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The Reunion

The train that brings Mae back to North Devon smells like warm plastic seats, rain-damp coats, and other people’s lives. It rocks through the last stretch of countryside as if it can’t decide whether to hurry or linger, and Mae sits with her knees pressed together, phone dark in her lap, watching hedgerows blur into a familiar green.

Five years.

Five years should be long enough to become a different person. Long enough to belong somewhere else properly.

And yet her hands remember the shape of Tarrow Bay before she sees it: the weight of salt on air, the way gulls sound like argument, the harbour wall that holds the sea like a palm holding water. She keeps imagining The Harbour youth centre exactly as it was—fairy lights, chipped mugs, paint stains like constellations on the floorboards—and she hates herself for hoping it hasn’t changed.

Because one thing has changed for good. Three weeks ago Noah rang her at half past eleven at night, and she knew before he spoke, because Noah never rings. He texts, he sends photos of dogs. That night he just said her name, and then, “It’s Mr Thomas,” and then nothing at all for a long time.

Sudden, Noah said. The kind of death that doesn’t announce itself.

The anniversary week was already planned by then, posters printed, the council invited. Nobody suggested cancelling; Noah said Mr Thomas would have haunted them personally. So now the week belongs to him as much as to the building: the reunion today, a memorial on Tuesday, the big celebration on Saturday.

Mae doesn’t know what frightens her more: walking into The Harbour and finding it altered, or finding it the same and him not in it.

Her phone vibrates.

Noah: ETA? I’ve made myself emotionally available and it’s disgusting.

Mae exhales a laugh that comes out thin.

Mae: 40 mins. Also stop being dramatic.

Noah: I’m not dramatic. I’m expressive. Like a dolphin.

Mae smiles despite herself and presses her forehead against the cool glass of the window.

Outside, the land shifts into the coastal edges of home—more gorse, more open sky. Mae’s mind keeps flipping through images like someone rifling a drawer.

Her last Christmas in Tarrow Bay, before the city swallowed her: Sarah crying in the kitchen; Ellie taller by the week; Sam’s voice starting to crack mid-sentence, so that every joke came out in two keys; Sophie sitting on the harbour wall with a kind of steadiness Mae had envied and loved.

And The Harbour—always The Harbour—holding them like a place could hold people.

A reunion should feel simple. But Mae has learnt in the city that good things can still hurt. Nostalgia can be a knife with a soft handle.

The train slows. The speaker crackles: Next stop, Barnstaple…

Mae’s mouth goes dry. She tries to breathe low, like Sophie taught her years ago, ribs expanding rather than shoulders lifting. It helps a little.

She closes her eyes and sees herself at eighteen in a cramped flat in Bristol, surrounded by sketchbooks and unpaid bills and the city’s constant hum. She sees the version of herself who learned to walk fast and speak faster and pretend she didn’t miss the sea.

That version of Mae felt real too. So who is she now? A new person returning to an old place, or an old person trying to fit back into the shape of home?

Barnstaple is damp, the air not quite salt yet. Mae drags her suitcase—ridiculous to have a suitcase for a week, but city life has turned her into someone who packs as if she’s moving permanently.

As the taxi takes her towards Tarrow Bay, she watches the roads change: high street shops she recognises; stone walls with moss; the occasional glimpse of water far off, flashing grey-blue between trees.

Then the sea appears properly.

The water is calm today, sunlight scattered across it like coins. The harbour sits below the hill with boats bobbing lazily, and for a moment Mae feels eight again, running down that slope in summer with sand on her feet and salt in her mouth.

Then the taxi turns, and the town is fully there.

Tarrow Bay hasn’t changed the way a city changes. It has simply… continued. New paint on old buildings. Different signage. The same gulls.

Mae leans forward. “Could you drop me by the harbour?”

The driver glances at her in the mirror. “Back home, are you?”

Mae forces a small smile. “Something like that.”

The taxi pulls in by the harbour wall, and Mae steps out into proper sea air: salt, kelp, diesel from the boats, sun-warmed stone. It hits her like a memory made physical.

She stands there, suitcase handle in her hand, feeling like she’s shown up to a party wearing the wrong version of herself.

Her phone buzzes again.

Sophie: You here yet? I’m bringing iced coffees and emotional stability.

Sophie. Sophie is twenty-one now. The last time Mae saw her in person was two summers ago, a rushed visit when Mae cried in the train toilet on the way back to Bristol and told herself it was just tiredness.

Mae types with slightly trembling hands.

Mae: At the harbour. Don’t mock me if I cry at a seagull.

Sophie: No promises.

Mae lets out a breath and begins to walk.

The Harbour is only a few streets away, tucked where it always was—past the bakery, past the charity shop, round the corner where the walls lean in like old gossip. And there it is.

The same building. Same shape. Freshly painted in a soft blue. A new sign above the door:

THE HARBOUR

ART • MUSIC • WELLBEING • COMMUNITY

Mae stops walking. Someone has tied a black ribbon to the door handle, the ends lifting a little in the wind.

It survived. She survived. He didn’t.

The door opens.

Noah steps out like he has been waiting to make his entrance.

He looks older in the way men sometimes do—taller somehow, broader shoulders, hair longer and pushed back. But his eyes are still Noah’s: bright, amused, too perceptive for his own good. Tired, today, underneath.

He grins. “Well, look what the tide dragged in.”

Mae laughs, relief and grief tangling. “Noah Kent,” she says, and her voice breaks on the name.

Noah’s grin softens. “Come here.”

Mae drops the suitcase handle and lets him hug her. His arms are warm and solid. He smells faintly of coffee and sea air. Mae presses her face into his shoulder and has to blink hard.

“You’re real,” Noah says into her hair.

Mae laughs shakily. “So are you. Unfortunately.”

Noah pulls back and looks at her properly, like he’s checking all her edges. “You look city,” he says approvingly. “Like you could bully a landlord.”

Mae snorts. “I have bullied landlords.”

“As you should.”

The door opens again, and Jenna steps out.

Mae hasn’t seen Jenna in a year. Jenna looks… different. Stronger in a quieter way. Hair shorter. Jaw still sharp. Eyes still the kind that see everything and forgive almost nothing. But her expression is softer now, like she’s learnt safety.

She stops when she sees Mae. For a moment she just stares.

Then Jenna walks forward and hugs Mae without saying anything.

Mae stiffens in surprise—Jenna has never been a hugger—and then she melts into it.

“Don’t disappear again,” Jenna says, low.

“I won’t.”

Jenna pulls back and looks at her with that blunt honesty. “You better not.” Then, after a beat, “It’s good you’re here. He’d have been unbearable about it.”

Mae has to look at the pavement for a second.

Noah clears his throat theatrically. “Okay, okay, before we all start crying, can we remember I have a reputation as the funny one.”

Mae laughs, wiping her eyes quickly. “Your reputation is as a menace.”

Noah points at her. “And yet you missed me.”

Mae doesn’t deny it.

Inside, The Harbour feels both the same and new.

The main room still has the mismatched chairs and the long table, but the walls have been repainted. There are framed photos now—past showcases, beach clean-ups, zine workshops. Someone—probably Sophie—has curated a small display of old truth tiles, those tiny painted squares that once held secrets like prayer.

Mae walks slowly through the space. The corner where she first read her piece out loud, voice shaking. The table where she glued magazine words into meaning. The wall where she watched Sophie learn to breathe.

Her eyes go to the corner by the window before she can stop them, the way they always did, looking for rolled sleeves and a mug of builder’s tea.

The chair is there. His chair, the battered wooden one with the cushion nobody else was allowed to flatten. It’s empty. His old Harbour lanyard hangs over the backrest, and someone has put a jam jar of sea pinks on the floor beside it.

Mae stands very still.

She has known for three weeks. But knowing on the phone in Bristol is one thing, and the jam jar is another.

“We didn’t know what to do with it,” Noah says quietly, beside her. “Moving it felt wrong. Sitting in it felt worse.”

“It’s right,” Mae says. “Leave it.”

Noah nods, and for once he doesn’t make a joke.

“Rafi rang this morning,” he says after a moment. “They’re still somewhere between Edinburgh and a ferry timetable. Due later in the week. He says he’s sorry and that he’ll make it up to us by being insufferably tanned.”

Mae laughs, and it helps.

Then Sophie appears.

Sophie walks in carrying a tray of iced coffees, hair down. She looks older—fewer sharp edges of adolescence, more quiet certainty. She wears a jumper in a soft blue that echoes the sea outside.

She sees Mae and her face brightens fully.

“Mae,” Sophie says, like the name is somewhere safe.

Mae walks to her and takes her into a hug, careful at first and then fierce. Sophie holds on tight.

“I missed you,” Mae says.

“I know.”

Mae pulls back and looks at Sophie’s face, the calm, the quiet strength.

“You’re… you,” Mae says, voice cracking.

Sophie smiles. “So are you. Just… shinier.”

Mae laughs, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Don’t start.”

Sophie tilts her head. “You okay?”

Mae wants to say fine. She doesn’t.

“I’m… weird,” Mae admits. “I feel like I’m walking into a memory. And I keep looking for him.”

Sophie’s eyes go to the chair, then back. “Me too,” she says. “Every day. It’s been three weeks and I still put out his mug.” She lets out a breath. “You are walking into a memory. But you’re also walking into now.”

Now.

Sophie hands her an iced coffee. “Drink. Caffeine is an emotional support.”

Mae takes it and sips. The cold sweetness grounds her.

Noah claps his hands loudly. “Right!” he announces. “Everyone in the main room. Anniversary speech time. I have prepared something unbearably moving.”

Jenna groans. “No you haven’t.”

Noah looks offended. “I absolutely have. I wrote it on my phone in the shower.”

They gather.

People are arriving: teens from current sessions, parents, a few local adults, someone from the council. It’s bigger than it used to be. The Harbour became what it needed to become—more than a youth centre, more like a lifeboat station for the soul. Every so often someone stops by the empty chair. A boy of about fourteen stands in front of it with his hands in his pockets, then walks away fast. Nobody sits in it.

Noah steps up to the microphone—because of course there is now a microphone—and clears his throat.

“Welcome,” he says, voice rich and amused, “to the first day of the fifth anniversary week of The Harbour being the single most emotionally inconvenient place in North Devon.”

Laughter ripples.

Then Noah looks at the corner, and the laughter settles.

“We’d planned this week before,” he says. “Before. Mr Thomas was going to give this speech. He’d have done it better, and shorter, and he’d have told me off for the dolphin joke I was going to do, so you’ve been spared that.” A few people smile through wet eyes. “So this week is for the building, and it’s for him. Tuesday we’ll remember him properly. Saturday we celebrate, because he’d be furious if we didn’t.”

He takes a breath.

“Five years ago, this place saved people. And not in a dramatic hero way—” he gestures to Sophie, “—though some of you do enjoy drama. It saved people the way a lighthouse saves ships: by existing. By shining. By holding still when everything else moved. And he was the one who kept the lamp lit.”

Mae looks around the room: at Sophie, calm in the middle of it; at Jenna, arms folded but eyes softened; at the jam jar of sea pinks beside the empty chair.

Noah’s voice warms. “We grew up here,” he says. “We made art here. We told the truth here. He taught us that being held doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human.”

Mae’s throat tightens painfully.

Noah finishes with, “So today we celebrate. Not perfection. Not neat endings. Just… survival. Just light.”

Applause fills the room. Mae claps too, palms stinging.

She realises she is shaking slightly, and it isn’t fear. Sophie notices and slides her hand into Mae’s briefly. Mae squeezes back.

Mae thought it would feel like stepping into a ghost. Instead it feels like stepping into a mirror that shows not just what she was, but what she became—with one space in it where someone should be standing.

Mae holds the iced coffee cold in her hand and Sophie’s warm one in the other, and looks at the corner where the light falls across an empty chair.

Outside, the sea keeps moving.




The Lighthouse Service

Noah Kent has organised weddings that weren’t his, birthdays he forgot until the night before, and one disastrous open mic where the microphone fell off its stand and smacked him on the chin mid-ballad.

But nothing prepares him for organising a memorial.

Nothing prepares him for the fact that he is doing it because Mr Thomas is dead.

Not moved away or retired or busy this term. Dead.

Noah keeps trying to replace the word with something easier—passed on, slipped away, isn’t here anymore—but the word stays where it is, solid and blunt as a stone.

On Tuesday morning, he stands in The Harbour’s main room with a clipboard in one hand and his phone in the other, staring at the empty chair in the corner where Mr Thomas used to sit and pretend he wasn’t listening while he listened to everything.

The chair is still there. Noah hates that. It makes it look like someone will come back.

He moves the jam jar of sea pinks aside and presses his palm to the backrest as if it might be warm.

It is cold.

Everything in the room has felt colder since the news arrived. And Noah—who has built a whole personality out of noise—finds himself living in a quiet that feels like drowning.

He clears his throat. It does nothing.

The Harbour smells like paint and tea and old wood, same as always. The fairy lights are still up. The photographs on the wall still show their younger faces—wide-eyed, unfinished, saved without knowing they were being saved.

In one photo, Mr Thomas is in the background with sleeves rolled up, laughing at something Noah is saying. He looks immortal in the way mentors always do. Not in a heroic sense—just in the sense that you cannot imagine the world operating without them.

Noah stares at the photo until his vision blurs, then looks away.

He will not cry on the chair. He will cry later, privately, like a respectable person. Or he will pretend. Noah is good at pretending.

His phone buzzes.

Mae: How’s it going? Need help?

Noah’s first instinct is to reply with a joke. Something like: Yes I’m currently battling a ghost and losing.

His fingers hover over the keyboard. Then he stops. He is tired of being the funny one in a room full of pain.

He types instead:

Noah: I’m okay. I’m… not, but I’m doing it. Come later?

Mae replies immediately:

Mae: Yes. Of course. Proud of you.

Noah puts the phone face down on the table. He hates praise even though he lives for applause.

Legacy. That word keeps turning in his mind like a pebble.

It always sounded like something for old men in biographies, not for a man who taught teenagers to paint their grief on tiles and call it progress.

But Mr Thomas had a legacy. The Harbour is it. They are it.

Noah straightens and picks up the clipboard again.

Fine. He will organise the memorial, and he will do it properly. He owes Mr Thomas that much. He owes him everything.

By midday, the youth centre looks like a ship being prepared for a storm.

Chairs are lined up in rows instead of their usual circle. A microphone has been borrowed from the church hall. Someone has brought flowers—wild ones, messy and bright. Jenna has arrived with her no-nonsense face and a bag of extension cables like she is ready to fix the world with practical tools.

“You’ve put the chairs too close,” Jenna says immediately, scanning the room.

Noah looks at her with mock offence. “Hello to you too.”

“People will want space,” she says bluntly. “Grief makes people breathe weird.”

Jenna is right. Noah nods and starts moving chairs.

Jenna watches him for a second longer than necessary. Then she says, “You’re doing good.”

Noah freezes. Jenna doesn’t do tenderness often.

He turns away quickly and mutters, “Don’t get emotional, you’ll hate yourself.”

Jenna snorts. “I already hate myself. It’s a hobby.”

Noah laughs, but the laugh cracks halfway.

Jenna places a hand briefly on his shoulder—not a hug, just pressure. Noah closes his eyes for a second and lets himself lean into it.

Then Mae arrives.

Mae walks in like she is stepping into a sacred space. She’s wearing dark colours—not funeral black, just a dark jumper and jeans. Her hair is down. Her eyes are already wet.

Noah crosses the room and hugs her hard. Mae hugs him back even harder, as if she can squeeze the grief out through his ribs.

“This is disgusting,” Noah says into her shoulder. “I hate it.”

“I know.”

Mae pulls away and looks around the room, breathing in the familiar scent like it is a last anchor. Her gaze lands on the chair in the corner.

Mae’s face crumples. “Oh.”

They both stand there looking at the chair like it has become an altar.

Mae wipes her eyes harshly. “He’s not supposed to be gone.”

“No,” Noah agrees. “He’s… Mr Thomas. He’s permanent.”

Mae shakes her head slowly. “Nothing’s permanent.”

Noah hates that she is right.

Sophie arrives next.

Sophie’s entrance is quieter than Mae’s, but her presence changes the room the way the tide changes a beach. She carries a tray of tea and biscuits like she has learnt that grief needs sugar and warmth to survive.

She sets the tray down and walks straight to Noah. She doesn’t ask if he’s okay. She opens her arms, and Noah steps into them.

Noah’s body shakes, and he hates himself for it, but Sophie holds on.

When he pulls back, Sophie’s eyes shine. “You’re not alone.”

“I know,” Noah says. “It just… feels like it.”

Sophie nods. “Grief does.”

She steps back and looks at the room. “It
















































































