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  Chapter one
Stranded in Havenport


Nothing ever prepares you for the sound of your own bones rattling on a twelve-hour drive north. Not the lull of podcasts, not the slow bleed of city radio into static as you cross the border out of Massachusetts, not even the panic that sometimes simmers in your chest when you remember that yes, you really are running, and you’re doing it alone.
By the time I rolled into Havenport, I was two iced coffees, one gas station honey bun, and four nicotine lozenges past salvation. My spine felt like wet rope. The late afternoon sun had already begun its swan dive behind the evergreens and pastel beach houses, painting the Atlantic in bruised shades of purple and gunmetal. I pulled into the shell drive, killed the engine, and just let the silence have me.
There she was, my grandmother’s house: a squat, salt-scoured bungalow perched on the rim of the water like it might jump in. The porch leaned hard to port, the trim was curling back from the clapboards in strips like orange rinds, and every window wore a patina of sea salt so thick it might as well have been frosted glass. Grandma called it her "mermaid shanty." I called it a barely-standing monument to deferred maintenance.
I kicked the driver’s side door open, the hinges screaming in sympathy, and shouldered my duffel out. The rest could wait—suitcase, shoes, dignity—so long as I made it inside before the mosquitoes discovered I was fresh meat. The porch steps were every bit as treacherous as I remembered, boards bowed and slick underfoot, the handrail a suggestion at best.
The key to the front door was an old, burnished thing, the brass worn smooth by decades of anxious hands. I fumbled it twice, almost dropping it into the wild tangle of beach rose and thistle that had long since staged a coup over the walk. I got the door open on the third try and stepped into the cloud of hush that was the Reyes family curse. Generations of women whispering about each other in kitchens, preserving things—fruit, grudges, secrets—against the rot of time.
The house still smelled like my grandmother. Or more accurately, like her layered with mildew, lemon oil, and a backnote of frying lard. Every wall wore faded floral wallpaper, each room crammed with furniture that looked as though it might bite if you sat on it wrong. A thousand tiny knick-knacks—ceramic cats, shot glasses from every casino north of New Jersey, a glass paperweight shaped like a sand dollar—cluttered every flat surface. Above the mantel was the queen herself, abuela in her seventies, glaring through a haze of cigarette smoke at anyone who dared take her seat.
I dropped my duffel at the threshold and let my fingers skim the surface of the old upright piano. It was just as out of tune as the rest of us. Next to it, a shelf sagged under the weight of photo albums: glossy Polaroids of summers spent shelling clams, black-and-whites of my mom in a paisley bikini, and one disastrous Christmas where everyone dressed as elves and I, age six, broke my ankle trying to leap off the sofa. The memory stung, and not just in my foot.
I moved through the kitchen, opening windows in a futile attempt to let the ocean air erase everything stale. The sea outside was loud, louder than the traffic of Boston had ever been, and the rhythm of it worked under my skin like a pulse.
That was when my phone buzzed, vibrating against the chipped Formica like an insect in its death throes. I ignored the first two dings. The third was a text from my boss, terse as ever: "Need Q3 projections by Monday. Hope you’re settled." The fourth, a missed call from Michael, which I deleted without listening.
I let myself sag against the kitchen counter. Out here, every surface felt as though it might give way—cabinets sticky with humidity, floorboards flexing under my weight, even the paint peeling back in curls. I reached into a cupboard for a glass, found a half-clean mug with a faded lobster on it, and poured myself tap water that tasted of rust and old coins.
The back deck was just as I remembered, only sadder. The whitewashed Adirondack chairs sat in a huddle, crusted with gull droppings. The railing, once painted a cheery coral pink, was chipped down to the raw wood. I took my mug outside and braced my elbows against the splintered rail, breathing in salt, diesel from a distant lobster boat, and the faint stink of low tide.
That was when I saw it: the dock, or what was left of it. Half the planks had gone soft and buckled; the posts nearest the water leaned at angles that would have made my structural engineer ex-fiancé lose his mind. Someone had tied a length of frayed rope across the entrance as a warning, but one good storm and it would be swimming with the crabs.
I exhaled, slow and deliberate, and looked up at the sky, which was starting to bruise at the edges. This was supposed to be the "healing summer." It figured the place itself would be as busted as I was.
A car door slammed from the street. My heart, traitor that it was, kicked up a notch. Nobody should know I was here. Then again, Havenport was the kind of town where secrets evaporated faster than rain on a blacktop.
I heard her before I saw her: the wet, percussive slap of sandals against pavement, the cheery hum of a tune that sounded suspiciously like "La Bamba." Marina Delgado, havenport’s answer to Martha Stewart, arrived at the bottom of the steps with a mesh tote in one hand and a box wrapped in waxed butcher paper in the other.
"Juliette! Mija, you made good time," she called up, her vowels stretching like taffy.
I tried to muster a smile. "Speed limits are just a suggestion north of the border."
She beamed at me, her whole face a sunburst of warmth. She wore a turquoise cardigan over a dress splattered with some kind of lemon print, and her hair—silver-streaked, always immaculate—bobbed with every step. She climbed the porch without fear, bypassing the deathtrap stair with the air of someone who’d done it a thousand times.
She held out the mesh bag like an offering. "Your abuela’s famous carrot cake, and some good bread from my nephew’s bakery. You look tired, mija."
"Is that code for ‘I look like shit’?"
She laughed, deep and unembarrassed. "You always did know how to cut to the bone. Let me in before the gulls get ideas."
Inside, she swept the living room with a critical gaze, nodding at the places I’d already started to clean. "House misses her," she said, softly enough it didn’t feel like a reprimand.
"She’s only been gone three months," I replied, not trusting myself to say more.
Marina busied herself at the kitchen counter, slicing bread and arranging it on a plate with the precision of a surgeon. She filled two mugs with coffee from a thermos she’d brought, ignoring my offer of tap water. We stood in the kitchen, chewing in companionable silence, until the need for words grew too big to ignore.
"Have you seen the dock?" I asked, half hoping she’d missed it.
Marina clicked her tongue, a habit I’d inherited from her and, through her, my grandmother. "It’s a lawsuit waiting to happen," she pronounced. "You plan to swim, or just stare at the ocean like a sad movie star?"
"Neither. I’m here to pack the place up and get it ready to sell. I’ll be gone by Labor Day."
Marina’s lips pressed together, her expression sharpening. "Your abuela would haunt you if you tried to let this place rot."
"She’s haunting me already," I said, forcing a laugh. "She left me a three-page letter about not throwing out her collection of vintage ashtrays."
Marina patted my arm, soft but insistent. "Let me make a call. River Beckett is the best carpenter in town. He’ll have it fixed in two shakes."
The name conjured vague recollections of a sunburned kid with knobby knees and a penchant for trouble. "No need. I just need to keep people from falling in. I’ll block it off and call it a day."
Marina’s brows knotted, and she swiped her phone off the counter. "You’ll let him take a look. River does good work, and it keeps him out of the bars."
"I don’t need a project. I just want to—" I stopped. What did I want? To wallow? To hide? The answer shifted every hour.
Marina finished dialing and cradled the phone to her shoulder. "He’ll be here tomorrow. You be nice, okay? Last thing River needs is another woman in this town biting his head off."
"That’s an oddly specific warning."
She winked at me, then pivoted back to the topic of bread as if the matter of my agency had already been resolved. And maybe, in Havenport, it had.
When she left, dusk had already overtaken the shoreline. I stood on the deck again, mug in hand, feeling the first threads of fog roll in from the water. Down below, the dock groaned in the tidal chop. I stared at it until my eyes blurred, trying to remember if my grandmother had ever walked it alone, or if she always waited for someone to steady her arm.
The phone buzzed again, another email from Boston, but I didn’t bother reading it. For now, it was just me, the salt in the air, and the slow, insistent decay of things left too long untended.

Sleep was a luxury, and I couldn't afford it. Even with the windows open, the house creaked and sighed, exhaling the ghosts of every summer party and snowbound winter argument. By dawn, I’d catalogued every spiderweb in the living room and made a mental list of all the junk I’d need to offload at the local Salvation Army. The only thing heavier than the air was my head, leaden with the ache of unshed tears and last night’s bread.
By seven, the sun had already burned off most of the fog, leaving a smudged watercolor sky and a slick of dew on the back deck. I sat out there in a folding chair with legs that didn’t quite match, clutching a mug of Marina’s black coffee. The ocean was almost obscenely calm, the kind of glassy stillness that made you suspicious. It wasn’t right. I didn’t trust it.
I was halfway through a daydream about pouring gasoline on the whole place and just starting over when the growl of a diesel engine cut through the stillness. A truck—not one of those polite city hybrids, but an honest-to-God, mud-spattered behemoth—rolled into the drive and braked, slow and deliberate. I braced myself, as if the fender might actually bite.
The driver’s door swung open and out stepped River Beckett, grown up and filled out in all the ways time can be generous. His hair was darker than I remembered, sun-lightened at the tips and in permanent rebellion against the concept of a comb. He wore a faded gray t-shirt that clung to shoulders engineered for the sole purpose of carrying things that didn’t want to be moved, and his jeans bore the scuffs and paint smears of a man who believed in hard labor. His boots hit gravel and he stretched, arms high overhead, before giving the porch a once-over with those sea-glass eyes. For a second, it looked like he might wink, but maybe that was just the light.
He hefted a battered metal toolbox in one hand and strode up like he owned the place, stopping only when he reached the foot of the steps. "Morning," he called, voice rich with Maine, like the vowels had soaked too long in salt water.
I lifted my mug in a salute. "You always make house calls this early, or is it just for special occasions?"
He set the box down with a clank, sizing me up without a hint of apology. "Marina said it was urgent. Figured you might try to fix it yourself if I didn’t get here before breakfast."
"She’s not wrong. I’ve got a crowbar and zero patience for OSHA compliance."
He grinned, one corner of his mouth hitching up higher than the other. "You always were a handful, Reyes."
The old nickname tickled something under my ribs, but I let it die on the vine. "Don’t get sentimental on me, Beckett. I’m only here till Labor Day. After that, this dock is someone else’s problem."
He didn’t answer, just pulled a notebook from his back pocket and clicked open a pen, a move so practical and unhurried it bordered on performance art. "Show me the damage."
I set my mug down and led him around the side of the house, the grass thick and damp against my ankles. The dock came into view, looking even more tragic by the cold light of morning. River whistled low, walking the perimeter and crouching to examine
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