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Act I: The Return & New Beginnings

*A Clean Romance Novel*
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## Chapter 1: The Return to Havenbrooke

The GPS had stopped working twenty miles back, but Katey didn't need directions to find The Quiet Page. The café called to her like a lighthouse beacon through the afternoon haze, its weathered wood exterior and paint-chipped sign exactly as she remembered from childhood visits that had felt more like fairy tales than real life.

She pulled her sensible Honda Civic into the gravel parking lot, the engine's reliable hum dying into sudden, overwhelming silence. Through the windshield, dust motes danced in the sunlight that filtered through grimy windows, and she could almost hear her grandmother's voice: *"Sometimes the most beautiful things are the ones that need the most love."*

The manila envelope on her passenger seat felt heavier than its contents should warrant. Three months ago, she'd been Katey Smulders, Senior Marketing Coordinator at Henderson & Associates, owner of a color-coded planner and a five-year plan that had included a promotion, a wedding, and a mortgage on a house in suburbia that looked exactly like every other house on the block.

Now she was... what? A refugee from her own life? A woman who'd chosen uncertainty over security, dreams over practical sense?

Her phone buzzed. A text from her sister Emma: *"Mom wants to know if you've come to your senses yet. Also, David called again."*

Katey turned the phone face down without responding. David belonged to the version of herself who'd believed that love meant making yourself smaller, quieter, more convenient. The version who'd nodded when he suggested she give up her "hobby" of writing fiction, who'd agreed that a big wedding was "more practical" than the small ceremony she'd dreamed of, who'd slowly erased herself one compromise at a time.

That version of herself had died the day she'd overheard David on the phone with his mother, laughing about how "manageable" Katey was, how she'd "settled into the role nicely." As if she were an employee who'd finally learned her place instead of a woman he supposedly loved.

She grabbed her purse and the envelope, stepping out into air that smelled of lake water and wild jasmine. The summer breeze carried the sound of laughter from the town center, the distant hum of boats on the water, the rustle of leaves that seemed to whisper *welcome home*.

The brass key felt warm in her palm—the same key her grandmother had pressed into her hand during their last visit, along with words that had seemed cryptic then but felt prophetic now: *"For when you're ready to stop running from your own heart."*

The lock turned easily, as if it had been waiting for her.

Inside, The Quiet Page was exactly as she remembered and nothing like she'd expected. Dust sheets covered the furniture like sleeping ghosts, and cobwebs had turned the corners into delicate works of art. But underneath the neglect, the bones of the place were strong—hardwood floors that gleamed despite their coating of dust, built-in bookshelves that reached toward the tin ceiling, enormous windows that framed the lake like living paintings.

She pulled away the first dust sheet with the reverence of an archaeologist uncovering treasure. Beneath it was a burgundy velvet armchair, its fabric soft with age and countless hours of use. A book lay open on the side table beside it—*Pride and Prejudice*, naturally. Her grandmother's favorite.

*"It is a truth universally acknowledged that a woman in possession of a broken heart must be in want of a fresh start,"* Katey read aloud, her voice echoing in the empty space. The words weren't Austen's, but they felt true nonetheless.
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