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For Everyone who dreams.
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The ferry to Isla Canto, a vessel that carried the salty tang of the sea, churned its way through the choppy grey water on Tuesdays and Fridays. Its departure was a fickle promise on the Carolina coast in April, where skies could shift from bruised purple to brilliant blue in a heartbeat, a whim mirrored by the temperamental sea. Nora had learned this from the harbormaster in Beaufort, a man whose weathered face seemed as vast as the ocean, Stokes by name. He’d delivered the news with a gruffness that suggested a personal affront that anyone, let alone Nora, would wish to venture to Isla Canto, a place that held its secrets close.

His voice, rough as sandpaper, cut through the salty air as he shoved the crinkled crossing waiver into her hand. The paper felt brittle, damp with sea spray. "Nothing on that island worth the trip," he rasped, his eyes, the color of a stormy sea, sweeping over the distant, sun-bleached shores. "Not anymore."

“There's an estate to archive.”

"It's a dead man's house," he stated, his voice as flat and steady as the forty years he'd watched the island shrink. No cruelty, just the stark truth. "My advice? Go over Tuesday, be back by Friday. Don't get attached."

With a *scratchy* sound, Nora's pen *dragged* across the waiver. The *stark white* paper felt *smooth* beneath her fingertips. "I'm not really a fondness person," she murmured, her voice a *low rumble* in the *quiet room*.

Stokes's gaze, a mixture of disbelief and a weary skepticism that prickled her skin, met hers. The paper of the tide chart, cool and slightly damp in his hand, rustled faintly as he offered it.

The crossing took forty minutes. Nora stood at the bow the whole time, telling herself it was because the cabin reeked of diesel and old bait, not because she always stood at the front of things. The salty sea air stung her nose, the rhythmic slap of waves against the hull filled her ears, and cool spray misted her face. Water stretched endlessly on both sides, the mainland shrinking behind her like a fading memory, while the unknown ahead remained hidden in a misty haze. She had loved this feeling since she was a girl—an exhilarating mix of freedom and uncertainty—and had spent most of her adult life pretending she didn’t, because loving the sensation of leaving had proven inconvenient in every way that mattered.

The morning haze, a soft, pearly veil, slowly surrendered Isla Canto. A dark, undulating line emerged first, like a whispered secret. Then, the trees solidified – a rugged spine of Loblolly Pine and gnarled live Oak, their needles and leathery leaves a deep emerald against the pale sky. The salty tang of the sea hung in the air, mingling with the faint scent of pine. The ferry's engine hummed a low, steady rhythm, a vibration felt through the deck as it sliced through the gentle swell. Behind this verdant silhouette, hidden until the ferry rounded the western point, the house materialized, its form still indistinct through the lingering mist.

The house, once white, now bore the muted, faded hue of ancient paper, its color leached away by decades of salty air. Two stories rose, a wide porch wrapping around three sides like a weathered embrace. Every window was tightly shuttered, dark eyes closed against the world. It commanded the island's zenith, a silent sentinel that had found a quiet acceptance of its place, neither fighting nor surrendering, simply *being*.

From the shimmering, choppy surface of the water, Nora raised her camera. The salty spray misted her face as she clicked the shutter, capturing the scene from a distance. This was her ritual: photographing everything from afar first. The cool metal of the camera felt familiar in her hands, a comforting weight. It was habit, a practiced method, but more than that, she’d learned it was a shield. It gave her precious moments, the faint scent of brine in the air, to brace herself, to let the emotions wash over her before the need for a professional, steady hand took over.

As she gazed at Thomas Lear's house for the first time, a wave of cool, smooth brick seemed to emanate from its walls. The muted sunlight glinted off the dark, aged wood of the trim. A faint scent of damp earth and old pine drifted on the air. It was a feeling she filed away internally, a quiet resonance she labeled "architectural sympathy," and moved on without dissecting it further.

*****
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Delsie Pruitt, the part-time caretaker arranged by the county, arrived with the Tuesday ferry, the hum of its engine fading as it pulled away from the dock. The air on the island was thick with the briny scent of the sea and the faint, sweet perfume of wild roses. Delsie, a woman whose presence felt as grounded as the weathered planks of the porch, had left the key nestled beneath a smooth, cool conch shell on the steps. The weight of it, she'd likely felt, was negligible. Nora, stepping onto the creaking porch, found the gesture either endearingly trusting or a sharp, practical measure of the island's quiet safety. She picked up the shell, its rough texture familiar against her palm, and turned the cool metal of the key in her hand before pushing the door open.

The house, shut tight since January, held a chill that seeped into Nora's coat. A scent of dry winter air, sharp cedar, and the quiet hum of a long-unoccupied space hung heavy. Nora knew the stillness was her own expectation, a thought she cataloged. Unpacking her case, she moved through the ground floor. The kitchen, orderly and clean, offered the stark sight of a single coffee cup waiting on the drying rack. In the living room, walls disappeared behind towering stacks of books. A worn reading chair angled towards the eastern window, its light now muted by a floor lamp's forty-watt bulb
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