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The cottage looked smaller than Lina remembered.

Maybe grief did that to places.

Or maybe eight years away had turned her memories into something softer than reality.

The narrow gravel driveway was half swallowed by sea grass. White paint peeled from the porch railings in curled strips that fluttered in the wind like old paper. The screen door still hung slightly crooked, shifting with every gust coming off the ocean.

Nothing about it should have made her chest tighten.

And yet standing there felt like reopening a wound that had only ever healed on the surface.

Lina shut off the engine but didn’t move.

The air outside shimmered with July heat. Salt clung to the breeze drifting through the cracked car windows, carrying the distant crash of waves from the shoreline beyond the dunes. Somewhere farther down the road, music floated faintly from a beach bar already alive for the evening crowd.

Everything about Seabrook sounded exactly the same.

That was the problem.

Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel.

Eight years.

Eight years since she’d packed two duffel bags into the trunk of her mother’s old Honda and left town before sunrise without saying goodbye to anyone except her grandmother.

Eight years since she’d promised herself she would never come back.

And now here she was because life had a cruel sense of humor.

Her phone buzzed in the cup holder.

Maya.

Lina sighed before answering. “If you’re calling to tell me this is a terrible idea, you’re about six hours too late.”

Her best friend laughed softly through the speaker. “You made it?”

“Unfortunately.”

“How bad is it?”

Lina looked toward the cottage again.

Worse than bad would’ve been easier somehow. If the place had collapsed into ruin, she could’ve hated it. Could’ve detached herself from it.

Instead it stood there stubbornly intact, weathered but familiar, like it had been waiting patiently for her return.

“It looks exactly the same,” she admitted quietly.

There was a pause on the line.

Maya knew what that meant.

“You don’t have to stay long,” she said carefully. “Fix the place up, sell it, take the money, and leave. Three months. That’s it.”

Three months.

Until August.

That had been the agreement when the lawyer called her in Charleston two weeks ago after the funeral she’d missed because she’d been crying in a grocery store parking lot over losing her job.

Her grandmother had left her the cottage.

Half of it, anyway.

Lina exhaled slowly. “Right. Easy.”

“Hey.” Maya’s voice softened. “You can do hard things. You always could.”

The words landed somewhere painful.

Because lately, Lina wasn’t sure that was true anymore.

At twenty-nine, her life looked nothing like she’d imagined.

No apartment.
No relationship.
No stable career after the marketing firm downsized her out without a second thought.
Just debt, exhaustion, and the humiliating realization that she had nowhere else to go.

Returning to Seabrook wasn’t a brave homecoming.

It was retreat.

“I should go,” Lina murmured.

“You okay?”

No.

But she said, “Yeah.”

Another lie.

After hanging up, Lina rested her forehead briefly against the steering wheel.

The silence inside the car wrapped around her heavily.

She could still turn around.

Drive away.
Find a cheap motel somewhere.
Figure something else out.
But then she remembered the email from her landlord.
The remaining balance on her credit card.
The terrifying number in her bank account.
Reality had a way of cornering people.

With a tired sigh, she climbed out of the car.

Heat immediately pressed against her skin. The humid air curled her dark hair at the edges as she walked slowly toward the porch, sandals crunching against gravel.

The old wooden steps creaked beneath her weight.

Memories hit hard and fast.

Bare feet covered in sand.
Her grandmother humming in the kitchen.
Summer thunderstorms rattling the windows.
Laughter spilling through open screens.
And Noah.

Lina stopped abruptly.

There, parked beside the side fence partially hidden beneath a palm tree, sat a black pickup truck.

A truck she recognized instantly.

Her pulse stumbled.

No.

No, no, no.

Her stomach dropped so suddenly she gripped the porch railing.

She knew that truck.

Even after all these years.

Especially after all these years.

Before she could think better of it, the cottage door swung open.

And there he was.

Noah Mercer looked older in ways that mattered.

Broader shoulders.
Darker tan.
Stronger jaw beneath rough stubble.
But it was his eyes that nearly destroyed her.

Same stormy gray.
Same impossible intensity.
For one suspended second neither of them moved.

The world narrowed painfully.

Lina became aware of ridiculous things:
the ocean wind shifting his shirt against his chest,
the faint scar still cutting through one eyebrow,
the way his hand tightened around the doorknob when he saw her.
Shock flickered across his face first.

Then something unreadable.

Something guarded.

“Well,” he said finally, voice rougher than she remembered. “You’re late.”

Her breath caught.

God.

Even his voice felt dangerous.

Lina crossed her arms tightly, trying to force herself back together. “Nice to see you too.”

Noah stepped fully onto the porch.

He wore a faded gray T-shirt dusted with paint near the collar and worn jeans sitting low on his hips. Like he’d been working.

Like he belonged here.

Maybe he still did.

The realization stung unexpectedly.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

One dark eyebrow lifted slightly. “I could ask you the same thing.”

“My grandmother left me this cottage.”

A strange expression crossed his face.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Mine too.”

The words hit like cold water.

Lina stared at him. “What?”

Noah looked away briefly toward the ocean before meeting her eyes again.

“She left it to both of us.”

Silence crashed between them.

“What do you mean both of us?”

“The deed’s split fifty-fifty.” His voice stayed calm, maddeningly calm. “Lawyer called me two weeks ago.”

Lina blinked hard.

“No.” She shook her head immediately. “No, there has to be some mistake.”

“There isn’t.”

Her grandmother wouldn’t do this.

Would she?

Except suddenly Lina remembered all the summers Noah had spent here too.

Helping repair storm damage.
Eating dinner at their tiny kitchen table.
Sleeping on the couch after fights with his father.
Existing inside this house like he belonged to it almost as much as she did.
Because maybe he had.

“Oh my God,” she whispered.

Noah watched her carefully.

“You didn’t know.”

It wasn’t a question.

Lina laughed once under her breath, sharp and humorless. “Clearly.”

The wind picked up harder between them, carrying the scent of rain somewhere far off over the water.

A storm was coming.

She could feel it in her bones.

Noah glanced toward the horizon automatically, like he’d sensed it too.

That tiny familiar gesture hurt more than it should have.

“How long are you staying?” he asked.

Lina forced herself to answer evenly. “Long enough to renovate the place and sell it.”

Something flickered in his expression again.

Gone too fast to read.

“You want to sell it.”

“Yes.”

“That was quick.”

“It’s a house, Noah.”

His jaw tightened almost invisibly.

“No,” he said quietly. “It’s not.”

The tension between them shifted suddenly into something deeper.
Older.
Dangerous.

Lina looked away first.

Because standing this close to him already felt too much like stepping backward in time.

And that terrified her more than seeing him ever could.

The screen door creaked open behind him as he stepped aside.

“You should come in,” he said.

Not warm.
Not cold.
Just careful.

Like they were standing inside the wreckage of something neither of them knew how to touch anymore.

Lina hesitated.

Then she crossed the threshold anyway.

The cottage smelled like cedarwood, salt air, and memories.

Her grandmother’s old blue dishes still sat stacked inside the kitchen cabinet. The faded floral curtains remained above the sink. A tiny crack still split the corner tile near the fridge where Lina had dropped a glass pitcher when she was sixteen.

Nothing had changed.

Except everything had.

She set her bag beside the couch slowly.

Noah stayed near the doorway, giving her distance she suddenly hated him for needing.

“You’ve been here awhile?” she asked.

“Couple weeks.”

“Alone?”

His gaze flicked toward her.

“Yeah.”

Something in her chest loosened slightly before she could stop it.

Embarrassing.

Lina moved toward the kitchen mostly to avoid his eyes. “The lawyer didn’t mention you were already staying here.”

“He probably assumed you knew.”

“Well, I didn’t.”

A beat of silence passed.

Then Noah said quietly, “You stopped asking about me a long time ago.”

The words landed softly.

Still, they cut.

Lina swallowed hard.

She turned toward the sink so he wouldn’t see her expression.

Outside, thunder rumbled faintly in the distance.

And for the first time since returning to Seabrook, Lina realized something terrifying.

This summer was not going to let her survive unchanged.
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Lina barely slept.

The cottage groaned differently at night than she remembered.

Older somehow.

The ocean wind pushed against the windows in uneven bursts, rattling the loose screen door every few minutes like someone trying to come inside. Pipes hummed softly through the walls. Somewhere outside, palm leaves scraped against the roof with a dry whispering sound that kept pulling her awake.

Or maybe it wasn’t the cottage at all.

Maybe it was Noah sleeping twenty feet away.

The thought alone made her turn over for what felt like the hundredth time.

Her childhood bedroom looked smaller now, the slanted ceiling lower than she remembered. Moonlight spilled through the thin curtains, painting pale silver lines across the floorboards.

Lina stared at them while memories moved restlessly through her chest.

Noah at seventeen, sitting cross-legged on this exact floor while fixing the old radio her grandmother refused to throw away.

Noah at nineteen, stretched across her bed reading one of her college brochures aloud in a dramatic voice just to make her laugh.

Noah at twenty-one, standing outside this room with heartbreak written all over his face while she packed her bags and refused to explain why she was leaving.

Her throat tightened.

She shut her eyes hard.

Bad idea.

Coming here had been a very bad idea.

The problem was that Seabrook carried memory like humidity. It clung to everything. The walls, the salt air, the floorboards beneath her feet.

And Noah was tangled through all of it.

At nearly two in the morning, Lina finally gave up on sleep entirely.

She slipped quietly from bed and padded toward the kitchen, careful not to make noise.

The cottage was dark except for the soft blue glow of moonlight through the windows. She opened the fridge, wincing at the brightness.

Orange juice.
Beer.
Half a carton of eggs.
Takeout containers.
Definitely Noah’s groceries.

For some reason that realization felt strangely intimate.

She grabbed a bottle of water and turned—

And nearly walked directly into him.

Lina gasped softly, stumbling backward.

Noah caught her elbow instantly.

Warm fingers closed around her bare skin.

Every nerve ending in her body lit up.

“Sorry,” he murmured immediately, letting go like he’d felt it too.

The kitchen suddenly felt far too small.

He stood there shirtless, wearing only gray sweatpants hanging low on his hips, his dark hair damp like he’d just showered.

Lina’s brain stopped functioning properly for a full second.

That was unfortunate.

Because Noah Mercer at thirty-one was unfairly attractive in a way that felt actively hostile to her peace.

Broad chest.
Strong shoulders.
A faint line of tattoos disappearing beneath one arm she definitely did not remember.
Her eyes flicked away instantly.

Too late.

The corner of Noah’s mouth moved slightly.

“You always scare this easily during storms?”

Only then did she notice the distant thunder outside.

Another storm approaching.

“Some people sleep at night,” she muttered.

“You used to sleep through hurricanes.”

“You used to eat crayons.”

His low laugh surprised both of them.

The sound settled briefly into the room, warm and familiar.

Dangerously familiar.

Lina unscrewed the water bottle quickly just to have something to do with her hands. “I forgot how loud this house is.”

“It’s worse when the wind changes direction.”

“You still remember that?”

Noah leaned against the counter across from her. “I remember everything about this place.”

The way he said it made her chest ache unexpectedly.

Because she knew he wasn’t only talking about the cottage.

Thunder rolled louder this time.

Rain began moments later, tapping softly against the windows before quickly intensifying into a steady downpour.

Lina glanced outside automatically.

Noah noticed.

“You still hate storms.”

It wasn’t a question.

She crossed her arms loosely. “I tolerate them better now.”

Another lie.

He knew it too.

For a second neither spoke.

Rain hammered harder against the roof.

The silence between them wasn’t empty. It felt crowded. Thick with things they used to know about each other automatically.

Noah reached past her for the cabinet above the sink.

His chest brushed lightly against her shoulder in the process.

Barely a touch.

Still enough to completely wreck her concentration.

She stepped back too fast and bumped the counter behind her.

Noah paused.

Gray eyes lifted to hers slowly.

There it was again.

That unbearable awareness.

The kind that used to exist between them constantly before everything broke apart.

Lina swallowed hard.

“We should probably talk about the renovation,” she said quickly.

A muscle moved in Noah’s jaw.

“Right.” His voice roughened slightly. “The renovation.”

Business.
Safe territory.
Good.

She focused on that.

“How bad is it?”

“The roof over the guest room leaks.” He grabbed a beer from the fridge but didn’t open it. “Back porch needs replacing eventually. Kitchen plumbing’s a mess.”

“And the electrical?”

“Still alive somehow.”

Lina huffed out a quiet laugh before she could stop herself.

Noah looked at her then really looked at her.

Something softened in his face so quickly it almost hurt to witness.

God.

She needed distance from him immediately.

Instead she asked, “How much do you think repairs will cost?”

“Depends how much we do ourselves.”

“We?”

His eyes held hers steadily. “You planning to disappear again?”

The question sliced cleanly through the fragile calm in the room.

Lina froze.

There it was.

The real thing beneath everything else.

She set the water bottle down carefully. “I’m here now.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Thunder cracked loudly overhead.

She hated that storms always made emotions feel closer to the surface.

“I don’t owe you explanations anymore, Noah.”

Something flickered across his expression.
Hurt maybe.
But it disappeared almost instantly behind restraint.

“No,” he agreed quietly. “Guess not.”

Guilt twisted low in her stomach.

She looked away first.

Outside, rain blurred the porch lights into soft gold smears against the dark.

“This place meant a lot to her,” Noah said after a long silence.

Lina blinked.

Her grandmother.

“She loved this cottage more than anything.”

Noah nodded slightly. “She loved you more.”

Emotion hit unexpectedly hard.

Lina looked down quickly, blinking against sudden tears.

Missing the funeral already felt unbearable enough. Hearing him mention her made the grief feel fresh again.

Noah noticed immediately.

Of course he did.

He always noticed.

His voice softened. “Hey.”

That one word nearly undid her.

Because for one dangerous second, it sounded exactly like before.

Like late nights on this porch.
Like whispered conversations in the dark.
Like being loved by someone who knew every version of her.
Lina inhaled shakily. “I should’ve come sooner.”

“You were working.”

“I lost my job.”

The words slipped out before she meant them to.

Silence.

Noah straightened slowly. “What?”

Lina instantly regretted saying it.

She hated looking unstable.
Lost.
Pathetic.
Especially in front of him.

“It’s fine,” she said quickly. “The company downsized.”

“When?”

“Three weeks ago.”

“And you didn’t tell anyone?”

“There wasn’t really anyone to tell.”

The second the words left her mouth, she realized how true they were.

Something changed in Noah’s face.

Not pity.

Something worse.

Concern.

The kind she used to depend on too much.

“That’s why you came back,” he said quietly.

Lina laughed softly without humor. “Trust me, this wasn’t some dramatic return-home fantasy.”

“No?”

“No.”

Rain pounded harder against the windows.

For a long moment Noah simply watched her.

Then he said carefully, “You don’t have to act like everything’s okay here.”

Her chest tightened painfully.

Because he said it like he remembered she used to.

Like he remembered the version of her who cried privately in bathroom mirrors and pretended she was fine five minutes later.

Like he remembered too much.

“I’m tired,” Lina said abruptly.

A lie again.

But this one he let pass.

Noah nodded once and stepped aside to let her move past him.

She made it halfway down the hallway before his voice stopped her.

“I kept your room the same.”

Lina turned slowly.

He stood in the kitchen shadows, one hand braced against the counter.

“What?”

“After you left.” His gaze dropped briefly before returning to hers. “Your grandmother wanted to redo it eventually. I told her not to.”

Her heartbeat stumbled.

Why?

The question hovered painfully between them.

Why would he care?

Why preserve a room belonging to someone who abandoned him?

Noah looked away first this time.

“Goodnight, Lina.”

She should’ve walked away immediately.

Instead she stood there staring at him while rain thundered against the roof and years of unresolved feelings pressed heavily between them.

Then quietly, before she could stop herself, she asked:

“Did you ever hate me?”

The question changed the entire room.

Noah went completely still.

Outside, lightning flashed white through the windows.

For one suspended moment he looked exactly like the boy she used to love.

Raw.
Guarded.
Devastatingly familiar.
Then his eyes met hers.

And very softly, he said:

“No.”

The word hit harder than anger ever could have.

Because hate would’ve meant he moved on.

Lina’s throat tightened painfully.

Noah held her gaze another second before finally adding, voice rough and low:

“That was kind of the problem.”

And just like that, she knew this summer was going to break her heart all over again.
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Lina woke to sunlight and the sound of hammering.

For one blissful second, she forgot where she was.

Then the ocean breeze drifted through the cracked bedroom window carrying salt air and distant gull cries, and memory returned all at once.

Seabrook.
The cottage.
Noah.
That conversation in the hallway last night.

That was kind of the problem.

Her stomach tightened instantly.

Lina groaned softly and pulled a pillow over her face.

This was exactly why coming home had been a terrible idea.

Noah had always known how to say things that lodged themselves beneath her skin and stayed there for days.

She rolled onto her back again, staring at the ceiling fan turning lazily overhead.

Outside, hammering continued steadily.

He was already working.

Of course he was.

Noah had never known how to sit still when something inside him hurt.

The realization came too naturally.

That bothered her more than it should.

With a sigh, Lina forced herself out of bed and padded toward the bathroom. The mirror above the sink reflected tangled dark hair, sleep-heavy eyes, and the emotional exhaustion of someone who definitely should not be sharing a house with the man who used to know her better than anyone alive.

By the time she reached the kitchen twenty minutes later, the cottage smelled faintly like coffee and sawdust.

The back door stood open.

Lina stepped onto the porch carefully.

And immediately forgot how to breathe normally.

Noah stood shirtless in the morning sunlight repairing one of the loose railings.

Sweat glinted along his shoulders. A tool belt hung low around his waist, exposing a narrow line of skin above worn jeans. His forearm flexed as he tightened something with a drill, tattoos shifting slightly with the movement.

It should’ve been illegal for one person to look that good before ten in the morning.

Lina crossed her arms defensively.

Mostly against herself.

“You know shirts exist, right?”

Noah glanced up immediately.

That dangerous flicker of surprise crossed his face again like he still wasn’t fully used to seeing her here.

“Morning to you too.”

His voice carried easily over the sound of waves.

Warm sunlight hit his gray eyes, turning them almost silver.

Lina hated that she noticed.

“I made coffee,” he added.

“Trying to bribe me already?”

A corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “You were always easier to deal with caffeinated.”

The casual familiarity of the comment landed strangely deep.

Because once upon a time, Noah had known every version of her.

Sleepy Lina.
Angry Lina.
Heartbroken Lina.
The version who danced barefoot in kitchens and cried during sad commercials and pretended thunderstorms didn’t scare her as much when he was nearby.
No one had known her like that since.

The thought unsettled her enough that she retreated into sarcasm.

“Careful,” she said. “You almost sounded nice just now.”

Noah leaned one arm against the porch railing he’d been fixing. “You always this defensive in the morning?”

“Only around emotionally complicated men.”

Something unreadable flashed across his face.

Then his gaze dropped briefly to her legs.

Just for a second.

But Lina noticed.

God.

She suddenly became painfully aware she was wearing old sleep shorts and one of her college T-shirts.

Noah looked away first.

“Coffee’s inside,” he said roughly.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Lina bit back the tiniest smile.

Maybe she wasn’t the only one struggling here.

Inside, she poured herself a cup and wandered slowly through the kitchen while Noah continued working outside.

The cottage looked different in daylight.

Smaller.
More fragile.
But somehow still warm.

She ran her fingertips along the old kitchen counter, pausing near the faded pencil marks carved into the wall beside the pantry door.

Height measurements.

Years of them.

Lina at age ten.
Noah at thirteen.
Her grandmother’s messy handwriting beside each line.
A lump rose unexpectedly in her throat.

God, she missed her.

The grief still felt strange and unfinished. Missing the funeral had turned everything unreal somehow, like her grandmother might still call randomly to complain about tourists crowding the beach.

Lina swallowed hard and looked away.

Outside, the drill stopped.

A second later, footsteps crossed the porch.

Then Noah appeared in the doorway holding two dusty old wooden boards.

“You okay?”

The question caught her off guard.

She forced a quick nod. “Fine.”

His eyes flicked briefly toward the height marks.

Of course he understood immediately.

“You hungry?” he asked quietly.

The gentleness in his tone nearly hurt worse than sympathy would have.

Lina wrapped both hands around her coffee mug. “I can make something.”

“I already ate.”

“Of course you did.”

His eyebrow lifted slightly.

“You still skip breakfast?”

“You still notice?”

Silence settled briefly between them.

Not awkward.

Worse.

Familiar.

Noah set the boards near the wall. “We should probably go through the place today. Figure out what needs fixing first.”

Lina nodded quickly, grateful for practical conversation. “Right. Good idea.”

Business.
Safe.
Normal.
Definitely preferable to whatever this emotional landmine situation was becoming.

Noah grabbed a folded notebook from the counter and flipped it open. “Roof’s priority. There’s water damage in the guest room ceiling.”

“You already checked everything?”

“Mostly.”

“You made a list?”

Another tiny shrug. “Didn’t want the place falling apart.”

Something about the way he said it twisted painfully inside her.

Because Noah had always protected things he loved quietly.

Without asking for recognition.

Lina took another sip of coffee. “Okay. So what’s first?”

Noah looked toward the hallway. “Bathroom sink’s leaking again.”

She laughed softly before she could stop herself.

“That sink has been leaking since I was twelve.”

“And you still used enough hair products to destroy the plumbing anyway.”

Lina stared at him. “You absolutely did not just insult my hair in 2026.”

His low laugh hit her straight in the chest.

God.

That sound.

It pulled memories out of her so fast it almost made her dizzy.

Summer nights.
Bonfires.
His hand brushing hers secretly under tables.
The feeling of being eighteen and certain someone would love you forever.
Dangerous memories.

Lina cleared her throat quickly. “Show me the sink.”

The bathroom was tiny, humid, and somehow even more awkward with Noah standing directly behind her while she crouched beside the cabinet beneath the sink.

“Pipe’s loose here,” he said, reaching past her.

His arm brushed against her shoulder.

Again.

Every accidental touch between them felt charged now.

Like their bodies remembered each other before their minds allowed it.

Lina shifted slightly and bumped backward directly into his chest.

Both of them froze.

Oh no.

For one horrifying second neither moved.

Noah’s breath caught almost silently above her.

Heat spread instantly through Lina’s entire body.

The bathroom suddenly felt microscopic.

Slowly—carefully—she turned her head just enough to glance upward.

Big mistake.

Noah was already looking at her.

Too close.

Way too close.

His gray eyes dropped briefly to her mouth before lifting again.

The air changed.

Lina felt it immediately.

That pull.

That old unbearable gravity between them.

“Noah—”

A loud knock exploded against the front door.

They jumped apart so fast it was almost embarrassing.

Lina stood abruptly, smacking her elbow against the sink cabinet.

“Ow—”

Noah caught her arm instantly. “You okay?”

Another knock interrupted before she could answer.

“Lina Reyes!” a woman’s voice yelled dramatically from outside. “If you don’t open this door right now, I swear I’ll climb through a window.”

Lina blinked.

Then groaned.

“Oh my God.”

Noah stepped back slowly, expression unreadable again.

“Who’s that?”

She rubbed her elbow. “Trouble.”

A second later the front door burst open and a whirlwind of blonde curls, oversized sunglasses, and chaotic energy stormed into the cottage.

“SURPRISE.”

Lina laughed despite herself as Avery Bennett launched herself at her.

“You’re insane,” Lina said, hugging her tightly.

“Correct.” Avery pulled back dramatically. “But you disappeared for eight years, so honestly this reaction feels justified.”

Avery had been Lina’s best friend growing up alongside Noah.

Wild.
Loud.
Completely incapable of subtlety.
Which meant Lina noticed the exact second Avery spotted Noah standing behind her.

Avery’s eyes widened slowly.

Then widened more.

“Well,” she said carefully. “This is emotionally terrifying.”

Noah snorted softly.

Traitor.

Avery pointed between them immediately. “Are you two living here together?”

“No,” Lina said at the exact same time Noah said, “Temporarily.”

Avery stared.

“Oh this is going to be messy.”

Lina groaned. “Please leave.”

“Absolutely not.” Avery dropped onto the couch like she owned the place. “This is the most interesting thing that’s happened in Seabrook all summer.”

Noah muttered something under his breath that suspiciously sounded like Jesus Christ.

Avery grinned wickedly.

Then she looked directly at Lina.

“So,” she said innocently, “have you two kissed yet or are we pretending emotional tension isn’t happening here?”

Lina nearly choked.

“Noah,” she said flatly, “your friend needs psychiatric evaluation.”

But Noah was suddenly very interested in hiding a smile.

Which was honestly worse.
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By noon, the entire town knew Lina Reyes was back.

Small coastal towns operated like gossip moved through seawater. Quietly. Inevitably. Everywhere at once.

Especially when the girl who left eight years ago without warning suddenly returned to live in a beach cottage with Noah Mercer.

Lina discovered this unfortunate reality while standing in line at Seabrook Market holding iced coffee and trying very hard not to make eye contact with anyone.

It wasn’t working.

“Oh my God.”

Too late.

Lina closed her eyes briefly before turning around.

Mrs. Delaney stood frozen near the fruit section, one hand pressed dramatically against her chest like Lina had risen from the dead instead of merely returning home.

“Well,” the older woman breathed. “Would you look at that.”

“Hi, Mrs. Delaney.”

“You came back.”

Apparently.

Lina smiled politely while internally considering escape routes.

Mrs. Delaney hurried forward and grabbed both her hands warmly. “Your grandmother would be so happy.”

Grief hit unexpectedly hard again.

Lina swallowed carefully. “I miss her.”

The older woman’s expression softened immediately. “We all do, sweetheart.”

For a second, genuine emotion pushed past Lina’s defenses.

Then Mrs. Delaney ruined it completely by lowering her voice and asking:

“So are you and Noah finally together now?”

Lina nearly inhaled her own tongue.

“What?”

Mrs. Delaney blinked innocently. “Well, everyone always thought eventually—”

“No,” Lina interrupted quickly. “We’re renovating the cottage.”

“Mhm.”

“That’s literally it.”

“Mhm.”

That mhm carried generations of judgment.

Lina sighed. “You sound exactly like Avery.”

“Smart girl.”

Before Lina could defend herself further, the market door opened again.

And suddenly the entire room shifted.

Noah walked in carrying a toolbox under one arm.

Conversation around the store visibly dimmed.

Not because people feared him.

Because Noah Mercer had that quiet kind of presence that naturally pulled attention without trying.

Tall.
Broad shoulders.
Sun-warmed skin.
Dark gray T-shirt clinging slightly from the heat outside.
Lina hated the tiny involuntary reaction her body had every single time she saw him.

It was becoming a serious issue.

Noah spotted her immediately.

Of course he did.

His gaze held hers briefly across the store before moving toward Mrs. Delaney.

“Morning.”

Mrs. Delaney looked between them with entirely too much interest. “Well aren’t you two just adorable.”

Lina wanted the earth to swallow her whole.

Noah, unbelievably, looked amused.

“Don’t encourage her,” Lina muttered.

“Too late,” Mrs. Delaney said proudly.

Noah walked over slowly, setting the toolbox near Lina’s feet.

“You forgot this.”

“Oh.”

Right.

She’d left it near the porch earlier while helping him sort old paint cans.

The fact they were already functioning domestically enough to accidentally exchange tools felt deeply concerning.

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Simple interaction.

Normal interaction.

So why did it feel intimate?

Mrs. Delaney watched both of them like she was front row at a live soap opera.

“You know,” she announced, “your grandparents used to sit outside that cottage every evening holding hands.”

Lina stared at the
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