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Chapter One
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The town sign hadn't changed.

Welcome to Hartwell Cove — Population 1,842 (Give or Take a Few Stubborn Souls).

Wren Calloway slowed the rental car to a crawl and stared at the painted wood until her eyes burned. Ten years. The paint was still that soft buttercream yellow. The lobster pot at the base was still propped at the same crooked angle, like the town itself was leaning in to listen for her.

She had promised herself she would never see this sign again.

Promises, it turned out, were the easiest things in the world to break.

"Okay," she whispered to no one. "Okay, Gram. I'm here."

The road dipped, and the cove unfolded the way it always had — a curve of grey rock, white houses with weathered shutters, fishing boats nodding at the dock like old men remembering each other's names. The sea was the color of a bruise just beginning to heal. Salt hit her tongue before she rolled the window down.

Her hands tightened on the wheel.

She drove past the bakery where her grandmother had bought her sticky buns every Sunday. Past the post office. Past the bench under the maple tree where, at sixteen, she had carved a heart with a boy's initials and her own, and meant every clumsy stroke of the pocketknife.

Don't.

She pulled into the small gravel lot above the harbor and killed the engine. For a long minute she sat there with her hands in her lap, listening to the gulls and the slow tick of the cooling engine. Her chest felt like someone had stacked bricks on it, one for every year she had stayed away.

She got out.

The wind grabbed her hair the moment her boots hit the gravel. She pulled her cardigan tighter, walked to the wooden railing, and looked down at the docks below.

Her breath caught.

The lighthouse stood at the far end of the spit, white and red and stubborn as ever, its glass eye blank in the afternoon sun. Hers, now. Her grandmother had left it to her in a will written in shaky handwriting on lined paper, witnessed by two neighbors and a notary, as if Gram had known nobody would believe a lighthouse could be inherited like a teapot.

But it was the dock she couldn't look away from.

A man stood there, his back to her, sanding the curve of a wooden hull. Broad shoulders under a faded chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Dark hair, slightly too long, lifting in the wind. One hand braced on the boat, the other moving in slow, careful strokes she could feel in her own bones.

She knew that back.

She had pressed her cheek to that back at seventeen and listened to him breathe.

Oh, no.

Her heart did something complicated and painful, like a bird trying to remember how to fly after years in a cage. She took a step back from the railing, then another. She wasn't ready. She had a plan — drop the bags at the cottage, drink one cup of tea, cry exactly once in private, and then be brave enough to face the parts of her past that still walked around in human skin.

The man on the dock stilled.

He set the sander down. Slowly. Like he had heard something the wind hadn't carried.

Then he turned his head.

Even from this distance, even with the sun in her eyes, she felt the moment his gaze found her. It hit her square in the chest, the way a wave hits when you've turned your back on the ocean for one second too long.

Elias.

Her knees forgot what they were for.

She gripped the railing. The wood was warm. The gulls were screaming. Somewhere behind her, a car door slammed and a child laughed and a screen door banged shut, and none of it reached her, because Elias Thorne had just lifted his head on the dock below and looked at her like a man who had been waiting ten years for the tide to bring her back.

He didn't move.

He didn't wave.

He just looked.

Wren pressed a hand to her mouth and stepped behind the open car door before her legs gave out completely.
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SHE DROVE THE LAST half mile to the cottage with her hands shaking so badly the steering wheel kept jerking. Pull yourself together, Calloway. He's a man. You used to be a woman who could file a divorce in three languages. You can survive a look.

The cottage sat above the rocks, white clapboard, blue door, hydrangeas going wild along the walk because nobody had been there to prune them. Her grandmother's wind chime — sea glass and copper — still hung by the kitchen window. It chimed once, soft, like a hello.

Wren leaned her forehead against the steering wheel.

"I'm home, Gram," she whispered. "I think I'm in trouble."

She let herself cry then, because she had told herself she would, and because the cottage smelled like cedar and old books even from the porch, and because somewhere down on the dock, a boy she had once loved with every cell of her body had set down a sander and looked up like he had been listening for her footsteps for a decade.

She had thought the hard part would be the lighthouse.

She had been so, so wrong.

When the tears slowed, she pulled the visor down and checked her face in the mirror. Red eyes. Storm-grey, her grandmother used to call them. Trouble eyes, my girl. Don't let them lie for you.

"They don't lie for me, Gram." She wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand. "They just tell on me."

She climbed out of the car. The wind was kinder up here, gentler, smelling of wild roses and salt and the faint, faraway smoke of someone burning driftwood. She let it move her hair off her neck and stood very still and tried to breathe like a woman who had not just been ambushed by her own life.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

A message from her lawyer in the city. Closing paperwork on the lighthouse property requires a local contractor sign-off by Friday. Council scheduled a meeting for you at 9 a.m. tomorrow. Don't be late.

She closed her eyes.

A local contractor.

In Hartwell Cove, there was exactly one certified marine restorer who could sign off on a lighthouse foundation.

She had just watched him put down a sander on the dock.
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WREN SPENT THE REST of the afternoon doing what she had always done when life got too loud — she put her hands to work. She carried in the suitcases. She unrolled the rug. She dusted the photographs on the mantel and refused, absolutely refused, to look at the one of her at seventeen with sun on her face and a tall, lanky boy laughing behind her with his arm slung around her shoulders like he could not believe his luck.

She put the kettle on.

She lit the lamp by the window because the sky was bruising again, the way it did before a coastal evening.

She told herself she was fine.

Then someone knocked on her door, and she dropped the teacup straight into the sink.

It didn't break. It clattered. Loud. Final.

She wiped her hands on the dish towel. Smoothed her hair. Pressed her palm flat over her heart as if she could hold it still by force.

"Coming," she called, in a voice she did not recognize.

She opened the door.

It wasn't him.

Her relief came out as a half-laugh, half-sob she barely caught in time. On her porch stood a small woman in her sixties with silver hair in a braid and a covered dish in her hands. June Hartwell. The mayor's wife. Her grandmother's oldest friend.

"Oh, sweet girl." June's eyes went soft. She didn't ask if Wren had been crying. She just held out the dish. "Chowder. Don't argue. And there's bread under the towel."

"June." Wren's voice cracked clean in half. "Hi."

"Hi yourself." June stepped inside without being invited, the way she always had. She set the dish on the counter and turned, and her old, steady hands cupped Wren's face like she was sixteen again with a scraped knee. "Look at you. You look just like her."

"I look tired."

"You look like a woman who drove a long way to come home." June patted her cheek. "Which is the same thing, in this town."

Wren laughed, watery. "I'm not home, June. I'm here for ninety days. I'm fixing the lighthouse, and then I'm—"

"Mm-hm." June was already opening cabinets, finding bowls, lighting the second burner. "Sit down, child. You can tell me your plans after you eat."

Wren sat.

She watched the woman who had stood at her grandmother's bedside in the last hours move around the kitchen like she belonged there. The chowder smelled like butter and cream and a hundred childhood summers. The bread was still warm.

She ate two bowls without realizing.

"June," she said finally, when the wind had picked up outside and the lamp was the only soft thing in the room, "is he... does he still..."

She couldn't finish.

June set down her spoon.

For a long moment the older woman just looked at her, and Wren saw all of it in her face — knowledge, kindness, a kind of careful, fierce love that small towns kept in reserve for their wounded.

"He's still here, sweetheart," June said quietly. "He never left."

Wren stared at the steam rising from her bowl.

"He saw me," she whispered. "At the harbor. I drove past. He was on the dock."

"I know."

"How do you—"

"Because half the town has called me in the last two hours." June's mouth twitched, gentle. "Marjorie at the bakery says he hasn't moved from that boat since you drove by. Just standing there. Looking up the road."

Something inside Wren's chest squeezed so hard she had to press a hand to it.

"June," she said, and her voice came out very small. "I can't."

"I didn't ask you to, honey."

"I really can't."

"I know."

The wind chime sang on the porch. The lamp flickered. Somewhere down the coast, the lighthouse beam came on for the night and swept once — long, slow, patient — across the dark water.

Wren stared at her hands.

"I made a promise to myself," she said. "When I left."

"Promises to seventeen-year-old versions of ourselves are the easiest ones to break, my girl." June reached across the table and squeezed her wrist once. "Sometimes that's a mercy."
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AFTER JUNE LEFT, WREN stood at the window for a long time.

The lighthouse beam swept past the cottage every twelve seconds. She had counted, once, lying on this same porch at fifteen, her head on her grandmother's lap. Twelve, Gram. Why twelve? And her grandmother had laughed and said, Because that's how long it takes for the sea to forget what it just told you.

Twelve seconds.

She thought about Elias on the dock. The way his hand had stilled on the wood. The way he had turned his head before he could possibly have known.

He never left.

She pressed her forehead to the cold glass.

She had spent ten years building a life out of straight lines and quiet rooms and a fiancé in the city who never once looked at her the way Elias Thorne had looked at her from a hundred yards away in the wrong light.

She had told herself that was safety.

She had told herself a great many things.

The beam swept past again. Twelve seconds. The sea forgetting. The sea remembering. The sea doing both at once, the way it always had.

She turned off the lamp.

She went to the door to lock it for the night.

She had her hand on the deadbolt when she heard it — boots on her gravel walk. Slow. Steady. A pace she had memorized when she was sixteen years old and could pick him out of a crowded harbor festival just by the sound of his step.

Her hand froze on the lock.

The footsteps stopped at the bottom of her porch.

Silence.

Not a knock. Not a word. Just the wind and the chimes and a man standing on the other side of her door in the dark like a sentence she had walked out of mid-word ten years ago.

Wren pressed her palm flat to the wood.

Her heart was so loud she was sure he could hear it through the door.

She didn't move.

She didn't breathe.

She waited, with her hand on the deadbolt and her forehead against the painted blue wood, and on the other side of three quarters of an inch of cedar, Elias Thorne stood perfectly still on her porch, as if he, too, had been waiting ten years to do nothing more than this.

Then, soft as a wish, she heard him say her name.

"Wren."

Just that.

Just her name, the way he had always said it, like it was something he was lucky to be allowed to hold in his mouth.

Her knees buckled.

She slid down the inside of the door until she was sitting on the floor of her grandmother's cottage, both hands pressed against the wood, tears running quietly down her face, and on the other side of that door a man who had not left in ten years sat down too — she heard the slow creak of weight settling on the porch boards — and stayed.

He didn't ask her to open it.

He didn't say another word.

He just sat there in the dark with her, three quarters of an inch of cedar between them, and breathed.

And somewhere out on the water, the lighthouse beam swept past for the twelfth time since she'd turned off the lamp, and Wren Calloway understood, with a clarity that broke her in half, that she had not come home to fix a lighthouse at all.

She had come home because some loves do not let you stay gone.

She pressed her forehead harder against the door.

And on the other side, in a voice so quiet she almost missed it, Elias whispered one more thing into the wood between them.

"Take your time, sweetheart. I've got nothing but."
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Elias Thorne had been sanding the same six-inch stretch of hull for twenty minutes when the wind changed.

It wasn't anything anyone else would have noticed. The gulls kept arguing over a fish head near the bait shack. Old Pete kept tying and untying the same bowline at the end of the pier like he was waiting for it to apologize. The harbor smelled the way it always smelled — diesel and salt and the sharp green of seaweed drying on the rocks.

But the wind shifted, just slightly, off the road instead of off the water.

And he knew.

He didn't know how he knew. He had spent ten years not letting himself believe in that kind of knowing. He had buried it the way a man buries a compass after he stops trusting north. But his hand stopped on the wood, the sander going quiet against his palm, and his whole body turned toward the road above the harbor before his brain caught up with his bones.

There was a car on the gravel pull-off.

Small. Dark. Out of state plates.

A woman at the railing with her hair the color of late autumn whipping around her face.

Elias's heart stopped working in any useful order.

He set the sander down. He did it carefully, because his hands had gone strange, and he didn't trust himself not to drop it on his foot. The wood was warm under his palm. He could feel his pulse in his fingertips.

It's not her.

It was her.

He knew the line of her shoulders. He knew the way she stood with her weight on her left foot when she was nervous. He knew the cardigan, even though he had never seen this particular one, because she had always worn cardigans the color of beach stones, soft greys and dune-greens and the pale lavender of sea heather.

She was holding the railing like she might fall otherwise.

He understood the feeling.

For one long second their eyes met across the distance, and his entire chest cracked open like an oyster shell pried wrong — sharp, clean, ruined.

She stepped back.

He watched her duck behind the open car door.

He didn't move.

He couldn't.

His brain offered up several extremely useful suggestions — call her name, wave, walk up the hill, do anything you idiot — and his body refused every single one. His feet were not interested in his brain's opinion. His feet were interested in the fact that Wren Calloway was standing seventy yards above him for the first time in three thousand, six hundred and fifty-two days, and the universe had not, in fact, ended when she came back.

The car door shut.

The engine started.

He watched her taillights crest the hill and disappear toward the cottage road, and he stood on the dock with his hand braced on a half-sanded hull and felt every single one of those ten years come back to him at once — not as memory, but as weight. Ten years of mornings he had eaten standing at the kitchen counter because the table felt too empty. Ten years of nodding politely at women his sister tried to introduce him to at potlucks. Ten years of fixing other people's boats and telling himself the dull ache in his chest was just the price of being a man who had loved well, once, and badly, once, in the same breath.

The ache was not the price.

The ache was the interest.

The principal was still walking around in this world with her hair lifting in the wind.

"Elias."

He turned his head slowly. Old Pete had wandered down the dock without him noticing. The old man's face was unreadable under the brim of his cap, but his eyes were sharp.

"Was that—"

"Yeah," Elias said.

"Huh." Pete chewed the inside of his cheek. "Thought she said she wasn't coming back."

"She did say that."

"Hmm." Pete looked up the empty road. Looked back at Elias. Took the unlit pipe out of his pocket, considered it, put it back. "You all right, son?"

Elias opened his mouth.

Closed it.

"No," he said finally, and his voice came out rough, like he hadn't used it in a while. "But I will be."

Pete made a small sound that might have been a laugh and might have been pity. He clapped Elias once on the shoulder with a hand that felt like driftwood, and walked back up the dock without another word, because that was what men in Hartwell Cove did with feelings — they acknowledged them once, briefly, and then they left you alone with them like a respectable casserole.

Elias stayed where he was for a long time.

The tide was coming in. He could feel it through the boards under his boots, that slow, patient pressure that always made him feel like the sea was breathing against the back of his knees.

She came back.

He pressed his palm flat against the hull of the boat — Mrs. Lockwood's old sloop, the Margaret Ann, named after a wife who had been dead twenty years and a love that had never quite finished saying what it meant to say. He had been restoring her for six months. Slow work. Good work. The kind of work that gave a man something to do with his hands when his heart had nowhere to go.

He had built his entire adult life out of that principle.

Something to do with his hands.

Something to do with his hands.

His hands were shaking now.

––––––––
[image: ]


HE DIDN'T GO UP THE hill.

He wanted to. God, he wanted to. Every nerve ending in his body was leaning toward the cottage road like a compass needle finally remembering north. But he had loved Wren Calloway since he was twelve years old, and one of the things loving her had taught him was the difference between what he wanted and what she needed.

What she needed, today, was space.

So he picked up the sander.

He worked until the sun started to slide.

He worked past the point where the muscles in his shoulders began to burn, because the burn was a useful thing, a thing he could feel instead of the other thing. He worked until the curve of the Margaret Ann's hull was smooth as a held breath. He worked until Marjorie from the bakery walked past three separate times pretending to look for her cat — a cat that, to his knowledge, did not exist — and finally gave up and called across the dock, "She's at the cottage, Elias!"

He didn't look up. "I know, Marj."

"June's with her."

"Good."

"She had her hair down."

He set the sander on the deck very, very carefully.

"Marjorie," he said, evenly, "go home."

"Going!" she sang, in a voice that suggested she would be on the phone with three of her sisters before her foot hit the boardwalk.

He almost smiled.

Almost.
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HE WENT HOME AT DUSK.

His house was small. A two-bedroom cape at the end of the boatyard road, sided in cedar shingles he had cut himself, with a porch that faced the water and a workshop out back that smelled, year round, of varnish and pine. He had built most of it with his own hands the second year after she left, because his father had been worried about him, and a man with a hammer in his fist couldn't lie down on the kitchen floor at three in the morning the way Elias had been doing.

He stood in his own front hall now and looked at it.

White walls. A blue rug. One framed photograph on the side table — his mother, gone six years, smiling out at a beach that no longer existed since the last hurricane. A bowl for his keys. A hook for his coat.

Quiet.

Always so quiet.

He had built a life a woman could walk into.

He had never quite been able to admit which woman.

He thought about Wren behind a blue door tonight, in her grandmother's cottage, with chowder on the stove and June's hand on her wrist. He thought about her hair lifting in the wind on the road above the harbor. He thought about the way she had pressed her palm to her mouth as if she could hold a sound in.

He took off his work boots.

He washed his hands at the kitchen sink, slowly, methodically, watching sawdust spiral down the drain.

He thought, I am not going up that hill tonight.

He thought it three times.

He drove up the hill.

––––––––
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HE DIDN'T TAKE THE truck all the way. He parked at the bend below the cottage and walked the last quarter mile on foot, because the truck's headlights would have warned her, and he did not want to warn her. He wanted to be near her. There was a difference, and he had learned it the hard way, ten years ago, at a kitchen table with a letter he should never have believed and a girl he should never have let walk away.

The road was familiar under his boots. He had walked it a thousand times. He could walk it blindfolded. He had picked her up here for the harbor festival when she was sixteen, and again at seventeen, and again the summer she turned eighteen, and again the night before she left, when he had stood on this exact piece of gravel and said I love you and she had said I love you too and they had both been telling the truth and it hadn't been enough.

He climbed the porch steps slowly. The third one creaked the way it had always creaked. The wind chime by the window said hello.

The lamp inside went out.

He stopped at the top of the steps.

He could see her shadow on the other side of the curtain — a woman walking to the door, raising her hand, stopping. He could see the moment she heard him. He saw her go still.

He didn't knock.

He couldn't.

If he knocked, she would have to decide. She would have to open the door or not open the door, and then whatever happened next would be a thing, a moment, a thing with edges. He didn't want her to have to decide anything tonight. He had not driven up here to make her decide.

He had driven up here because his bones had told him to, and his bones, lately, were the only part of him he trusted.

He put his hand against the door, very lightly. He did not press.

"Wren," he said.

Just that. Just her name. Soft as he could make it.

He heard the smallest sound on the other side. Not a word. A breath, maybe. A sound a person makes when something inside them has been waiting to break and is finally allowed to.

He sat down.

He didn't think about it. His knees just folded, and he sat right there on the porch boards with his back against her door, and he put his hands on his thighs and looked out at the dark water and the slow sweep of the lighthouse beam, and he stayed.

He heard her sit down too.

He heard her, on the other side of three quarters of an inch of cedar, lower herself to the floor.

He closed his eyes.

His whole life, he had loved this woman.

He thought about saying so. He had practiced it, in the truck, in the shower, in his sleep, for a decade. He had a hundred speeches ready. None of them were the right speech. None of them ever would be. There was no right speech for I have been waiting ten years for the sound of your breath on the other side of a door.

So he said the only thing his heart had room for.

"Take your time, sweetheart." His voice came out quiet, hoarse, scraped clean. "I've got nothing but."

He heard her start to cry.

Quiet. Careful. The kind of crying a woman does when she is trying not to be heard, but is also, maybe, a little bit hoping she is.

He pressed the back of his head against her door and looked at the stars coming out one by one over the cove, and he thought, I'll borrow every one of you to wish her stays, if I have to.

He didn't know yet that he would, one day, say that out loud.

He just knew, sitting on her porch with the chimes singing softly above his head and the woman he had loved since he was twelve years old crying on the other side of a door she would not, yet, open, that something had shifted in the universe today.

She had come home.

He had nothing but time.

And then, faint as a moth landing on glass, he heard her press her palm flat against the wood from her side. He felt it more than heard it. A small thump. A small here I am.

His own hand was still on the door.

Their palms were lined up, three quarters of an inch of cedar between them.

He pressed back, very gently, just enough.

He felt her breathe.

He sat on her porch in the dark with his hand against her hand against a door she would not open, and Elias Thorne, who had not cried since the morning of his mother's funeral, felt one slow, hot tear slide down his face into the collar of his shirt and thought, with a clarity that hurt:

She is home. She is home. She is home.

And then, behind him, on the other side of the door, in a voice so small it was almost not a voice at all, Wren Calloway whispered the first word she had spoken to him in ten years.

"Eli."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


She didn't sleep.

She lay on her grandmother's old quilt in her grandmother's old bedroom and watched the lighthouse beam sweep across the ceiling every twelve seconds, and somewhere around three in the morning she gave up entirely and made coffee in the dark.

He had left at some point. She didn't know when. She had only known, finally, by the absence — the porch had gone quieter than quiet, and the gravel had crunched once, slow, and then nothing. He hadn't said goodbye. She was glad. A goodbye would have undone what was left of her.

She had whispered his name through the door.

Eli.

Just one word. The old word. The one only she had ever used, when they were teenagers tangled on the dock at midnight and he had asked her, in a voice gone shy, what do you want to call me, when it's just us? and she had said Eli, like a secret, and he had kissed her forehead and said only you, then. Forever only you.

She pressed her hands to her face in the dark kitchen.

Ten years.

Ten years and the word had still been sitting on her tongue like she had only set it down yesterday.

––––––––
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THE TOWN COUNCIL MET in the back room of the bakery, because of course it did. Hartwell Cove did not believe in dedicated municipal buildings when there was perfectly good cinnamon-roll-adjacent real estate available. Wren walked in at eight fifty-eight with her hair twisted up, her cardigan buttoned to the throat, and her best impression of a woman who had slept.

The room smelled like yeast and coffee and old paper.

Six people sat around a long table. Mayor Hartwell at the head, June at his elbow, two men she vaguely remembered as fishermen with opinions, the harbor master, and—

Elias.

Of course.

He stood up when she walked in.

He stood up like a man whose body still believed in manners his brain had stopped issuing instructions for. He didn't look at her face. He looked at her hands. Then her shoulder. Then somewhere just past her left ear, like direct eye contact might cost him a vital organ.

"Wren." Mayor Hartwell beamed. "Sit, sit. Coffee?"

"Please."

She sat.

The chair next to Elias was the only one open.

Of course it was.

She lowered herself into it carefully, the way you sit down next to a wild animal you have no intention of frightening. He smelled like cedar and clean soap and something faintly like the sea, and her body, traitor that it was, immediately leaned half an inch toward him before she caught it.

He didn't move.

But his hand — his big, careful hand, resting flat on the table beside hers — twitched once. Just once. As if he had thought about reaching for her and remembered, with effort, that he was not allowed.

She put her hands in her lap.

"All right." The mayor flipped open a folder. "Let's keep this simple. Wren, sweetheart, the situation is this. The lighthouse has been classified historic, which is good for tax purposes and very bad for everything else. The structural survey came back last week. You've got a foundation issue on the seaward side, the lantern room glass is original and three panes are cracked, and the spiral stair has a soft spot on the fourth landing."

"Okay."

"Town ordinance says if it's not certified safe within ninety days, it goes to the county for demolition review."

"Demolition."

"Don't panic." June reached across and patted her hand. "That's what the ninety days are for."

"And the contractor?"

Every single person at the table looked at Elias.

Elias looked at the table.

A long, considered silence unfolded, the kind only small towns know how to produce — a silence with eyebrows in it, and history, and at least three people texting their sisters under the table.

"Right," the mayor said, gently. "So. About that."

Wren turned her head.

She made herself look at him.

Elias Thorne at thirty-two was not the boy she had left. The boy had been all long limbs and uncertain shoulders and a smile that arrived a half-second late, as if it wanted to make sure you really meant it. This man was — settled. Sun-weathered at the corners of the eyes. A small white scar at his left eyebrow she didn't recognize. His hair was the same — dark, slightly too long, the kind that fell into his eyes when he bent over his
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