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Chapter 1

    June stood at the bend in the road and let the town come to her. Linden Cove was smaller than the map in her head—one main street wrapped around a sheltered harbor, clapboard houses leaning in as if to listen to each other, a scattering of wind-polished boats bobbing like contented dogs. Everything smelled faintly of salt and diesel and the sharp, clean tang of winter. A gull circled, articulate and impatient, then dropped behind the strip of gray ocean that separated June from the familiar silhouette of the Calder House: three stories of white paint flaking around the porch posts, a weather-beaten sign that read CALDER’S INN in faded gold, and the lighthouse-shaped guest cottage Rowan had restored years ago, its windowed top catching the light.

    She tightened her grip on the strap of the duffel bag and felt the soft swell of grief catch at her throat like a tide. The bag had once held two sweaters and a pair of city jeans; now it carried the weight of a life strangled into four hours of driving, a head full of goodbyes, and the rusty keys Mr. Cole from Town Hall had handed her across his cluttered desk. Keys that, when June pressed them into the old brass lock, would open rooms that still smelled like her grandmother’s lemon soap and chamomile tea. Keys that opened a house full of stories and the ledger, if she was lucky, and whatever else Nana had left behind.

    The porch groaned when she set the duffel down. She listened to the sound like it was part of a conversation—like it was telling her the house remembered her, even if the town council and a developer’s glossy brochure did not. The eviction notice, stapled to the main door in a storm of photocopied legalese, sat folded in her palm like a challenge. Two weeks until a vote. Two weeks to convince a town that selling a parcel to tear down a place and build weekend condos would somehow preserve what made Linden Cove what it was.

    June was practical—she’d taught herself that when you pack a life into a duffel you learn not to indulge what feels impossible. Sell the house, cash out, move back to the city, where jobs were steady and grief had a schedule instead of a body to feed. She had rehearsed the speech already, the one about legacy and logistics, the one she'd say to the council in a voice stripped of pleading and full of reason. She could do it. She had done everything else her grandmother had ever asked. But as she pushed open the front door and the familiar scent of cedar and lemon washed over her, the rehearsed sentences started to fray at the edges.

    The inn stood like an honest thing—worn and generous. The lobby’s small desk still bore the rotary bell that had once announced the arrival of guests, a stack of mismatched postcards edged in silver, and a jar of pennies Nana used to tell June were good luck. Sunlight pooled through lace curtains, dust motes floating in it like tiny suspended snowflakes. June let her hand brush the worn banister as she climbed the stairs; the wood fit her palm the way a familiar secret fits behind the teeth.

    She moved through room after room cataloging: the blue guest room with the chipped enamel lamp and the smell of lavender; the parlour where Nana had taught her to make scones on rainy afternoons; the small kitchen with its lopsided table where family arguments and reconciliations had both been negotiated. In the attic she found boxes, each labeled in her grandmother’s looping hand—LINENS, CHINA, MEMOIRS—and a shoebox of letters tied with twine. There were photographs, too. Children on the pier with salt-caked knees, a younger June at seven, hair in two stubborn pigtails, hugging a bundled new puppy. The ledger—old guest names and hand-scrawled notes praising the breakfasts—was tucked into a desk drawer as if waiting, patient and sure.

    June sat cross-legged on the floor amid a constellation of linens and let the house speak through the small things. A napkin pressed into a book with a recipe for peppered popovers, a loyalty card with a dozen stamps from a traveler who wrote, “We’ll be back every spring.” Someone had once thought to leave a key to the town boat in case of emergencies. These were the reasons the inn mattered, the small threads of human attention that built more than a business. Her fingers hovered over the ledger’s last entry, and for a beat she allowed herself the thought she had avoided for weeks: what if she could save it? Not forever—she was not naïve—but long enough to honor Nana, to keep the porch swing creaking, to let guests come for one more morning of scones and one more evening of the lighthouse window glowing like a promise.

    The county inspector’s stamped notice at the back door, however, cut through that softness. It wasn’t just the developer’s letterhead that was dangerous; it was the logic in their pamphlets—the promise of progress, of property taxes. People in suits made sense to the town officials who balanced budgets in meetings full of coffee rings. June could see it. She could feel the tilt in conversations at Maribel’s cafe when the topic came up—the way eyes slid away from the Calder House as if avoiding you might make the problem go away. She had come prepared to be practical, but she had not prepared to be angry. Anger, she realized, was a quiet instruction to act.

    She had barely started to inventory the front rooms when two knocks at the back shed the afternoon into a different rhythm. She looked up, wiping flour from the corner of a recipe card on instinct—Nana had taught her to always have something to bake ready, even if the oven was old—and opened the door into a face she had learned to know by reputation first and then by sight: Rowan Hale.

    He filled the yard like a question. Taller than she remembered from community events, his movements economy itself—no wasted motion, the kind of ease that came from someone who thought in lines and angles. He wore a wool coat that might once have been black and boots that had been broken in to make walking through storms feel less brutal. The faint scar at his temple caught the light and for a second his pale blue eyes hardened, then softened, and a small, incredulous smile angled the world differently.

    “June Calder,” he said, as if trying out the name in exactly the way she felt it—part truth, part surprise. “I heard you were back.”

    “You heard right.” Her voice sounded steadier than she felt. She had met Rowan before, a smile and a nod at town gatherings, a man whose reputation clung to him like salt. He had left Linden Cove in a storm of whispers years ago and returned with a lighthouse renovated into some private, immaculate retreat. The town had watched him rebuild, kept their distance as if he might be a spark. She had thought of him as something practical to rally behind if she needed an architect, an ally with blueprints and a steady hand. She had not expected to be disarmed by the tilt of his head, the way his eyes catalogued the porch for damage as if the whole house had revealed itself to him.

    “You didn’t tell anyone you were selling,” he said, almost accusing without accusation, like someone reminding her of a rule she’d already agreed to.

    “It’s not sold,” she said. “It might be. There’s a vote. I came to...sort things out.” Her mouth tasted of brine and cinnamon; grief and adrenaline braided together, making her words small and quick.

    Rowan angled his weight on his heels, then crossed himself to the porch and stepped up. He moved with the confidence of a man who had measured beams in his head before lunch. “You shouldn’t be on that porch,” he said, nodding toward the sag between two columns. “There’s rot at the base of the eastern post.”

    June felt the familiar flare of stubbornness—stubbornness as armor. “I know,” she said. “I was planning to...board up the worst and—”

    “You were planning to what?” He came inside without asking, boots treading softly on the old rugs. Rowan had a way of entering rooms and folding the light to himself, like someone who had learned to read spaces and then rewritten them. He peered at the ledger on her lap and gave a small, thoughtful hum. “You can’t hide structural issues with paint. They’ll see that on inspection.”

    “I’m not trying to hide anything.” Her cheeks warmed. “I’m trying to keep it safe until—until there’s a decision.”

    Rowan’s mouth tilted. “And if the decision is to sell?” He looked at her with the careful curiosity of someone assessing load-bearing walls. “What then?”

    June’s throat tightened. “Then I’ll leave,” she said, because leaving had always been the answer she’d told herself—move, rebuild, start over. It had saved her before. “But I can try. I owe Nana that much.”

    There it was, the tremor in her alibi. He watched her for a long breath, and the watchfulness in his eyes was not unkind. “You don’t have to do this alone,” he said finally.

    Heat rose hot and ridiculous beneath her collarbone at the offer—an offer she had not expected, not from a man who’d kept everyone at arm’s length. There was no flourish in it, no grandiose vow. He simply said what needed saying and folded the words into the air between them. June wanted to say thank you and instead said, “You live next door.”

    “You renovated the lighthouse.” He straightened, and for a moment his hands—callused, sure—splayed against the back of a chair as if touching the world to reassure himself. “I know the town. I know what they see as 'progress.' If you want an honest estimate, I’ll give you one. But there are deadlines, and there’s a council meeting they won’t move because a postcard is cute.”

    The ledger in her lap felt suddenly heavier, and the ledger was heavier because it held the ghost of her grandmother’s small wars—against rising costs, against winter storms that stole shingles, against the slow gentrification that made room for weekend strangers with bank accounts. June had come back to close a chapter. The protagonist inside her wanted to sign the dotted line and walk away with dignity. But there was a different voice now, a quieter one that held Nana’s habit of making lists and saving receipts and saying, “We make the world better one breakfast at a time.” That voice was insistent.

    “You don’t have to decide now,” Rowan said. “Let me look. But if you want people to give you more time, you’ll need a plan—and you’ll need to show the council you’re serious.” He paused, and something small and almost shy threaded into his expression. “And crowded houses are easier to defend when neighbors show up.”

    June’s laugh was a little sharp, then soft. “Neighbors are hard to convince when they think 'progress' comes with paved driveways.”

    “Then make them see us,” he said. “Let me help you make them see.”

    It was a practical offer, and underneath it an unspoken current of something warmer—an offer of proximity, of long hours spent in each other’s company bent over floorplans and budgets, of coffee and late-night conversations when the wind thinned and the lighthouse window became a hearth. June felt her spine loosen at the possibility and, embarrassingly, at how his voice did something with her pulse—steady, steady, a slow drum that matched the measure of her breath.

    She could leave tomorrow. She could pack the duffel, lock the door, and take the bus back to the city where grief had a timetable and the opportunity to be a brand-new version of herself waited. But there was also the ledger, the napkin with the popover recipe, the key to the town boat, the room named after her grandmother with the chipped lamp. There was a town that needed time to remember why some houses were worth saving. There was Rowan—stolid, practical, an architect who measured with a ruler and seemed to measure people with the same deliberation.

    All at once she felt foolishly brave. “Okay,” she said. “Look.”

    He smiled then, small and relieved, the kind of smile that made the faint scar at his temple seem like a map of stories he hadn’t told. “Give me a tour,” Rowan said. “And then we’ll make a plan. You tell me what it looks like to keep it, and I’ll tell you what it’ll take.”

    June rose, brushing a sheen of dust from her jeans as if she could brush away the months she’d spent dreaming of leaving. She showed him the blue room, the parlour, the sagging porch, the attic with Nana’s letters like a secret the house had been keeping for her. He listened in ways words could not always account for—kneeling at beams, pressing a thumb against a splintered joist, his profile shadowed against a window. She watched him work and felt something begin to seed in the space between them: not love yet, not even trust, but the first tentative infrastructure of a partnership.

    Outside, the sky had deepened to pewter and the first thread of evening wind threaded through the eaves. A light went on in the lighthouse’s top window—Rowan’s window—and June felt, oddly and stubbornly, like a small ship in harbor. She could pack up, head back to the city, accept the tidy finish. Or she could stay, and build a different sort of life, with hands that knew how to mend and a neighbor who might, if she allowed it, change how she measured risk.

    Rowan closed the attic door behind them and turned to her with a stack of Nana’s recipe cards in his hand, his expression unreadable for a breath. “We’ll need bids,” he said. “And a timeline. And a reason for people to care.”

    June folded the ledger into her arms as if it might float away. She had a reason to care. She had more in common with this stubborn house than she’d admitted. The ledger. The guests. The memory of her grandmother’s laugh tugged up from the stairs like a ready ally.

    “And one more thing,” Rowan added, quieter, as if sharing a small, dangerous secret. “You’ll need a good story.”

    June met his gaze. There was the faintest flicker of something at the edges of his eyes—curiosity, yes, but also something that looked dangerously like possibility.

    She thought of the town porch swing. Of the ledger. Of the key wrapped in tissue. Of leaving—and of staying.

    “All right,” she said, and in her voice there was a decision that hummed like a borrowed song. “Let’s write it.”

    They stood there for a long beat, the house around them holding its breath, and beyond the window the sea kept its steady, impartial watch. Then Rowan reached out, not in a rush and not in assertion, and tapped the ledger with a forefinger as if blessing a map.

    June felt, for the first time since Nana’s funeral, the electricity of an actual plan. It was startling and terrifying and quietly exhilarating all at once. She wanted to ask him why he’d come back to Linden Cove at all. She wanted to know whether he’d always measure people with such care. Instead, she slid on the old brass key, and the lock turned with a contented click that felt like a beginning.

    Outside, a gull cried, and somewhere down the street Maribel’s bell jingled as a customer left the café. June could hear the town settling into evening, and, under it, something else—an attendant pulse that suggested this was not just about a house any longer. It was about taking a stand, about roots, and about the first fragile scaffolding of a partnership neither of them had planned but both might, grudgingly and then willingly, begin to build.

    When Rowan spoke again, his voice had peeled back into something that might be mistaken for softness. “Tomorrow, I’ll bring my clipboard,” he said. “And if you want, we can start with the porch.”

    June let out a breath she hadn’t known she'd been holding. “Tomorrow,” she repeated. She slipped the ledger beneath her arm and, for the first time in months, did not think of the city. The thought surprised and steadied her, like the lighthouse light cutting a path through fog.

    As she locked the door, a scrap of paper slid from the ledger and fluttered to the floor—an old guest sketch of the pier, a child’s jagged sun, and a name in tiny, hurried scrawl: Rowan Hale, with a heart beside it.

    June picked it up with a laugh that felt peculiarly like a breath. She turned it over. On the back, in Nana’s careful handwriting, was a note she had never noticed before: “Some houses keep people. Some people keep houses. Know which you are.”

    The paper trembled in her hand, and she had the sudden, impossible feeling that the house had picked her back for a reason she hadn’t yet understood. She slid the scrap into her pocket, and for the first time since she’d driven away from the city, stayed long enough to watch the lighthouse window go dark and then glow again, like the slow, steady pulse of a promise.


Chapter 2

    Rowan’s clipboard smelled faintly of cedar and rain when he arrived the next morning, as steady and uncomplicated as his knock. June opened the door before the second rap and held it open for him with a hand that felt oddly steady now, fingers warm from the ledger pressed against her palm. He stepped inside like he owned a map of the place: purposeful, quiet, scanning.

    “Coffee?” she offered on instinct. Inside, the kitchen still wore Nana’s light, a dusting of flour on the windowsill like chalk marks from a game. Rowan glanced at the stove, then at the battered French press June had set on the counter.

    “You make good coffee?” he asked.

    “You’ll be the judge,” she said, with more defiance than she felt. She set two chipped mugs on the table. The table—that had been Nana’s favorite thing in the dining room—seemed, this morning, to hold history like it held the light: simply, generously.

    They drank in companionable silence at first. Rowan filled a page of the clipboard with notes in a tidy, practiced script—measurements, materials, a shorthand that made June’s eyes go soft. He went to the front porch and knelt, measuring tape unfurling like a ribbon. June watched him work and felt something like relief unravel inside her. When he bit into his lip to check a number, when his jaw tightened and then relaxed as he shifted weight from one boot to the other, she began to learn the language of him.

    “You shouldn’t have tried to shove those boards back up,” he said without looking up, voice level but edged with small, fierce something that might have been concern.

    “They’d been bowing worse every wind,” June said. “I figured a bit of brute force—”

    “Can be a quick fix,” he conceded. “But quick fixes don’t hold for storms.” He straightened and pointed at a seam she hadn’t noticed. “See this? Rot’s deeper than surface. We’ll have to sister the joists here, and replace the ledger board.”

    He used words like “sister,” “ledger,” phrases that sounded like a tongue both technical and tender. June felt herself listening the way she had to Nana’s recipes—careful, reverent. Every structural term he offered about the house was also, she realized, a way of mapping possibility.

    They moved room to room with the slow courtesy of people learning a new rhythm together. Rowan had an engineer’s patience; June had the housekeeper’s memory. She pointed out a hairline crack above the mantel where Nana had once leaned to listen for the tide, told him about the man who’d left an umbrella and a note in the blue room, how the ledger had a whole column of returning guests who swore by the breakfasts. He nodded, sometimes smiling in a way that seemed to soften the edges of the coldest corners of the house.

    When they reached the parlour, Rowan paused, hands in his coat pockets, as if bracing himself for something he wasn’t sure how to name. There was a photograph on the mantle—June hadn’t seen it before in all her sorting: a young Rowan, maybe twenty, laughing on the pier, arm thrown around a group of kids. He had hair that fell into his eyes then, and his smile was easier. June’s fingers hovered over the frame without touching.

    “That was from a town fair,” she said. “My grandma loved that summer. She kept a lot of photos.”

    Rowan’s throat moved. “I haven’t been back to that pier in years.”

    “You left town, right?” June asked, not meaning to pry but unable to stop the question from landing between them. The ledger, the scrap of paper with his name—she was making a map of him out of the house’s traces.

    He looked at her in a way that made her feel seen like a door was about to be opened and a draft would come through. “I did,” he said. “Long story. Not a proud one.”

    June thought of the ledger’s ink, the way his name had been drawn with a childish heart. She wanted to know the story in whole, wanted to unlace the cautious reserve at his shoulders. But there was work to do, and stories often unraveled better after safe things were fixed. “Later,” she said finally. “After we figure out whether the council will even let us try.”
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