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Chapter 1: First Encounter
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Setting: A small coastal town in autumn. The sun is setting, casting a warm orange glow over the beach.

––––––––
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SOPHIA CARTER HADN’T been back in the town since she left for college, and yet, everything felt strangely familiar. The little coastal town was just as she remembered—calm, quiet, and almost dreamlike. The salty sea breeze whispered in her ear, pulling her into memories she had buried deep. The waves crashed on the shore, the same rhythmic lull that had comforted her as a teenager.

She hadn’t intended to stay long. It had been nearly three years since her world had fallen apart. Her engagement had ended in heartbreak, her dreams of the future shattered, and she needed a fresh start. Her family had urged her to return to this town, to find peace again. But Sophia wasn’t sure that was possible.

As she walked along the beach, something drew her to the little café that had been a staple of her childhood. It stood at the corner of the pier, its windows fogged with warmth, a sign of life inside. She hadn’t thought about the café in years—until now. But it wasn’t just the place that pulled her in. It was the memories.

Sophia hesitated at the door for a moment. Taking a deep breath, she pushed it open. The bell above the door chimed lightly, and there he was.

Ethan Gray.

He was behind the counter, his hands expertly moving, preparing coffee for a customer. When he glanced up, his eyes widened in recognition. 

"Sophia?" he asked, almost incredulous.

Sophia smiled nervously, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s been a while.”

Ethan paused, setting down the espresso machine’s portafilter. “It’s been more than a while. You look... different.”

Sophia’s heart raced. She hadn’t seen Ethan in years, but his smile was the same, the way his eyes softened when he spoke. They had been friends once, long ago. Before everything changed.

“I guess we both have,” she replied softly. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Ethan smiled, though there was a trace of something else in his expression—something hidden, a part of him that he hadn’t revealed yet. “I’ve always been here. This place is home.”

Sophia looked around the café, a mixture of nostalgia and sadness settling over her. “I’ve forgotten how comforting it is here. I didn’t think I’d ever come back.”

“You always had a way of running away,” Ethan said quietly. His voice was soft, but there was an edge to it—like a door half-open, a memory not yet fully unlocked.

Sophia swallowed, uncomfortable with where the conversation was heading. She could feel the old wounds stirring, the ones she thought she had buried long ago. But she didn’t know how to stop it, or if she even wanted to.

“Maybe I’ve come back for a reason,” she whispered, unsure if the words meant anything or if they were just a fleeting thought.

Ethan studied her for a long moment, his gaze intense. “Maybe you have.” 
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Chapter 2: The Past Revisited
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Setting: The café, a quiet afternoon.
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DAYS TURNED INTO WEEKS, and Sophia found herself returning to the café more often than she intended. She would go for a cup of coffee, and then another, until the sun started to set. Ethan had made it clear he wasn’t going anywhere, and neither, it seemed, was she.

Their conversations were casual at first—small talk about the weather, the town’s happenings, and the changes that had occurred since she left. But soon, their words grew deeper, more intimate. There was a tension between them, unspoken, but undeniable. They had once been friends, and now, it seemed there was something more—something neither of them wanted to admit.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time here lately,” Ethan remarked one afternoon as Sophia sat across from him, her sketchpad open, though she wasn’t really drawing. She was just absentmindedly doodling while trying to avoid eye contact.

Sophia shrugged, her fingers tapping against the cup of coffee. “I don’t know where else to go. This place feels safe.”

Ethan nodded. “Safe. Yeah, I get that.”

There was a long pause, the air thick with unspoken words. Ethan’s eyes softened as he watched her, but his expression remained guarded. He had always been this way—quiet, reserved, and difficult to read. But Sophia could tell he was different now, harder in some ways. She couldn’t help but wonder what had happened in the years since they’d last spoken.

“I’m glad you came back,” he said finally, breaking the silence. “It’s good to see you again.”

Sophia smiled, though it felt bittersweet. “I didn’t expect to be back here for this long. I thought I’d be in and out, you know? Just get my bearings and leave.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, looking out the window toward the beach. “What happened? Why’d you leave in the first place?”

Sophia’s heart stuttered. She had never told anyone the full story. Not even her family. It was too painful, too raw.

“I... I needed a fresh start,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t ready for what life threw at me.”

Ethan didn’t press. He simply nodded, his gaze never leaving her face. There was something in his eyes—something almost like understanding.

For a moment, the silence felt comfortable. Like two people who didn’t need to say everything to know what the other was feeling.
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Chapter 3: The Catalyst
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Setting: The café, late evening.

The evening air had grown cooler, and the café was nearly empty. The soft hum of the espresso machine was the only sound breaking the silence. Ethan was wiping down the counter when Sophia walked in. She had been avoiding him for a few days—too many feelings swirling in her chest, too many memories she wasn’t ready to confront. 

But now, there was no turning back.

“Hey,” Ethan greeted, his voice warm but with a hint of something else. It wasn’t quite worry, but it was close.

Sophia offered him a small smile. “Hey.”

She made her way to the counter, taking a seat on one of the stools, her fingers nervously tapping against the countertop.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” Ethan said bluntly, not looking up from the rag in his hands.

Sophia flinched, but didn’t back down. “I’m not avoiding you.”

“Then why haven’t you been around?” he pressed, his gaze meeting hers for the first time that evening. His eyes were intense, searching. 

Sophia hesitated. “Because I’m scared.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, setting the rag aside. “Scared of what?”

“Of feeling again,” she admitted softly. “Of letting someone in. You were the last person I ever thought I’d come back to. And I’m not sure I can handle it.”

Ethan’s expression softened. He stepped closer to her, his voice quieter now. “I know what that feels like. Believe me. But sometimes... sometimes
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