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Everything from here

"Some loves don't end. They simply wait."
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Chapter One: The Harborwick Inn
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The drive into Harborwick always did something to Claire Morgan.

It didn't matter how many years had passed, how many cities she had lived in since, or how thoroughly she had rebuilt herself into a woman who needed nothing from this small, salt-weathered corner of Maine. The moment her car crested Ridgeline Road and the town appeared below — the white church steeple, the dark Atlantic beyond, the harbor lights beginning to flicker on in the early October dusk — something in her chest would loosen without her permission.

She hated that. She had always hated that.

"You're gripping the wheel like it owes you money," said the voice from her phone, propped in the cup-holder. Lena Cruz, Claire's colleague and closest friend, had insisted on staying on the call for the last forty minutes of the drive. Moral support, she had called it. Surveillance, Claire privately thought.

"I'm fine," Claire said.

"You've said that eleven times since Providence."

"Then you should believe me by now."

Lena made a sound that could most charitably be described as skepticism. "Claire. You are driving back to your hometown for the first time in three years, to be maid of honor at your best friend's wedding, at which the ex-fiancé you haven't spoken to in fifteen years will also be present. As the best man. You are not fine. No one would be fine."

Claire exhaled slowly through her nose. "Sophie didn't know he was going to say yes. She told me that."

"And yet — here we are."

"And yet here we are," Claire agreed.

The road curved downward into town, and the familiar smell of it reached her even through the car vents — ocean and pine and the particular mineral coldness of a New England October. Harborwick had a scent that belonged only to itself, and her body remembered it long before her mind caught up.

She had grown up on these streets. Had ridden bikes down the hill on Crescent Lane, had kissed a boy for the first time behind the Harborwick Public Library at age fourteen, had fallen in love — the real, catastrophic, life-altering kind — in this town. Had gotten engaged in this town, on the rocky beach behind Pelican Point, on a Tuesday evening in late September when the sky was doing something extraordinary and Daniel Hayes had dropped to one knee on the wet rocks with a ring he'd saved for eight months to buy.

Fifteen years ago.

She pressed the memory flat, the way she always did. She was good at that now. Architecture required precision, patience, and the ability to take something raw and complicated and compress it into clean lines. She had applied those same skills, over the years, to her emotional life. Some of her therapist's more pointed observations suggested this was not necessarily a healthy approach. Claire had never entirely disagreed.

"I have to go, Lena. I'm pulling in."

"Call me tonight. Or I'm driving up there myself."

"Goodnight, Lena."

She ended the call and pulled her silver Volvo into the small parking lot of the Harborwick Inn. Sophie had booked the entire inn for the wedding party — twelve rooms across two floors of a beautifully restored Victorian building that sat at the edge of the harbor. Claire had always loved this place. It smelled like aged wood and lavender and the sea.

She sat in the parked car for a moment, just breathing.

He might not even be here yet, she told herself. The wedding isn't until Saturday. It's only Wednesday. You have three days to settle in before anything —

The front door of the inn opened.

Light spilled warm and gold from the lobby, casting a long rectangle across the porch steps. And in the doorway — laughing at something someone inside had said, turning to pull the door shut behind him, a canvas camera bag slung over one shoulder and a dark green jacket that she had never seen before but somehow still recognized as him in the way that people who have loved someone can always recognize them, even after time has done its best work —

Daniel Hayes.

He hadn't seen her yet. He was looking back at someone in the lobby, still laughing, and the laugh was the same — she felt it move through her like a current — low and easy and entirely unperformed, a laugh that meant he was genuinely amused rather than socially compliant. She had always been able to tell the difference.

He was thirty-eight now. She could see it and couldn't see it simultaneously. His dark hair was the same — a little longer perhaps, curling slightly at the ears the way it always did when he hadn't cut it in a while. He was broader across the shoulders than she remembered, lean in the way that people who spent their lives moving through the physical world tended to be. There were lines at the corners of his eyes that hadn't been there before.

She was staring. She was absolutely staring, from inside a car he hadn't noticed, in a parking lot in the dark. She had exactly three seconds to compose herself before he turned fully and walked down the porch steps and —

He saw her car. Or rather, he saw movement, the way all photographers instinctively tracked motion, and his gaze cut across the parking lot and found her windshield.

Found her.

The laugh faded. Not unpleasantly — it simply stilled, the way a lake stills when the wind drops, going from animated surface to something deep and quiet and entirely unreadable. He stood at the bottom of the porch steps and looked at her through the glass.

Claire Morgan was not a woman who panicked. She was not a woman who froze. She had given presentations to rooms full of skeptical city planners, had defended design proposals before hostile boards, had held her composure in every professional crisis she had encountered across fifteen years of building things from nothing.

She sat in that car for two full seconds and could not move.

Then muscle memory and self-respect reasserted themselves, and she opened the door.

The cold air was immediate and clarifying. She stepped out onto the gravel lot, her boots crunching, and reached back in for her coat and her bag, taking just a moment longer than necessary. When she straightened and turned, Daniel was still standing at the bottom of the steps.

Eight feet of Harborwick night air between them.

"Claire," he said.

His voice was the same. Lower, perhaps. More settled in itself. But the same.

"Daniel," she said. And she was proud of how steady it came out. Composed and warm and utterly unrevealing, the tone of a woman greeting a familiar acquaintance.

A silence followed that was neither comfortable nor entirely uncomfortable. It was full, the way silences are when the two people sharing them have a history long enough to fill several rooms.

"Sophie didn't mention—" he began.

"I know," Claire said.

He nodded once. There was something moving behind his eyes that she couldn't read and refused to try. "Long drive?"

"From Boston. About four hours with the traffic."

"I came up from New York." He shifted the camera bag on his shoulder. "Got in about an hour ago."

"How is the room?"

"Good. Comfortable. Very —" He glanced briefly at the inn. "Very Harborwick."

She almost smiled. Almost.

Another silence. Briefer this time, but charged with a quality that made the air feel slightly thicker.

"Well," Daniel said, stepping aside and gesturing toward the porch steps with a small, careful courtesy that was somehow worse than rudeness would have been. "After you."

Claire Morgan picked up her bag, lifted her chin, and walked past Daniel Hayes and through the front door of the Harborwick Inn, acutely and helplessly aware of every single inch of the distance between them.

Eight feet had become two.

Two feet felt like no distance at all.
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Chapter Two: What Sophie Knew
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Sophie Aldridge had been Claire's best friend for twenty-seven years, which meant that Claire could tell, the moment she saw Sophie's face in the inn lobby, that Sophie had known exactly what she was doing.

The tell was the eyes. Sophie had enormous brown eyes that were constitutionally incapable of complete innocence, no matter how hard she arranged her expression into it. She was standing at the check-in desk looking radiant in an oversized cream sweater, her dark curly hair loose around her shoulders, and she was wearing what she clearly intended to be a look of pure, surprised delight.

Claire knew better.

"Claire!" Sophie crossed the lobby in four quick strides and embraced her with the full-body warmth that was entirely Sophie — both arms, a slight sway, the kind of hug that always made Claire feel, despite herself, that everything would be fine. "You made it! How was the drive? Are you cold? You look amazing—"

"You knew," Claire said into her shoulder.

Sophie's arms tightened fractionally. "I had hopes," she said, with the diplomatic precision of someone who had rehearsed this.

Claire stepped back and held her at arm's length and looked at her. "Sophie."

"He said he wasn't coming! He said he was going to be in Patagonia until November, Claire, I genuinely did not think—"

"And then?"

Sophie's carefully arranged expression flickered. "And then he called me three weeks ago and said he'd moved some things around."

"Three weeks."

"I was going to tell you."

"When? At the altar?"

"That is a slight exaggeration."

"Sophie." Claire's voice was not raised — it never was — but there was a very specific quiet in it that had been known, over the course of their friendship, to bring Sophie Aldridge to immediate sincerity.

It worked now.

Sophie exhaled, took Claire's hands, and looked at her with the enormous brown eyes in their full, genuine, unapologetic warmth. "Okay. Yes. I knew. I've known for three weeks. And I couldn't tell you because if I told you, you would have found a reason not to come, and I cannot get married without you, Claire. I cannot. You are my person. You are the person who has been my person since we were ten years old, and I need you here." She squeezed her hands. "Both of you. I need both of my people here. Is that so terrible?"

Claire looked at her for a long moment.

"Yes," she said. "Slightly."

Sophie's face broke into an enormous, irrepressible grin. "But you're staying."

It wasn't really a question. They both knew it wasn't.

"I'm staying," Claire said. "But you owe me."

"Endlessly. Eternally. Name it." Sophie was already steering her toward the check-in desk, arm linked through hers. "Room four is yours. It faces the harbor. I put extra blankets in because I know you're always cold and Tom says I keep the thermostat too low and he's right but I won't tell him that—"

"Sophie."

"Yes?"

"How is he?"

The question came out
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