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      To all our sisters and brothers whose bodies succumbed to cancer,

      but whose spirits live on⁠—

      guiding us, inspiring us, and reminding us every day

      that love and memory are stronger than loss.

      

      LOVE NEVER DIES!
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      Welcome to Harbor View.

      Tucked into a sliver of land that stretches into the sea like a narwhal’s tusk, Harbor View is no ordinary New England village. It’s a place where time slows down and the wind always has something to say.

      Stand at the edge of its gravel lot—the southernmost tip of town—and the world seems to split in two. To your left, the Atlantic rolls wild and restless, slate-blue and endless. To your right, the harbor cradles quiet waters in shades of silver and green, a shimmering mirror of Long Island Sound.

      Harbor View is a town of contrast, where secrets linger like sea mist and stories wait just below the surface.

      Turn around, and you’ll see white and gray clapboard houses, weathered shops, and pointy-spired churches tucked into a patchwork of narrow streets and shady, tree-lined lanes. To the north, a tangle of salt marsh and an old rail line form a natural border, as if the village itself decided long ago to face the ocean and forget the rest.

      And truly, the people of Harbor View have always looked seaward. That’s where the tide brings in news. And where the past never really lets go.

      From its earliest days, the briny waters have formed the town’s history. After its first colonial inhabitants purchased—which means, of course, stole—the area from a tribe of Pequots, rude shelters went up to house the fishing families and the farmers who foolishly thought they could pry some crops out of the salty, rocky soil. Fortunately for the new townspeople, it all worked out, with coastal traders making it a regular stopping point between Newport and New Haven.

      Harbor View even had its blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment in the American Revolution. A single cannonball was fired—just one—at a passing British warship. The cannon still sits in Battle Square, rusted and proud, a monument to the town’s brief brush with glory. Locals like to say it’s now guarding the little stone-pillared bank behind it. Though it’s unclear from what.

      But never mind the ancient history.

      Our story, which absolutely takes place in the present (promise!), actually began in the early 1900s. That’s when New York socialites, those without quite enough money to summer in Newport, started flocking to Harbor View instead.

      We’ll get to all that. The socialites. The Prohibition-era whisky runners. The fishing boats that slowly gave way to white-hulled pleasure craft and yacht-club fundraisers.

      But first, let’s talk about what’s happening now—because something in Harbor View is stirring.

      These days, Harbor View might pass for quaint, if it weren’t for the hulking, abandoned brick fish-canning factory looming across Washington Street from Battle Square. ‘Quaint’ is a word that shows up on travel blogs and tourist brochures, but don’t let that fool you. The locals mostly hate it. They prefer the grit, the character. In fact, many would say the factory’s crumbling shell gives the town just the right amount of edge.

      You’ll find that Harbor View is full of hardy souls and salt-scrubbed personalities. In the warmer months, poets, painters, and sailing enthusiasts drift in with the sea breeze. Year-round, it’s home to book lovers, contrarians, eccentrics, and more than a few no-nonsense Daughters of the American Revolution.

      The winding lanes are dotted with gift shops, antique stores, a cozy library, cafés, a couple of restaurants, a creaky old hardware store, a tucked-away grocery, a beloved bookstore, and at least two, possibly three, art galleries, depending on who’s renting what this season.

      Let’s get you oriented. Washington Street and Franklin Street both stretch north from the point like the arms of a tuning fork. A short walk up either brings you to the cross-lanes that stitch the village together—First Street, Second Street, and so on.

      But it’s First Street that matters right now.

      Tucked among a row of timeworn homes sits a lively little bookstore. There, you’ll always find a few customers browsing, and always the scent of old paper and fresh coffee in the air. Directly across the narrow street, half-shielded by a picket fence and a house begging for a paint job (or mercy), you’ll find a weary antique shop with more stories than sales.

      Here’s the part most folks don’t know: both the bookstore and the antique shop come with… well, a ghost. Two of them, in fact. Long-time residents—about a century, give or take.

      Don’t let that keep you out.

      The ghosts aren’t the ones you need to worry about. It’s the living in Harbor View who are finally starting to stir.

      Here comes one now...
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      It always hit me like a wrecking ball to the soul, that big green exit sign on I-95. Even now, seeing it in the distance brought back flashes of memories I’d somehow locked so deep in my brain that several years of therapy, and more than a few bottles of wine, had barely scratched.

      It had been winter. Sleet and ice and snow all mixed. And cold. A car crumpled around the base of that very sign. A ten-year-old girl, wide-eyed and shivering, crawling from the wreckage and planting herself on a bank of wet, grainy brown snow. Breathless and dazed, but somehow less afraid than she’d been an hour before impact.

      Funny how life works. Sometimes, a crash isn’t the scariest thing in a young girl’s life.

      That’s how Clare and I met. She’d scooped me up from the side of the road like a lost kitten, depositing me in the warmth of her car while the world around us swarmed with flashing lights and loud voices. Firetrucks, ambulances, hard-faced road crews. All working to pry my mother’s body from the wreckage.

      She was dead. I knew it before I even crawled out through the shattered window. Her unseeing eyes, the blood splattered across the dashboard, the unsettling calm on her face that almost seemed to whisper, Safe. Finally safe. It was a look that I have yet to make peace with, considering she was leaving me behind.

      Then, the barrage of questions from people in uniform. And my answers, when they came, were blunt, hollow, stripped of emotion. Stunned, I guess.

      No one to call.

      I don’t have a father.

      No family.

      No, I don’t know where we were going.

      We live in my mother’s car. That’s our home.

      Yes, for a long time. That’s all we have. Had.

      And now, even that was gone.

      Through it all, my fingers clung to Clare’s hand. And she never let go. Not once. She was the first person who held onto me and promised she would never let go. And she kept that promise.

      Sort of a miracle she’d been driving by that day. Definitely a miracle that she stopped. When no one else would take me in, she did. First as an unofficial foster kid, then as her own when she adopted me. A single woman in her forties, she had no patience for nonsense and even less for the complications that came with a homeless, malnourished child who lacked education, manners, and everything in between.

      But she never gave up. She fought for me, stood by me. And as I got older, she weathered every moody storm of my teen rebellion with patience and grace. She was there through every turning point—graduations, heartbreaks, career changes, late-night phone calls when life felt too heavy. Even when I thought I didn’t need her, she showed up for me. With wisdom. With laughter. With unconditional love.

      Clare Randall. Thinking of her now, tears blurred my vision. My mother. Headstrong, stubborn, ornery. She tried to hide it, but she had a heart of gold.

      Regret churned in my stomach as I thought of all the times in the past decade I hadn’t seen her enough, hadn’t called her enough. The bond we had once forged had faded into nothing more than once-a-month calls, birthdays, and occasional holiday visits. But it was always Clare who made the effort. She booked flights to California, came when I needed her, and reminded me, over and over, that I was still hers. Even as my life spun faster and faster, and sometimes out of control, she remained my anchor.

      My marriage to Rhys turned an already turbulent life into a full-blown hurricane. Deadlines. Unpaid bills. The constant hustle to keep us afloat. Rhys was an actor—always chasing the next audition, the next small role, the next ‘maybe.’ That’s how the industry worked. Every callback held the promise of a breakthrough. Every ‘no’ felt like starting over. Feast or famine, but mostly famine.

      Then we had a baby.

      I tried to do it all. Wear every hat. Be everything for everyone. As a freelance writer, I was barely scraping together a living. It was just a different kind of famine.

      I never wanted to burden Clare with our mess, so I kept putting off calling her. Told myself I’d do it tomorrow. Next week. That the next visit would make up for the last short one. I kept promising myself, and her, that we’d spend the summer in Harbor View. But time slipped away.

      And now Clare, the woman who had fought so hard to hold on to me, was gone.

      “Mom, don’t miss the exit.”

      Ocean’s voice yanked me back to reality, away from the ghosts of the past. The rental car hugged the curve as we flew onto the exit.

      “You’ve got those red patches on your face again.”

      I glanced in the mirror. Stress always brought on hives. “You’re right. I look diseased.”

      “You don’t look diseased. You just look...sad. Grieving. Or whatever.” She paused. “I miss her too.”

      She was right. As usual. There hadn’t been enough time to process any of it.

      First came the phone call from Arthur, the bookstore owner across the street. Clare’s only friend. The news had blindsided me. Guilt would follow later.

      I’m so sorry, Skye. There’s been a freak accident...

      A rainy night. Late. Clare had been poking around in her antique store, the Salt Box, her pride and joy. A slip, a fall, the unforgiving edge of a marble tabletop. The EMTs said she’d died instantly.

      That was it. My mother was gone.

      Arthur’s voice had been gentle but firm. “How soon can you get back here?”

      I’d told him I’d be there in a couple of days. It had turned into ten days.

      Even that had been a scramble. Juggling deadlines, asking for extensions, getting through Ocean’s last week of school, crossing off the endless list of things that had to happen before we could hit the road. It was overwhelming, but somehow we pulled it off.

      “It’s okay to cry, Mom. Grief’s not like some to-do list where you can just check things off and move on.”

      I glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. “What TikTok therapist did you steal that from?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Wow. Some credit, for once. That was all me.”

      I shook my head.

      Ocean shrugged. “Like you always say. Fifteen going on thirty.”

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      Motherhood was a lot of things—exhausting, frustrating, a never-ending cycle of negotiating screen time, debating skirt lengths, and putting my foot down about piercings and tattoos. It meant sleepless nights, eye rolls, slammed doors, and so many moments of second-guessing myself. But right now, hearing the quiet concern in her voice, feeling the way her words reached out to steady me, I felt something else. Love. The warm, swelling kind that spread through my chest like sunlight breaking through a storm cloud. The kind that reminded me we were still tethered, mother and daughter, even in all the chaos.

      And this past spring, chaos didn’t just come from thin finances.

      My marriage was crumbling.

      Rhys had finally landed his big break. A supporting role in a feature film shooting in New Mexico. He’d already been gone a month, with production expected to stretch into fall.

      He came home for one weekend, just before I got the call about Clare. Filming had been shut down temporarily due to a safety issue.

      That weekend was a disaster.

      We fought. Sharp words. Deep cuts. The kind you don’t come back from easily.

      He said it was his time now. That he’d sacrificed too much to let this opportunity pass him by. He needed space. Freedom to give everything to his career.

      As if I hadn’t given him everything already.

      While he’d chased auditions, I worked. While he’d partied late into the night, I paid the bills. I held our lives together while he waited for his shot. And now, with his dream finally within reach, he expected more from me.

      What did wanting space mean? Was he asking for a divorce? I asked him that directly. But he said no.

      I was exhausted. Drained by the excuses. Done begging for time, for presence, for partnership. Long-distance wasn’t working.

      When he suggested Ocean and I join him for the summer, it made sense. School would be out. My work was remote. That was the plan.

      Then the call came. Clare had died.

      I was shattered. Rhys, on the other hand, insisted we stick to the plan.

      “Fly to the East Coast for the funeral, hire a lawyer, get a real estate agent to handle everything,” he said. “You can wrap it up in a couple of days.”

      I couldn’t do it. I’d already stolen time from my mother when she was alive. I wasn’t about to do the same in her death.

      Wrap it up. Clare deserved better.

      Ocean stuck her head out the window, letting the wind tangle her curls. She looked back at me and grinned.

      “You know, I’m totally lit about checking out your old turf.” She pushed the sunglasses up on top of her head. “It’ll be fun. Just the two of us.”

      I stole a glance at my daughter. The way she emphasized the words ‘two of us’ scratched at a scab on my conscience. I appreciated what she was saying, but I didn’t want her to give up on her father. My roots, my family—if I had any—were important. Not knowing where I came from before that car crash was maddening.

      From the nights I’d spent curled up in the backseat of my mother’s car, listening to the rain pound down on the roof, to the years when I found refuge with Clare in her house, the idea of having a father had always been just that...an idea. A dream. Something distant. A fairy tale.

      No, I wasn’t going to take that away from Ocean. Not when she was moving through the toughest years of life. As mature as she was, teenage years were no picnic.

      I’d always worked to give her something stable, something solid. I’d worked hard to provide the kind of life I had only dreamed of, a two-parent family I’d once only been able to imagine. I wouldn’t be the one to tear that life apart.

      Our life wasn’t picture-perfect, that’s for sure. And Ocean was old enough to see the cracks, alert enough to hear the stones Rhys and I pelted at each other.

      Ocean needed her father. I needed to know if my marriage was worth saving.

      Rhys and I had settled on two weeks.

      Two weeks to plan a memorial and a burial.

      Two weeks to sort through a lifetime in the barn, sell off the antiques, and get the house ready for market.

      Two weeks to say goodbye.

      My fingers tightened around the wheel as the ‘Welcome to Harbor View Borough’ sign loomed into view.

      Two weeks. That’s all we had.
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      The Welcome to Historic Harbor View Borough sign flashed past, but Ocean barely noticed. Her brain was elsewhere.

      She was doing what she always did, running pros and cons. Classic Ocean.

      She’d basically been a list-maker since she could hold a pencil. According to her mom, it started when she was a toddler, separating alphabet noodles on her plate and lining them up in rows. One day she’d eat only A’s. No B’s. The next day, different letter. Totally random toddler logic.

      By four, it was crayon sorting before coloring. Warm colors on one side, cool on the other. By five, she was listing pros and cons for playground activities. Swings? High and fun = pro. Waiting your turn = solid con. At six, she moved on to bedtime stories. Talking animals? Obvious pro. Monsters? Massive con. So many reasons.

      Now, at fifteen, the habit had just...stuck. Like breathing.

      Every decision needed a list. Even little stuff. Should she take AP History in the fall? Should she study while scrolling TikTok, or like, actually study? Soccer or debate? Those super cute boots she loved? or the ‘more practical’ ones her mom kept nudging? And, most recently, whether she should flirt with the hot new guy in English who just moved to town.

      That one was still open. Potential romance vs. potential humiliation. A very tight race.

      For Ocean, making lists was basically a reflex. Like breathing, but with bullet points. No decision was too big or too small. And it wasn’t just in her head, either. Nothing beat actual paper, a good pencil, and two well-organized columns to make everything feel a little less chaotic.

      Right now, the stakes felt higher than usual. She was mentally deep in a pros and cons list about California.

      The pro side? Honestly, kind of dreamy: blue skies, palm trees, year-round sunshine, the Pacific Ocean, and obviously her friends.

      But the con side? Yeah, it had weight too. Their North Hollywood apartment where the AC wheezed like it had asthma, the windows were painted shut, and the “luxury courtyard pool” looked more like a biohazard than a place to swim. Her best friend Ivy wasn’t even in L.A. anymore. She was ping-ponging between Utah and Arizona, thanks to her parents’ divorce.

      Sure, they still talked, but California didn’t feel like home without her.

      As for the rest of Ocean’s social life? Meh. She wasn’t the popular girl. Not the queen bee, not even one of the worker bees. She had people to sit with at lunch, but no deep friendships that made leaving L.A. feel like an emotional cliff dive.

      Which brought her back to the list.

      There was one person messing things up: her dad.

      He definitely belonged on the pro side. She loved him. He was handsome (Ivy swore Rhys was the hottest old guy alive), and when he was around, he could be warm, almost affectionate.

      But he also belonged firmly on the con side.

      In his own head, he was a legend. An artiste. A star-in-waiting. And yeah, everything   else—Ocean included—came way second to himself.

      As far as she was concerned, her father had always been sprinting after a dream that refused to be caught. He wanted the kind of fame where people would stop him on the street, gasp in recognition, and whisper, Oh my God, isn’t that...? But he wasn’t there yet. Not even close.

      Maybe this film would finally do it, she thought. Maybe this one would put him on the B-list. Maybe it would even vault him into the career that would place him with the immortals of Hollywood history. Scorsese and Spielberg calling with offers every week. Parties at Leonardo’s house. A week with George and Amal at their place on Lake Como. Front row at the Oscars. Custom-made tux. Applause.

      Or maybe, more likely, it’d just be another chapter in the epic saga of Almost and Not Quite.

      No matter what, his ego was already too big to fit through the front door. Which was ironic, considering how rarely he bothered to walk through it.

      And the worst part? The actual worst part?

      He treated Mom like she was invisible. Like she was just there...sometimes. Not a partner. Not a person. Just some kind of background extra in the movie of his life. When he did talk to her, it was all logistics: Did you grab my dry cleaning? I’ll be late tonight. Like she was his assistant. Not his wife.

      And Ocean didn’t want to get started on his promises.

      He made plenty. I’ll be there. I swear. Just one more meeting. One callback he couldn’t miss. But when it came to actually showing up for something having to do with her or her mom? Forget it. He was basically the Harry Houdini of fatherhood. Now you see him, now you don’t. One second he’s here, the next—poof—another empty seat at the dinner table. Another dance recital with no Rhys in the front row clapping for her.

      But hey. Sure. Maybe this movie would finally make him a household name. Great.

      Too bad the household he already had was falling apart without him even noticing.

      The truth was that he didn’t care. If Mom was Martin Scorsese’s daughter, he would have noticed. That’s for sure.

      California used to be stacked with pros. It was where Ocean grew up, where she knew every corner of NoHo, where jasmine and orange blossoms made the air smell like summer even in January. But lately, something had shifted. Maybe it was her. Maybe it was the place. Or maybe it was the way her mom kept pretending everything was fine when it obviously wasn’t.

      Ocean glanced at her mom’s white-knuckled grip on the wheel. At her profile. She was really pretty, especially when she actually put on makeup and swapped the jeans and sneakers for something not picked off the floor. But lately? It looked like she was giving up. Letting herself fade. Like she didn’t see the point in trying anymore.

      And if they actually made it to New Mexico? Ocean didn’t love their odds. Hollywood was crawling with hot, self-absorbed girls who had grown up knowing how to get what they wanted. If any of them had even a ‘hint’ of daddy issues, Rhys would be all over that. Ocean could already see it, even if her mom didn’t. He’d be more than flattered. He’d lean in. He always did.

      New Mexico. Ocean stared out the window. Not on her list.

      The car made a right, and they crossed the bridge over the railroad tracks. Straight ahead was the borough.

      Over the years, Ocean had seen the way her mom’s face lit up whenever she talked about Harbor View. Not about the stuff from before Clare adopted her—that was a blank—but the years after. The village, the people, the beach days and sailing and swimming out to the sandbar. Digging clams. Snagging lobsters from the summer people’s traps. Helping at the Borough Fair in July and the Holiday Festival in December.

      When Mom told those stories, she looked different. Lighter. Almost happy. And every time, Ocean wondered: Why did she ever leave? Why hadn’t she come back?

      Well…maybe it wasn’t too late.

      This was Ocean’s mission now.

      She had two weeks. Two weeks to convince Skye that Harbor View—windy, weird, and unfamiliar as it was—was still better than California. Better than a man who cared more about his IMDB page than the people he was supposed to love. Whatever they had here, whatever they could have? It was worth staying for.

      Because California didn’t feel like home anymore.

      And maybe, Ocean thought, it never really had.

      Two weeks.

      The countdown had started.
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      As we drove across the bridge into Harbor View, an ache formed in my chest. The thought that this might be the last time I made this trip, the last time I saw these familiar streets, began to pull at my insides like the rip current.

      I tried to relax my grip on the steering wheel. Rolling down my window, I breathed in the briny scent of the sea and pulled to the side, letting an impatient driver pass before easing back onto the road.

      “Low tide,” Ocean said, her head hanging out her open window.

      “You used to complain about it whenever we came back here,” I reminded her.

      “That was because we never stayed long enough for me to get used to it.”

      A fair point. We never did stay long enough. Three days in New York, a weekend here to visit Clare, and back to LA again. That was the way Rhys liked it, just enough time to soak up the New England charm before retreating to the possibilities of Manhattan. And then back to the West Coast.

      Clare never once complained, though. She took whatever time we were able to give her.

      Ocean waved a hand out her window. “Do things look different?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, different from when you were growing up?”

      Some of the shops along Washington Street were new, but a lot of them were the same.

      “That breakfast place. The grocery store. The bakery. They all had different names back then.” Faces flickered across my memory. People I hadn’t seen in years but had once seen almost like family. “Maybe I already told you this, but when I was growing up, nobody paid cash at the grocery store. Not unless you were a tourist. The butcher’s son or daughter, whoever was working, would just jot down what you owed in a spiral notebook at the register. You’d come back at the end of the month and settle up. No interest. Just your total.”

      Ocean gave a disbelieving snort. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that system would last about five minutes in North Hollywood.”

      “I’m not even sure it would work here anymore.”

      She pointed out the window. “That lunch place on the corner. Didn’t you take me there once? We had grilled bread and hot chocolate.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. “Grilled Portuguese Sweet Bread. Clare and I used to go there all the time. I always got hot chocolate. She drank tea.”

      The wash of emotion in my chest grew stronger.

      “You said Harbor View was pretty dead off-season. Those sidewalks look packed.”

      She wasn’t wrong. For a town that supposedly slept through the spring, Harbor View was wide awake today. Summer was still three weeks off, but the streets buzzed like it was mid-July.

      I eased off the gas and glanced up the cross street we were passing. Second Street. The narrow sidewalks were still flanked by Colonial and Greek Revival houses, just like I remembered. Some wore fresh paint like new clothes; others had faded under salt air and too many New England winters. But the bones of the place hadn’t changed.

      I used to know every shortcut, every broken fence and hidden path in this village.

      A few more blocks down, as I turned left onto First Street, my eyes caught sight of the top of the lighthouse, standing solidly in place down at the Point, just like always. From the time I was Ocean’s age, I always saw it as something more than beacon for passing ships. I thought of it as a guiding light, pointing me toward something bigger and better than Harbor View.

      Now, it suddenly felt like it stood for everything and everyone I left behind.

      “I know there’s a ton of stuff we have to do before we head back to L.A.,” Ocean said, her voice soft, almost unsure. Not her normal tone. “But maybe we could take a day? Just one. So you can show me around? Like, really show me the village?”

      I looked at her, surprised and a little moved.

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      First Street looked exactly the same. In front of the old red brick building that once served as the Borough Hall and volunteer firehouse, two men sat in folding chairs like sentries of the past. One waved a fat cigar as he talked, the other shook his head and took a long pull from a beer bottle. On a sign above them, the names of the three original firefighting teams—Neptunes, Steamers, Pioneers—stood out in crisp relief against the freshly painted white doors and trim.

      Halfway down the block, colorful flags fluttered outside Rainbow Reef Bookstore, Arthur’s shop. Its front door was propped open to catch the breeze. But that wasn’t what drew my eye.

      Across the street stood Clare’s house.

      The two-story Greek Revival looked tired. The once-bright red door was peeling. The white picket fence that framed the yard was chipped and leaning, a few slats missing entirely. On either side of the stone steps, overgrown lilacs fought to keep their purple blooms above the tangle of weeds trying to swallow them whole.

      The place was a little neglected, but it was the house I grew up in. Whatever I’d been feeling before, my emotions now spun out of control.

      My mother was really gone. I’d never see her again.

      Her old station wagon was parked in the cobblestone driveway, close to the street. At the far end of the drive, nestled against the back of the property, stood the antique shop in the converted carriage house. The Salt Box, Clare had called it. Her pride and joy. A ‘CLOSED’ sign hung on the barn door.

      I blinked hard, willing the tears not to fall.

      I pulled in to the curb in front of the house. Before I could even cut the engine, Ocean popped open her door and darted toward the front gate, curious as ever.

      At the far end of the block, a middle-aged couple rounded the corner from Franklin Street. They smiled politely as they crossed in front of my car before disappearing into Arthur’s bookstore. As I climbed out of the rental car, their voices drifted out through the open door.

      Arthur. Another goodbye waiting for me, once I sold Clare’s house.

      I swallowed hard, forcing down the lump rising in my throat. No emotional outbursts. Not in the bookstore, not now, not in front of strangers. Arthur would understand. He knew we were coming. I’d check in with him later, once we were settled. Once I had a second to breathe.

      “It’s locked. Do you have a key?” Ocean called, already at the front door, her hand on the knob.

      “I’ve got it...somewhere.” I went up the slate-topped steps I’d walked a thousand times, digging through my bag. Crumpled receipts, phone, brush, loose change, an old cough drop.

      “It’s in here,” I said, more to myself than to her. “Clare gave it to me before I moved out West.”

      I knew I hadn’t lost it. Not that key.

      Harbor View is your home, Skye. This house is your home. You can always come back.

      Clare’s words echoed in my mind as my fingers finally closed around the familiar key ring. I pulled it out with a little flourish—one that didn’t come close to matching the tangle of emotion I felt—and slid the key into the lock. It turned with a quiet click, and the door creaked open.

      A wave of stale air drifted out. That closed-up-house smell: dust, silence, and time. It wrapped around me like memory.

      I hesitated on the threshold, the weight of the past pressing in from every corner, then stepped inside.

      “Whoa,” Ocean said from behind me. “It seriously smells in here. Want me to open windows?”

      “Yeah,” I said softly. “That’d be great.”

      I didn’t need any light to know every inch of this house. The floor plan was engrained in my mind. It was the first place I’d ever called home. To my right, the stairs leading up to the second floor. To my left, the large living room Clare had always used as her business office, with a huge wooden desk; bookcases packed with ancient volumes and magazines on furniture, paintings, and other antiques; and a row of battered old file cabinets where she kept the bookkeeping records for the store.

      Straight ahead, an arched doorway led to two connected rooms—dining and sitting—linked by a coal stove where a wall had once separated the space. At the back of the house, a kitchen and a small half-bath had been added to the original structure. Upstairs, three bedrooms and a pink tile bathroom completed the home.

      Ocean pulled back a heavy curtain covering a window facing the street. I blinked, forcing myself to focus on the space before me.

      It was a lot to take in. Clare’s office was filled to the brim. There was furniture in every available space, stacked and wedged in like a puzzle. The overflow continued into the old sitting room, where more pieces crowded the space, each one familiar and yet oddly out of place.

      A fine layer of dust dulled once-polished surfaces. At the far end of the office, large paintings draped in canvas leaned against the wall, blocking the French doors that led to the dining room. Cardboard boxes were stacked up in teetering towers, the lower boxes buckling beneath the weight. Papers, books, and curled maps spilled from open containers, cluttering the floor in silent disarray.

      It was as if the antiques in the barn had reached a high tide mark and begun flooding into the house itself.

      It had never been like this when I was growing up. Even the last time we visited, the house had still felt…ordered. Loved.

      “What happened?” Ocean whispered, her eyes wide. “I don’t remember Grandma ever being a hoarder.”

      “She was an antiques dealer. Went to estate sales. This is not hoarding,” I said in her defense, dropping my bag onto a nearby table.

      “But that’s what the barn is for, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know, Ocean. Maybe there was a leak in the roof, and she had to move stuff in here.”

      I worked my way through the clutter, helping my daughter climb over furniture to reach the windows and open them.

      I planned to sell the house. But I hadn’t thought about how to dispose of the antiques. I definitely didn’t expect this much stuff.

      “Hey, check this out!” Ocean exclaimed, pulling a stack of old rock concert and movie posters from a pile. She flipped through them eagerly, the task of opening windows forgotten. “These are so cool! I bet Grandma’s got some real hidden gems in here.”

      “Let me know if you find a Woodstock poster in there,” I said. “It’ll be bright red, with a white bird sitting on a guitar.”

      The summer before I left for college, Clare came home from an estate auction with a box full of old posters. Buried in the middle was an original Woodstock poster. I’d gasped when I saw it, and without hesitation, she handed it over. For four years, it hung above my dorm bed like a flag of freedom and rebellion, a slice of history I felt proud to claim. On graduation day, I packed it carefully in a box.

      It disappeared while I was loading the car.

      I blinked, brought back to the present by the rustle of papers as Ocean flipped through another stack. She turned to me, her voice steady and sure.

      “Mom, we can’t just get rid of these things,” she said. “I want to go through them.”

      “We’ll go through them together. But for now, let’s get these windows open and get settled.”

      We made our way into the next section of the house. A jumble of furniture. It looked more like a warehouse than the dining and sitting area I remembered. Ocean moved around quickly, pulling back curtains and yanking the windows up.

      A cross breeze began to waft through the house, and the musty smell started to fade.

      “I’m going to check upstairs,” Ocean said.

      “Good. Get all the windows.”

      “Got it.”

      My eyes were drawn to the back corner of the room. It was the only uncluttered space in the entire downstairs, so far. An oasis amid the chaos.

      Time seemed to have stood still in that spot. Just like when I was a kid, Clare’s favorite chair and ottoman were positioned in front of a TV that had to be at least two decades old. On the small table beside her chair, a delicate porcelain teacup, still half-filled with tea, rested on a saucer. Next to it, something new, a framed photo of me and Ocean standing on either side of Clare, with a shimmery Pacific Ocean stretching out behind us. Rhys had taken that picture two summers ago. He’d captured the moment just as Clare slipped her arms around our waists, her smile as warm as the setting sun.

      On the floor sat a basket filled with birthday and Christmas cards we’d sent her from California over the years. Notes we’d hurriedly written were carefully arranged, as well. Traces of glitter sparkled in the light from the window.

      I never knew she kept them.

      A well-worn copy of The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver was tucked into the chair cushion. Several delicately pressed flowers marked some passages. That novel was one of my favorites. Clare’s too. My mother and I had read it together for the first time when I was Ocean’s age. I’d thought I was getting too old for reading with her, but we shared some powerful emotions as we worked our way through that book.

      Draped over the arm of her chair was the crocheted blanket she’d made for me when I left for UC San Diego. Some of the knots along the edges were worn, but the colors were still vibrant. I’d wrapped myself in its warmth many a night while I was away at school. But I gave it back to her during one of my summer breaks, insisting that she’d need it more. The Harbor View winters were far colder than anything out west. Now, seeing it carefully folded there, I wasn’t so sure who had needed it more.

      The lump in my throat returned. This corner of the room wasn’t just tidy. It was a quiet haven of love and memory. It was, I suppose, a testament to the way Clare had been holding on to us, even when we were far away.

      “Thank God! You’re finally here.” Arthur’s voice rang through the house as he strode through the open front door, his presence as regal as ever.

      He was handsome—a Bill Nighy lookalike—and he hadn’t lost one iota of his good looks. Seventy-ish. Fit. Effortlessly stylish. Gay. Single by choice. The most well-connected person in Harbor View and Clare’s only true friend.

      Arthur Booker had been a fixture in my life for as long as I could remember, seamlessly slipping between needed roles. Friend, uncle, protector. He’d patched my scraped knees as a child, listened to teenage dramas with a knowing smirk, mediated battles between me and my mother. And later, as I stumbled through young adulthood, Arthur had been ready with words of wisdom or solace. Whatever was called for. And always with his own often hilarious brand of incisive sarcasm.

      He was a man of action, the one everyone in town turned to when something needed doing. Whether it was organizing a charity gala, fast-tracking a building or event permit, or quietly ensuring that someone guilty of a minor misdeed got what was coming to them. In short, Arthur was Harbor View’s own Don Corleone.

      “I saw you pull in, but I had to get rid of the head of the Zoning Commission and her husband. How are you, my love?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he wrapped me in a warm hug, his arms strong and his embrace familiar. I breathed in spicy notes of the same expensive cologne he’d worn for decades. We just held on, neither of us needing to say what people were supposed to say when they’d lost someone they loved. Actually, the silence between us conveyed more than any spoken condolences ever could.

      “It wasn’t her time,” he said finally, his voice rough as he drew back, staring at the chair in the corner. “She shouldn’t be gone.”

      “No.”

      “But what the hell was she doing going out into that damn building at that hour?”

      I knew Arthur was the one who found her body the next day.

      “Uncle Arthur?” Ocean’s voice floated down from the top of the stairs.

      We both turned, and in the next moment, my daughter was in his arms. He was hugging her with the same fierce affection he’d always given me. He released her and gave her a slow head-to-toe look.

      “Are you all living next to a nuclear power plant these days? You’ve grown six inches since last time I saw you.”

      “Exaggeration,” Ocean said with a laugh.

      “It’s the truth. How old are you now?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “You were twelve,” Arthur replied. “Twelve...the last time you came to Harbor View.”

      “Not true. We came last summer. But you were away for something.”

      “Oh, yes. You did come last summer. For roughly thirty-six hours, I believe. It was one of those fly-by trips that half of your parental unit enjoys.” He struck a dramatic pose. “I’m far too important to stay away from Hollywood for more than⁠—”

      “Okay,” I broke in. “Enough with the hard time.”

      “We’re staying longer this time,” Ocean chirped. She tugged on his arm, pulling him toward the kitchen. “Come help me with the windows. It’s like a cave in here.”

      As Arthur followed her, Ocean called back, “Mom, everything’s open upstairs. But can we get something to eat? Order in, maybe? I’m starving. Pizza. Let’s get pizza.”

      Arthur called out the name of the place we should order from.
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