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The ferry smelled like diesel and salt, and Eleanor Whitfield decided that if she closed her eyes and breathed deeply enough, she could almost convince herself she was still in Boston, three hundred miles and one whole identity away from Sparrow Harbor, Maine.

It didn't work. It never worked. The air here had a particular sweetness to it, brine and balsam and something underneath that she could only describe as memory, and no amount of wishing made it smell like anything else.

She gripped the ferry railing and watched the town rise up out of the fog the way it always had, white clapboard and gray shingle, the lighthouse standing sentinel on its rocky point like it had been carved there rather than built, and felt the old ache settle into her chest exactly where she'd left it eleven years ago.

"Going home?" the deckhand asked, hauling a crate past her.

"Visiting," Nell said, too quickly. "My grandmother passed. I'm here to settle some things."

The young man's face softened in that particular way small towns had, where a stranger's grief became, briefly, communal property. "Mossy's friend? Eleanor — Birdie's Nell?"

"That's me." She hadn't been Birdie's Nell in over a decade, but apparently reputations in Sparrow Harbor had the half-life of granite.

"Sorry about Constance. She made the best blueberry tart on the whole coast." He said it like a eulogy, simple and true, and Nell had to look back out at the water so he wouldn't see her eyes fill.

Her grandmother. Constance Whitfield, who had run the bakery on Driftwood Lane for forty-three years, who had taught Nell to fold egg whites and roll pie crust and, more importantly, that butter solved most of life's problems if you used enough of it. Constance had died in her sleep three weeks ago, in the apartment above the shop, with flour still on the counter from a batch of cinnamon rolls she'd never finished baking.

Nell hadn't been able to come for the funeral. She told herself it was the Lindqvist account, the biggest client her firm had ever landed, due to launch in four days. She told herself a lot of things. The truth, which she examined only at three in the morning, was that coming back to Sparrow Harbor meant coming back to Jonah Hale, and she had spent eleven years building a life specifically engineered to never require that.

The ferry's horn blew, low and mournful, and the dock came rushing up to meet them.

She saw him before she meant to. Of course she did. He was down at the boatyard at the end of the pier, sleeves shoved to his elbows, bent over the hull of something half-finished, and even from fifty yards and after eleven years, her body recognized the line of his shoulders before her mind caught up enough to be afraid.

Jonah Hale. Taller now, broader, his dark hair longer than he used to keep it, sun-browned in the way of a man who worked outside every day of his life. He hadn't seen her yet. She had maybe ten more seconds of safety, and she spent every one of them just looking, the way you'd look at a door you used to walk through every day, now sealed and painted over and pretending to be a wall.

Then a small voice shouted, "Daddy, the ferry's here, can we get whoopie pies, can we, can we," and a little girl came tearing down the dock in yellow rubber boots, and something in Nell's chest cracked clean down the middle, because of course. Of course he had a daughter. Eleven years was a long time, and people built whole lives in less.

"Easy, Wren," Jonah called, straightening up, and that was when he saw her.

Nell watched it happen in slow motion — the way his face went through surprise, then something that looked almost like pain, before settling into the careful neutrality of a man who had practiced not reacting to things. He didn't smile. He didn't wave. He just stood there with a sanding block still in one hand, looking at her like she was a storm front he could see coming but couldn't yet calculate the size of.

"Nell," he said, when she'd come close enough that pretending not to know each other was no longer an option.

"Jonah." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. Eleven years of boardrooms had been good for something, apparently. "I heard about — I'm sorry, I don't actually know what I heard. Birdie's texts have gotten very dramatic since she discovered exclamation points."

It wasn't even funny, not really, but it gave them both something to do besides stare, and Jonah's mouth twitched in something that wasn't quite a smile but remembered the shape of one.

"I'm sorry about Constance," he said. "She was — everybody loved her. You know that."

"I know." Nell looked down at the little girl, who had stopped a few feet away and was studying her with the frank, unblinking assessment that only small children and cats could manage without seeming rude. "Hi. I'm Nell."

"I'm Wren. I'm six. Do you know my daddy?"

"A long time ago," Nell said, and felt Jonah go very still beside her. "We grew up together."

"Did you used to be friends?"

"Something like that." The understatement of the decade. Best friends, then first loves, then the two most catastrophic words in the English language: engaged, and broken. But a six-year-old in yellow boots didn't need the director's commentary.

Wren seemed to accept this. "We're getting whoopie pies. Birdie makes the best ones now that — " she stopped, glanced at her father, lowered her voice to the conspiratorial hush of a child repeating something she'd been told not to say loudly. "Now that your grandma's in heaven."

"Wren." Jonah's voice was gentle but final.

"It's all right," Nell said, and meant it, mostly. "She's right. Birdie probably is making the best ones now."

There was a silence then, the kind that used to be comfortable between them and now sat like a held breath. Down the dock, gulls argued over something in the shallows. The lighthouse beam, dormant in the daylight, sat dark and watchful on its point.

"You're here to deal with the bakery," Jonah said finally. Not a question.

"And the cottage. The lawyer says there's paperwork. I'm only staying a week, maybe two." She said it for herself as much as him, a small flag planted in advance: I am not staying. I am not unpacking my whole life into this town again. I have a return ticket.

"A week," he repeated, and something in his face did a complicated thing, gone before she could read it. "Well. Birdie's been asking about you for years. She'll want first crack at you before anyone else gets a turn."

"Tell her I'll come by tomorrow."

"Tell her yourself," Jonah said, and there was the ghost of the old humor in it, the boy who used to tease her relentlessly about how she organized her sock drawer by color. "She's standing right behind you."

Nell turned, and there was Birdie Calloway-now-Friel, forty pounds heavier and twenty years happier than the last photo Nell had seen of her, barreling down the dock with her arms already open and tears already starting.

"Eleanor Jane Whitfield," Birdie said into her hair, crushing her into a hug that smelled like cinnamon sugar and the inside of a flour sack, "you absolute coward, you didn't tell me you were coming on the morning boat, I'd have brought a sign."

"I didn't want a sign."

"I know. That's exactly why I'd have brought one." Birdie pulled back, held Nell at arm's length, inspected her with the merciless thoroughness of an old friend. "You look tired. Citified. We're going to fix that. Come on, your grandmother's keys are at my place, and I made a pie, and you are going to eat a slice before you go anywhere near that cottage, because grief on an empty stomach is a recipe for bad decisions."

Nell laughed — actually laughed, surprised by it — and let herself be towed up the dock by the arm, away from the boatyard, away from Jonah Hale and the daughter with her father's careful eyes and the eleven years of silence that stood between her and the man she had once promised to marry.

She didn't look back. She told herself that was a choice, and not a failure of nerve.

Behind her, she heard Wren ask, in the carrying voice of a child who hadn't yet learned to whisper, "Daddy, why does your face look like that?"

She didn't hear what Jonah said back. She decided, walking faster, that she didn't want to know.
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Birdie's kitchen had not changed in eleven years, which was either the most comforting or the most disorienting thing Nell had encountered since stepping off the ferry. The same rooster-shaped cookie jar sat on the same shelf. The same crack ran through the same windowpane over the sink, the one Birdie's late father had sworn for two decades he'd get around to fixing.

"Sit," Birdie commanded, already cutting pie with the brisk efficiency of a woman who had spent her whole life feeding people whether they asked to be fed or not. "Blueberry. Your grandmother's recipe, actually, though don't tell her I said her crust technique was better than mine, because she's not here to gloat about it and I refuse to give a dead woman the satisfaction."

"She'd gloat anyway. She'd find a way."

"She absolutely would." Birdie set the plate down hard enough that the fork jumped, then sat across from Nell and folded her hands like she was about to negotiate a treaty. "Okay. I am going to ask you exactly one question about Jonah Hale, and then I am never going to bring him up again unless you do first. Deal?"

"There's no question to ask. We said about nine words to each other on the dock."

"That was not the question. The question is: are you all right?"

Nell looked down at the pie. The crust was good — really good, lattice-top, the berries not too sweet, the kind of pie that tasted like somebody's whole heart had gone into the making of it. She thought about lying. She had gotten very good, in eleven years, at the kind of lie that wasn't really a lie, just an edited version of true that left out the parts that hurt.

"I don't know," she said instead, because this was Birdie, and some habits — the important ones — apparently survived a decade of distance. "He has a daughter. Nobody told me he had a daughter."

"Wren." Birdie's voice gentled. "She's a peach. Smart as a whip, mouth like a sailor when she stubs her toe, which I personally find delightful and her father finds mortifying. She's six."

"And her mother?"

Birdie was quiet for a moment, turning her fork over in her fingers. "Sarah Hale. She died when Wren was two. Car accident, out on Route 9, black ice. Jonah doesn't talk about it. Hasn't, not once, not to me, not to his own grandmother as far as I know. He just — got up the next morning and figured out how to be a single father, and he's been doing it ever since, every single day, like it's just the weather now. Like it's just what's true."

Nell set down her fork. Something in her chest had gone tight and strange. She had spent eleven years constructing a careful story about Jonah Hale — the boy who hadn't fought for them, who had let her go to Boston and let the silence between them calcify into something neither of them ever cracked open again. It was easier to be angry at a story than to sit with the actual shape of a man who had buried a wife and raised a daughter alone in a town that, however kind, never let you forget what you'd lost.

"I didn't know," she said.

"How would you? You haven't been home in eleven years, Nell." Birdie said it without malice, but it landed anyway, true and a little sharp, the way only old friends could manage. "I'm not trying to make you feel bad. God knows you had your reasons, and most of them had a name and a face and lived about half a mile from your grandmother's bakery. I'm just saying — he's not the boy you left. None of us are who we were eleven years ago. You're not, either."

"No," Nell agreed quietly. "I'm really not."

Birdie reached into her apron pocket and produced a ring of keys, old brass, worn smooth by forty years of Constance's hands. She set them on the table between them like she was setting down something fragile.

"The lawyer's office opens at nine tomorrow. Henry Boggs, you remember him, he's got about four hairs left and he cries at everything, so brace yourself. He'll walk you through the will. But I'll tell you now what he's going to tell you tomorrow, because I helped your grandmother write it, and I think you should have a night to sit with it before you hear it from
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