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Chapter 1 — The Last Train to Seabrook

	The train smelled faintly of rain and burnt coffee.

	Ellie Hart sat curled against the window with her knees tucked to her chest, watching blurred towns disappear beneath a gray evening sky. The glass was cool against her forehead. Outside, telephone poles flickered past in uneven rhythm, cutting through fields washed silver by the coming storm.

	She hadn’t slept properly in three days.

	Not since packing her apartment.

	Not since the fight.

	Not since standing in the middle of her tiny kitchen while Daniel told her she was “too lost to love properly.”

	The words still sat ugly and sharp somewhere beneath her ribs.

	Too lost.

	As if she hadn’t spent the last two years trying to become someone easier to keep.

	Ellie closed her eyes briefly and exhaled through her nose.

	Across the aisle, an older woman knitted quietly beneath the dim overhead lights. Somewhere farther down the carriage, a baby cried before being soothed back into silence. The train rattled steadily toward the coast, toward Seabrook, toward a town Ellie had spent six years trying not to think about.

	And yet every mile closer made her chest ache in recognition.

	She reached into her sweatshirt pocket and unfolded the letter again, though she already knew every word by heart.

	Ellie,

	If you’re serious about taking a break from the city, I could use the help this summer. The café’s become too much for me alone, and your grandmother refuses to admit she’s seventy-two and stubborn as hell.

	Come home for a little while.

	Love, Aunt June

	Home.

	The word felt strange now.

	Seabrook hadn’t really been home since her mother died.

	After that, everything unraveled quietly. Her father moved them inland. The visits became shorter. Summers disappeared altogether. Phone calls replaced holidays. Eventually even those became rare.

	Still, when June called last month and mentioned the café might finally be sold, Ellie felt something inside her panic unexpectedly.

	The Driftwood Café had existed for as long as she could remember.

	Salt-stained windows. Crooked wooden floors. Strawberry pie cooling behind the counter. Her grandmother humming old songs while tourists tracked sand inside.

	Some memories refuse to loosen their grip on you no matter how far you run.

	The train lurched suddenly as it rounded a curve.

	Ellie adjusted her headphones without turning music on. She mostly wore them so people wouldn’t talk to her.

	Outside, the landscape slowly began changing.

	The air looked different near the coast somehow.

	Softer.

	The flat inland roads gave way to pine trees bending in the wind. Marsh grass stretched toward dark water in long swaying patches. The sky widened until it felt endless.

	A flicker of nervousness moved through her stomach.

	What if coming back had been a mistake?

	She’d told herself this summer was temporary. Three months helping at the café while she figured out what to do with her life. Three months away from overdue bills, unfinished paintings, and the suffocating feeling that everyone around her was moving forward while she remained painfully still.

	Three months, then she’d leave again.

	Simple.

	At least it had sounded simple in her apartment at two in the morning.

	Now she wasn’t so sure.

	The conductor’s voice crackled overhead.

	“Next stop: Blackwater Junction.”

	Ellie sat up slightly.

	Blackwater Junction was the last major stop before Seabrook.

	Ten minutes away.

	Her pulse quickened.

	She reached for the canvas tote at her feet, searching for her sketchbook mostly to distract herself. Pencils rattled softly inside.

	Drawing used to calm her.

	Lately it only reminded her how long it had been since she created something she actually loved.

	She opened the sketchbook anyway.

	Half-finished charcoal studies stared back at her. Buildings. Hands. Ocean waves copied from photographs. Nothing alive inside them.

	Nothing real.

	The page near the back held an unfinished drawing of Seabrook’s old pier from memory.

	She hadn’t even realized she’d drawn it.

	The train slowed with a metallic groan.

	Passengers began shifting around her, gathering bags and jackets. Ellie pulled her hoodie tighter and glanced toward the aisle—

	And froze.

	A man had just boarded the carriage from the adjoining car.

	Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark denim jacket damp from rain.

	For one impossible second her brain refused to recognize him.

	Then he pushed a hand through messy dark hair, and the movement hit her like a physical collision.

	Noah.

	Her stomach dropped so hard it hurt.

	Noah Vale looked older in ways that unsettled her.

	Not drastically. Not enough to make him unfamiliar.

	But sharper somehow.

	The boy she remembered had always carried sunlight with him. Saltwater skin. Easy grin. Reckless energy that made everyone nearby feel pulled into orbit.

	This version looked quieter.

	More careful.

	A little tired around the eyes.

	Ellie instinctively turned toward the window before he could notice her.

	Her heartbeat thundered immediately.

	No, no, no.

	Of all the trains.

	Of all the days.

	She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with shaking fingers.

	Maybe he wouldn’t recognize her.

	Six years changes people.

	Maybe he’d walk past—

	“Ellie?”

	His voice stopped beside her seat.

	Warm. Lower than she remembered.

	God.

	Slowly, reluctantly, she looked up.

	Noah stared at her with open disbelief.

	For a moment neither of them spoke.

	Rain tapped softly against the windows.

	“You’re real,” he said finally, almost laughing.

	Ellie swallowed. “Apparently.”

	A faint smile touched his mouth then disappeared just as quickly.

	He still had the same eyes.

	Blue-gray like storms over the ocean.

	Seeing them again unlocked something painful and immediate inside her chest.

	“You cut your hair,” he said.

	“You got taller.”

	“That feels unfair considering I’m twenty-three.”

	Despite herself, Ellie almost smiled.

	Almost.

	An awkward silence followed.

	It settled heavily between them, crowded with years neither knew how to cross.

	Noah shifted the duffel bag on his shoulder. “Can I sit?”

	Ellie hesitated half a second too long before nodding.

	He slid into the empty seat across from her.

	Close enough that she could smell rainwater and cedar soap.

	Close enough to remember entirely too much.

	Summer nights on the beach.

	His hoodie wrapped around her shoulders.

	Music drifting from his truck radio.

	The way he once kissed her like she was something worth staying for.

	Ellie looked back out the window quickly.

	“So,” Noah said carefully, “you’re coming home?”

	“Just for the summer.”

	The answer came too fast.

	His expression flickered almost invisibly.

	“Right.”

	She hated that she noticed.

	“You?” she asked. “You still live there?”

	“Yeah.”

	Noah leaned back slightly, rubbing his jaw. “Never really left.”

	Somehow that hurt more than she expected.

	In her memories, Noah had always been moving toward something bigger. Music school. Touring. Escape.

	Seabrook was never supposed to keep him.

	“You still playing?” she asked before she could stop herself.

	His eyes shifted away.

	“Not much anymore.”

	Something in his tone closed the subject immediately.

	Ellie nodded slowly.

	The silence returned, heavier this time.

	Outside, the first glimpse of ocean appeared between trees—dark blue beneath the storm clouds.

	Noah noticed her looking.

	“Still hate the water when it storms?” he asked.

	She blinked, surprised he remembered.

	“I don’t hate it.”

	“You used to panic every time the waves got rough.”

	“I was fourteen.”

	“You cried because I went too far past the pier.”

	“I thought you were drowning.”

	“You screamed at me for an hour afterward.”

	A reluctant laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

	Noah smiled fully then.

	And there it was.

	That devastating, familiar smile.

	For one dangerous second it felt like no time had passed at all.

	Ellie looked down quickly.

	Her hands tightened around the sketchbook resting in her lap.

	Noah noticed it immediately.

	“You still draw?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“Can I see?”

	“No.”

	His eyebrows lifted slightly.

	“That bad?”

	“That personal.”

	Something unreadable crossed his face then.

	“Fair enough.”

	The train rocked gently beneath them.

	Ellie became painfully aware of how close his knee was to hers in the narrow seating space.

	She shifted slightly toward the window.

	Noah noticed that too.

	His expression dimmed just enough for guilt to prick unexpectedly at her chest.

	“You know,” he said quietly, “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

	Ellie stared out at the rain.

	Neither did I.

	But she couldn’t say that aloud.

	Not after how things ended.

	Not after the night she left Seabrook without even saying goodbye properly.

	Not after the last thing Noah ever said to her.

	If you go now, don’t expect me to wait for you.

	At sixteen, she’d thought he meant it cruelly.

	Older now, she wondered if maybe he’d only meant it honestly.

	“You disappeared pretty fast,” he added.

	The words weren’t accusing.

	That somehow made them worse.

	Ellie swallowed hard. “My dad wanted out after my mom died.”

	“I know.”

	His voice softened.

	That softness nearly undid her.

	For a moment the sounds of the train faded beneath the weight of memory.

	Hospital hallways.

	Black dresses.

	Packed boxes.

	Her father drinking coffee at midnight while pretending everything was normal.

	And Noah sitting beside her on the hood of his truck afterward, saying absolutely nothing while she cried against his shoulder.

	Back then silence between them had never felt uncomfortable.

	Now every pause felt dangerous.

	The conductor announced Seabrook Station in the distance.

	Ellie’s stomach twisted instantly.

	Noah glanced toward the window.

	“Storm’s getting worse.”

	As if on cue, thunder rolled faintly across the sky.

	The train began slowing.

	Small seaside houses appeared beyond the marshland now. Fishing boats rocked in the harbor. Familiar roads curved toward town.

	Everything looked smaller than she remembered.

	Or maybe she’d just grown up.

	Noah stood first, reaching for his duffel.

	“You got someone picking you up?”

	“Aunt June.”

	“She still driving that death-trap Jeep?”

	Ellie snorted softly. “Unfortunately.”

	“That thing should’ve died fifteen years ago.”

	“It probably tried.”

	Another smile.

	Another dangerous flicker of familiarity.

	The train hissed as it pulled into the station.

	People began crowding the aisle.

	Ellie shoved her sketchbook into her bag and stood carefully, but the train jolted suddenly beneath her feet.

	She stumbled sideways.

	Noah caught her arm instantly.

	The contact burned straight through her.

	His hand wrapped firmly around her sleeve, steadying her before either of them fully registered it.

	For a second they just stood there.

	Too close.

	Ellie could hear his breathing.

	Could see rainwater still clinging to the collar of his jacket.

	Something shifted in Noah’s expression then—something quieter and older than the boy she remembered.

	His hand loosened slowly.

	“You okay?” he asked softly.

	Ellie nodded too quickly.

	“Yeah.”

	But her voice came out breathless.

	Outside the station windows, rain poured heavily across Seabrook.

	Home waited beyond the storm.

	And somehow, after one train ride, nothing already felt simple anymore.

	


Chapter 2 — Saltwater Memories

	Rain followed Ellie all the way from the station to the café.

	Her aunt’s Jeep sounded like it might collapse every time it hit a pothole, which was often considering Seabrook’s roads had apparently not improved in the six years she’d been gone.

	“You’re staring,” Aunt June said from behind the wheel.

	“I’m assessing whether this car is street legal.”

	“It builds character.”

	“It builds tetanus.”

	June barked out a laugh loud enough to fill the entire Jeep. “God, I missed you.”

	Ellie smiled faintly and looked back out the window.

	Seabrook blurred past in streaks of neon reflections and rainwater. The town looked exactly the same and completely different at once.

	The old bookstore still leaned crookedly beside Harbor Street.

	The faded movie theater marquee still hadn’t been repaired.

	The marina lights still glowed gold against the dark water.

	But there were newer restaurants now too. Renovated storefronts. Fresh paint covering places Ellie remembered as worn-down and familiar.

	Time had moved here even while part of her believed Seabrook stayed frozen without her.

	“You’re quiet,” June observed.

	“Tired.”

	“Mhm.”

	Ellie glanced over.

	Her aunt was watching her knowingly through the reflection in the windshield.

	“What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“That look means something.”

	June shrugged innocently. “I just figured you weren’t expecting to run into Noah Vale before even making it into town.”

	Ellie nearly choked on air.

	“Oh my God. Did he tell you?”

	“Noah texted my son five minutes after getting off the train.” June grinned. “‘You’ll never guess who just scared ten years off my life.’”

	Heat climbed Ellie’s neck instantly.

	“That’s dramatic.”

	“You did vanish on him.”

	“I was sixteen.”

	“You were in love.”

	Ellie stared out the window before June could see the way her face changed.

	Rainwater raced sideways across the glass.

	People always said first love like it was something small and sweet. Something temporary.

	Nobody talked about how it rewired you.

	How years later, one familiar voice could still reach inside your chest and pull every old feeling awake.

	“We were kids,” Ellie muttered finally.

	June wisely let the subject drop.

	The Driftwood Café appeared at the end of Ocean Avenue ten minutes later, sitting exactly where memory left it.

	Ellie’s chest tightened instantly.

	Warm yellow lights glowed through wide windows fogged by steam and rain. The weathered blue sign above the porch still tilted slightly to the left. Wind chimes danced softly near the entrance.

	Home.

	Real home.

	Not apartments with temporary furniture and thin walls.

	Not crowded city streets where nobody knew her favorite pie or remembered her mother’s laugh.

	This place.

	This porch.

	This ocean.

	The second Ellie stepped out of the Jeep, salt air hit her lungs so sharply it almost hurt.

	God, she’d missed it.

	The sea roared somewhere beyond the dark dunes.

	June grabbed two grocery bags from the backseat. “You gonna stand there getting soaked all night?”

	Ellie blinked herself back to reality and hurried after her.

	The café smelled like cinnamon, coffee beans, and old wood polished by years of sea air.

	Instantly familiar.

	Instantly dangerous.

	Memory lived in places like this.

	Every table held ghosts.

	“There she is!”

	Her grandmother appeared from the kitchen carrying a tray of fresh biscuits despite the fact it was nearly midnight.

	Ellie barely had time to set her bag down before being wrapped into a tight hug.

	“Oh, sweetheart,” her grandmother whispered against her hair. “Look at you.”

	Emotion rose unexpectedly in Ellie’s throat.

	Her grandmother still smelled like vanilla and flour.

	Still wore oversized cardigans regardless of weather.

	Still held Ellie like she could somehow piece broken things back together with enough love.

	“You got thinner,” her grandmother scolded immediately after pulling away.

	“There it is,” Ellie said weakly. “The emotional damage.”

	“You live in the city for two years and suddenly people think iced coffee counts as breakfast.”

	“It does count.”

	“It absolutely does not.”

	June snorted from nearby. “Told you.”

	For the first time in months, Ellie laughed without forcing it.

	The sound startled her.

	They stayed up another hour drinking tea while rain battered the windows.

	Her grandmother filled her in on town gossip with terrifying enthusiasm.

	Apparently Mrs. Alden’s son got arrested after driving a golf cart drunk through the town fountain.

	The pier still needed repairs from last winter’s storms.

	Tourist season had already started early.

	And Noah—

	Ellie pretended not to notice every time his name slipped into conversation.

	“—helps down at the marina now mostly—”

	“—his father’s health hasn’t been great—”

	“—still fixes half the town’s boats because he can’t say no to anyone—”

	Each detail settled quietly somewhere inside her.

	After midnight, exhaustion finally pulled Ellie upstairs.

	Her old room remained almost untouched.

	Same slanted ceiling.

	Same faded concert posters.

	Same seashells lined across the windowsill.

	She dropped onto the bed slowly.

	The mattress creaked exactly the same way it used to.

	Outside her window, thunder rolled softly over the ocean.

	Ellie stared at the ceiling for a long time.

	Then, against her better judgment, she thought about Noah.

	Not the man on the train.

	The boy before that.

	Sixteen years old with sunburned shoulders and scraped knuckles from fixing engines.

	The first boy who ever looked at her like she was worth understanding.

	Back then summers felt endless.

	They’d spent entire days wandering Seabrook barefoot.

	Swimming off the docks.

	Sneaking into bonfires.

	Sharing cheap fries at the pier while Noah talked endlessly about music and leaving town someday.

	He used to carry a guitar everywhere.

	Ellie could still remember lying beside him in the bed of his truck while he played unfinished songs beneath the stars.

	“You know what your problem is?” he asked once.

	She turned toward him. “I have several. Be specific.”

	“You never stay in one place long enough to let people love you.”

	She laughed back then because she thought he was joking.

	Now the memory hurt too much to hold.

	Ellie rolled onto her side and shut her eyes.

	Outside, waves crashed endlessly against the shore.

	Sleep came slowly.

	—

	By morning the storm had passed.

	Sunlight spilled gold across Seabrook.

	Ellie woke to gulls screaming outside her window and the smell of bacon drifting upstairs.

	For one blissful second she forgot where she was.

	Then the ocean appeared outside the glass and memory returned all at once.

	Seabrook.

	Summer.

	Noah.

	She groaned into her pillow.

	“Breakfast!” her grandmother shouted from downstairs.

	Ellie dragged herself out of bed.

	The café was already busy when she came down wearing leggings and one of June’s oversized sweatshirts.

	Tourists crowded the tables near the windows. Coffee machines hissed nonstop behind the counter.

	“Look who finally lives,” June announced.

	Ellie flipped her off affectionately while tying an apron around her waist.

	Within minutes she fell back into old routines.

	Taking orders.

	Delivering pancakes.

	Refilling coffee cups.

	The work felt oddly comforting.

	Simple.

	Real.

	No emails. No deadlines. No gallery rejection letters sitting unopened in her inbox.

	Just movement and noise and sunlight reflecting off the ocean outside.

	By noon her feet hurt.

	By one o’clock she accidentally dropped an entire tray of orange juice.

	By two, she remembered exactly why working food service was a form of psychological warfare.

	Still, something inside her felt lighter than it had in months.

	During a brief lull, Ellie stepped outside onto the back deck overlooking the dunes.

	Wind tangled through her hair immediately.

	The ocean stretched endlessly before her, bright blue beneath the afternoon sun.

	God.

	She’d forgotten how beautiful Seabrook was.

	“You still disappear out here when things get loud.”

	Ellie startled so violently she nearly spilled her drink.

	Noah leaned casually against the deck railing beside the steps.

	Of course.

	Of course he’d appear the second she let her guard down.

	“You enjoy sneaking up on people?” she asked.

	“You always were easy to scare.”

	He wore a faded gray T-shirt today, sleeves rolled slightly over strong forearms dusted with grease stains.

	Probably from work.

	His hair looked damp from seawater.

	Ellie immediately hated herself for noticing.

	“What are you doing here?” she asked carefully.

	“Coffee.”

	“You hate coffee.”

	“I’m evolving.”

	She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

	Noah grinned.

	There it was again.

	That smile that made her forget entire conversations halfway through them.

	Dangerous.

	“June sent me out here,” he admitted finally. “Said you looked overwhelmed.”

	“She’s dramatic.”

	“She’s usually right.”

	Ellie looked back toward the ocean before answering.

	“You’re here a lot?”

	“In town?”

	“At the café.”

	“Sometimes.”

	Another pause settled between them.

	Less awkward than yesterday.

	Which somehow made it worse.

	Noah rested his elbows against the railing beside her. “You really staying all summer?”

	“That’s the plan.”

	“Then what?”

	She shrugged lightly. “Guess I’ll figure it out.”

	“You always say that.”

	Ellie glanced at him.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It means,” Noah said carefully, “you’ve been figuring things out since you were fifteen.”

	Something uncomfortably accurate landed inside her chest.

	Before she could answer, shouting erupted from the beach below.

	A group of teenagers sprinted toward the water carrying surfboards.

	Ellie watched them disappear laughing into the waves.

	For a second she saw herself there instead.

	Sixteen. Sunburned. Running beside Noah at sunset.

	There had been one night—

	God, she remembered it suddenly so clearly.

	A bonfire near the cliffs.

	Music echoing across the sand.

	She’d fallen asleep against Noah’s shoulder while everyone else talked around them.

	At some point he brushed hair from her face gently enough to wake her halfway.

	“You okay?” she whispered sleepily.

	Noah looked down at her like the answer mattered more than anything else in the world.

	“Yeah,” he said softly. “I think I am.”

	Ellie blinked hard, pulling herself back into the present.

	The memory left an ache behind.

	“You disappeared for a long time,” Noah said quietly beside her.

	She stared ahead at the water.

	“I know.”

	“I wrote you once.”

	That surprised her enough to look at him fully.

	“What?”

	He shrugged one shoulder, gaze fixed on the horizon instead of her.

	“After you left.”

	Ellie’s pulse skipped strangely.

	“What happened?”

	“You never answered.”

	Confusion creased her forehead. “I never got anything.”

	Now Noah looked at her.

	Really looked at her.

	Something shifted in his expression.

	Like an old misunderstanding cracking open slightly.

	“Oh,” he said quietly.

	Wind moved between them.

	Ellie’s stomach tightened unexpectedly.

	How many things had gone wrong simply because neither of them knew how to say what they meant back then?

	A voice suddenly shouted from inside the café.

	“Ellie! Table four says their eggs are emotionally disappointing!”

	June.

	Ellie groaned immediately.

	Noah laughed under his breath.

	The sound wrapped around her like sunlight she remembered too well.

	She hated how familiar it still felt.

	“I should go save breakfast apparently,” she muttered.

	Noah nodded once.

	But before she turned away, he said softly:

	“It’s good you came back.”

	Simple words.

	Nothing dramatic.

	Still, they followed her the rest of the afternoon like a second heartbeat.

	And later that night, long after the café closed and the sky turned pink over the water, Ellie found herself standing alone on the beach staring toward the distant marina lights.

	Toward where she knew Noah probably was.

	The ocean wind curled around her ankles.

	Saltwater memories everywhere.

	And summer had only just begun.

	


Chapter 3 — The Boy by the Pier

	The storm arrived sometime after midnight.

	Ellie woke to the sound of rattling windows and wind dragging branches across the roof like fingernails. For a moment she didn’t know where she was. The room was dark except for pale flashes of lightning that slipped through the curtains in silver bursts.

	Then the smell of salt and rain grounded her.

	Seabrook.

	The old house.

	The summer she still wasn’t sure she wanted.

	Thunder rolled over the coast hard enough to shake the floorboards beneath her bed. Ellie sat up slowly and rubbed sleep from her eyes. Downstairs, she could hear her grandmother moving around the kitchen.

	Of course she was awake.

	Margaret Hart treated storms the way some people treated unexpected guests—annoyed, but prepared to feed them anyway.

	Ellie pulled on a sweatshirt and padded downstairs. The kitchen glowed warm against the chaos outside. Rain battered the windows while the kettle hissed softly on the stove.

	Her grandmother stood near the counter with her gray curls tied back in a scarf, staring out toward the ocean through the small window above the sink.

	“You hear that wind?” Margaret muttered. “Pier’s probably getting torn apart.”

	Ellie yawned. “You say that every storm.”

	“And every storm proves me right.”

	Another violent gust rattled the back door.

	Margaret handed Ellie a mug of tea. “Dock’s old. Been old for years. I told the town council that marina expansion was changing the current.” She shook her head. “Nobody listens to old women until something breaks.”

	Ellie leaned against the counter, warming her hands around the mug. “Think the café’ll be okay?”

	“The café survives everything.” Margaret gave her a look. “Men, storms, taxes. That building’s immortal.”

	Ellie smiled faintly.

	Outside, lightning cracked over the water again, illuminating the coastline for one brief white second. The ocean looked furious.

	And for reasons she didn’t fully understand, Ellie suddenly thought of Noah.

	She imagined him down at the marina, securing boats against the weather. He’d always loved storms when they stayed safely offshore. As teenagers, he used to drag her onto the cliffs to watch lightning strike the sea.

	“It reminds people they’re small,” he once told her.

	At sixteen, Ellie thought that sounded poetic.

	At twenty-one, it sounded lonely.

	The power flickered once overhead before stabilizing.

	Margaret sighed dramatically. “If electricity goes out, I’m blaming Noah Vale.”

	Ellie blinked. “Why Noah?”

	“Because that boy’s involved in everything near the water.” Margaret sipped her tea. “Besides, blaming him has become one of my favorite hobbies.”

	Ellie hid a smile behind her mug.

	Some things in Seabrook truly never changed.

	—

	By morning, the storm had passed.

	The sky turned brilliantly blue in that strange way it only could after destruction, sunlight sparkling innocently over puddles and broken branches like it hadn’t caused trouble all night.

	Ellie stepped onto the café porch and froze.

	Half the dock was gone.

	Wooden planks floated crookedly in the shallow
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