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​About The Author  

SANKULAHUB WRITES CONTEMPORARY romance that leans into emotional suspense, quiet intensity, and the kind of love that arrives at the exact wrong time and still insists on being true. Each story is built around flawed, fully grown characters who have something real to lose, and something even more real to learn about themselves when they finally let another person close.
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Celeste Marlowe, age 41. A restoration architect who builds homes for other people while quietly living out of suitcases. Brilliant, controlled, allergic to being looked at too closely, and carrying a promise she made when grief made her reckless.
Nolan Pierce, age 27. A coastal engineer and volunteer coordinator on Bracken Cove Island. Unshowy confidence, steady hands, a gentle sense of humor, and a stubborn belief that care is not something you earn by being perfect.

Maeve Calder, age 56. Owner of Calder House, the island’s small guest inn and community hub. She sees everything, forgets nothing, and has a talent for saying the one sentence that makes denial impossible.

Tessa Wynn, age 29. Nolan’s sister and the ferry dispatcher who keeps the island stitched to the mainland. Protective, sharp, and wary of anyone who might break her brother’s heart, even if he says he can handle it.

Graham Whitlock, age 48. A mainland developer with polished manners and a patient, predatory timeline. He wants a signature, not a conversation, and he’s used to people calling practicality “maturity.”

Jonah Reed, age 39. Celeste’s colleague and long-time friend who knows her habits and tells himself that means he knows her. He means well, but his version of “help” often comes with invisible strings.
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The ferry horn should have sounded comforting, a blunt announcement that the crossing had begun and the mainland would shrink behind her like a solved problem. Instead it arrived as a warning, low and animal, as if the sea itself objected to Celeste standing on the deck with her coat collar up and her paperwork sealed inside a leather folder.
Wind cut across the water and found the gaps in her composure like it had been trained to. The sky was the color of old steel, and the waves slapped the hull with impatient hands. Bracken Cove Island sat ahead in a smear of dark green and grey stone, its lighthouse a thin white line that looked too delicate to survive weather like this.

Two days, Celeste told herself, the way she’d been telling herself for a week. A weekend. Sign the documents. Walk the property. Speak to the committee, if they insisted on drama. Leave before anyone could convince her this place still belonged to her.

Her phone buzzed with no signal anyway. A ghost vibration in her palm. Habit, not hope.

She didn’t need to check the time. She could feel it. Every minute of this trip was made of borrowed courage.

The folder under her arm felt heavier than it should have. Not because of legal pages, but because of what they represented. Final. Irreversible. A neat ending for something that had never been neat.

As the ferry angled toward the island’s small pier, Celeste’s eyes caught on the shoreline where low houses huddled against the wind. A few people waited near the dock, shapes wrapped in rain gear. A truck idled with its headlights on, and a pair of gulls argued over something unseen.

She drew a slow breath and counted through it. In. Hold. Out. The same trick she used before presenting to clients who loved the word value but hated the cost of it.

A voice behind her startled the air.

“You picked a brave day for Bracken Cove.”

Celeste turned. The man speaking was older than she expected for the ferry crew, or maybe simply worn by salt and wind. His face was lined in a way that suggested laughter had once been easy.

“I didn’t pick it,” she said, because honesty was safer than admitting she had, in fact, chosen today on purpose. Bad weather kept conversations short. Bad weather kept people inside. Bad weather kept her from being recognized by anyone who might still remember the girl she’d been.

He nodded toward the island. “She’ll test you.”

Celeste nearly smiled at the idea of an island as a person. “I’m only there for the weekend.”

The man’s mouth tilted. “That’s what everyone says.”

The ferry docked with a jolt that shook a few drops from the overhead rails. Celeste tightened her grip on the folder and joined the line moving toward the ramp. The moment her boots hit the pier, wind pushed into her like it had been waiting.

She stepped aside to let a family pass and looked up.

He was there at the edge of the dock, half in shadow under the overhang, as if he hadn’t wanted the storm to see him. A tall man in a dark rain jacket, hood down despite the weather, hair damp and pushed back by wind. He held a clipboard in one hand, but his attention wasn’t on it. It was on her.

Not in the casual way people look when they’re searching for someone. In the precise way someone looks when they have already found you.

Celeste’s spine went alert. Instinct, old and sharp.

The man stepped forward, and she saw the faint scrape of stubble at his jaw, the calm steadiness in his eyes, and something else she couldn’t name, like recognition that had been held too long.

“Celeste,” he said, and her name sounded wrong in the open air, too intimate for a dock full of strangers.

She didn’t answer. She waited, because she’d learned early that silence made people reveal themselves.

His gaze dropped to her folder, then returned to her face. “You’re on my list. Calder House check-in, then you’re scheduled to meet the committee at four, if the weather doesn’t knock the power out first.”

The efficiency was almost a relief. Almost.

“And you are?” Celeste asked.

He shifted the clipboard under his arm and offered his hand like he wasn’t aware the wind could make simple gestures feel dramatic. “Nolan.”

Just Nolan.

She took his hand, because refusing would be a scene, and scenes were what she’d come here to avoid. His palm was warm, rougher than she expected. Work hands. Not a suit-and-screen hands.

He didn’t squeeze. He didn’t linger. He let go like a man who trusted her to decide the distance between them.

“Celeste,” he repeated, softer now, and then, like it slipped out before he could stop it, he added, “Sunny.”

The world narrowed.

The pier noise was muffled. The gulls blurred into a single cry. Celeste’s breath caught so sharply it hurt.

No one had called her that in years. Not since she’d stopped being someone’s little sister and started being the woman who handled grief by keeping moving.

Her voice came out controlled, but it took effort. “Don’t call me that.”

Nolan’s eyes held hers, unflinching. “Okay.”

No argument. No teasing. Just acceptance.

That should have made it easier. Somehow it made it worse.

Celeste’s fingers tightened around her folder until the leather creaked. “How do you know that name?”

Nolan’s throat moved, like he swallowed an answer he didn’t trust the air with. “We should get you out of the wind.”

“I’m fine,” she said, because she always was, even when she wasn’t.

He didn’t contradict her. He simply turned slightly, angling his body to block the worst of the gusts from her. The gesture was quiet. Protective without asking permission.

Celeste hated that she noticed.

Maeve Calder appeared then, moving down the dock with the brisk confidence of someone who owned the only warm place for miles. She was bundled in a thick coat, hair pinned back, cheeks bright from wind.

“There you are,” Maeve said, looking at Celeste as if she’d expected her for months. “Celeste Marlowe. You look like a person who hasn’t eaten properly in three days.”

Celeste blinked at the familiarity. “Hello.”

Maeve gave her a quick once-over that felt like an assessment and a welcome at the same time. “Come on. I’ve got soup on. Weather like this turns people into bad decisions.”

Nolan’s mouth twitched as if he’d heard Maeve say that sentence many times.

Celeste followed them off the dock, the island’s main lane stretching ahead between stone walls and low houses. The air smelled like seaweed and wet wood. Somewhere, a bell chimed a warning she didn’t understand.

The truck Nolan drove was battered but clean, the kind of vehicle that did real work. He put Celeste’s bag in the back without asking what was inside, and she appreciated the absence of curiosity. Then he opened the passenger door for her, again without making it a performance.

Maeve climbed into the back with the ease of someone who refused to be fragile.

As Nolan drove, the wipers squeaked over the windshield. Rain came in slanted sheets that made the world look like it was being erased and rewritten.

Celeste watched the passing houses, the small painted doors, the windows lit with warm yellow that made her chest ache for reasons she didn’t want to examine.

“The committee will try to charm you,” Maeve said from the back seat. “They think charm fixes everything.”

“I’m not here for charm,” Celeste replied.

Nolan glanced at her for half a second, eyes steady on the road again almost immediately. “You’re here to sign.”

“Yes.”

“And leave,” Maeve added, like she could taste that word and didn’t like it.

Celeste said nothing.

Rain thudded harder. The truck climbed a hill and the island opened up, revealing a stretch of cliffs where the sea crashed white against black rock. The lighthouse stood farther out, lonely and stubborn.

Celeste’s throat tightened again. She forced it down. She didn’t come here to feel. She came here to finish.

Calder House was a converted old home with wide windows and a porch that faced away from the worst of the wind. Maeve led Celeste inside, where warmth wrapped around her so fast it almost made her dizzy.

The entry smelled like soup and clean linen. A fire snapped in a stone hearth. It was the kind of place that made you want to set down your burdens just to see what it felt like.

Celeste didn’t trust it.

Maeve took her coat and hung it with brisk efficiency. “Room’s upstairs. Second door on the left. The towel's already warm because I’m not a monster.”

“Thank you,” Celeste said, and meant it more than she wanted to.

Nolan stayed near the doorway, rain telling on him in droplets on his hair and jacket. He looked like he belonged to the storm, not the warmth.

Maeve pointed a spoon at him. “Stop hovering. You’ve got lights to check before the power goes.”

Nolan nodded, then looked at Celeste. “I’ll be back before four.”

“I didn’t ask you to be,” Celeste said, because her nerves needed somewhere to land.

A corner of his mouth lifted, not offended. “I know.”

He stepped out, and the door closed behind him with a soft click that sounded louder than it should have.

Celeste stood still for a moment, listening to the house breathe. The fire. The kettle. The far-off moan of wind.

Maeve watched her like she could see the battle lines inside Celeste’s chest. “You can stay as quiet as you want,” Maeve said. “But you can’t stay untouched. Not on this island.”

Celeste’s fingers flexed around her folder. “I’m only here for the weekend.”

Maeve’s eyes held hers, kind but unyielding. “So was your sister.”

The words hit like a slap, not because they were cruel, but because they were accurate in a way Celeste hadn’t expected anyone here to be.

Her sister. The reason Celeste had avoided this place for three years. The reason the property papers felt like a verdict.

Celeste managed, “You knew her.”

Maeve’s gaze softened. “I loved her. In this way a community loves the people who keep showing up.”

Celeste’s pulse changed tempo, a small betrayal. “Did she tell you I was coming?”

Maeve didn’t answer right away. She walked to a side table and opened a drawer. She pulled out an envelope and set it in front of Celeste like she was placing something fragile on stone.

Celeste stared at the handwriting. She would have recognized it anywhere. A looping slant, impatient curves, a flourish on the last letter like a dare.

Celeste.

Her stomach turned over, slow and sick.

Maeve’s voice was gentle now, quieter than the storm. “She asked me to give you that when you arrived. Not if you arrived. When.”

Celeste didn’t touch it. She couldn’t. Touching it would make it real, and real was always sharper than memory.

“She said something else,” Maeve added, and Celeste hated herself for leaning in.

Maeve’s eyes flicked toward the window, toward the lane where Nolan had disappeared into the rain. “She said you’d try to leave before you listened. And that someone would make it harder.”

Celeste forced air into her lungs. “Who.”

Maeve’s mouth pressed into the kind of smile that carried too much knowing. “A good man,” she said. “Not perfect. Not older. Not what you’d pick if you were picking for appearances.”

Celeste’s voice went thin. “This is not funny.”

Maeve’s expression sobered. “I’m not laughing, Celeste. I’m watching. There’s a difference.”

Celeste’s eyes returned to the envelope. A weekend. Just a weekend. She could read it, feel it, let it hurt, and still leave.

She reached for it, fingertips trembling in a way she refused to acknowledge. The paper was thick, the seal firm.

“Open it upstairs,” Maeve said. “Or don’t. But don’t stand here pretending you’re made of stone.”

Celeste took the envelope and held it against her palm like it might burn through skin.

She climbed the stairs slowly. The house creaked, old wood speaking. Her room was simple and clean, with a window that looked out over the sea. The bed was made tight. A small lamp waited on the bedside table, and beside it sat another envelope, this one plain, unsealed, with a single letter written in the center.

N.

Celeste froze.

She had seen that initial before. In the corner of letters that had arrived without a return address. Letters that had shown up during the worst year of her life, folded carefully, written in a hand that didn’t beg or demand, only offered.

Small truths. Gentle insistence. A steady voice on paper that had somehow kept her upright when she’d been sure she would fold.

She’d never answered. She’d told herself it was safer not to know.

Her phone buzzed again, this time with a faint flicker of signal. One message came through, delayed by the sea.

From Jonah: If you’re about to sign, call me first. You don’t owe that island anything.

Celeste stared at the screen until it dimmed.

Then she heard it. The crunch of gravel outside, a door opening, voices low. Nolan’s voice, unmistakable now that she had heard it once, grounded and calm.

And underneath it, another voice. A man’s voice, polished and impatient, carried upward by wind.

“We don’t have time for nostalgia,” the stranger said. “We need her signature before she changes her mind.”

Celeste’s mouth went dry.

She crossed to the window and looked down.

A sleek car sat in the drive like it had been dropped into the island by mistake. A man in a tailored coat stood beside it, folder in hand, smiling as if he’d already won.

Graham Whitlock, Celeste realized with a cold, sinking certainty. The developer. The man the committee had insisted was “only being practical.” The man who had mailed her documents with stamped urgency, as if grief was just another delay.

Nolan stood between Graham and the house, shoulders squared, hands empty, as if he had nothing to prove and everything to protect.

Celeste watched Nolan’s head turn slightly, like he could feel her gaze through glass.

Even from this distance, she saw the moment his eyes found her.

He didn’t wave. He didn’t signal. He only looked at her the way he’d looked at her on the dock, like he already knew what she was about to do.

As if he knew she was about to run.

Celeste’s hand tightened around the envelope from her sister.

Her other hand lifted the unsealed envelope marked with N.

Two letters.

Two doors.

One weekend that suddenly felt less like a task and more like a trap set by love itself.

Downstairs, Nolan’s voice rose just enough to reach her.

“She’s not signing anything,” he said, calm as stone, “until she’s had time to breathe.”

Celeste’s heart struck once, hard.

Then again.

And for the first time since she stepped onto the ferry, she didn’t think about leaving.

She thought about choosing.

She broke the seal on her sister’s envelope, and the first line inside made her knees go weak.

Celeste, if you’re reading this, it means you finally met him.
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​Chapter 1: The Name I Never Answered
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Celeste stood very still in the quiet of the room, holding two envelopes like they were opposing verdicts. One carried her sister’s handwriting, the familiar slant that made her chest tighten before she even read a word. The other was plain, unsealed, and marked with a single letter that had once appeared in the corners of her hardest nights, when she was too exhausted to cry and too stubborn to admit she needed anyone.

N.

The storm pressed its palms against the window, impatient and insistent. The glass shivered with each gust, and the sea beyond it kept throwing itself against the cliffs as if it could pound time backward by force alone. Celeste’s thoughts didn’t feel like thoughts. They felt like a crowd, all trying to talk at once, all refusing to line up into something she could control.

Down in the drive, the polished man with the polished tone was already speaking like her decisions were a delay, not a life. Celeste could still hear him through the wall, through the wind, through the thin seam of distance between upstairs and outside.

We need her signature before she changes her mind.

Celeste’s fingers tightened around the edge of her sister’s envelope, and she hated that part of her wanted to run down the stairs and sign just to prove she couldn’t be forced. Another part of her wanted to tear the paperwork into pieces and throw it into the fire just to see something burn that wasn’t her.

She set both envelopes on the bedspread with care that felt almost reverent. Then she sat, because her legs had gone faint in a way she would never describe as fear. It wasn’t fear. It was the sudden, brutal awareness that the past had followed her onto this island and was now sitting beside her like it had purchased the right.

The unsealed envelope with N sat closest to her. It would be easy. Just open it, read whatever it held, let it confirm what her body had already guessed when Nolan said Sunny in a voice that sounded like recognition.

But the sealed one was her sister’s, and that seal felt like a boundary Celeste had built for herself. If she broke it, she would be admitting she was here for more than signatures.

Outside, a car door shut. Voices shifted. Nolan’s voice rose again, steadier than the wind.

She’s not signing anything until she’s had time to breathe.

Celeste swallowed. Her throat felt raw, like she’d been holding back words for days. She reached for her sister’s envelope and slid her finger under the flap, breaking the seal in one clean motion. The paper made a small sound, nothing dramatic, but it landed inside her like thunder.

She unfolded the letter.

The ink had bled slightly at the edges in places, as if it had been written with too much pressure, or too much feeling, or both.

Celeste, if you’re reading this, it means you finally met him.

Her vision blurred. She blinked hard, once, twice, forcing the words to hold their shape.

You’re going to hate that sentence. You’re going to hate that I planned anything. You’re going to tell yourself I had no right to tie threads across your life when mine was already slipping away. I’m sorry for that. I’m not sorry for you.

Celeste’s breath came in carefully measured pulls. The letter was doing what her sister had always done, even as a kid. Saying the truth first, so there was nowhere to hide afterward.

I’m writing this on a night when the tide is loud and Maeve keeps pretending she’s not worried about me. I can see it in her hands. She over-salts everything when she’s scared. She doesn’t know I noticed.

Celeste’s mouth tightened. Maeve’s voice downstairs, earlier, had carried the same blunt kindness her sister was describing here. It made the island feel less like a location and more like an old room that still held the shape of someone.

You’re going to ask who he is. I’m going to tell you, but I need you to listen like you used to, when we shared headphones and pretended we liked the same songs even when we didn’t.

His name is Nolan.

Celeste’s pulse stumbled. The room seemed to tilt, not dizzying, just suddenly unfamiliar. Nolan. Not a coincidence. Not a casual “you’re on my list.” Not a stranger who somehow knew a childhood name he shouldn’t know.

He’s younger than you. I can hear you groan from here.

Celeste pressed her lips together so hard it hurt.

Don’t do the thing where you turn age into a wall you can hide behind. Don’t do the thing where you pretend that the only safe love is the kind that looks safe from far away.

He is not a boy. He is not a fling. He is not a lesson. He is a person who knows how to stay.

Celeste’s eyes stung. Not from tears yet. From the sudden, unwanted recognition of that last line. The letters. The steady tone. The way Nolan hadn’t argued when she told him not to call her Sunny. The way he’d angled himself against the wind without asking permission.

I met him the summer the storm took out half the pier and everyone pretended it was just weather. He was here, hauling boards and handing out coffee and talking to strangers like they mattered. He asked me what I needed. Not what I wanted. Not what I could pay for. What I needed.

Celeste’s gaze drifted to the window, to the sea. The island looked like it had been carved out of stubbornness. She could picture it in a storm, people holding each other up because there was no other choice.

I told him about you that day. Not the whole story. Just enough. I told him you were the kind of person who fixes everything except herself. I told him you didn’t like being rescued, but you liked being seen. I told him you were funny when you felt safe and sharp when you didn’t.

Celeste flinched. It was too accurate, even in ink.

When things started getting bad for me, I kept thinking about you on the mainland, alone in that too-quiet apartment, pretending grief was a private project you could complete and file away. I couldn’t reach you the way I wanted. You were already gone, even when you answered my calls.

So I asked Nolan for something I didn’t know how to ask anyone else for. I asked him to write to you.

Celeste’s hand went cold around the paper.

Not as himself. Not as a stranger trying to get inside your life. As a steady voice that didn’t need anything from you. I asked him because he knows how to give without demanding. And because he didn’t have your history. He could be gentle where our family sometimes only knows how to be loud.

Celeste’s eyes snapped to the unsealed envelope on the bed. N.

The room made sense now in the most painful way. The years made sense. The nights she’d sat on her kitchen floor with a mug gone cold, reading words that didn’t pity her but also didn’t pretend she was fine.

Nolan wrote them.

You never wrote back. That’s fine. I didn’t ask you to. I asked him to keep showing up anyway.

Celeste’s breath hitched once, quick and involuntary. She let it pass without feeding it. She refused to turn it into a spiral.

If you’re angry, be angry at me. But don’t punish him for a thing I asked him to do out of love for you. He wasn’t trying to win you. He was trying to hold a light near you while you found your own way out.

Celeste stared at the words until they swam. A light near you. She remembered one letter in particular, written after she’d missed an important deadline and told herself it meant she was failing at life the way she’d failed at grief. The letter had said, You’re not falling apart. You’re falling open. It felt like a hand on her shoulder without the pressure of expectation.

Now she could see his hands, outside, steady on a clipboard. Now she could see the man attached to the voice she’d trusted.

I’m going to tell you something else, and you’re going to hate me for it too. I asked him to meet you. Not like this. Not like a trap. I asked him to be on the island the weekend you came to sign.

Celeste’s stomach turned, slow and heavy.

I knew you’d come eventually. I knew you’d come for the same reason you do everything hard. You don’t let things stay unfinished. You think finishing means you don’t have to feel them anymore.

But here’s the truth, Celeste. You can’t finish love. You can only choose it, again and again, or you can keep walking past it until it stops trying to find you.

Celeste’s grip loosened on the letter. Her sister’s words weren’t gentle, but they were loving. The kind of loving that refused to let her hide.

You’re going to be tempted to sign fast and leave. You’re going to tell yourself it’s responsible. You’re going to tell yourself the island is a wound and you don’t reopen wounds.

But I’m asking you, as your sister, not to run. Not this time.

Stay the weekend. Let the island remind you what it feels like to live in a place where people don’t let you vanish. Let Nolan remind you what it feels like when someone is steady without trying to control you.

Celeste’s eyes finally spilled. Not dramatic sobs. Just tears that slid down like they’d been waiting for permission.

And if you can’t do it for yourself, do it for me. Because I didn’t get enough weekends. I didn’t get enough ordinary mornings. I didn’t get enough love that kept going.

Celeste pressed the heel of her hand to her mouth and breathed through the ache, forcing it to stay quiet. She wouldn’t fall apart in this room. She wouldn’t let the house hear her, as if grief was shameful. But she also wouldn’t deny it. Not now.

The last lines were shorter, written with a heavier hand.

If Nolan calls you Sunny and it makes you want to disappear, tell him. He will listen. He listens.

And Celeste.

He’s leaving on Monday.

Celeste’s head lifted as if someone had spoken aloud.

He’s leaving on Monday, and he won’t tell you unless you ask. He thinks giving you space is respect. It is. But sometimes respect needs a little courage beside it.

So ask, even if your voice shakes. Ask what you want. Ask what you fear. Ask him what he wants too.

And for once, choose the thing that makes you feel alive, not the thing that makes you look unbreakable.

I love you. Always.

Celeste,

Always.

The letter slipped in her fingers, resting against her lap. The room around her is sharpened, edges crisp. Nolan’s voice outside. The developer’s impatience. Maeve’s warm house. The envelope marked N.

He’s leaving on Monday.

The sentence landed like a countdown she hadn’t known was running.

Celeste wiped her face with quick, efficient movements. Not to erase the tears, but to clear her vision. She folded her sister’s letter slowly, pressing the creases flat. Then she picked up the unsealed envelope with N.

Her fingers hesitated at the paper edge. A small pause. The last chance to pretend she didn’t need to know.

Then she opened it.

Inside was one sheet, folded once. The handwriting was the same as the letters she’d kept in a box she told herself she’d someday throw out. The ink was darker, as if written recently, not years ago.

Celeste.

It still surprises me that you never wrote back, and it doesn’t hurt the way you probably think it would. Some people speak with their silence, and I learned to listen to yours.

I’m writing this on Bracken Cove because your sister asked me to. She told me you’d come in like weather, determined and closed, and you’d try to leave before you let anyone look at you.

She was right.

I’m not going to ask you for anything. I’m not going to tell you you should stay. I’m not going to use grief to pull you closer.

But I will tell you the truth.

You are allowed to be happy without earning it.

You are allowed to want someone without turning it into a mistake first.

You are allowed to be loved without negotiating the terms like it’s a contract.

If you choose to sign and go, I will understand. If you choose to stay one more hour, I will be here for that too.

And if you look at me and all you see is the number, the years between us, the way it might look to strangers, then I’ll take the step back you need.

But if you look at me and you feel something real, don’t punish yourself for being human.

Your sister called you Sunny because you were the person who made her feel like there was still light somewhere.

I’m calling you Sunny because I’ve been carrying that light in my pocket for years, and I’m tired of pretending I didn’t.

Nolan.

Celeste read it twice. Three times. Each line felt like a door unlocking in a hallway she’d kept sealed. Not because she wanted the drama of a locked heart, but because life had taught her that open doors let pain return.

She set the letter down and stared at the ceiling for a moment, letting the truth settle without turning it into panic.

Nolan had been with her in the worst year of her life. Not physically, not as a romantic promise, but as a steady presence. And now he was downstairs, outside, standing between her and a man who spoke about her signature like it was a prize.

Celeste rose. The decision inside her didn’t feel like a thunderbolt. It felt like a spine straightening. Like a woman remembering she was allowed to choose the pace of her own life.

She walked to the mirror near the dresser. Her eyes were slightly red. Her face looked tired. She looked like a woman who had spent too long being competent as a substitute for being cared for. Celeste smoothed her hair back, not for beauty but for readiness.

Then she picked up the folder and the letters, tucking her sister’s page and Nolan’s note inside it as if they were evidence. Not in court. In her own life.

Downstairs, the air smelled like soup and fire and something steadier, like home trying to happen. Celeste descended the steps with her shoulders squared, and Maeve looked up from the hallway like she’d been listening for the rhythm of Celeste’s feet.

Maeve’s eyes flicked over Celeste’s face, reading the tears she’d tried to hide. Maeve didn’t comment. She simply nodded once, as if acknowledging a decision.

“They’re out front,” Maeve said quietly.

Celeste stepped onto the porch. Wind slapped at her coat, but she stayed upright. The driveway was wet and dark, puddles shimmering like broken mirrors.

Graham turned first, his smile already arranged. It was the kind of smile that assumed agreement.

“Celeste,” he called, voice bright with rehearsed warmth. “I’m glad you made it in. We should do this quickly, given the weather.”

Celeste walked down the steps and stopped at the edge of the drive. She kept a comfortable distance from Graham, but she didn’t look away. She let her stillness do the work.

Nolan stood a few feet to the side, hands relaxed, posture protective without being possessive. He didn’t speak. He watched Celeste like he was waiting for her lead.

Graham stepped forward, folding out like an offering. “If you sign today, we can spare you a lot of back-and-forth. The committee is anxious to resolve—”

“I’m not signing today,” Celeste said.

The sentence was simple. Calm. It made the wind feel louder by contrast.

Graham blinked, a smile flickering. “I’m sorry, what?”

Celeste held up her own folder. “I’m not signing today.”

His tone sharpened. “Celeste, you came all the way out here. You told us you wanted closure. This is the cleanest way.”

Celeste felt heat behind her ribs, but she kept her voice even. “Closure isn’t a signature. It’s a decision I make without being rushed.”

Graham’s jaw tightened, the politeness thinning. “You don’t understand the costs of delay. There are permits, timelines—”

“I understand timelines,” Celeste said. “I build them for a living.”

Graham’s eyes flicked briefly to Nolan, irritation obvious now. “Is this coming from him?”

The question was meant to shame. To imply Nolan had influence he didn’t deserve. To turn Celeste into a puppet.

Celeste didn’t give Graham the satisfaction of defending Nolan as if Nolan needed it. She simply said, “This is coming from me.”

Graham’s voice lowered, as if he thought quiet meant authority. “You’re making this emotional.”

Celeste’s mouth tightened. She almost laughed, not because it was funny, but because it was familiar. Men like Graham loved to label a woman emotional the moment she refused to be convenient.

“I’m making it mine,” she replied.

A gust of wind ripped through the drive, and rain speckled Celeste’s face. Nolan moved a fraction closer, not touching, only present. It was a quiet offering, not a claim.

Graham sighed, a show of patience. “Fine. Then sign on Monday.”

Celeste’s gaze sharpened. “I’ll decide when I sign.”

Graham’s eyes narrowed. “This property is rotting. You’re holding the community hostage with nostalgia.”

Nostalgia.

Celeste felt the word strike something tender. She thought of her sister’s handwriting. The over-salted soup. The letter that said always.

“Nostalgia would be me pretending she’s coming back,” Celeste said, voice low now. “This is grief. And responsibility. And a weekend that belongs to me.”

Graham’s composure cracked for a moment. “If you don’t sign, the committee will push for legal action.”

Maeve’s voice came from the porch, calm and sharp as a blade. “You will not threaten her on my property.”

Graham turned his head slightly, the kind of glance that dismissed older women. Maeve didn’t flinch.

Celeste watched Nolan’s face as Graham tried to regain control. Nolan’s expression didn’t change. But Celeste saw the tension in his jaw, controlled and contained. Not anger that wanted to explode. Anger that I wanted to protect.

Graham forced a smile again, as if he could rewind the last thirty seconds and repaint them as civility. “Let’s meet at four with the committee. We’ll revisit this then.”

Celeste nodded once. “At four,” she agreed. “We can talk. I’m not signing today.”

Graham’s smile hardened. “We’ll see.”

He walked back to his car with the stiff stride of a man who hated being told no. The door shut. The engine started. The tires sprayed water as he pulled away.

The quiet that followed wasn’t peaceful. It was charged.

Celeste stayed where she was, watching the car disappear down the lane. She didn’t exhale until it was gone.

When she turned back, Nolan was still there. Closer now, but still not touching her. He looked at her like he was checking for cracks.

“Thank you,” Celeste said, and surprised herself with sincerity.

Nolan’s eyes held hers. “You did that,” he said. “I just stood in the rain.”

Celeste almost smiled, but the emotion in her chest kept it from forming fully. “You told him I wasn’t signing until I’d had time to breathe.”

Nolan’s gaze dropped briefly, as if he didn’t want credit. “Your sister told me you forget to breathe when you’re determined.”

The mention of her sister made Celeste’s throat tighten again. She didn’t step back. She didn’t step forward. She simply asked, because her sister had told her to ask, even if her voice shook.

“Are you leaving on Monday?”

Nolan went still.

For a heartbeat, Celeste saw it. The decision he’d made. The restraint. The way he’d been trying to give her a weekend without adding pressure. He looked like a man who’d promised himself he would not become another weight on her.

“Yes,” he said quietly.

Celeste nodded once, absorbing it. She could have turned away then, could have told herself it didn’t matter because she’d only come to sign. She could have done what she always did, which was to turn endings into something tidy.

Instead she opened her folder and pulled out the letter marked N. She held it out to him, not accusing, not dramatic. Just the truth on paper.

“I read this,” she said.

Nolan’s gaze flicked to the handwriting, and something passed over his face that looked like regret and relief twisted together. “I didn’t want you to feel cornered,” he said.

“I do feel cornered,” Celeste admitted, voice rawer than she intended. “Not by you. By... everything.”

Nolan’s breath left him in a slow stream. He didn’t reach for the letter. He didn’t try to explain it away. He simply said, “I’m sorry.”

Celeste shook her head once. “Don’t be sorry. Just tell me the truth.”

Nolan’s eyes stayed on hers, steady. “The truth is your sister asked me to write because she was scared for you,” he said. “The truth is I said yes because I’d met her and I loved her, and because she made it sound like you were someone who deserved a soft place to land. The truth is I kept writing because you never told me to stop.”

Celeste swallowed. “I never answered.”

“I know,” Nolan said. “That wasn’t the point.”

Celeste’s fingers tightened on the edge of the paper, then loosened again. She didn’t want to fall into the easy story where everything became a romantic destiny. She didn’t want to pretend grief had been a matchmaking device. But she also couldn’t deny what her body already knew, which was that Nolan’s voice had held her up more than once.

“You called me Sunny,” she said, quieter now.

Nolan’s gaze flickered, like he was choosing each word with care. “Your sister called you that first,” he said. “She said it fit. She said you hated it when people used it wrong. She said if I ever said it, you’d know I wasn’t a stranger.”

Celeste looked down at the letters, then backed up. “It made me want to disappear.”

Nolan nodded once. “I won’t use it again.”

Celeste’s chest squeezed, not from pain exactly. From the simplicity of being listened to.

“I don’t want you to stop being honest,” she said.

Nolan’s eyes softened. “Then be honest with me too.”

Celeste hesitated. Then she did something that felt like stepping off a ledge.

“I kept the letters,” she said. “All of them.”

Nolan’s breath caught, small and silent. He didn’t turn it into a victory. He didn’t smile like he’d won something. He simply looked at her like she’d handed him a piece of herself.

“Did they help,” he asked, voice quiet enough that it felt like a private room despite the rain.

Celeste stared at him for a long moment. She could lie. She could say they were interesting. She could say they were kind. She could keep it safe.

“They kept me from turning into someone I didn’t recognize,” she said finally.

Nolan’s jaw tightened, and his eyes went glossy for a second before he blinked it away. “Then I’m glad,” he said.

Celeste’s mind flashed back to the letter line she couldn’t shake.

He’s leaving on Monday, and he won’t tell you unless you ask.

She had asked. He had told her. Now the weekend feels different. It felt like time with teeth.

“Why are you leaving,” she asked.

Nolan looked toward the sea for a moment, as if the answer was out there, tangled in the storm. “Because I said I would,” he said. “And because I thought it was the only way to do the right thing.”

Celeste’s heart beat once, hard. “The right thing for who.”

Nolan’s gaze returned to hers. “For you,” he said, and there was something almost fierce in the softness. “So you could come here, sign or not sign, and not have me in your face making it complicated.”

Celeste let out a breath that sounded too much like a laugh and too little like humor. “I am complicated.”

Nolan’s mouth tilted slightly. “Yes,” he said. “You are.”

The rain eased for a moment, as if the island was listening too. The silence between them filled with everything they weren’t saying. Celeste felt the age between them like a shadow that other people would point at. She felt her own fear of being seen as ridiculous, her own fear of wanting something and being judged for it. And beneath that, she felt something steadier than fear.

She felt a choice.

“I read my sister’s letter,” Celeste said.

Nolan didn’t ask what it said. He only waited, as if he knew it was hers to reveal.

“She told me not to punish you,” Celeste continued. “She told me you listen.”

Nolan’s eyes held hers. “I’m listening.”

Celeste’s throat tightened again, but she didn’t let it stop her. “She also told me you wrote to me because you didn’t need anything from me,” she said. “And I believe that. But now you’re here. Now you’re real. And I don’t know what to do with that.”

Nolan stepped half a pace closer, still keeping space, still letting Celeste control the distance. “You don’t have to do anything,” he said. “Not today.”

Celeste looked at his face, at the rain in his hair, at the calm in him that didn’t feel rehearsed. She thought of the way Graham had tried to rush her, the way Nolan had stood between them without turning it into a show. She thought of how her sister had called him a person who knows how to stay.

And she thought, with a sudden sharpness, that maybe she’d spent too long believing staying was something other people did while she kept moving.

“What happens if I don’t sign,” Celeste asked.

Nolan’s expression shifted slightly, like the question touched something deeper. “Then the committee pushes,” he said. “They pressure you. They use words like community and responsibility and legacy. They’ll try to make you feel guilty for taking time.”

Celeste nodded once. “And what do you want?”

Nolan’s eyes widened a fraction, as if he hadn’t expected her to ask that directly. Then he answered with a steadiness that made her chest ache.

“I want you to have the weekend your sister asked for,” he said. “I want you to read what she left you without trying to turn it into a task. I want you to look at this place and decide what it means to you, not what it costs. And I want you to know that no matter what you decide, you won’t be alone in it.”

Celeste’s breath shook. She hated that she was close to crying again. She hated that she felt seen in a way she hadn’t agreed to. She hated that she liked it.

“Do you want anything for yourself,” she asked, softer now.

Nolan held her gaze. “Yes,” he said.

Celeste’s heart thudded. “What.”

Nolan’s voice didn’t rise. He didn’t dramatize it. He simply said the truth like it was a line he’d rehearsed privately and finally decided to stop swallowing.

“I want to be someone you choose,” he said. “Not because of your sister. Not because of the letters. Not because of the storm or the timing. I want it to be you, looking at me, and deciding I’m not a mistake you have to punish yourself for.”

Celeste stared at him, rain on her lashes, heat in her chest, and a fear that wasn’t fear of him. It was fear of the part of herself that wanted to say yes too fast just to stop the ache.

She looked down at the papers in her folder, at the letters tucked between them like a heartbeat hidden in legal language. Then she looked back up.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she admitted.

Nolan nodded slowly. “Then don’t do it alone,” he said.

Celeste felt the words land in the space her sister’s letter had cracked open. She could almost hear her sister’s voice saying, choose the thing that makes you feel alive, not the thing that makes you look unbreakable.

A door opened somewhere behind them. Maeve’s voice drifted out, calling their names as if she could sense the moment turning.

“Nolan,” Maeve called. “Celeste. The committee’s on the phone. Power’s flickering. They want to move the meeting up.”

Celeste’s stomach tightened. Time with teeth again. The weekend squeezing, trying to decide things before she was ready.

Nolan looked at her, questioning in his eyes without words.

Celeste inhaled. She felt the island under her feet, steady and wet and real. She felt the letters in her folder. She felt Nolan’s calm beside her like a hand offered, not forced.

“Tell them I’ll meet them,” Celeste said, voice firm. “But not on their terms.”

Maeve’s head appeared in the doorway, eyebrows lifting as if surprised and pleased. “That’s my girl,” Maeve said, then caught herself, expression softening. “Come inside before you freeze.”

Celeste turned toward the house, then stopped and looked back at Nolan one more time.

“One more thing,” she said.

Nolan waited.

Celeste’s voice dropped, intimate without trying to be. “When you wrote those letters... did you know you’d ever have to look me in the eyes.”

Nolan’s throat moved. “No,” he admitted. “And I think if I’d known, I might have been too scared to write at all.”

Celeste’s chest tightened in a way she didn’t name. “But you did.”

Nolan nodded. “I did.”

Celeste held his gaze for one beat longer than was safe, then turned toward the porch. The warmth of the house waited. The committee waited. Graham waited somewhere down the lane, sharpening his timeline.

And upstairs, in her room, the rest of her sister’s letter waited in her own memory like a countdown.

He’s leaving on Monday.

Celeste stepped into the house with rain on her coat and a decision forming that she wasn’t ready to speak aloud. Not yet.

But as the door closed behind her and the wind was shut out, she felt it clearly for the first time.

This weekend wasn’t going to be about signatures.

It was going to be about choosing.
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​Chapter 2: The Meeting That Would Not Wait
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The warmth inside Calder House had a way of making Celeste feel exposed, as if comfort itself was a spotlight. The fire kept snapping in the hearth, the kettle kept murmuring in the kitchen, and Maeve moved through the rooms with a quiet certainty that made the house feel lived in instead of staged. Celeste had always believed she did better in clean, empty spaces, places where nothing held memories in its corners. Here, everything seemed to hold something. Even the air.

She kept her folder tucked against her ribs like armor as Maeve guided her into the front sitting room. A lamp threw a soft pool of light across the worn rug. The storm pressed at the windows, rattling the frames, and somewhere in the walls an old pipe made a settling sound like the house clearing its throat.

Nolan stood near the window, phone in his hand, eyes scanning the sky as if he could negotiate with it. He looked damp still, but not cold. Celeste noticed, against her will, how he filled the space without crowding it. He was present in a way that felt protective without turning into possession. It unsettled her more than Graham’s smooth pressure ever could, because Nolan’s steadiness offered her something she did not know how to refuse politely.

Maeve picked up the landline handset and tapped it twice, then set it down on the table and pressed a button. The speaker crackled. A voice came through immediately, clipped with impatience and faintly distorted by the line.

“Maeve, thank you for accommodating. Celeste is there, correct.”

Maeve didn’t answer the way people answered when they were trying to be liked. She answered like a woman who had fed half the island and didn’t need anyone’s approval. “She’s here. Speak to her.”

Celeste took a slow breath and stepped closer to the speaker. She did not sit. Sitting felt like surrender. She kept her shoulders level and her face calm, the same posture she used in boardrooms when men decided her composure was a negotiation tactic instead of the only way she stayed upright.

“This is Celeste,” she said.

A second voice joined the first, older, more careful. “Celeste, thank you for coming in. We all hoped the weather would be kinder, but we have to use the window we have.”

Celeste recognized the shape of that sentence. It was not a concern. It was an excuse for haste.

“We appreciate you making the trip,” the first voice added. “We understand it is... personal.”

Personal. The word landed like a pebble tossed at a bruise.

“It is,” Celeste said, keeping her tone even. “That is why I am not signing today.”

The line went quiet for a beat, as if no one expected her to say it so plainly.

“Celeste,” the older voice began, “we have obligations. The property has been idle for years. Repairs are escalating. Liability is escalating. The island cannot afford indecision.”

Celeste’s fingers tightened around the folder edge. She forced them to loosen. If she let herself become sharp, they would label her difficult. If she let herself soften, they would label her weak. There was a narrow strip of truth between those two traps, and she stepped onto it.

“I am not indecisive,” she said. “I am careful.”

A third voice came through, brisk, impatient. “With respect, carefulness has looked a lot like absence. We have been waiting.”

Celeste almost laughed, not out of humor, but out of disbelief at how easily people claimed ownership of her grief. Waiting, as if her sister’s death was a delay in their plans rather than the thing that split her life into before and after.

Maeve’s gaze met Celeste’s briefly, steadying. Nolan did not move, but Celeste felt him there like a quiet wall at her back.

“The committee has already reviewed the offer,” the first voice continued. “Graham has been more than reasonable. We can finalize this quickly and avoid legal complications.”

Celeste held the speaker in her stare as if it were a person she could discipline with eye contact. “I did not come here to be rushed by someone else’s timeline,” she said. “I came here because this place mattered to my sister, and because it now belongs to me to decide what happens next.”

A pause, then the older voice softened, as if kindness was a lever. “We all respected her. She loved this island. She would not want it falling into disrepair.”

Celeste’s throat tightened. She heard her sister’s letter in her head, sharp and loving, telling her not to let other people use grief like a handle.

“She would not want it used as a bargaining chip either,” Celeste replied.

The third voice cut in again. “Then what do you want, Celeste. A delay for how long.”

Celeste felt the question try to turn into a trap. If she said a day, they would wait a day and then press harder. If she said a week, they would accuse her of stalling. If she said she did not know, they would pounce on uncertainty like proof she should not be trusted with the decision.

She chose honesty with boundaries, the kind her sister would have applauded.

“I want the weekend,” Celeste said. “I want to walk the property. I want to see the condition myself. I want to read what my sister left behind. And then I want a meeting where we talk about options that are not limited to selling to the fastest bidder.”

The first voice exhaled, audible frustration. “Options require funding.”

“I have funding,” Celeste said, and surprised herself with the firmness of it. It was not a lie. It was a decision she had been avoiding naming. “I am a restoration architect. I do not make promises I cannot keep.”

There was a small shift on the line, a ripple of murmured conversation just beyond the speaker’s reach. Celeste imagined them covering the phone and looking at each other, suddenly reminded she was not just a signature. She was a person with expertise. An inconvenient kind of person, because expertise could not be bullied as easily.

The older voice returned. “If you intend to propose preservation, we need a plan. The island cannot carry open-ended costs.”

“I am not asking the island to carry my costs,” Celeste said. “I am asking the committee not to force a decision before I have had a chance to make one with my eyes open.”

A fourth voice joined, quieter, cautious. “Celeste, may I ask something personal. Your sister spoke of you often. She spoke of your work. She spoke of your stubbornness too.”

Celeste’s stomach turned. She did not like her sister being turned into a reference point in this kind of conversation. But the voice did not sound manipulative. It sounded almost... unsure.

“She also left something for the committee,” the fourth voice added. “Maeve has it.”

Celeste’s head lifted sharply. “What.”

Maeve’s hand paused on the table edge. For the first time, Maeve looked like she had been waiting for this moment and also dreading it. She reached to the sideboard and pulled out another envelope, thicker than the others, sealed, addressed in her sister’s handwriting, not to Celeste, but to the committee.

Celeste stared at it, a new ache blooming. Another letter. Another part of her sister’s voice that had been living in the house without Celeste knowing.

Maeve glanced at the speaker, then at Celeste. “They asked me to read it when you arrived,” Maeve said quietly. “I told them I’d wait until you were here.”

Celeste’s mouth went dry. Her sister had planned this. Not as a trap, Celeste told herself, but as a last attempt to keep Celeste from disappearing. Still, the feeling of being anticipated made her skin prickle.

The older voice came through, gentler now. “We would like Maeve to read it, if you consent.”

Consent. The word was small, but it mattered. Celeste felt her spine straighten with something like gratitude.

“Yes,” Celeste said, voice barely above the rain. “Read it.”

Maeve broke the seal with care and unfolded the pages. The room seemed to hold its breath. Even Nolan’s quiet presence felt sharper, as if the air itself understood this was sacred.

Maeve began to read, her voice steady, carrying the words into the room and down the line.

“To the committee,” Maeve read, “if you are hearing this, it means I am not there to argue with you in person, which you should consider a mercy.”

Celeste’s lips pressed together, the faintest flicker of her sister’s humor reaching her through grief.

Maeve continued, “I know you want the simplest solution. I know you want one clean signature and a tidy transfer. I also know you loved to call me practical when it suited you and sentimental when it did not. So let me be both.”

Celeste closed her eyes for a moment, letting the sound of her sister’s voice in Maeve’s mouth settle in her chest.

Maeve read on, “The house is not just a property. It is the place I learned that storms end, and people do not, not really. The island held me when my body stopped cooperating and my courage kept pretending it could. You fed me. You carried groceries. You fixed the pier. You sat with me when the nights were loud. I am grateful. I am also asking you to stop acting like my gratitude gives you ownership.”

Celeste inhaled sharply, a quiet, involuntary sound. Nolan’s gaze flicked to her, then away again, as if to give her privacy.

Maeve’s voice stayed steady. “Celeste is going to come here after I am gone. She will look like she has armor on. Do not mistake that for coldness. She is going to want to finish everything quickly because she thinks finishing is the same as surviving. It is not. Please give her time.”

A beat of silence filled the room, thick and tender.

Maeve read, “If you are determined to sell, then wait until she has walked the house. Let her be the one to decide the story she tells herself about me. Do not force her to inherit only your version.”

Celeste opened her eyes and stared at the fire. It blurred slightly at the edges. She blinked hard.

Maeve
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