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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      I used to wake up ready to chase the world. Today, I just want out of its reach.

      The city wakes up like it always does, loud, unyielding, and already in motion before my feet touch the floor. Horns echo off high-rises, sirens wail somewhere in the distance, and footsteps pound the pavement with purpose. It’s a place that thrives on noise, hustle, and the next thing. But inside of me, something else is happening. A quiet unraveling. Not a dramatic one, and definitely not visible. It feels like a slow undoing that hums beneath the surface that’s as soft as breath, sharp as loss. Somehow, the city doesn’t notice when people need a break. Maybe it never did.

      Soft morning light spills through the floor-to-ceiling windows of my Manhattan condo, stretching in lazy gold slices across polished concrete floors. Outside, the world rises fast. The early hour commandeers espresso machines to serve the masses. I’m familiar with the hiss in the café below. Taxis blare their impatience while a man on his phone barks orders like the sidewalk is his stage. I hear his muffled voice. Every day, the sounds blend together, orchestrated by the demands of the business world. It’s the same city song that once set my pulse racing. Today, it just makes me tired.

      Glancing across the room, I see my suitcase waiting by the door. It’s a hard-shell, cobalt blue vintage one I found tucked in the back corner of a consignment shop in SoHo. I got a rush of excitement the second I saw it, and something in me paused. That deep, unapologetic cobalt was a bold hue I used to wear, and the piece called to me. My mother once said the old Samsonite was “Hepburn chic,” and she was right. A little classic. A little rebellious. A little me.

      I packed it two days ago, folding my clothes into rolls like Elena taught me on our post-college trip through Europe. Back then, organizing calmed me. It made the world feel smaller, simpler, a bit more under my control. This time, I packed slowly. Not just clothes, but pieces of solace. My softest cardigan. Worn jeans. The scarf my mother knitted for me when I moved to the city. And of course, my favorite coffee mug. I even took time to queue a playlist for the ride, filled with acoustic tracks and cello instrumentals; Brandi Carlile, Fleetwood Mac, the classic, timeless songs of the Beatles. These are the tunes that once steadied me. Each note hits like a memory I didn’t know I needed, wielding a soundtrack for an ending I can’t yet name.

      My apartment is silent. Too silent but not soundproof. It’s designed to perfection. Everything is arranged just so, including the art books and throw pillows in intentional colors. My kitchen counter gleams like it’s never been used. Once, that felt like control. Now, it feels like a showroom for someone else’s life. It also explains why I said yes when my parents asked if I wanted to co-own the cottage.

      Brighton Wharf has always been our vacation spot. Every summer, we return like pilgrims. The same creaky dock. The same sea-salted mornings. The same traditions that tether us to the place. When the cottage came up for sale, my parents said they didn’t need my money—but they wanted my name on the deed. My heart is, and always has been, in that place, and I said yes before they could finish the sentence. Now I’m driving there. No assignments. No deadlines. Just me, my suitcase, and the kind of homesick ache I can’t explain.

      The elevator hums as I descend, and I catch my reflection in the mirrored walls. I’m wearing no makeup. There’s no Zoom meetings and no professional appearances today. Just Lily. The woman whose name is under the headlines. It took me a while, but I’ve become the one who no longer believes my worth is measured by what I accomplish before breakfast.

      I hit the West Side Highway, and the city exhales behind me. That’s when I engage the playlist, and the unknotting begins. My muscles loosen. My mind quiets. I let it. As soon as I hit the back roads, I roll down the window and breathe.

      An hour into the ride, my phone buzzes. I press the button on the steering wheel.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, sweetheart. Are you on your way?” Her voice is soft, but something in it perks up my ears. She sounds like she’s been waiting to share good news.

      “I am,” I say. “Just passed Stamford.”

      She hums that maternal sound that says everything without saying a word. “Lily, everything is so pretty. I hope you love it. The curtains are up. The guest room’s finished, and you wouldn’t believe the butterflies this morning! Monarchs, swallowtails, even one I didn’t recognize. I watched them from bed for almost half an hour. It felt like they were dancing just for me.”

      She’s so happy, and I love the joy in her voice. My mom is the best, and she deserves this dream. I blink fast against sudden tears. “Sounds like we need to name the place the Butterfly Bypass.”

      She laughs. “I love that! Let’s do it.”

      “What’s Dad doing?”

      “Your father’s working on the crossword. He won’t admit it, but he loves this place already.”

      That lands. My dad isn’t a man of easy sentiment, but if he’s found peace here after a lifetime of working, then I know I will.

      “Want me to grab a pizza?”

      “Perfect. He’s starting a fire. I saved that bottle of red.”

      When the call ends, I don’t turn the music back on. I let the silence wrap around me like something sacred.

      Somewhere near New Haven, I cry. Not because anything is wrong but because the release feels holy. There’s something about getting away from work, the city, and all the things on a to-do list. At some point, the pressure loosens. It’s as if my body remembers I’ve been holding it too tightly for too long and is finally telling me to let go.

      As the road narrows, the signs change, and the trees bend toward each other. They look like they’re whispering secrets, their leaves filtering the sunlight until a soft golden glow falls across the pavement. The air shifts, and Brighton Wharf doesn’t feel like a destination. It feels like a memory come to life.

      I spot the cottage as I turn onto the street, and it’s everything we ever hoped for. Weathered gray shingles. White trim. Massive blue, pink, and purple hydrangeas spilling over. When you’ve loved a place for so long, it paints a picture in your mind. Now, that picture belongs to the three of us.

      When I pull into the driveway, the front door opens before I can cut the engine. My mother steps out in her slippers, arms already outstretched, her expression pure joy. My father lingers on the porch behind her, his hands braced on the railing.

      “You’re here!” Mom wraps me up before I can even close the door.

      “Yes. Finally,” I whisper.

      We meander to the door, arm in arm. Dad moves aside as she pulls me into the house, where the air smells like lavender and sea salt. A fire glows in the hearth, and above it, the mantle is decorated with the unusual shells we’ve collected over the years on our morning beach walks. The walls are painted a soft, watery blue. Everything is peaceful and simple but nothing feels small. I stand in the doorway, breath catching.

      “It’s beautiful. I don’t know how you got it all done so fast, not to mention, without that horrible paint smell.”

      “That wasn’t me, Lily. I hired painters and asked them to add something to cut the scent, but thank you. I worked hard this week to put a few touches on it to make it feel like ours. I know you’ll want to add your own too. I just wanted it to feel like a sanctuary.”

      “It does, Mom. It really does.”

      Her eyes soften as she leans in and rests her head against mine.
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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      I trail behind my parents as we move through the cottage, the tips of my fingers brushing against the whitewashed doorframes and textured linen curtains. I absorb every thoughtful detail now rooted in this place, as dusk filters through the windows in soft silver ribbons, casting shadows that move like memory. We’ve been vacationing in this cottage for years, but now everything glows with my mother’s polish and sense of perfection. I’ve loved this place since I was a little girl, but now that it’s ours, it shines with the kind of light a space gives off when someone nurtures it with new life.

      Mom’s touch is everywhere. I feel it in the way the seagrass blue and cream linen tones seem to calm the walls, and in the way each blanket is folded like a soft promise. Nothing here is overdone, yet all the objects seem to hum in harmony with the others. Mom didn’t decorate this cottage; she composed it. She orchestrated the flickering soft light on the end tables and curated the kitchen counter and mantle with the shells we collected. They’re neatly arranged throughout like a quiet altar to the times in our lives when business paused and we simply spent time together. She’s added the softness every escape needs. There are even labels written in her elegant script on the jar of cinnamon sticks and spices above the stove. It’s all her. All heart.

      She leaves the space I’ve always claimed as mine for last, a smile on her face as she slowly nudges the door open. Before going inside, she steps back and, with a wave of her hand, ushers me in. “This one’s yours.”

      I feel like the room hugs me when I enter. It’s washed in soft lamplight and the kind of hush that only exists in spaces still learning their purpose. The walls gently envelop me, newly painted in a favorite shade of soft blue that catches the light like water. Mom’s left the window open a crack. It’s just enough to let a whisper of ocean air inside. Salt and sea, mums, and maybe even a trace of lavender drift on the slight breeze.

      “I know how you love the ocean air.” She pauses, then closes the window against the night chill. “What do you think? It isn’t too girly for you, is it?”

      I can’t answer right away. Work has been stressful lately, and I needed this comfort more than she knows. My throat tightens at the sight of the quilt folded at the foot of the bed. It’s soft pink and stitched in waves made of memories. It took Mom a few years to make it, and now it’s a treasure. There’s a cushy Pottery Barn chair by the window, one I admired during our last trip to the mall.

      “Mom… you got the chair.”

      She nods, a gentle smile softening the lines in her face.

      I continue perusing her handiwork. The cozy corner is arranged so you can curl into it with a good book when the world gets too loud. I lift my gaze to the wall above, where a photo hangs, matted and framed: me at sixteen, sun in my hair, wind on my cheeks, arms flung wide to the sky. I don’t remember the exact day, but the feeling rushes back.

      “It’s perfect,” I manage.

      She smiles, soft and full, like she already knew what I would say.

      Later, we call in and order pizza. I was so anxious to get here, I forgot to pick one up on the way. All three of us are famished, and DoorDash delivers our dinner wrapped in cardboard and mercy. Mom and Dad sit in recliner chairs, and I sit in front of the fireplace, cross-legged on the floor, my bare feet tucked beneath me. Our first night together feels too sacred for formalities. Every time we’ve been here, we’ve embraced nothing but ease. The fire behind me cracks softly in approval as Dad pours red wine into mismatched glasses.

      “This pizza,” I say between bites, “might be the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      Mom laughs, tucking her feet up beside her in the chair. “I’m sure that’s partially because you haven’t eaten all day, but I agree it’s great. The dough and sauce are made in-house.”

      Dad lifts his slice and folds it in half. “I certainly like it better than some of those chain joints. The simplest things are always the best.”

      We spend the next few minutes wandering through conversation. Now that we have the time, they tell me all about the renovations and about Dad’s dream of turning the back porch into a screened room. Then he shares his hopes for future Thanksgiving dinners and the possibility of grandchildren. The subject hangs in the air a little longer than it should.

      “You and your mom can fill the house with food,” Dad says. “Imagine a long table. Family all around. Grandkids laughing.”

      There it is again. The soft pressure I always feel when people talk about what comes next, as if my future is an itinerary someone else drafted without asking. I choke a little on my wine. “Grandkids?”

      Mom gives him a look. “David…”

      “What? I didn’t say soon.”

      “I hate to disappoint you, Daddy, but there’s no ‘soon’ anywhere in sight,” I mutter, half-laughing, half-defensive. “No boyfriend. No prospects. My job requires I travel. I lose track of what city I’m in.”

      It comes out lighter than I feel. Beneath the humor, there’s a flicker of something I can’t name. Sadness? Guilt? Or maybe just that strange ache of not knowing where you’re headed when everyone else seems to already be there.

      “Someday, Lily. You never know what the future will bring,” he says, shrugging like the universe might surprise me at the next stoplight with a husband.

      I stand and wave the conversation away with a crooked smile. “Well, ‘Someday Lily’ needs a little air.”

      I retreat to the kitchen to start rinsing our glasses when Mom appears at my side. Her voice lowers, like it always does when she’s about to say something she’s not sure I want to hear.

      “Dad doesn’t mean anything by it. You know how he gets. He dreams a few years ahead.”

      I nod, drying my hands on a thick dish towel printed with tiny anchors. “I know. It’s just… sometimes it feels like everyone else is sprinting toward some invisible finish line, and I’m still standing at the starting gate trying to remember why I showed up. I don’t know what will happen in the future, but being reminded of my ticking biological clock only makes me defensive.”

      Mom doesn’t respond right away. She simply watches me the way only a mother can, as if she’s listening not just to my words but to the empty spaces between them. Then she smiles and reaches behind the door for a jacket hanging on a wooden peg.

      “Come with us for a walk.”

      I nod and grab one of my jackets. I left two of them at Mom and Dad’s, and leave it to her to think of everything because she brought one of them here for me. Outside, the breeze has picked up. Fall, in all its glory, has arrived, and there are more leaves on the ground than on the trees. A few sharp gusts pull the scent of chimney smoke and salt air through the narrow streets. I pull up my hood and tuck my hands inside my pockets as we travel along, wrapped in coats and quiet.

      Something settles in my chest. It’s a quiet I hadn’t known I needed. Maybe it’s been building for months, layered beneath stress and deadlines and the hum of city life. Maybe it’s been there even longer, waiting for this kind of stillness to come alive again.

      The atmosphere is hushed now that summer has passed. Those who remain leave their porch lights on, casting golden halos over stone and concrete paths. A wind chime sings faintly from somewhere down the lane. The sights and sounds soothe me.

      My parents walk ahead, their voices low as they point to darkened cottages and make plans for our house that I can’t hear. Something amuses them, and their laughter rolls back toward me, soft and real. I slow down, letting the night settle into me. Brighton Wharf isn’t just a vacation postcard for us anymore. It’s a pulse. A place that remembers the girl I was and welcomes the woman I’m still figuring out how to be.

      Mom looks over her shoulder. “I almost forgot to tell you, Lily—there’s a new antique store in town. Just opened on the corner where that ice cream shop used to be.”

      The thought of a new place to hunt for treasures raises a smile.

      Mom nods, knowing something unspoken between us has just clicked into place.
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          EVAN

        

      

    

    
      The Evil Bean smells of cinnamon, dark roast, and salt air. It’s my three favorite things layered together. It makes the whole place feel like a memory someone else is lucky enough to walk into. Outside, the summer crowd is long gone, and Brighton Wharf has slowed to a pace that suits her bones. Locals slip into their flannel routines. Windows fog from soup pots and cinnamon rolls. The sea air has a bite, but I welcome it.

      The café glows in the early afternoon light, its mismatched tables bathed in warmth from low pendant bulbs. A strand of Edison lights flickers across the back wall, illuminating the handwritten chalkboard and the shelves of locally made mugs. The mums by the door are beginning to bronze at the edges from salt and time. The pumpkins out front are still plump, still bright. The porch creaks whenever someone comes or goes, and that creak has become my favorite sound.

      I built this business. No investors. No partners. Just me, a stack of reclaimed tables and chairs, and more stubbornness than most people could survive. My father still calls it a detour. He had other plans for me, of course, suits and city towers, stock options and sky-high offices. He never really knew this version of Brighton Wharf. He never felt how it could steady you. For him, it was a vacation town frozen in amber. For me, it’s the place that made my heartbeat settle again.

      Suddenly, the bell over the door jingles, a sound I usually tune out.

      “Hi.” A new, feminine voice enters the room gently, soft and melodic.

      I glance toward the security monitor in my back office. The feed is grainy, black and white, yet the woman at the counter still manages to glow. Loose curls fall around her shoulders, and a slouchy beanie hides most of her expression. Still, there’s something in the way she leans into the counter and the moment, unhurried, her presence unrushed, as though she already belongs here without asking.

      Roger, my employee, is already at the register, grinning like he’s witnessing destiny unfold.

      “Oh, Sunshine,” Roger says, fanning a hand over the menu as though it’s a red carpet. “We’ve got everything from tame and tasteful to full-blown seasonal drama. But if—and I do mean if—you’re craving something that tastes like autumn wrapped you in a cashmere hug and kissed your forehead under a canopy of golden leaves, then you need the maple harvest latte. It’s fall in a cup. Think cinnamon flirtation, maple sweetness, and just the tiniest hint of regret for not ordering two.”

      He leans in with mock seriousness.

      “It’s the drink of poets, Pinterest witches, and men who wear scarves indoors just for the drama. Last week, a woman cried when she sipped it. Said it reminded her of New York, 1998, and a man named Charles.”

      He clutches his chest. “We still don’t know who Charles is. But I think about him often.”

      I smile and shake my head. That drink was his invention. Over-the-top, as usual, but the regulars love it, and Roger sells it as though it’s been blessed by the state of Massachusetts itself.

      The woman laughs, the sound light and unforced. “Seriously, I was just going to grab a plain black coffee, but now you have me rethinking my entire identity.”

      There’s a tone in her voice that lingers. It’s more than charm. It’s a stillness, a sincerity, as though she’s fully here and nowhere else. She sounds like someone who listens when people speak. Someone who notices.

      I half-rise from my chair, eyes still on the screen. There’s something in the way she scans the chalkboard menu. She isn’t glancing but searching as if she’s looking for something more important than a drink. Maybe meaning. Maybe comfort. I know that look. I’ve worn it.

      “What’s your name, Sunshine?” Roger asks.

      “Lily. Yours?”

      “Roger, darling. The unofficial mayor, emotional support barista, and the best part of Brighton Wharf—which is me, obviously—but The Evil Bean’s decent too.” He strikes a pose, one hand on his hip, the other waving a bar towel with theatrical flair. “In case you didn’t notice, Hawaiian shirts are my love language. I have exquisite taste and a well-documented history of being right.”

      He pauses, plants his elbows on the counter, and rests his chin in his hands. He flutters his lashes.

      “Now…what can I get you before the weather realizes I’ve disrespected it again?”

      I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling now. Roger could charm secrets out of stone.

      I watch as he prepares her drink, the two of them chattering until she heads out the door, latte in hand.

      “She said she and her parents bought the old cottage on Headsail,” he calls toward the kitchen after she leaves. “They’re fixing it up.” A pause. “I know you were watching, Evan. My spidey-sense picked it up.”

      Headsail. I know that house. It’s the one with gray shingles with a porch that leans toward the ocean, as if listening. A sweet place with history carved into its siding and a view worth staying for. I haven’t driven past it in a while, but now I’m tempted.

      Leaning back in my chair, I stare at the blank invoice on my laptop. In truth, I’m not seeing it. My thoughts are still at the counter, with her. Lily. I liked the sound of her voice, but more than that, I noticed the way she responded to Roger. It was thoughtful. Present. She seemed to tune herself to the room, her attention quiet and real. That kind of attentiveness sticks with you.

      For a moment, I forget the café, the to-do list, the invoice on the screen.

      Something inside me shifts, subtle but clear. Most days, I’m content here, always feeling rooted and steady. But right now, a restlessness brushes the edges of that contentment. Not loneliness exactly. More of an awareness that something unexpected just walked in.

      Before I can head out front, my phone buzzes. My mother’s name lights up the screen.

      “Hey, Mom,” I answer, putting her on speaker while I lean back in the creaky office chair.

      “Hi, honey. How are you?” Her voice is warm and familiar, as comforting as a Sunday morning.

      “I’m good. Busy. Not as busy as in the summer, but still steady.”

      “That’s good. Just confirming Thanksgiving. You’re still coming, right?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Need me to bring anything?”

      “Well,” she says, dropping her voice, “your father’s decided to deep-fry the turkey this year.”

      I groan. “Is he trying to burn the house down?”

      “Apparently. If the patio survives, we’ll be thankful for more than the food.”

      I laugh. “I’ll bring the extinguisher.”

      There’s a pause. Then her tone softens. “There’s one more thing. The Women’s Center, named after Grace, opens soon after. They want someone from the family to speak at the dedication. I want you to do it.”

      I sit up straighter. “Me? Why me? I never met her.”

      “No. But you’ve heard her stories. You understand what she meant to me, and you have the heart for it, Evan. You’re tender and sincere. I don’t want it to sound polished or performative. I want it to sound like someone other than me still carries her echo.”

      I go quiet. I picture the hallway photo of Grace. The one Mom never moved. Her aunt. Her absence still lingers in rooms we never name. When Mom speaks about her, her voice doesn’t break, it falters, subtle and raw.

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, though I already feel the weight of it settling behind my ribs.

      “I really want you to, Evan. Thank you.”

      We move on to updates about my dad, my siblings, and then we hang up. Her request clings to the air, but I fold it away for now.

      There’s something else tugging at my attention.

      I walk out to the counter, stiff from sitting all morning, stretching into movement. Roger is busy wiping down the espresso machine and humming something ridiculous.

      “So?” I ask, pretending not to care.

      “Oh,” he grins. “Beanie girl’s long gone.”

      “Lily,” I say, tasting her name as though it lives on the air, warm and lingering.

      Roger pauses. “Interested?”

      I shrug. “She seemed interesting.”

      He nods, drying the steam wand. “She is. Good energy, that one. I could feel it. She said she’d be back.”

      I glance toward the door. There’s a list of things I still need to do, but I know one thing for sure.

      The next time the bell rings, I’ll be listening.

      Just in case.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



