifted to let the sound find its way through. 

The uselessness of time settled heavily in her ribs. She found herself thinking of the way she had glanced at her phone in an airport and told herself she would call back after security, then after boarding, then after she slept, then after the shoot. She had said it enough that the sentence had lost its meaning and become an article of routine. She had been sure there would be another window.

She walked to the sink, filled a glass of water, and took a sip. She let the water sit in her mouth before she swallowed. She set the glass down and braced a palm on the counter. Outside, a gull called, and the sound arced through the open sliver of the window over the sink. She closed her eyes and counted, the way she had done on rough landings in bad weather, tallying each number against the pounding in her ears.

When she opened her eyes, the room had not changed. Her hand slipped an inch, and she set her feet more firmly. Grief spread through her with a low, hollow reverberation. She let it move without trying to swallow it down, because pretending had never held anything in place for long. Then she took a deep breath and told herself that she would keep standing until she could walk again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

The law office smelled faintly of lemon polish and paper, the kind of place where time didn’t move unless a signature nudged it forward. Julia sat in a straight-backed chair across from the attorney’s desk, her blazer buttoned even though the day was warm. She had dressed for efficiency, the same way she had before photo shoots when she wanted to project competence, distance, and control. It was armor, and she needed all of it.

The attorney—a neat, gray-haired man with rimless glasses—spread documents across the desk like cards in a game she hadn’t agreed to play. He explained probate, estate valuation, tax implications, and inheritance procedures. Each phrase seemed to grow another branch of obligation, as if the house, the slip at the marina, and even her father’s half-ownership of a weather-beaten storage shed were threads that bound her back whether she wanted them or not.

She nodded at intervals, lips pressed tight. Her pen scratched across signature lines, but irritation itched under her skin. She had assumed it would be simple—sign, sell, close, leave. But the attorney’s voice made clear it wouldn’t be. Her father’s affairs had been orderly but not uncomplicated. Licenses needed to be renewed. Accounts had to be reviewed. Taxes demanded waiting. Waiting meant staying.

When she shifted in her seat, the chair squeaked, a sound too loud in the precise quiet of the office. She hated that it gave away her restlessness.

“You’ll need to be available for at least several weeks,” the attorney said, sliding another paper forward. “Closer to two months, depending on processing.” 

He tapped the edge of the file with his pen. “If you did choose to leave before then,” he continued, “you’d at least need to remain long enough for the initial paperwork and signatures. That part typically takes two to three weeks. After that, things can move without you, though you’d need to return once more before we close the estate.”

Her jaw tightened. The idea of two full months pressed on her chest like a weight she couldn’t shift. For a moment, she almost protested, searching for some loophole, some faster route out. But the papers on the desk made it clear: there was no hurrying grief or law. Even so, the mention of those first weeks offered her a sliver of relief. If she endured that long, she could sign what was necessary, untangle herself from the worst of it, and break free—at least for a while.

The meeting ended with a stack of folders and a calendar dotted with deadlines. Julia gathered them into her bag, the weight heavier than it should have been. She shook the attorney’s hand politely.

Outside, the sun was too bright against the sidewalk. She slipped on her sunglasses and exhaled. The town’s narrow streets lay before her, every building like a reminder she hadn’t asked for. She strode to her car with the folders biting against her hip. By the time she reached the driver’s seat, frustration had gathered hot in her throat. She dropped into the seat and let the bag thud beside her.

She sat behind the wheel for a long moment, knuckles pressed against her mouth, then started the engine. The sound was harsh against the quiet street. As she pulled into traffic, she couldn’t escape the truth settling inside her: the place she’d sworn off already had its hooks in her again.

 

* * *

 

The marina office looked almost exactly as it had when she was younger. The same warped bulletin board crowded with business cards, the same counter polished smooth from years of elbows and ink smudges. Only the calendar was different—new year, new scribbled notes—but even that sat in the same place, a nail hole drilled in the wall by her father decades ago.

Julia shifted the file under her arm and reminded herself that this was nothing, just an errand to get a signature, in and out. But the air was heavy with the smell of brine and machine oil. It pulled up memories whether she wanted them or not: summer mornings when she had sat on that very counter, swinging her legs. At the same time, her father and Adrian spoke over dock repairs, her camera pressed to her chest to hide the way she was watching Adrian more than anything else.

She had almost convinced herself he wouldn’t be here—that he’d be out with the boats, or that someone else would handle the paperwork. That hope dissolved the instant she heard his voice.

It came from the back room, lower than she remembered, threaded with the easy authority of a man who had spent years giving orders and having them followed. She froze in place, her throat tightening with the absurd thought that if she stayed silent, maybe he wouldn’t step through that doorway. But then he did.

Adrian filled the frame, shoulders broader than the boy she had once loved, posture straight as though the years had only carved him deeper into himself. His skin was bronzed by the sun, his dark hair shorter now but just as unruly at the edges. And his eyes—sharp, sea-glass green—found hers with a jolt that hit harder than the scent of salt outside.

“Julia.”

Her name landed heavy, as if he hadn’t said it in years but had never stopped carrying it on his tongue.

She forced her voice steady. “Adrian.” Her hand betrayed her by gripping the folder too tightly as she set it on the counter. “These need your signature. Estate paperwork.” She kept her words clipped and professional, but her heart had already betrayed the tone.

He reached for the file, fingers brushing the cardboard. His hands looked the same—strong, calloused from rope and wood and weather—but she remembered how they once lingered at the small of her back, how they traced her wrist when they lay in the grass behind his father’s shed, how they steadied her when she nearly tripped running barefoot across the dock. The contact now was nothing, a brush of skin against file, but her body remembered all of it.

Adrian scanned the page longer than necessary before lifting his gaze to hers. “Looks straightforward.” 

His voice was calm, but something flickered in the corner of his mouth, too restrained to call a smile, too human to call indifference. The pen scratched across the paper, quick and neat. He slid the folder back to her, his fingers lingering a half-second too long on the edge. “I’m sorry to hear about your father.”

“Thank you,” she said, though the words came out softer than intended.

He nodded once, but his eyes stayed on her longer than courtesy required, and in that look, all the summers they had wasted and the choices she had made to leave coiled between them.

She turned before the weight could pin her in place. The bell above the door chimed as she pushed out into sunlight, the sound far too cheerful for the way her pulse hammered. She kept her stride brisk, as though speed could undo what just happened.

By the time she reached the car, her breath was shallow, her palms damp against the steering wheel. A handful of polite words, a brush of fingers—and she felt as shaken as if she had just surfaced from deep water. It wasn’t much. But it was enough to remind her that the past hadn’t gone anywhere. It had only been waiting for her to return.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

The late morning sunlight slanted through the blinds, striping the floorboards in pale gold. Julia sat cross-legged on the living room rug, a stack of half-emptied drawers spread around her like a fan. The attorney’s list had made it clear: the house had to be cataloged, everything accounted for, even down to the loose change and keys her father had left scattered in bowls.

She had expected the task to be mechanical—sort bills from junk mail, recycle the unnecessary, tuck the rest into manila envelopes. What she hadn’t expected was the small cardboard box wedged at the back of the bottom drawer. It was plain, scuffed at the edges, the kind of container her father might have used for spare screws or fishing hooks. But when she lifted it out, she saw her own handwriting on the lid, crooked letters inked with a teenage pen: Julia – Private.

Her breath caught. She hesitated before prying the lid open, as though the box might carry more weight than the cardboard could reasonably hold. Inside, a nest of folded papers sat jumbled together with a few objects she hadn’t thought of in years. The top layer was a bundle of photographs, their edges curled with age. She picked one up, smoothing the corner with her thumb.

It was a picture Adrian had taken of her when she was seventeen—her hair wild from the sea breeze, her hand shading her eyes as she looked straight into the camera. She remembered laughing as he told her to “just stay still for one second” before he snapped it, the film winding with that satisfying click. Looking at it now, she could see the certainty she had carried then, the way her smile had come without hesitation, without the careful weighing of cost and consequence that defined her now.

Beneath the photographs was a folded letter, the envelope creased and soft from being handled too many times. She pulled it free, recognizing Adrian’s handwriting instantly—broad, slanted letters written in pencil because he always claimed pens smudged on boat decks. The paper smelled faintly of cedar and salt, as if even memory couldn’t strip the marina from him.

Jules— it began. The words tumbled across the page, half-practical, half-poetic in the way teenage boys never realized they were being. He had written about the tide, about how it mirrored the way he felt when she was near. He had told her he believed they’d never lose this, that they would find a way to hold on even if she chased the world beyond their town.

Her throat tightened. She could still feel the bench beneath her when she’d first read it, tucked behind the boathouse, Adrian’s arm warm against hers. The memory was too sharp, and she slid the letter back into its envelope before she let herself sink deeper into it.

But the box wasn’t finished with her. At the bottom lay a thin silver bracelet, tarnished at the clasp. She lifted it into her palm. The chain glimmered faintly where the light hit clean metal between dull spots. He had given it to her the night of prom, slipping it over her wrist with a clumsy grin that had barely disguised how tightly he was holding himself together. She remembered the way he had kissed the inside of her wrist afterward, a quick brush of lips, his eyes daring her to promise something neither of them knew how to keep. Her fingers curled around the bracelet until it pressed into her skin.

She sat back on her heels, the box open beside her, the past spilling out in fragments too vivid to dismiss. Each piece carried not just the memory but the echo of who she had been—a girl who believed love could anchor anything, who thought the future would stretch clear and simple before her. The woman she was now knew better. But that didn’t stop the heat from curling low in her stomach, the ache of recognition that some parts of her hadn’t changed at all.

She replaced the bracelet carefully, tucking it beneath the photographs and the letter as if covering it could make the memories quieter. The lid fit snugly, but when she set the box back into the drawer, it didn’t silence the noise inside her chest. The past was awake again. And it refused to stay buried.

 

* * *

 

By midday, the air outside had grown warmer, the sunlight sharp enough to bounce off the windows of parked cars and make Julia squint as she slid behind the wheel. She hadn’t meant to leave the house, not yet. But the refrigerator had been nearly empty—just a forgotten carton of milk gone sour, a half jar of peanut butter, and a shriveled lemon rolling in the crisper. The attorney’s papers made it clear she would be in town longer than she liked. She couldn’t keep herself afloat on stale crackers and black coffee.

The drive into town was short, the streets winding in familiar ways that made her chest tighten. Ten years should have blurred the details, but every corner seemed to catch at her memory. The gas station with its cracked awning still stood, the faded “Open” sign buzzing faintly. The bakery occupied the same brick storefront, its windows glowing with golden loaves lined neatly in rows. Even the barbershop looked untouched, the red-and-white pole twirling steadily as if no years had passed.

When she pulled into the grocery store lot, a couple unloading their car glanced up, recognition flickering immediately in their faces. She pretended not to notice and busied herself with her bag, but the weight of their stares lingered. This was the first rule of a small town: news traveled faster than weather. If one pair of eyes had seen her, the whole harbor would know before the afternoon tide turned.

Inside, the store smelled faintly of flour and detergent. The aisles were narrower than she remembered, the shelves stacked high with canned goods and boxes, but the familiarity made her throat pinch. She kept her eyes forward, pushing the cart briskly, determined to make it quick. Coffee, bread, a package of pasta, a few vegetables—essentials, nothing more. She had just turned into the dairy section when a voice chimed from behind.

“Julia? Julia Harper?”

Her shoulders stiffened before she turned. Mrs. Alden, her former neighbor, was perched by the milk cooler, her cart brimming with paper towels and cat food. Her hair was as white as foam now, though her sharp eyes hadn’t dulled.

“I thought that was you,” Mrs. Alden said, smiling widely. “Back in town, are you? For good this time?”

Julia smoothed her expression into polite neutrality. “Just for a while. Taking care of the house.”

Mrs. Alden clucked her tongue. “Such a shame about your father. He was a good man. Always so proud of you. Said you were off photographing the world. Did you hear they put your picture up in the library, the one from the harbor at sunset?”

Julia forced a small smile. “I hadn’t.”

“Well, everyone’s talking about how you’re back.” Mrs. Alden leaned closer, lowering her voice though it carried efficiently. “And I suppose you’ve seen Adrian by now? Still running the marina, you know. Never left. Steady as the tide, that one.”

Julia’s hand tightened around the carton of milk she had just lifted. She slid it into the cart without looking up. “Yes. I’ve seen him.”

Mrs. Alden’s eyes gleamed, sharp with the satisfaction of fishing something from beneath the surface. “Mmm. Well, it’ll be good for the town, having you two around again.”

Julia murmured something noncommittal and moved on, her cart wheels rattling against the tile. By the time she reached the checkout line, she had been stopped twice more—once by an old classmate who worked the register, once by a man who used to rent slip space from her father. Both smiled, both said how sorry they were about her loss, and both found a way to slip Adrian’s name into the conversation, as though it was impossible to talk about her without him.

She kept her replies clipped and polite. But inside, every mention pressed against the bruise she carried from the marina encounter. It wasn’t just her father’s shadow she felt here—it was Adrian’s, threaded through every street and every face that remembered who she had been.

When she stepped back into the sun, grocery bags biting into her palms, the air felt too thick. She loaded the trunk quickly and drove home with the windows rolled down, the salt air stinging her skin.

By the time she pulled into the driveway, the weight of being seen had crawled under her skin like sand she couldn’t shake loose. She carried the bags inside and set them on the counter, but her pulse hadn’t slowed. The house might have been empty, but the past had followed her back from every corner of town. The walls pressed closer, the echo of old gossip wrapping tighter than the silence she had left behind.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

The sun was sinking when Julia finally gave up trying to busy herself inside the house. She had washed the same mug twice, paced the kitchen three times, and still her body wouldn’t settle. Shadows stretched across the floorboards, the light outside deepening to that warm, copper haze that belonged only to evenings by the water. Restless, she grabbed her jacket and stepped out into the fading day.

The streets were quiet, lined with familiar porches and salt-worn shutters. She walked without a destination, her steps carrying her down toward the harbor before she could argue with herself. The closer she drew, the sharper the scents became—diesel, salt, seaweed baked soft in the tide. The docks were busier than she expected at this hour, the boats rocking in their slips, crews finishing their day’s work with shouted orders and the creak of wood against water.

She slowed when she reached the pier, her eyes scanning the shoreline. She told herself she was just walking, just looking, but the truth hummed beneath her ribs: she half-hoped she wouldn’t see him, and half-feared she would.

But he appeared anyway. Near the end of the dock, braced against the last of the sunlight, a coil of rope in his hands. His shoulders filled the space with ease, his body sure in every movement, the kind of presence born from years spent doing this work. He tugged the line tight, knotting it with practiced precision, then straightened. When he turned, his eyes caught hers across the distance.

“Julia.”

Her name rolled from him politely, but there was a weight in it that steadied her pulse even as it sped it up.

She forced her voice even. “Adrian.”

He stood still for a moment, the rope slipping from his hands to the deck. The gulls cried overhead, water lapping between them, but the space seemed suddenly smaller, closed around only the two of them.

“You’re staying longer than you planned,” he said finally. It wasn’t a question.

Julia shifted her weight, the boards creaking under her shoes. “The estate is…complicated.”

A flicker passed across his expression—understanding, maybe, though shadowed with something else. “It usually is.”

The words themselves were harmless, but they carried something heavier: who had left, who had stayed, who had held what weight when the other had walked away.

She heard her voice before she could stop it, quiet and sharper than she intended. “I didn’t plan to be here this long.”

His jaw set, green eyes catching the last of the light. “You never did plan much when it came to this place.”

It wasn’t cruel, but it cut anyway, as if some blade of old truth had finally been unsheathed. Heat crept up her neck. She wanted to fire back, to defend herself, but nothing came. The years between them pressed too thickly, turning every word fragile before it left her mouth.

Her hands clenched at her sides. “I should go.”

“Right.” He stepped back, giving her space. The gesture was polite, almost formal, and it hurt more than any sharpness could have.

Julia turned without another word. The dock stretched ahead, the gulls wheeling overhead, and with every step she felt the weight of his gaze on her back. She quickened her pace, the boards groaning under her stride until she reached the street again.

The walk home was short, but her chest stayed tight the whole way. She let herself into the dim house, dropping her bag harder than she meant to on the counter. For a moment, she just stood there, palms flat against the laminate, breathing harder than the exchange should have warranted.

It had been nothing—barely a conversation. A few sentences. A handful of careful words. Yet her body shook as though she had just walked out of a storm.

She pushed away from the counter and paced the length of the kitchen, then back again. She stopped by the window, staring out at the driveway. Her reflection in the glass looked back at her—her mouth pressed thin as if trying to hold something in. But her chest betrayed her, rising and falling too quickly.

She whispered it once, barely audible, testing the words against the silence: “He doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

But the moment the words left her, they felt flimsy. Paper shields against a tide.

She pulled her phone from her pocket, scrolling through notifications she didn’t care about, until her thumb hovered over his name in her contacts. Still there, buried at the bottom, a ghost she had never cleared. She didn’t even know if the number still belonged to him, but it didn’t matter either way. She locked the screen quickly and placed the phone face down, as though it had burned her.
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