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​About the Author
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I write love stories about ordinary people standing at the thin line between what is safe and what is true. My pages are full of small-town weather, stubborn hope, and second chances that arrive when we least expect them. When I’m not writing, I’m listening—to the sea, to train stations, to the quiet in between conversations—trusting that the right words rise from there. Thank you for giving these characters a place to live in your day.
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​Cast Snapshot: Meet the Characters

[image: ]


Laurel Ames — A field recordist who captures the music of real places. After years away, she returns to Northcliff to archive the sounds of the coast and help her mother sell their old cottage. She believes in careful choices and quiet promises, even when her heart wants more.

Jonah Reed — An emergency nurse with steady hands and a gentle, practical kindness. He and Laurel have built a calm, growing love that looks like a future—shared meals, fixed shelves, and a ring quietly waiting.

Atlas Keane — A marine engineer hired to assess the crumbling cliff footbridge locals call the Edge Walk. He left Northcliff after one summer when he and Laurel almost crossed a line neither of them could name. He has the sea in his voice and the restlessness of someone who never fully left.

Northcliff — A wind-bitten New England harbor where gulls wheel over slate roofs, the lighthouse blinks a white pulse at night, and everything important is close enough to overhear.
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​Introduction Scene
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The fog came in thin as gauze, softening the edges of Northcliff until the harbor looked like it had been erased and redrawn in pencil. Laurel set her recorder on the granite, clipped a windscreen to the mic, and listened. Beneath the hush, she could hear the old footbridge shiver—bolts whispering, planks ticking as the tide pressed and let go. She had named a thousand sounds for clients, but this one she only knew as goodbye.

“Levels okay?” Jonah’s voice came from behind her, warm in the cold.

She glanced back and smiled. He was all practical care this morning—thermos in one hand, her spare scarf looped around the other. Jonah loved beginnings you could plan: a new shift rotation, Saturday breakfasts, a life that held steady. He sat beside her without disturbing the mic, then poured coffee for both of them and watched the fog.

“I keep thinking if I capture every angle,” Laurel said, “the bridge won’t leave.”

“It’s wood and iron,” he said, gently. “And a few stubborn stories.”

“Exactly.”

The Edge Walk had tied the headland to the lighthouse for a century. Lovers had carved initials into its rail, teenagers had dared one another to cross during storms, and fishermen had banged their pails against its spine to call the tide lucky. Last winter’s nor’easter ripped two supports loose and left the middle span hanging like a broken note. The town had hired an engineer to decide what to do. Everyone said there wasn’t money for romance. They said the bridge would have to come down.

A gull skimmed the fog and vanished. Laurel checked her levels and let the recorder run. The lattice creaked; the lighthouse bell rang once, faint and hollow. She felt the moment notch into place—another fragment of Northcliff she could carry when she left again. She didn’t tell Jonah that last part out loud. The cottage was already listed. Her mother wanted Florida sun and knees that didn’t ache. Laurel wanted to be a good daughter, a good partner, the kind of person who didn’t make messes. She had learned to press her wants flat, like flowers in a book.

The path behind them caught new footsteps. Laurel looked up, expecting a dog walker or Mrs. Daley from the bakery. The man that came out of the fog had a hard hat tucked under one arm and salt stitched into his jacket seams. He paused when he saw them, as if the cliff itself had shifted a few inches.

“Laurel,” he said, and her name sounded like something remembered rather than spoken.

For half a second she didn’t recognize him. Then the years fell in the space between breaths, and she knew the angle of his shoulders and the small scar near his brow. Atlas Keane. Summer-at-the-docks Atlas. Edge-of-a-kiss Atlas. The boy who left before he became a man, and somehow the leaving had never ended.

Jonah stood, friendly, unguarded. “You must be with the engineering firm,” he said, offering his hand. “Jonah Reed.”

“Atlas Keane,” Atlas replied, and took it. “I grew up here. Came back to make a nuisance of myself, apparently.”

The joke didn’t quite land. The fog moved on, a slow curtain. Beyond it the bridge revealed its damage honestly—a sag in the middle, seaweed draped like torn bunting. Atlas looked at the span the way someone looks at a photograph they wish had been taken in better light.

“I’m recording the last weeks,” Laurel heard herself say. “Not for anyone. Just... because.”

“I remember you used to bottle thunder,” Atlas said softly. “Mason jars and everything.”

She surprised herself by laughing. “It was raining. And you were the one who said it would ferment.”

Jonah’s smile tilted, curious, the way it did when a patient’s story branched. “So you two know each other.”

“From long ago,” Laurel said, careful.

Atlas nodded at the mic. “Do you mind if I walk the first third? I won’t go near the bad section. I need to hear it.”

Jonah glanced at Laurel, and Laurel glanced at the bridge. The warnings were posted. The town had strung bright tape across the entrance, but everyone knew you could duck under it if you were young enough or foolish enough or carrying more history than sense. Atlas waited, not assuming. She felt a small, unreasonable relief at the patience in that.

“I’ll record from shore,” Laurel said. “If it sings, I want it.”

Atlas dipped under the tape and stepped onto the first plank. The bridge answered—the smallest whine, a question in metal. He paused, placed his palm to the rail, and listened with his body. Laurel watched him find a rhythm: one foot, then the other, weight measured, pauses like commas. The recorder caught everything—the faint percussive click of brads, a low resonance in the span, the bell far out on the mooring field.

Jonah leaned close, his breath warm at her ear. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she said, and she was surprised to discover it was true. Her heart was fast, but it wasn’t the painful kind. It was the kind that reminded you you were alive.

Atlas stopped at the safe marker and turned back toward them. “It’s not just damage,” he called. “It’s age. The wood is tired, but it still knows how to carry a person who listens. If this were a person, I’d say it wants to be taken gently.”

He came back, the bridge murmuring under him, and stepped onto stone. Up close, Laurel could see the travel in his eyes—the hotels that never felt like home, the spreadsheets you learned so no one could tell you love wasn’t practical. She could also see the boy he had been. It startled her, how grief and fondness could live in the same breath.

Jonah took the hard hat from Atlas without asking and turned it to read the sticker. “Keane Marine.”

“My firm,” Atlas said. “Small. Loudly opinionated. We try to save what can be saved, and when we can’t, we try to get the goodbye right.”

Laurel’s recorder light blinked, steady red. She reached to stop it and then didn’t. The wind ruffled the scarf Jonah had brought. A fishing boat lifted out of the fog and slid toward the channel, engines tick-ticking at idle. Somewhere, a child laughed. The morning was ordinary and rare at once.

“When do you decide?” Laurel asked. “About the bridge.”

“I will write a report for the council on Friday,” Atlas said. “I’ll give them three options. Two will make the budget folks happy. One will make the stubborn stories happy. I don’t know which one wins.”

Jonah looked at Laurel, then back at Atlas. “I hope Northcliff remembers it’s allowed to keep the things that hold it together.”

“We’ll see,” Atlas said, and his mouth softened.

They stood with the sea breathing around them until the thermos was empty. Atlas promised to send an email before the public meeting. Jonah promised to drop by the clinic if Atlas banged his shin doing something foolish. Laurel promised nothing, because promises have shapes, and hers were still finding theirs.

When Atlas walked away up the path, Laurel felt a shift like the tide changing under the surface. Not a storm—just a pull that made every mooring line creak.

Jonah touched her shoulder, a careful anchor. “Breakfast?” he asked. “I was thinking of blueberry pancakes. You can bring your field notes and tell me why rain in a jar is a terrible idea.”

She smiled, grateful for the simplicity in his invitation. “Breakfast sounds perfect.”

They gathered their things. Laurel shut off the recorder and tucked it into its case, but for a long beat she kept her hand on the zipper, as if that could keep the sound inside from spilling into the day. The bridge said one last word as the fog thinned—a small, brave sound like a heart that has learned to keep beating through weather.

She looked at the Edge Walk, then at the road where Atlas had disappeared, then at Jonah, who was already thinking about the right amount of syrup. If love were a coastline, this was where the land fell away to water. And though she had always chosen the safe path, Laurel felt herself stepping onto the narrow plank between two truths, where every footfall mattered and honesty had the clean taste of salt.
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​Chapter 1: The Morning After Fog
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Jonah’s kitchen smelled like blueberries and warm metal. The kettle clicked off just as the pancake on the griddle released its grip and rose at the edges. Laurel stood at the window over the sink and watched the fog fall back into the harbor as if someone had tugged on a quiet rope. The lighthouse was a clean white tooth again. The broken span of the Edge Walk threw a crooked shadow across the water.

“Tell me when you’re ready for syrup,” Jonah said. “I’ll try not to drown the plate this time.”

“You always say that,” she said, and turned to watch him. He was still in his dark scrub pants and a soft gray sweater that had learned the shape of his shoulders. There was an ease about him that made rooms steadier. He slid two pancakes onto a plate and set it on the table, then poured coffee and passed her the mug without looking down, as if he trusted muscle memory with small kindnesses.

They ate without rush. Laurel kept thinking that the room had two clocks: the wall clock with its gentle tick, and whatever was inside her chest measuring something it wouldn’t name. It wasn’t a bad feeling. It was the bright hum that sometimes threaded through a field when the wind changed direction. You could mistake it for danger if you didn’t listen closely.

“Do you think they’ll tear it down?” she asked.

Jonah cut the second pancake in half. “I think they’ll do whatever the report says they have to do. And I think if someone smart can find a way to keep it safe, this town might surprise us.”

She heard the care in the middle of his sentence: not if, but someone. He wasn’t jealous by design. He didn’t collect what-ifs. He fixed what could be fixed and made peace with what couldn’t. He’d seen too many midnight arrivals at the ER to pretend control was anything but a polite story.

“I should stop at the cottage after breakfast,” she said. “Mom’s made a keep pile that could outfit a small museum. There are boxes labeled ‘maybe’ that have been ‘maybe’ for ten years.”

Jonah smiled. “I can come by after twelve. We’ll upgrade ‘maybe’ to ‘yes’ or ‘let go.’ That’s my medical opinion.”

There was a moment, a flicker in the room like sunlight bending through water, when she thought of the small box in his dresser’s top drawer—the one she had seen once by accident when she went looking for spare batteries. It had been closed then, and she had not opened it. The restraint had landed in her like a stone and stayed. Jonah never hurried her, and the not-hurrying sometimes felt like a vow and sometimes felt like an echo inside a big house.

Her phone chimed. A new email, subject line plain as a fence post: Edge Walk—Preliminary Notes. The sender was Atlas Keane.

She didn’t open it immediately. She let the name sit on the lock screen like sea glass warming in her palm. Jonah reached for the skillet, turned off the flame, and set it aside. He saw the name and only said, “He must be early in his day too.”

“I’ll read it at the cottage,” she said, and lifted her mug.

They did the dishes in the way they always did them: Laurel washed, Jonah rinsed and stacked, the window opened to let the kettle’s breath out. He kissed her temple before he left for his shift, the kind of kiss you can live in even if the house is on fire. “Text me if you need help with the boxes,” he said. “Or if you want me to taste-test anything Mrs. Daley sends over to bribe us into leaving the cottage to her niece.”

When the door shut, the apartment felt briefly too quiet, every object outlined. Laurel slid the recorder case into her tote and walked the two blocks to her mother’s place. Northcliff was waking up on the far side of fog: gulls loud again, the smell of yeast from the bakery opening, a boy on a scooter dragging a pointless stick along the curb to hear the chatter of pebbles. The cottage had the slight inward lean of old houses that had learned to hold their own tiredness with dignity.

Inside, the living room looked like the throat of a wave—everything moving but not yet collapsed. Boxes were stacked in deliberate towers, and on the coffee table a row of cassette tapes lay like a spine. Laurel stopped. Some were hers, labeled in pencil: Docks at Noon, Blue Door Wind, From Inside the Rowboat. At the end, one she didn’t remember seeing in years: Edge Walk, June 2008.

Her mother came in from the back hall with a bundle of table linens. “I knew these would keep you from fleeing,” she said. “Every time I try to pack your tapes, I feel like I’m stealing.”

“You can steal,” Laurel said. “I can make new ones.”

“Maybe.” Her mother slipped the linens into a box and patted the air. “There’s tea in the kitchen. And an entire pie, because Mrs. Daley is at war with my hips.”

Laurel picked up the tape. She was eighteen that June, reckless with belief, a girl who thought summer was a promise you could sign with a tide. She carried the tape to the old deck where the railing leaned out just far enough to see the bridge. She set the cassette on the table beside her phone. The new email waited. She opened it.

Atlas’s message was both spare and full. He’d attached three photos of the undercarriage, bolts bright where the storm had torn the rust away. He’d drawn little arrows and typed notes in clean, unromantic language: shear stress here, delamination here, audible resonance at B-flat-ish when weight distributed at 1.5m intervals. He’d written that he’d grown up listening to the bridge and that he suspected the town could be convinced to keep a shortened, reinforced span if it was paired with community maintenance days and a modest grant. He’d written, if you’re willing, I’d love to use your recordings to let the council hear what we’re talking about. People don’t always hear numbers. They hear when they recognize themselves.

He ended with: I’ll take no for an answer, Laurel. I’m not here to drag the past into anyone’s present. But I do want to do right by the bridge.

She set the phone down. The cassette was warm in the patch of sun on the table. She turned it over in her hand. On the label, younger Laurel had drawn a small crooked heart beside the date. She had never been a hearts-on-notebooks kind of girl. The softness of that mark undid her a little.

In the kitchen, she found a tape player in the drawer of things that always worked as long as you believed in them. The batteries were dead, but she had spares in her bag—field recordists never traveled without small salvations. She clicked the tape into place and pressed play.

The room filled with a young morning: sharper gulls, a less-weathered bell, the quick footfalls of someone daring the first span at speed. Then a laugh—hers, lighter, surprised. A boy’s voice—Atlas—saying, “Stop. Listen.” The recorder had gotten closer to wood than any adult would have allowed. They had pressed the mic to the rail, and the bridge had given back a low chord like a cello answering its favorite question. The sound ran through the old cottage and straight into the kitchen where Laurel stood with her fingers on the counter so she wouldn’t sway.

Her mother appeared in the doorway and leaned against the frame, a smile she didn’t try to hide. “I remember that summer. You came home with salt freckles and half your sentences started with ‘if only.’”

Laurel pressed stop. “Do you mind if I meet with the engineer? He wants to use some recordings to make a case.”

“I mind if you think you need my permission,” her mother said gently. “But I love that bridge. If a sound can be a prayer, then maybe that’s what you’ve been collecting all these years.”

Laurel smiled without showing her teeth, the way she did when something moved in her she hadn’t planned on moving. She texted Atlas: I’ll share what I have. The council hears better with their ears than with spreadsheets. When and where?

His reply came fast: Harbor Hardware in twenty minutes? I’m picking up stainless fasteners before I go crawl under something I probably shouldn’t.

She laughed softly. Harbor Hardware had always smelled like cedar shims and practical hope. She tucked the tape into her bag, hugged her mother, and promised to come back in an hour to face the kingdom of Maybe.

Harbor Hardware’s bell announced her the way it had announced all of Northcliff for decades. The owner, Mr. Pike, glanced up and waved with a pencil between his fingers. “Tell your mother I’ve got the right size anchor hooks,” he said. “Plus some gossip if she brings me a slice of pie.”

Atlas stood at the end of an aisle with a sample board in his hand, comparing screw heads as if they were library cards. The sight of him hit her like the first breath after a wave. Not drowning. Not rescue. Just the shock of the air.

He saw her and smiled. It wasn’t the smile of a boy asking for trouble. It was the smile of a man who knew the price of it. “Thanks for coming,” he said. “I didn’t want to turn someone’s front porch into a meeting room.”

She took out her phone. “I pulled a few clips for you. Raw, no compression. I can send them, and if you want, I can record a clean take this afternoon when the wind drops.”

“I want,” he said. “But only if you want. And only for the bridge.”

He kept giving her exits. It made it easier to stay.

They walked the narrow aisles because there was nowhere else to go. He told her about the option he wanted to pitch: keep the first two spans, replace the middle with a cantilevered lookout so the view remained but the danger didn’t. The council would worry about lawsuits. He would give them numbers that behaved politely. She would give them a sound that might make them remember their first kiss on that rail, or the night they watched fireworks there, or the afternoon they told the truth for the first time and didn’t drown in it.

“Jonah would like that plan,” she said, and watched his gaze accept the name. “He believes in the kind of keeping that doesn’t break people.”

“Smart man,” Atlas said. “He looks like one.”

“He is.” She waited. “We were together at the cliff this morning.”

“And now you’re here,” he said, not as a verdict but as a fact anyone could see. “I’m not in a hurry, Laurel. My work is because of time, not against it.”

She sent the audio files to his email and to his phone in case the council chambers ate attachments for breakfast. Their fingers didn’t touch. They spoke about bolts and load and everyone in town who would show up to argue because arguing was a way of loving a place hard enough.

When she stepped back onto the street, the sky had opened into a clean blue between two quilted clouds. She felt strangely calm. Honesty had a way of quieting rooms. She texted Jonah: Stopping by the cottage, then maybe back to the cliff for a wind-calm take if I can catch it. He replied from some fluorescent hallway, quick and warm: Be safe. Send me a clip later. I like it when you let me hear what you hear.

Afternoon slid into the kind of clear that made edges sharp. Laurel returned to the headland with a new foam windscreen and a steady breath. She set the mic, checked levels, and waited for the small lull between gusts. The bridge answered her presence with a cautious note, the way a shy instrument warms to a familiar hand. She recorded the plank-sighs, the dark hum in the rails when a wave hit just right, the single bell from the lighthouse that sounded exactly like a held word.

Atlas’s boots scuffed the path before she saw him, but she didn’t turn. It did something kind to her spine to stand facing the water and not have to pivot every time a sound she recognized arrived behind her.

“Mind if I stand out of frame?” he asked.

“There isn’t a frame,” she said, and kept her eyes on the red light. “Only a line I’m trying to keep steady.”

They stayed quiet while the wind did its work. After a while she stopped the take and saved it, the small click like a note placed into a jar. Atlas cleared his throat softly, as if they were in a church. “I called a friend at the state grant office,” he said. “There’s a fund for small cultural structures that act as public spaces. It’s a long shot. The requirement is demonstration of community identity.”

“This bridge belongs to everyone who’s ever let it carry them,” she said. “That’s most of Northcliff.”

“That’s what I thought.” He glanced toward the lighthouse. “If the option that keeps it is even barely possible, I’ll fight for it.”

She looked at him then. The wind tugged at his jacket. In his eyes was the same impossible thing she’d heard in the wood—a tiredness that didn’t mean surrender. She recognized it because some part of her had it too.

“I’m with Jonah,” she said, because she wanted the sentence on the air, solid and faithful. “We’re building something steady.”

“I know,” he said simply. “I’m not here to break steady things.” His voice thinned on the next breath. “I just want to make sure the town doesn’t mistake fear for wisdom.”

Laurel nodded. “Me too.”

They didn’t say more. The horizon was turning the faintest coin-silver at the edge. She packed the recorder and hugged the case to her chest for a second as if the wood’s hum could warm her hands through canvas. Atlas touched two fingers to the brim of his hard hat in a gesture that managed to be both old-fashioned and honest, then walked toward the lighthouse where
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