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Chapter 1 — The Girl Beneath the Rain
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The rain had always sounded different in London.

To most people, it was nothing more than background noise—a dull tapping against windows, umbrellas opening like black flowers across crowded streets, shoes splashing through puddles without care. But to Ethan Walker, rain carried memories.

Some memories hurt.

Others stayed quietly in the heart, refusing to leave.

That evening, the city was drowning beneath silver clouds. Neon lights reflected on wet pavement, and the cold wind slipped through Ethan’s coat as he walked home from work. His headphones rested around his neck, silent for once. Usually, music helped him ignore the emptiness waiting in his apartment.

Tonight, even music felt tired.

At twenty-six, Ethan had the kind of life people admired from a distance. He worked as a book editor for a famous publishing company in the heart of the city. He had a decent salary, a small apartment overlooking the Thames, and enough friends to avoid loneliness during holidays.

But admiration was often built on illusion.

The truth was simple.

Ethan had mastered the art of pretending he was okay.

A year earlier, he had almost married someone. Her name was Claire. She loved expensive dinners, perfect photographs, and futures planned five years ahead. Ethan loved her too—or at least he believed he did.

Until the day she left.

“I think you love memories more than people,” she had told him quietly while packing her suitcase.

At the time, he didn’t understand what she meant.

Now, he did.

Because every night since then felt like standing in an empty train station long after the last train had gone.

Ethan sighed and stopped near a small café glowing warmly at the corner of the street. The sign above the window flickered weakly.

Moonlight Café.

Normally he would continue walking.

But the rain suddenly poured harder, forcing people to rush for shelter. Ethan stepped inside with a quiet curse under his breath.

Warm air wrapped around him instantly.

The café smelled of coffee beans, cinnamon, and old books. Soft jazz floated through hidden speakers. Only a few customers remained inside, scattered beneath dim yellow lights.

Ethan removed his wet coat and approached the counter.

“One black coffee, please.”

“Still drinking coffee like medicine?”

The voice froze him completely.

Soft.

Familiar.

Impossible.

Ethan slowly lifted his eyes.

And there she was.

Lena Hart.

For a moment, the world stopped breathing.

Her hair was slightly longer than before, dark waves falling over her shoulders. Her brown eyes remained exactly the same—warm enough to make someone feel understood without a single word.

The last time he saw her was seven years ago.

Back when life still felt young.

Back when dreams seemed possible.

Back when he had loved her silently.

Lena stared at him in shock before laughing softly. “Wow. Ethan Walker actually speechless? This rain really is magical.”

He blinked once. “Lena?”

“Hopefully.”

“You work here?”

“Part-time.” She smiled while placing a cup beneath the coffee machine. “My career as a world-famous artist is progressing very slowly.”

He couldn’t help smiling.

That smile felt strange on his face, as though he hadn’t used it in years.

“I thought you moved to Paris,” he said.

“I did.”

“What happened?”

Lena looked down briefly while the coffee machine hissed between them. “Life happened.”

Something about the way she said it made Ethan stop asking questions.

She handed him the coffee carefully. Their fingers touched for less than a second.

Still, his chest tightened unexpectedly.

It was ridiculous.

Seven years.

Seven entire years.

Yet one touch from her still felt like opening an old letter and realizing the ink had never faded.

“You can sit,” Lena said softly. “Unless you’re in a hurry pretending to be important.”

“That sounds oddly specific.”

“You used to do that in university.”

Ethan laughed quietly.

And suddenly, memories returned all at once.

Rainy afternoons in university libraries.

Late-night conversations about books and impossible dreams.

Lena sketching strangers in cafés while Ethan wrote terrible poetry beside her.

She had been his closest friend once.

Maybe something more.

Maybe almost love.

But timing had ruined everything.

Or perhaps fear did.

Ethan carried his coffee toward the window seat while Lena finished serving another customer. Outside, rain continued washing the streets in silver light.

He watched her from afar without meaning to.

She moved differently now.

Slower.

Gentler.

Like someone who had learned life could break things easily.

A few minutes later, Lena joined him with her own cup of tea.

“So,” she said while sitting across from him, “tell me everything.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“Good. I’m curious.”

Ethan looked at her carefully. “You first.”

Lena smiled into her tea. “Still avoiding questions. Some things never change.”

“Neither does your ability to notice everything.”

Silence settled comfortably between them.

Not awkward.

Not forced.

Just familiar.

And perhaps that frightened Ethan most of all.

Outside, thunder rolled across the city.

Lena stared at the rain beyond the window. “Do you remember that night at Brighton beach?”

Of course he remembered.

He remembered every detail.

Second-year university trip.

Cold winds.

A broken hotel heater.

Lena dragging him outside at midnight just to watch the ocean during a storm.

“You said the sea looked lonely,” Ethan murmured.

“You said loneliness wasn’t always a bad thing.”

“You still remember that?”

“I remember a lot of things about you.”

Her answer landed softly but deeply.

Ethan looked away first.

Dangerous.

This conversation felt dangerous.

Because there had once been a version of himself who loved Lena completely.

A version he buried long ago.

“So,” Lena asked gently, “are you happy?”

The question caught him off guard.

People rarely asked that sincerely anymore.

Most only asked out of politeness.

Ethan opened his mouth automatically, ready to give the usual answer.

I’m fine.

But somehow, looking at Lena made lying difficult.

“I don’t know,” he admitted quietly.

She nodded like she understood.

Maybe she did.

“And you?”

Lena traced the edge of her cup slowly. “Some days yes. Some days not really.”

“That bad?”

“Not bad.” She hesitated. “Just... complicated.”

There was sadness behind her smile now.

The kind people tried hiding because explaining it would take too long.

Ethan suddenly realized something.

They were no longer the same people they used to be.

Time had changed them.

Life had marked them quietly.

Yet sitting here together still felt strangely natural.

As if the years between them had dissolved beneath the rain.

A customer called Lena’s name from the counter.

“I should work,” she sighed dramatically. “Apparently customers enjoy service.”

“That’s usually important for cafés.”

“Very unfortunate.”

Ethan chuckled.

She stood, then paused beside the table.

“You know,” she said softly, “I used to wonder if I’d ever see you again.”

His heart stumbled slightly.

“And?”

“And now I think London enjoys surprising people.”

Before he could answer, she returned to the counter.

Ethan stared into his coffee long after.

Outside, the rain continued falling endlessly.

But for the first time in a long while, the loneliness inside him felt quieter.
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An hour later, the café prepared to close.

Most customers had already disappeared into the storm outside. Ethan checked the time reluctantly.

He should leave.

Yet part of him didn’t want to.

Lena approached while wiping her hands with a small towel. “We’re closing.”

“I figured.”

“But,” she added casually, “I’m also starving.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow.

“There’s a small ramen place nearby,” she continued. “And before you reject the idea, remember I once saved you from failing statistics.”

“You bring that up too often.”

“Because it was heroic.”

He laughed again.

God, he had missed this.

Not just her.

The feeling of being himself around someone.

“No dramatic business meetings tonight?” Lena teased.

“No.”

“No mysterious girlfriend waiting at home?”

Ethan shook his head once.

Something flickered briefly in her eyes.

Relief?

Maybe he imagined it.

“What about you?” he asked carefully.

“No mysterious boyfriend either.”

The answer came too quickly.

Too casually.

Yet Ethan noticed the tiny sadness hiding beneath it.

Interesting.

The rain outside softened into drizzle as they stepped onto the street together beneath one umbrella. London glowed around them—streetlights shimmering gold against wet roads, taxis passing through the night like blurred ghosts.

Lena walked beside him quietly.

Close enough for their shoulders to occasionally touch.

And every small touch awakened memories Ethan thought he had forgotten.

“You know what’s strange?” Lena said suddenly.

“What?”

“You still look at the rain the same way.”

“How exactly do I look at rain?”

“Like it’s telling you secrets.”

Ethan smiled faintly. “Maybe it is.”

She looked at him for a long second before laughing softly.

And somehow, beneath the city lights and fading storm, Ethan felt something dangerous begin again.

Hope.

He wasn’t sure which scared him more:

The possibility of falling in love with Lena Hart...

Or realizing he never truly stopped.
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Chapter 2 — The Things We Never Said
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The ramen shop was small, crowded, and filled with warmth.

Steam curled against the windows while quiet conversations blended with the sound of bowls and chopsticks. Outside, London remained soaked in rain, but inside, everything felt softer somehow.

Ethan sat across from Lena in a narrow booth near the back corner. The yellow light above them flickered occasionally, painting shadows across her face.

She looked tired.

Not physically.

The kind of tiredness hidden deep inside someone’s heart.

“You still hate mushrooms?” Lena asked while opening her chopsticks.

“I don’t hate them.”

“You once called them ‘sad vegetables.’”

“They taste emotionally confusing.”

Lena laughed so suddenly that the elderly couple beside them glanced over.

“There he is,” she said.

“Who?”

“The Ethan I remember.”

Something about those words settled quietly in his chest.

The truth was, Ethan hadn’t felt like himself in a very long time.

Work had turned his days mechanical. Wake up. Edit manuscripts. Answer emails. Pretend ambition still mattered. Go home. Sleep.

Repeat.

But tonight felt different.

Not extraordinary.

Just... alive.

Their food arrived moments later, and for a while they ate comfortably between scattered conversation. It surprised Ethan how natural everything still felt. Seven years should have created distance.

Instead, it felt like continuing a paused conversation.

Lena rested her chin against her hand. “Remember when you tried cooking pasta in university?”

Ethan groaned immediately. “Absolutely not.”

“You almost burned down the dorm kitchen.”

“The pan was defective.”

“The pan was on fire.”

“A minor detail.”

“You screamed louder than the fire alarm.”

“I was expressing concern.”

Lena laughed again, and Ethan found himself staring at her longer than he should.

He used to think her laughter sounded like sunlight.

Warm.

Careless.

Impossible not to notice.

Maybe some things truly never changed.

“What?” she asked after catching him looking.

“Nothing.”

“You’re doing the staring thing.”

“What staring thing?”

“The quiet one.”

Ethan looked down at his ramen instantly. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You used to stare whenever you were thinking too much.”

“That sounds fake.”

“That sounds accurate.”

He shook his head, smiling despite himself.

God.

Why did being around her feel so dangerously easy?

Lena suddenly grew quieter. Her fingers traced the edge of her water glass absentmindedly.

“You disappeared, you know.”

Ethan looked up.

“What?”

“After graduation.” Her voice softened. “You stopped replying eventually.”

The words hit harder than expected.

Because she was right.

And because he remembered exactly why.

Back then, Ethan had loved her in the most hopeless way possible.

Quietly.

Completely.

But Lena had been preparing to leave for Paris to pursue art school, while Ethan stayed in London for work. Confessing felt selfish. Pointless.

So instead, he slowly let distance do the job for him.

Cowardly.

Simple.

Painful.

“I thought you were happier there,” he admitted.

“In Paris?”

“With your new life.”

Lena smiled faintly. “You know what’s funny?”

“What?”

“I kept waiting for you to visit.”

Ethan’s chest tightened.

“I almost did.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

Rain tapped gently against the restaurant windows.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Lena leaned back slightly. “I was angry at you for a while.”

“That’s fair.”

“But mostly...” She paused. “Mostly I missed you.”

The honesty in her voice made his heartbeat uneven.

Ethan swallowed carefully. “I missed you too.”

And he meant it more than she probably understood.
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An hour later, they stepped back outside.

The rain had finally stopped.

The city glistened beneath midnight lights, cold air wrapping around the streets. People passed by laughing beneath umbrellas while distant traffic hummed endlessly.

Lena shoved her hands into her coat pockets. “Walk with me?”

Ethan nodded immediately.

Neither mentioned how late it already was.

They crossed the bridge slowly, the Thames reflecting silver beneath them. Wind tugged softly at Lena’s hair.

“You still writing?” she asked.

Ethan blinked. “Writing?”

“You used to carry notebooks everywhere.”

“Oh.” He smiled awkwardly. “Not anymore.”

“That’s tragic.”

“I edit books now. Apparently that killed my creativity.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I do.”

Lena stopped walking suddenly.

Ethan turned toward her.

“You once told me stories were the only way you understood people,” she said quietly. “Someone like that doesn’t just stop writing.”

He looked away toward the river.

Maybe she remembered too much.

Or maybe she simply remembered the parts of him he had abandoned.

“What about your art?” he asked carefully.

Lena’s expression changed instantly.

A shadow
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