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​The Moment Both Let Go

​About the Author  
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I write contemporary romance about ordinary people who carry extraordinary tenderness, set in small towns where the sea keeps everyone honest. My pages lean into quiet courage, the ache of almost, and the ways love chooses us back when we finally tell the truth. When I’m not writing, I’m listening to rain on old roofs, walking harbors at dusk, and chasing the sentence that feels like home.
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​Cast Snapshot: Meet the Characters
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Clara Wynn is a conservation architect who returns to Ashdown Harbor to restore the storm-worn lighthouse that once steadied her childhood. Precise on paper, messy at heart, she has spent years holding things together for everyone but herself.

Ethan Braddock is a third-generation harbor pilot who can read a sky like a map. He and Clara shared a summer that ended with a silence neither has forgiven. He chooses steadiness, even when it costs him what he wants.

Micah Vale is a documentary filmmaker passing through Ashdown to shoot a short on coastal towns. He believes in timing, in candor, and in staying only where he can tell the truth out loud.

Ashdown Harbor is a wind-bitten New England town with clapboard houses, a lighthouse that remembers, and a pier where people choose who they’ll be before they go home to dinner.
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​A Harbor Night Before Chapter One
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The storm has already done its talking. Along the seawall, frayed rope trails like handwriting the rain couldn’t keep; the lighthouse window shows a single square of patient light. Clara stands beneath it with her hands in her coat pockets, sand sifting into the cuffs of her boots, wondering how a place can feel like both promise and consequence.

Ethan’s voice arrives before he does, low and careful, the way you approach something that spooked once and bolted. “They’re saying the lantern room glass can be saved,” he says, stepping beside her, close enough that salt settles on the brim of his cap and on the lashes he is too proud to blink clear. He doesn’t reach for her. He doesn’t look away.

“That’s the point,” Clara answers. “We keep what we can.” The words come out steadier than she feels. She has a different sentence blooming under her tongue, a truer one: We didn’t keep us. She swallows it, because there are planks that won’t hold two sets of feet if the tide lifts too fast.

Farther down the pier, a man with a camera straps his tripod tighter against the wind. Micah notices the way they stand, not touching, not moving, wound around an old echo only they can hear. He doesn’t aim the lens at their faces. He frames the lighthouse light between their shoulders and lets the world speak.

“Looks like you got your ending,” Ethan says, nodding toward the glass they’ll keep, the tower they’ll save, the project that brought her back long enough to undo whatever careful quiet he’d built. He’s smiling, but the line in his jaw is a gate that won’t open unless someone names the cost.

Clara tilts her face to the light. “I’m not here for an ending.” Then, softer: “I’m afraid of the kind of beginnings that make everything else feel like a lie.”

Micah hears the sentence like a cue he didn’t know he needed. He lifts the camera and takes one quiet shot of the light laying itself over the water, because sometimes what matters isn’t who stands on either side of the frame, but the moment between them—the instant you can feel the town exhale.

The wind shifts. A buoy bell answers itself. Ethan’s hand brushes the wooden rail, and he finally says the thing they always left until later: “We let go because we were young,” he tells the night as much as her. “I don’t know if I’m brave enough to hold on now.”

Clara steadies her breath. She understands that bravery isn’t a grand gesture; it’s a decision you keep making when no one is watching. She looks at him, then at Micah, who pretends he’s cataloging the sky but is learning their names by the weather on their faces. The triangle draws itself without anyone drawing lines: past, possible, and the part of you that wants a clean truth even if it costs you everything.

There are two kinds of letting go, Clara thinks. The kind where you release what was never yours, and the kind where you finally stop gripping the version of yourself that kept you safe. She is done with the second. She doesn’t know yet which man stands where in that equation, only that the light is steady, the tide is turning, and somewhere between who she was and who she could be is the narrow plank she must learn to cross.

She turns, not away but through. “Tomorrow,” she says, and it’s to both of them. “We start with the lantern room.” It’s not a promise about love. Not yet. It is a promise about work—about showing up, about choosing what survives because you tended to it, not because fate was kind.

Micah lowers the camera and smiles like he’s been handed the first line of a story worth staying for. Ethan nods once, jaw unclenching, the bell easing in the wind. Above them, the light makes another slow revolution, striking water, wood, faces. Everything gleams briefly, then is ordinary again—except for the truth that after tonight they will not be able to pretend the old quiet fits.

Tomorrow will bring plans and measurements and choices with names. For now, the town listens. For now, the sea keeps its counsel. And for the first time in years, Clara breathes in as if her lungs belong to her.

​
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​Chapter 1: Low Tide Promises
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The morning after the storm arrives like a truth you can’t postpone. The sky is scrubbed to a pale, rinsed blue, and the tide has slipped backward, leaving the flats glossy as a page. Ashdown Harbor always looks honest at low water; there is no place for secrets when the sea pulls its hem away. Clara stands on the crushed shell path that leads to the lighthouse, a rolled blueprint under her arm, a pencil behind her ear, her hair still tacky with salt. She tastes iron and rain when she breathes. She tells herself that she came back for work, for the particular consolations of tasks that can be listed and crossed off—remove rotten sill, sister the joist, replace the sash—but she knows better. The lighthouse is not the only thing with a fracture line.

Ethan is already there, because of course he is. He has never been late to a tide in his life. He’s in his weathered jacket, chart tucked into one pocket, a thermos steaming beside him. He stands with his back to the wind and his face to the door as if the building is another vessel to shepherd through a narrow. When he sees Clara, he lifts his hand, and for a breath she remembers the first time he did that—seventeen, dusk, a pier dance where the band was a neighbor’s radio and somebody’s father’s laugh—how simple it felt to be seen from across a distance and waved toward.

“Morning,” he says, and it’s all Harbor in his mouth, vowels rounded by years of calling to people across water. He nods at the blueprint. “Should I be worried? That roll looks like you brought a sermon.”

“It’s a mercy,” she says. “Sermons promise too much.” She sets the tube on the bench and unclips the cap. The paper blooms across the wood, pale and sure, the neat universe of lines and numbers where she can control what survives.

Micah arrives quieter than the gulls, camera case slung crosswise, hair still damp from a rented shower somewhere in town. He offers a small wave that is as much a request as a greeting. “If you don’t want me filming the first walk-through,” he says, “I’ll spend an hour on B-roll. Boats. Nets. The heroic struggle of a very determined lobster.”

Clara smiles despite herself. “We’re not precious,” she says. “Just... fair warning, there’s a lot of dust where the tower keeps its history.”

“My favorite kind,” Micah says. “Dust that knows names.”

Inside, the lighthouse smells of salt, old oil, and the tang of singed wiring where the storm chewed at the electrics. The staircase is a spiral of iron, treads scabbed with rust the color of dried roses. Clara runs her palm along the inner curve, feeling the pocks and lift of paint. “We’ll strip to bare where we have to,” she says, more to the railing than to either man. “The rest we stabilize. The point isn’t to make it new, it’s to make it honest.”

Ethan’s boots ring softly on the lowest step. “Honesty is expensive.”

“So is regret,” Clara says, and lets herself grin to take the edge off. He huffs a laugh that sounds like a door eased open a fraction.

They climb—Clara first, Ethan a step behind to spot Micah below them, framing the arc of their ascent with the neat patience of someone who trusts the story will show its face if you give it room. At the first landing there’s a window, and the light through it falls in a narrow diamond on the wall, catching a scrawl in pencil no one bothered to sand out long ago. It’s childish, hurried, half-hidden beneath flaking paint: three words, blocky and stubborn. Hold fast, someone wrote, maybe a keeper’s kid who didn’t know yet how many kinds of holding there are.

Clara stops. Ethan’s breath is warm at her shoulder—close enough to feel but not to touch. “We’ll keep that,” she says. “Seal it under glass. It’s the sort of accident that means more than anything on purpose.”

“Like summer,” Ethan says, and then doesn’t say more, as if he’s surprised himself. Micah’s camera is still; he doesn’t point it at their faces. He takes a shot of the wall instead, the graphite letters under a wash of light.

At the lantern room the door sticks on its swollen sill. Ethan wrestles it with the easy gentleness of a man who learned care on things that break if you rush. When it yields, the room exposes itself: the whale-eye of the lens cracked along one quadrant, panes starred and crazed, shards glittering where the wind punched through. Beyond the glass, the harbor is a handful of boats cupped in a palm.

Clara sinks to a crouch and slides on leather gloves. She gathers the larger fragments first, laying them on a cloth like bones. “These can be recut,” she says. “The fractures tell a story. We don’t erase the storm; we teach the light how to move through what happened.”

Ethan kneels beside her without being asked. His gloved fingers are deft. When their hands pass a sliver between them, the accidental brush of knuckles feels like what happens when a current from one river finds the mouth of another—recognition, turbulence, a question of which way the water wants to go. Neither of them remarks on it. Micah moves apart, circling the lens. He shoots the reflection of their bent heads in an unbroken pane, two figures haloed by a machine made to turn darkness into navigation.

“Why did you stop writing?” Ethan asks, so softly Clara almost thinks the question belongs to the room. Years ago, after that summer, she had mailed three postcards from school, drawings of town corners she missed, and a note about rain. His answers were short and warm until they weren’t. When the third card returned with forwarding expired scrawled on it, she told herself she’d been silly to think anybody who lives by the tide could promise the same time twice.

“I didn’t,” she says. “I just... sent things to where you weren’t.”

He flinches fast and small, a fish’s shiver. “Dad was sick. We were moving between docks. By the time I knew where the boat would be, the year had folded.”

“I know,” she says, because this is a town where news travels by grocery aisle and church steps and the hush after choir. She knew about his father’s diagnosis in a way that wasn’t hers to acknowledge. She knew he scattered ashes from the pilot boat on a morning she was presenting a design in a city where you can’t smell the sea. “I know. We were young, Ethan.”

“And the penalty for that,” he says, mouth quivering without humor, “was silence?”

“No,” Clara says. “The penalty is the stories we tell ourselves about silence. I told myself you chose steadiness over me. Maybe you told yourself I chose elsewhere. Maybe we were both right and both wrong.”

Micah lowers the camera to the strap around his neck. He pretends to check his battery; what he’s really checking is whether to stay. He has learned that the line between witness and trespass is thin and bright. He backs toward the door and lets the harbor wind say the next line.

They work. They sort the glass by size and degree of damage, each shard placed side-by-side until the broken becomes a pattern. It is the sort of labor that steadies your breathing and makes your body a metronome for your thoughts. When they have something like order, Clara stands and stretches. The room feels different now—less like aftermath and more like a thing in motion toward itself.

“Coffee,” Ethan says, as if it were a sacrament. “Mae’s cranberry scones are in season, which I’m pretty sure is always.”

On the way down they pass the pencil words again. Clara touches two fingers to the H as if to take attendance. Below, the harbor is in that useful chaos of recovery: gulls swaggering like dock workers, a boy on a milk crate coiling line as carefully as string, Mae herself sweeping her stoop with a broom that has seen too many winters to care about one more.

Mae is one of those women in whom age has condensed into something shapely and capable. She has the look of someone whose griefs have been filed into tools. When Clara steps inside the bakery—the bell overhead making a sound like a jar’s spoon—Mae does not feign surprise. “You took your time,” she says, but her eyes are bright around the edges. “The harbor’s been tapping its foot.”

“I almost turned back in New Haven,” Clara says. “The train paused before the river and I thought, if the sky looks bad I’ll stay put.”

“And?” Mae asks.

“The sky looked like an answer,” Clara says.

Ethan orders three coffees and too many scones, because he is the kind of man who believes in having enough and also believes in having something left after enough. Micah lingers near the window where the morning comes in low and gold. He aims his camera out at the street and catches a frame of a child letting go of a parent’s hand to step over a bakery-tossed crust with the solemnity of crossing a border.

They take a corner table. Clara wraps her hands around the paper cup and feels heat travel into her bones. She is not used to speaking the way she spoke upstairs; truth has been an indoor voice in her life, used only in rooms where the consequences can be contained. “The grant administrator wants a weekly report,” she says at last, business like a coat she shrugs back on. “Photos. A running list of interventions. Community statements.”

“Community statements?” Ethan says, one brow up.

“Letters. Quotes. ‘This place matters because...’” She glances at Micah. “I was going to ask if we could borrow a few stills from your footage for the reports.”

“You can,” Micah says. “Also, I can record townspeople if you want their words on record. People talk differently when there’s a microphone. Sometimes better, sometimes worse, but always differently.”

“Start with Mae,” Ethan says. “She’ll give you three paragraphs and a lecture.”

“Start with you,” Clara says, surprising them both. “You said yes to this lighthouse before the storm demanded it.”

Ethan’s gaze drops to the pastries like they might tell him what he feels. “It’s just a light,” he says, but his voice has a soft edge, the way rope is soft where it’s worked. “It marks a hazard you can’t see until you’re too close for good choices.”

Micah watches them over his cup. He’s been to towns where people perform themselves for visitors. Ashdown is different. Here, the performances are for one another, taught young by weather: pretend you’re fine until you are; pretend you don’t need until someone gives; pretend that letting go is what you wanted, and maybe it will stop hurting. He makes a note in his phone he will later delete: Film the space between what people say and what their hands do.

When they return to the lighthouse, the tide is lower still. The flats between the breakwater and the point are a mirror to walk on if you don’t mind getting your shoes wet. Ethan glances out and then at Clara. “There’s a shoal you can cross at dead low,” he says. “When we were kids we called it the Shortcut. The rule was you only went out with someone you trusted to run if the tide turned.”

“We were idiots,” Clara says, but she’s smiling. In the room above them the lens waits, patient as a good idea. She sets her clipboard on the sill and looks out at the shallow glitter. “If we’re making lists,” she says, “one item is the keeper’s journal. It’ll be in the town archives. I want to read the winter entries, see where the tower failed before and why. Places keep repeating their lessons until you learn them.”

“I’ll call Lolly at the library,” Ethan says. “She owes me for not ratting out her niece’s midnight swims.”

Micah leans both forearms on the sill, content to let the day arrange itself. “For what it’s worth,” he says, eyes on the glittering plain, “I think stories fail when they let a single truth do all the work. People aren’t a choice between two absolutes. We carry rooms in us. Some doors we keep shut because it’s kinder. Some we keep shut because we’re afraid of what we’d say if we opened them.”

Clara thinks of the summer she left, of the postcard that came back stamped with a bureaucratic indifference no love story should have to read. She thinks of the words on the wall—Hold fast—and the ways you can obey them wrongly. “Maybe the problem wasn’t that we let go,” she says, more to herself than to either man. “Maybe we held the wrong thing.”

“Or we held it the wrong way,” Ethan answers, so quietly she almost misses it.

They spend the afternoon in that companionable near-silence labor knows: calling measurements, trading tools, breaking only to look when a cormorant arrow-lines the horizon. By three, the light has shifted to that clean, unforgiving angle that makes dust look like a constellation. Clara stands in the center of the lantern room and rotates, slowly, the way she’ll have to adjust the prism when they reinstall. Through each uncompromised pane, the harbor slices into view: dock, roofline, the tin flash of a truck’s bed, a woman hanging sheets on a line so white they’re a flag for surrender or parley. Through the fractured quadrant, everything stutters—a handsome man becomes two less certain men for a blink, the sea multiples itself.

Micah lifts the camera and captures the doubled image of Ethan below, haloed for an instant into someone else. Later, when he reviews the footage, he’ll pause on that frame and wonder whether the lens is telling a joke or a prophecy.

As they are packing, a boy on a bike skids to a stop at the bottom of the path and shouts something about the afternoon weather bulletin. “Wind coming hard at five!” he calls. “Gale at eight!”

“Thank you,” Clara calls back, and the boy salutes like a cadet and rides off, delighted to be necessary.

Ethan lingers by the door, one hand on the stubborn jamb as if he might persuade it with affection. “Low tide’s at four twenty-one,” he says. “If you want to see the Shortcut, today’s as good as any.”

Clara’s first instinct is to decline. Low tide walks belong to the grammar of a childhood she left; they also belong to the grammar of a summer where a boy with a pilot’s bloodline held her hand over wet sand and told her the trick to crossing was to keep your eyes on where you’re headed, not on the water folding around your ankles. She doesn’t know whether accepting the invitation means stepping backward or forward.

Micah saves her from the binary. “I’ll come,” he says lightly. “If it turns, someone has to film your dramatic sprint.”

Ethan’s mouth steals toward a smile he tries to swallow. “Deal. But if you trip I’m not signing a release.”

They meet at the edge of the flats when the harbor’s palm has flattened into a perfect mirror. The town’s houses stand upside down in the skin of water, their chimneys pointing at clams and lost keys. Clara steps and the world ripples; she steps again and it settles, as if accepting her weight. Ethan walks a little ahead, testing the sand with a practiced eye for the places where it thins into traps. Micah hangs back, framing them as two figures on a bright plain between warning and welcome.

Halfway to the breakwater Ethan stops and points down. Beneath the eelgrass is a bottle necked at one end, the glass green with years, a faded paper trapped inside like a sleep no one bothered to end. Clara kneels and works it free, careful not to crack the brittle throat. She turns it in her hands, laughing low because what else do you do when a town’s love letter washes up at your feet with the ease of a staged scene?

“Don’t,” Ethan says, but there’s no heat in it.

She looks up at him. “You think I should leave a message in a bottle unopened?”

“I think some things grow kinder in the not-knowing.”

“Or crueler,” she says, and works the paper free with slow patience, wetting the cork in seawater until it yields. The note is mostly blank where the ink surrendered. Only a few words remain, islands of meaning. ...low tide... ...promise... ...return by bell... The last line is the clearest: If you go, I’ll go too.

They stand in the amber light with the words between them and something private passes across Ethan’s face, not pain, not relief, the expression of a man who sees how the map might always have led to this sand, this minute, these letters. Micah films the note against the palm of Clara’s hand, the way the water beads on the old glass, the way a decision can look like a found object.

From the pier the bell lifts its voice on
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