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Prologue
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The blue bedroom was always cold after midnight.

Even in June, when the air outside Wren House should have been soft and easy, the room held a chill of its own. It crept from the old floorboards, gathered beneath the iron bed, slipped around the legs of Aunt Tillie’s narrow writing desk, and settled against Tamsin Harrow’s bare feet as she bent over a sheet of cream paper.

Beyond the cracked window, the sea moved hard against the rocks below the bluff. It did not roar tonight. It breathed. In and out. In and out. Like something large and tired trying to calm itself.

Tamsin wished she could do the same.

The house had gone too quiet for a place full of adults who had spent the evening shouting. The quiet did not feel peaceful. It felt arranged. Doors had closed downstairs. Voices had dropped. People were moving carefully now, as if being quiet could make the damage smaller.

It could not.

By sunset, Bellweather Cove had split itself open.

She had watched it happen in pieces. A hand jerked from another hand in the churchyard. Her father’s face gone white with rage. Graham’s mother pulling him backward as if Tamsin carried a sickness. Aunt Tillie standing between families with her cane planted against the floor like a judge’s staff, her eyes sharp enough to cut through every lie in the room, though she had not stopped the worst of them.

And Graham.

Graham across the crowd, his face pale, his mouth set, his eyes searching for hers before someone stepped between them.

Then he was gone.

Or she was taken away.

She no longer knew which version hurt more.

On the bed behind her, one suitcase waited open. It was ugly brown leather, the one her mother had used before marriage, and Tamsin had packed it badly. Two dresses. A jumper. A book she did not want to leave behind. Her hairbrush. A photograph she had sworn she would not take, then tucked beneath her folded cardigan anyway.

The photograph showed her and Graham standing outside Wren House after last summer’s regatta. She was laughing. He was looking at her instead of the camera. Aunt Tillie had taken it and pretended she had not noticed.

Tamsin pressed her pen harder against the paper.

The nib scratched.


Graham,


The name sat alone at the top of the page, too small for the ache it carried.

She dipped the pen into Aunt Tillie’s green ink. The black bottle on the desk had run dry, and she hated the green at first because it felt too much like Tillie. Too knowing. Too particular. But perhaps that was why she kept using it. This letter needed to be different from every other thing written in Wren House that night.

Downstairs, a floorboard gave a soft complaint.

Tamsin froze.

She held the pen above the paper and listened.

A murmur rose beneath the floor. A man’s voice, low and strained. Another answer came, sharper, too muffled for words but clear enough in feeling. Fear. Anger. Warning.

Then Aunt Tillie.

“Enough.”

The single word carried up through the old walls.

Tamsin’s throat tightened.

She had always loved that about Aunt Tillie, the way she could make grown men remember their manners with one clipped syllable. Tonight, even that had failed. The adults had spent hours saying protection when they meant control, family when they meant ownership, and loyalty when they meant hatred.

Tamsin was eighteen. She was old enough to know when she was being used as proof in a fight that had started before she was born. She was also young enough to believe one letter could still save her.

She bent over the page again.

I do not know what they told you tonight. I do not know what you believe. I only know I am leaving before dawn because if I stay, they will make me choose their hatred over my own heart.

The words blurred. She blinked hard, refusing tears. She had cried already, silently, with her mouth pressed into her pillow while her mother packed downstairs and her father spoke to someone in the hall as if Tamsin were not a daughter but a problem to be removed before morning.

No more crying.

Not while the letter was unfinished.

Meet me at the harbor steps when the church bell strikes five. If you come, I will go anywhere with you. If you do not, I will know you chose them.

She stopped.

That last sentence was cruel. She knew it even as she wrote it. It gave Graham one chance and punished him in advance if he failed to take it. But hurt had made her proud, and pride was the only armor she had left.

She nearly crossed it out.

Her hand hovered.

Then came another sound downstairs. Not a voice this time. The soft click of a latch. The back door opening. A rush of damp night air moving through the house. The scrape of shoes on stone.

Tamsin folded the letter before fear could change her mind.

Once. Twice.

Her fingers remembered what her heart could not steady. She slid the paper into an envelope and wrote his name carefully across the front.

Graham Rook.

For a moment, she simply looked at it.

She saw him at fifteen, grinning with sawdust in his hair after helping his father mend Aunt Tillie’s pantry shelves. She saw him at sixteen, waiting in the rain beneath the side porch because he said umbrellas made people lazy. She saw him last winter, lying on the old rug in Tillie’s library, listening while Tamsin read aloud from a book neither of them understood, his hand stretched toward hers in the dark space between them.

She saw him that evening, held back by other people’s hands.

Her own hand tightened around the envelope.

“If you still want me,” she whispered, though the letter was already sealed.

The blue bedroom seemed to listen.

It was a strange room, always had been. The wallpaper was the color of faded sea glass, and the ceiling sloped slightly near the window. Aunt Tillie said the room had once belonged to a woman who wrote poems no one was allowed to read. Tamsin had loved it for that. She loved any room that understood privacy.

Tonight, the room did not feel private. It felt like a witness.

She stood, careful not to let the chair scrape too loudly, and crossed to the door. The brass knob was cold beneath her hand. She opened it just wide enough to slip into the corridor.

Wren House was darker than usual. The sconces along the upstairs hall were unlit, and the only light came from the small lamp on the table below, where Aunt Tillie kept outgoing post in a shallow wooden tray. Tamsin moved barefoot down the stairs, one hand hovering above the banister without gripping it. She knew which steps complained. She avoided them by memory.

The house smelled of salt, polish, old paper, and roses from the wild canes pushing at the side garden windows.

At the bottom of the stairs, she paused.

Someone was in the back hall.

She could not see who. Only the edge of a coat near the door, the faint outline of a shoulder, then movement as the figure turned away. Tamsin pressed herself against the wall until the shadow passed into the rear of the house.

Her pulse beat in her ears.

She waited.

One breath. Two.

Then she crossed the hall and placed Graham’s letter in Aunt Tillie’s outgoing tray. It sat between a folded notice from the church committee and an envelope addressed to Perry Voss, solicitor.

Such an ordinary place for something that might change her life.

Tamsin touched Graham’s name once.

“Come,” she whispered.

Then she ran back upstairs before courage could leave her.

Across Bellweather Cove, Graham Rook was not sleeping either.

He sat in his father’s workshop with a sheet of paper on the scarred bench in front of him and a pencil gripped too tightly in his hand. The workshop smelled of pine shavings, oil, and rain-damp wool. A lamp burned low near the vise. Outside, the yard was black except for the silver shine of puddles.

His knuckles were scraped. He had washed them twice. The blood had not been his. Not mostly.

He had pulled his uncle away when the shouting in the churchyard turned into shoving. He had stepped between men old enough to know better. He had heard Tamsin’s father say the Rooks would never touch his daughter again. He had heard his own mother say the Harrows had planned the humiliation from the start.

He had heard too much.

None of it mattered if Tamsin still wanted him.

Graham bent over the paper.


Tamsin,


He stopped there, because her name did to him what no accusation had managed. It made him feel young and terrified and sure all at once.

If there is any part of you that still wants me, I will be at the harbor steps before dawn. I do not care what they say. I do not care what our families have done. I will come if you ask me. I will come even if you cannot ask.

He read it once, jaw tight.

It was not enough. Nothing was enough.

So he wrote more, faster now, letting the truth out before fear or his mother’s voice could stop him.

He folded the paper anyway and sealed it inside an envelope with hands that felt clumsy and too large. Then he stood.

From the house, his mother called his name.

Graham closed his eyes.

For one second, he stayed still, caught between the boy he had been and the man the night was asking him to become. Then he tucked the letter inside his jacket and stepped toward the door.

Back at Wren House, the hours before dawn narrowed into small sounds.

A car beyond the rose garden.

A whispered argument near the back stairs.

A drawer opening somewhere below.

Tamsin did not sleep. She lay on top of the quilt in the blue bedroom, fully dressed, shoes beside the bed, watching the window pale by degrees. She had decided not to wait for permission. When the church bell struck five, she would be at the harbor steps. If Graham came, she would leave with him. If he did not, she would leave anyway.

That was what she told herself.

Downstairs, the wooden tray shifted.

A hand lifted the outgoing post before the house had fully woken. The church notice remained. The envelope to Perry Voss remained.

Graham’s name did not.

At the edge of town, another envelope changed hands in the gray light before morning. It passed from one person’s keeping to another’s with a murmur too low to carry and a warning folded inside the silence. The letter did not reach the door it was meant to reach. It did not reach the girl whose name was written across it.

By the time Aunt Tillie understood that something had gone wrong, every old room seemed to be waiting.

She stood in the hall outside the blue bedroom with one envelope pressed flat against her palm. Her silver hair had come loose from its pins. The sharpness had gone from her face, leaving something older beneath it. Not innocence. Not cruelty.

Fear.

From below came the sound of a man’s voice. Quiet. Certain. Threatening without needing to rise.

From the road came the low rumble of Hal Harrow’s car.

Inside the blue bedroom, Tamsin reached for her shoes.

Aunt Tillie looked at the envelope in her hand.

For one moment, she could have knocked. She could have opened the door, woken the girl, named the wrong, and let the morning break apart honestly.

Instead, she closed her eyes.

When she opened them, she turned away.

The writing room at the end of the east corridor was locked, but Aunt Tillie had the key. She always had keys. Keys to cupboards, rooms, trunks, boxes, and histories no one had given her permission to keep.

She entered without lighting the lamp.

The room smelled of paper and cold ash. Ledgers lined the shelves. Maps lay rolled in their proper slots. A narrow drawer beneath the desk opened with a tired sigh.

Aunt Tillie placed the envelope inside.

She rested her hand over it for a moment.

“I am sorry,” she whispered.

Then she shut the drawer and turned the key.

Dawn came pale and clean over Bellweather Cove, as if the night had not ruined anything.

At the harbor steps, Tamsin waited until the church bell struck five. She waited through the last note fading over the water. She waited until pride stiffened her spine and grief made her face still. Then she picked up her suitcase and walked toward the road without looking back.

At the other end of town, Graham stood with an empty hand and a heart full of words that had gone nowhere.

Above them both, Wren House caught the morning in its salt-stained windows.

Their love did not end because love failed.

It ended because someone interrupted it.
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Chapter 1: The Will Nobody Wanted
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Tamsin Harrow had promised herself she would not slow down when Wren House appeared above the bluff road.

She slowed down anyway.

The old house rose beyond a fringe of wind-bent pines and salt-burned grass, its gray shingles dulled by weather, its windows catching the thin morning light like tired eyes. From the road, it looked almost smaller than memory had made it, but sharper too, as if the years had worn away whatever softness her childhood had placed around it.

The sea lay beyond it, hidden by the bluff but never silent. Even with the windows closed, Tamsin could hear the water dragging itself against the rocks below. That sound had followed her through girlhood. It had filled summer afternoons, school holidays, Aunt Tillie’s long dinners, and the last dawn she had stood in Bellweather Cove waiting for a boy who never came.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

“Do not,” she said aloud.

The word sounded strange inside the rented car.

She was not here for that girl. She was not here for the harbor steps or the blue bedroom or the letter she had written with too much hope and not enough wisdom. She was here for a funeral, a will reading, and whatever legal details had to be settled before she returned to her quiet, useful life three counties away.

Useful lives were easier to maintain than happy ones. They required discipline, good shoes, and a calendar. Tamsin had all three.

She drove on.

Bellweather Cove appeared gradually, then all at once. The village folded itself around the harbor in a crescent of stone cottages, narrow lanes, painted doors, and shopfronts that looked too much like they had been waiting for her to return so they could judge what time had done to her. The bakery on Salt Lane still had a striped awning, though the blue had faded. The chandlery still displayed rope and brass fittings in its window. The church steeple rose above the slate roofs, its bell tower dark against a sky that could not decide whether it meant to rain.

Every lane carried a memory. That was the cruelty of small towns. They did not let the past remain past. They kept it in windows, steps, gates, names carved in benches, and old women who remembered what you wore the day your life went wrong.

Tamsin passed the harbor road and forced herself not to look toward the steps.

Her hand betrayed her. Her grip tightened. The steering wheel creaked under her fingers.

She loosened them one at a time.

She was forty-four years old. She had assessed storm-damaged manor houses, negotiated with contractors who thought a woman with a clipboard could not understand joists, stood in courtrooms as an expert witness, and told wealthy clients their dream restoration was structurally foolish. She was not afraid of stone steps beside a harbor.

She turned toward the church.

Aunt Tillie’s funeral had drawn half the town and all its curiosity.

By the time Tamsin parked beside the old cemetery wall, people were already gathered beneath the yew trees in dark coats, damp hats, and expressions of solemn interest. Bellweather Cove had not lost its talent for attending grief as if it were a civic event. Tamsin stepped from the car, smoothed her black coat, and locked the door with the steady movement of a woman who knew exactly where to put her hands.

The churchyard smelled of wet grass and old stone. Rain had fallen earlier, leaving beads of water on the leaves and a faint shine along the path. Aunt Tillie would have hated the fuss. She would also have secretly counted how many people came and made corrections afterward.

Tamsin could almost hear her.

If Mrs. Vale wore that hat to my funeral, I hope someone had the decency to tell her it made her look like a lampshade.

The thought nearly broke her.

She looked down, adjusted the cuff of her coat, and walked toward the grave.

“Tamsin.”

Rilla Finch appeared from between two clusters of mourners and pulled her into a hug before Tamsin could decide whether she wanted one. Rilla smelled faintly of vanilla, coffee, and rain. She had been Tamsin’s friend before everything went wrong, the kind of friend who could insult you with love and feed you while doing it.

“You came,” Rilla said, stepping back but keeping both hands on Tamsin’s arms.

“I said I would.”

“You also once said you would rather eat church carpet than set foot in Bellweather Cove again.”

“I was eighteen.”

“You were vivid.”

Tamsin managed something close to a smile. “That sounds kinder than dramatic.”

“It is not.”

Rilla’s eyes softened. “I am glad you are here. She would have been furious if you stayed away.”

“She was furious whether I stayed away or not.”

“That is true. Tillie believed anger was a sign of circulation.”

A small laugh escaped before Tamsin could stop it. It hurt, but not badly. Rilla squeezed her once, then glanced beyond her shoulder.

The air changed before Tamsin turned.

She knew. She hated that she knew.

Graham Rook stood on the far side of the grave, near the low stone wall where the grass gave way to a view of the harbor. He wore a dark wool coat, rain clinging to the shoulders, his hair threaded with silver at the temples. He was broader than the boy she remembered, heavier in the chest and jaw, less openly expressive. Time had not softened him. It had quieted him.

Tamsin saw his hands first.

That was unfair. His hands had no right to remain familiar. They were larger now, roughened by work, the knuckles faintly scarred, one thumb marked by an old pale line. Capable hands. Carpenter’s hands. Hands that had once passed her notes in Aunt Tillie’s library and held hers beneath the pier when they were young enough to believe secrecy was romantic.

He had not seen her yet.

Or he had and was better at pretending.

A woman in a severe black hat stood beside him. Cora Rook. She had aged into her sharpness, her silver hair pinned neatly, her mouth set as if grief had offended her. When her gaze found Tamsin, it did not warm.

Tamsin looked away first, not out of weakness. Out of self-preservation.

On the other side of the path, her father stood alone.

Hal Harrow had not looked old in Tamsin’s mind. Proud, yes. Hard, certainly. But not old. Seeing him now unsettled her more than she expected. His shoulders remained straight, his tie perfectly knotted, but age had thinned the skin at his temples and tightened the lines around his mouth. He watched the harbor instead of the coffin, as if he could outstare grief if he refused to meet it directly.

He had called her three days ago.

“Tamsin. Your aunt is gone.”

Not Aunt Tillie. Not Ottilie. Your aunt, as if even death needed proper family categorization.

Now he gave her one brief nod across the churchyard. Tamsin returned it. Neither moved closer.

The service began with wind lifting the edges of the minister’s papers.

Perry Voss stood near the front, older than Tamsin remembered but still narrow and precise, his black coat buttoned to the throat. He was not conducting the service, but he looked like a man ready to correct it if needed. That would have pleased Aunt Tillie.

The minister spoke of Ottilie Wren’s generosity, her intelligence, her civic contributions, her devotion to Bellweather Cove. People nodded. Someone sniffed loudly. Tamsin watched rain gather on the coffin lid and thought the minister had left out all the best parts.

Tillie had been generous, yes, but never softly. She had paid school fees for children whose parents bored her, funded the library while threatening to rearrange it herself, and once told the mayor his speech had “the moral courage of boiled cabbage.” She sent soup to the ill, books to the lonely, and devastating letters to anyone who used the phrase “that is how we have always done it” in her hearing.

She had loved Tamsin with a fierce, inconvenient loyalty that sometimes felt like warmth and sometimes like being studied under a lamp.

Tamsin blinked hard.

Across the grave, Graham’s gaze lifted.

For the first time in years, he looked directly at her.

No greeting passed between them. No apology. No accusation. His eyes were the same shade she remembered, gray-green like sea glass held too long underwater, but everything around them had changed. There were lines at the corners now. Weariness. Guardedness. Something else too, gone too quickly for her to name.

Tamsin held his gaze for one controlled second, then looked at the coffin.

The quiet between them felt more intimate than speech would have been. Speech required choosing words. Quiet let every old word return.

After the burial, mourners drifted in small clusters toward the church hall for tea, sandwiches, and gossip disguised as sympathy. Tamsin lingered near a lichen-spotted headstone, needing a moment before entering a room full of people who remembered her worst year better than they remembered their own passwords.

Rilla appeared beside her with two paper cups of tea.

“I added sugar,” Rilla said.

“I do not take sugar.”

“You do today.”

Tamsin accepted the cup.

From behind them, Mrs. Vale’s voice floated too clearly. “Of course both families came. They would not miss the chance to be offended in the same cemetery.”

Someone murmured, “And Graham Rook standing right across from her. Did you see?”

“I saw. Poor Ottilie. Even dead, she has to manage them.”

Rilla’s eyes narrowed. She turned her head slightly.

“Leave it,” Tamsin said.

“I have a bakery full of knives.”

“You sell scones.”

“With knives.”

Despite herself, Tamsin smiled into her tea.

Rilla studied her. “Are you all right?”

“No.”

“Good. I hate when people lie badly.”

“I am handling it.”

“That is not the same thing.”

Tamsin looked toward the church hall. Through the open door, she could see Graham near the back, speaking with Perry Voss. He stood with one hand in his coat pocket, the other resting against the back of a chair. His body was angled away from the crowd, as if he had never stopped expecting the room to turn on him.

For one treacherous second, she remembered him at eighteen, shoulders tight in the churchyard, his mother’s hand locked around his arm.

Then she remembered waiting at the harbor steps until hope became humiliation.

“I am here for the reading,” she said. “Then I am leaving.”

Rilla made a noncommittal sound.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Rilla.”

“I said nothing because you are forty-four and armed with that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says your life is a well-labeled filing cabinet and no one is allowed to touch the drawers.”

“That is not a look.”

“It is absolutely a look.”

Tamsin took a sip of over-sugared tea and winced. “This is awful.”

“Yes,” Rilla said. “But now you are distracted.”

By three o’clock, Tamsin sat in Perry Voss’s office, wishing she had accepted Rilla’s offer to fake a medical emergency.

The office occupied the second floor of a narrow stone building overlooking Market Street. Its windows were tall, its shelves overfull, and its air scented with paper, lemon polish, rain-damp coats, and the peculiar patience of legal rooms where families came to hear what the dead had decided.

Perry sat behind a mahogany desk arranged with military neatness. A brass clock ticked on the mantel. The sound seemed indecently loud.

Graham sat across from Tamsin.

Not beside her. Across.

It was a practical arrangement. Two chairs facing the desk, separated by a low table bearing a box of tissues no one would use. Still, Tamsin noticed the distance, then resented herself for noticing.

Graham did not look at her. He looked at the window, the floor, Perry’s papers, the clock, anywhere but her face. That should have pleased her. Instead, it irritated her. Avoidance had always been Graham’s worst talent, except when it was hers.

Perry adjusted his spectacles.

“Before we begin,” he said, “I should warn you that Miss Wren’s instructions are unusually detailed.”

Graham’s mouth moved, almost not a smile. “That sounds like Tillie.”

Tamsin hated that she nearly smiled too.

Perry looked from one to the other, perhaps noticing the almost-smiles and wisely choosing not to comment. “She was very clear about who should be present. Miss Harrow. Mr. Rook. No representatives. No family observers. No substitutions.”

“My father asked to attend,” Tamsin said.

“I know,” Perry replied.

“And?”

“I told him no.”

That surprised a genuine laugh out of Graham. It was brief and rough, but it landed in the room like a match struck in darkness.

Tamsin looked at him despite herself.

He looked away.

Perry opened the will.

At first, it was ordinary enough. Money to the Bellweather Cove Library, with strict instructions that none of it be spent on “those miserable plastic chairs in the reading room.” A bequest to the church roof fund, accompanied by a note that the roof had leaked since 1986 and “the Lord had shown more tolerance than the congregation deserved.” A pearl brooch to Rilla Finch, provided she promised never to wear it with orange. A collection of rare maps to the county archive. Small gifts to neighbors, former employees, and people Tamsin had never heard of but whom Tillie had apparently been assisting for years.

Tamsin sat straight-backed and listened, grief pricking her in unexpected places. Tillie had remembered everyone. Even in death, she had arranged the town like a dinner table.

Then Perry paused.

The clock ticked.

Tamsin felt Graham’s attention sharpen before Perry spoke.

“Wren House,” Perry said, “including the main residence, grounds, boathouse, writing room contents, outbuildings, furnishings not otherwise assigned, private papers, and restoration fund, is left jointly to Tamsin Elowen Harrow and Graham Michael Rook.”

The words entered the room politely and detonated.

Tamsin did not move.

Graham turned his head slowly toward Perry. “Jointly?”

“Yes.”

“With her?”

Tamsin’s spine stiffened. “You could sound slightly less appalled.”

“I could,” Graham said, not looking at her. “But it would be dishonest.”

Perry lifted one finger. “Please allow me to continue.”

“I think that depends on what you mean by jointly,” Tamsin said.

“It means,” Perry replied, “that neither of you owns Wren House separately. You own it together, subject to Miss Wren’s conditions.”

Tamsin leaned forward. “What conditions?”

Perry removed a cream envelope from a folder. The paper was thick, the flap sealed with green wax. Tillie’s wax. Tamsin had seen it on birthday cards, reprimands, thank-you notes, and once on a letter to the council so devastating that the chairman resigned from the flower committee.

Perry broke the seal.

The room seemed to tilt slightly toward the paper.

“This is the first of twelve letters,” he said. “Miss Wren instructed that this one be read with the will.”

“No,” Tamsin said before she could stop herself.

Perry looked at her.

She drew a breath. “Sorry. Continue.”

Perry unfolded the letter.

His voice was dry and measured, but the words were Tillie’s. Tart. Elegant. Unforgiving.


My dears,

You will be tempted to call this unfair. You may be right. I have lived long enough to know fairness is often praised by people who have no intention of using it. But fairness did not save you twenty years ago, and politeness helped bury the truth.

Wren House is not a prize for good behavior. It is not an apology, though heaven knows I owe more than one. It is a test, a witness, and perhaps the last decent thing I can do with what remains mine.

If you want the house, you will live in it together for one full year.

Tamsin’s breath stopped.


Across from her, Graham went still.

Perry continued.

You will restore it to a livable standard. You will open one letter from me on the first day of each month. You will not delegate this work to lawyers, parents, cousins, contractors who owe your families favors, or any other coward with a convenient excuse.

If one of you leaves before the year is complete, or refuses the terms, Wren House is to be sold.

Tamsin heard her own pulse.

Perry’s voice did not change.

The proceeds will pass to the Bellweather Preservation Trust, under the terms I have already arranged.

Graham sat forward. “The Bellweather Preservation Trust?”

Tamsin’s stomach tightened. “Nolan Strake sits on that board.”

“Influences,” Perry said.

Graham looked at him. “That is a solicitor’s word for controls.”

Perry did not deny it.

The name Strake moved through the room like a draft under a door. Harrows and Rooks had spent years disagreeing over everything, but their hatred of the Strakes remained one of the few surviving points of family unity. Lionel Strake had built wealth from the town’s losses, buying distressed property, settling disputes he had often helped create, and smiling through every accusation until people mistook calm for innocence. Nolan, his son, had inherited the smile and improved the suits.

Tamsin looked at the cream paper in Perry’s hand.

“Tillie would never let Wren House go to Nolan Strake,” she said.

“No,” Perry replied. “She let that possibility depend on the two of you.”

Graham gave a humorless laugh. “That sounds less like inheritance and more like blackmail.”

Perry folded the letter. “Miss Wren anticipated that description.”

“Of course she did,” Tamsin murmured.

Perry glanced down at a separate document. “The core terms are as follows. You must both take up residence at Wren House within forty-eight hours of this reading. You must remain in residence for one calendar year. Temporary absences for work, health, or necessity are permitted, but neither party may establish a separate primary residence during the term.”

Tamsin stared at him. “That is absurd.”

“It is specific.”

“That is worse.”

Graham’s voice was low. “What counts as restoration?”

“A livable standard verified quarterly by an independent surveyor named in the will. Weatherproofing, safety repairs, functioning plumbing, working electrical systems, and preservation of structurally significant areas. Miss Wren was particular about the blue bedroom, the writing room, the dining room, and the widow’s walk.”

The blue bedroom.

Tamsin looked down at her hands.

Perry went on. “The twelve letters must be opened together. I am to deliver them or supervise their release according to Miss Wren’s schedule. Each letter may contain instructions tied to the house or its records.”

“This is madness,” Tamsin said.

“No,” Graham said. “Madness has less paperwork.”

She almost looked at him again. Almost.

Perry set the first letter on the desk between them. “Miss Wren also left a restoration fund. It is not unlimited. It is sufficient only if managed carefully.”

“So she wants us trapped, repairing a house we did not ask for, with money that may or may not cover the repairs, while opening letters from a dead woman who refuses to explain herself.” Tamsin heard how sharp her voice had become and did not soften it. “And if we refuse, Nolan Strake gets what he wants.”

“Not directly,” Perry said.

Graham looked at him.

Perry sighed. “The trust receives the proceeds. Mr. Strake would be in a strong position to direct future use.”

“Which means directly,” Graham said.

Tamsin stood.

The movement was too sudden. The chair legs scraped against the floor.

“I need air.”

Perry did not stop her. Graham did not either.

That irritated her too.

She stepped into the hallway, where the air was cooler and smelled faintly of rain through old stone. She pressed one hand against the wall and counted five breaths. It did not help. Aunt Tillie had not left her a house. She had left her a trap lined with old grief.

Behind her, the office door opened.

She did not turn.

“If you came to accuse me of arranging this,” Graham said, “save your breath.”

Now she turned.

He stood a few feet away, shoulders squared, face controlled. He had always known how to look calm when he was anything but. At eighteen, it had made her think he felt less than she did. At forty-four, she knew better, which was inconvenient.

“Did you know?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed. “No.”

“You were still in Bellweather. You saw Tillie. You worked on that house.”

“And you think she consulted me about forcing us into shared domestic misery?”

“I think people have done stranger things around this house.”

“That is true.” His mouth tightened. “But no. I did not know.”

She searched his face, annoyed by how quickly she believed him. “You expect me to take your word for it?”

“No,” he said. “I remember how little my word was worth to you.”

There it was.

The old wound, not healed, only waiting for pressure.

Tamsin’s chin lifted. “That is rich, coming from the man who let me leave.”

His face changed. It was subtle, a tightening near the eyes, a stillness around the mouth. She might have missed it if she had not once known every shift in him.

“You left,” he said.

“You did not come.”

“I did not know I was supposed to.”

The sentence landed strangely. Not like an excuse. Like something too close to truth.

Tamsin felt her anger hesitate, then hated it for hesitating.

“I waited,” she said.

“So did I.”

They stared at each other in the narrow hall while rain tapped against the window at the far end. From the office, Perry’s chair creaked softly, as if the solicitor had shifted but was wisely pretending not to hear.

Tamsin broke eye contact first.

“You always did have a gift for making yourself sound wronged.”

Graham’s mouth hardened. “And you always had a gift for deciding what people meant without asking them.”

“I asked enough.”

“Did you?”

The question was quiet. Too quiet.

For one dizzy moment, she was eighteen again, standing at the harbor steps with dawn turning the water gray, telling herself each minute he did not arrive was an answer.

No.

She would not do this in a solicitor’s hallway.

She straightened. “We need a legal way out.”

“Agreed.”

They returned to the office like opponents who had accidentally revealed they were both bleeding.

Perry looked up from the papers. If he had heard anything, his face gave no sign. “Shall we continue?”

“No,” Tamsin said. “We shall undo this.”

Perry folded his hands. “You may contest the will.”

“Good.”

“You will almost certainly lose.”

“Less good,” Graham said.

“Miss Wren spent the final two years of her life refining the structure with counsel beyond myself. She underwent capacity assessments. She documented her intentions. She anticipated undue influence claims, coercion claims, impracticability claims, and what she called, in her notes, ‘the possibility that Tamsin and Graham will be stubborn fools.’”

Tamsin closed her eyes.

Graham said nothing.

Perry opened a drawer and removed two old brass keys on a square of dark velvet.

Tamsin stared at them.

She recognized one immediately. It had a nick near the bow, small but visible. Aunt Tillie had once told her every proper house key should have a scar. Otherwise, how could it know what it was guarding?

Her throat tightened unexpectedly.

Perry placed the velvet square on the desk. “These are the main keys to Wren House. Miss Wren instructed that you receive them together.”

Tamsin did not reach.

Neither did Graham.

The keys lay between them, ridiculous and heavy with meaning.

“What if one of us refuses to take it?” Graham asked.

“Then refusal is recorded, the one-year term does not commence, and the sale process begins.”

“To the trust,” Tamsin said.

“Yes.”

“To Nolan Strake’s benefit.”

“Potentially.”

“Perry.”

“Likely,” he admitted.

Tamsin looked at Graham. He was already looking at the keys, not with greed or interest, but with the grim focus of a man studying a damaged beam and calculating how long before collapse.

She knew that look. She had seen it when they were young and Aunt Tillie’s pantry shelf broke under jars of plum preserves. Graham had studied the wreckage, announced the shelf had been doomed for years, and rebuilt it badly but lovingly by sunset.

“Wren House cannot go to Nolan,” he said.

“No,” Tamsin said before she could stop herself.

Their agreement felt like stepping onto a rotten floorboard and finding, to her surprise, that it held.

Perry nodded once, as if a necessary point had been reached.

“There is one more practical detail. Miss Wren’s instructions state that the first night of residence must begin tomorrow. Not next week. Not after tempers cool. Tomorrow.”

“That woman,” Tamsin whispered.

“She was aware of your likely response,” Perry said.

“She was aware of everyone’s likely response,” Graham muttered. “That was her most irritating quality.”

Tamsin looked at him then, and this time he looked back.

For a second, something passed between them that was not forgiveness, not tenderness, not even trust. It was older and more dangerous than any of those things. Recognition, perhaps. The knowledge that whatever had happened, whatever they had believed, they were the only two people in the room who understood how thoroughly Aunt Tillie had cornered them.

Perry lifted one key and placed it before Tamsin.

Then he placed the other before Graham.

The metal made a soft sound against the polished desk.

Outside, rain began in earnest, streaking the windows, blurring the view of Market Street and the town that had never stopped watching them.

Tamsin stared at the key.

She thought of Wren House on the bluff, its salt-stained windows, its locked rooms, its blue bedroom, its old secrets sitting in the walls like damp. She thought of Aunt Tillie’s green ink. She thought of Nolan Strake smiling his father’s smile. She thought of Graham across a grave, across a desk, across a past neither of them had survived as cleanly as they pretended.

Then she picked up the key.

It was colder than she expected.

Across from her, Graham picked up his.

Perry closed the folder with careful finality.

“Your first night in Wren House begins tomorrow.”
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Chapter 2: Two Keys, One Roof
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Tamsin arrived at Wren House the next afternoon with three labeled boxes, one rolling suitcase, a folder of inspection forms, and the stubborn belief that a person could survive almost anything if she brought enough structure with her.

The structure began to fail at the front door.

The key Perry Voss had given her was heavy in her palm, colder than the weather justified. She stood on the porch with the sea wind pushing at her coat and stared at the lock as if it had personally insulted her. Wren House rose above her in gray-shingled silence, its windows filmed with salt, its roofline uneven against the pale sky. The porch boards groaned under her feet. Somewhere in the overgrown rose canes, a bird made a sharp, scolding sound and then vanished.

“Very welcoming,” she muttered.

She slid the key into the lock. It resisted. She turned it harder. The mechanism scraped, shifted, then stopped.

Tamsin closed her eyes.

She had not wanted to come early. She had wanted to arrive exactly when necessary, deposit her belongings, claim a room far from the blue bedroom, establish boundaries with Graham Rook, and begin the process of surviving Aunt Tillie’s final act of emotional vandalism.

Instead, she was fighting a door.

She tried again. This time the key turned fully, but the door did not open. She pressed her shoulder against it. Nothing. She tried the handle, then the key again, then the handle with the kind of controlled force she used on clients who refused to accept structural reality.

The door held.

Behind her, tires crunched on the gravel drive.

Tamsin did not turn around.

A vehicle door opened. Shut. Then came the unmistakable sound of work boots on stone.

“Lift the knob,” Graham said.

She stared at the old brass handle. “I know how to open a door.”

“Not this door.”

She turned then. He stood at the bottom of the porch steps beside a mud-streaked truck, wearing a dark jacket, faded work trousers, and the expression of a man who had already found three problems before entering the house. A toolbox sat in one hand. A roll of plans or papers was tucked beneath his other arm. His hair was wind-ruffled. His boots had fresh mud on them. He looked irritatingly prepared.

Tamsin lifted the knob.

The latch released at once.

She opened the door without looking at him. “I had loosened it.”

“Of course.”

“That was not agreement.”

“No.”

She walked inside first because that felt necessary.

The front hall waited under a skin of dust and dim light. It was narrower than she remembered and higher than it should have been, with faded wallpaper climbing toward the ceiling in tired strips of cream and blue. The floorboards ran lengthwise toward the back of the house, darkened by age and salt air. The staircase curved upward on the right, its banister rubbed smooth by generations of hands. Near the base of the stairs stood the little table where Aunt Tillie had once kept gloves, letters, and the shallow wooden tray for outgoing post.

Tamsin’s gaze touched the table and moved away too quickly.

The house smelled of closed rooms, old paper, damp plaster, and something faintly floral beneath it all, as if the roses outside had been pressing their perfume through the walls for years.

Graham stepped in behind her and set down his toolbox. The sound landed too heavily in the hall.

“You brought tools,” she said.

“You brought labels.”

“My labels are less likely to scratch the floor.”

“My tools are more likely to keep the floor under us.”

She looked at the floor. He did too.

Neither of them commented on the way one board near the umbrella stand sagged slightly under his boot.

Tamsin pulled a sheet from her folder. “We need ground rules.”

“We need to know if the roof is still attached.”

“Both can be true.”

“Fine,” Graham said. “Rule one: do not stand under anything sagging.”

“That is not a house rule. That is basic survival.”

“In this house, there may not be much difference.”

She turned on him. “If we are going to get through a year without either of us committing a felony, we need boundaries.”

His face remained unreadable, but something dry entered his voice. “Do you want separate sides of the house? Lines down the hallway? A schedule for breathing?”

“I want clarity.”

“You always did.”

The words were mild. They still found a bruise.

Tamsin set her boxes beside the hall table with more care than necessary. “Kitchen first. I need somewhere to put things.”

“Of course,” he said. “Let us prioritize the emotional stability of mugs.”

“You mock storage until you cannot find a cup.”

“I own one cup.”

“That explains a great deal.”

The kitchen sat at the back of the house, looking out over the side garden where the rose canes had grown wild enough to claim part of the path. The room was large but neglected, with cream-painted cabinets, a stone sink, a scarred wooden table, and a black range that looked as if it had not trusted anyone since 1978. Afternoon light entered through salt-streaked windows. A brown water stain spread across the ceiling near the pantry door.

Tamsin placed one box on the table and opened it. Inside were tea, coffee, two mugs, a small kettle, a roll of labels, a notebook, pens, masking tape, and a tin of biscuits she had bought without acknowledging that Aunt Tillie used to keep the same kind in the pantry.

Graham stood in the doorway and looked up.

“You are not listening to my shelf plan,” she said.

“I am listening to the ceiling.”

“That is rude of the ceiling.”

“It is wet.”

Tamsin followed his gaze. “Old stain or active leak?”

“Active enough to make me unhappy.”

“That gives us no measurable category.”

He looked at her. “Moisture makes me unhappy. Better?”

She almost smiled. She did not allow it.

Instead, she opened a cabinet to assess the shelving. The lower hinge gave a metallic sigh, snapped loose, and the cabinet door dropped. Graham crossed the room fast enough that she barely saw him move. He caught the door before it hit the floor.

For one second, he stood too close, one hand braced on the cabinet frame, the other holding the fallen door. Tamsin could smell cold air on his coat and the faint woody scent of his toolbox. She stepped back first.

He looked at the door in his hand. Then at her labels on the table.

“Your shelf system may need a roof first.”

She took the cabinet door from him. “Your charm has aged beautifully.”

“Was not charm. Structural advice.”

“You should put that on a business card.”

“People hire me because their houses are falling down. They are not looking for poetry.”

“I can see why.”

The corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. Not quite. It annoyed her that she noticed.

They began the inspection because neither of them could argue with the necessity of facts. Facts were clean. Facts did not care who had waited and who had not. Facts had measurements, stains, angles, rot, and repair priorities.

Tamsin clipped her hair back, opened her notebook, and started in the front hall. Graham walked beside her with a pencil behind one ear and a small flashlight in hand. The old rhythm came back before either of them consented to it. She observed patterns. He tested materials. She recorded locations and likely causes. He tapped boards, pressed plaster, examined frames, crouched to look beneath warped thresholds.

It should have felt professional.

It did not.

In the front parlor, the wallpaper had bubbled near the chimney breast. Tamsin noted possible moisture ingress, historic plaster movement, and previous cosmetic repair. Graham pressed his thumb into the trim and said, “Soft.”

“Insect damage?”

“Maybe old water. Maybe both.”

“That is cheerful.”

“Wait until we reach the roof.”

The dining room was worse. The long table remained under a dust sheet, the chairs lined against the wall as if waiting for guests no one had invited. The floor dipped toward the center of the room. Tamsin crossed it carefully, feeling the shift under her shoes.

“This has moved,” she said.

“Recently?”

“No. But not evenly.”

Graham crouched and ran his hand along a seam between floorboards. “There may be rot below. Or something was cut and patched badly.”

“Do not look pleased.”

“I am not pleased. I am interested.”

“That is the carpenter version of pleased.”

He tapped the floorboard with the side of his fist. A hollow note answered.

Tamsin looked down.

Graham looked up.

The hollow note stayed between them.

“Subfloor void,” she said.

“Maybe.”

“You said maybe in a way that means you think something else.”

“I think this house is full of bad decisions.”

“That is not a structural assessment.”

“It is broad but accurate.”

They moved on.

The back parlor carried a smell Tamsin disliked at once. Not only damp. Something older beneath it. The curtains were drawn, and when Graham pulled them open, dull light revealed peeling floral wallpaper, a dark stain under the window, and an old rug rolled tight in one corner. Tamsin wrote down damp patch, possible chimney issue, ventilation failure. She did not write that the room felt as if it had once heard people arguing and had never recovered.

At the foot of the stairs, Graham reached automatically for the banister and stopped when it shifted under his hand.

“Do not use that,” he said.

“I was not planning to swing from it.”

“It needs tightening.”

She made a note. “You say that as if you have already decided to fix it tonight.”

“It is a fall hazard.”

“I thought the roof was first.”

“People can fall before it rains.”

“That is grim.”

“That is restoration.”

Upstairs, the hallway narrowed and darkened. Doors stood closed on either side. Tamsin knew where each led without wanting to. Front bedroom. Linen cupboard. Small bath. East room with the bad view of the road. Blue bedroom at the far end, closed and locked.

She did not look at it.

Graham did.

She felt it rather than saw it, the pause in him, the way his attention moved to the door and held there. It had been painted a faded blue once, though time and dust had muted the color. The brass keyhole had darkened around the edges.

“Locked?” he asked.
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