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Further Reading: After The Silence

For the Cancerians — The moon-hearted souls who feel deeply, love fiercely, and protect quietly. Your softness is your strength, and your intuition, a compass through even the darkest nights.

And for the book lovers — The ones who find pieces of themselves between pages, who believe in second chances, slow dances, and the kind of love that lingers like sea salt in the breeze. This story is for you. For the tears you’ve shed over fictional heartbreaks, for the hope you still carry like a lighthouse in the storm.

May you always find yourself in stories that see you. And may you never stop believing in the power of love — even when it’s messy, even when it hurts, especially when it heals.

— With love, always.

“The best love is the kind that awakens the soul; that makes us reach for more, that plants the fire in our hearts and brings peace to our minds.”

-Nicholas Spark

––––––––
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“WHAT LIES BEHIND US and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.”

- Ralph Waldo Emerson

––––––––
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“THE WOUND IS THE PLACE where the light enters you.”

-Rumi

The envelope was plain. Cream-colored, unassuming, slightly wrinkled at the corners like it had traveled through time rather than the postal system. It sat among the usual clutter — promotional flyers, catalogues she hadn’t subscribed to, a bill she didn’t want to open — and yet, it hummed with something different. Something final. Celia Marlowe turned the envelope over in her hands once, then again. Her name was written in ink, not typed, and in careful, practiced penmanship. There was something about the deliberate way the "C" curled, how the "e" lingered slightly, that made her stomach tense. A familiarity she couldn't place. She stood in the narrow hallway of her apartment, keys still dangling from the lock behind her. It was early evening in the city, and the window at the end of the corridor glowed gold.
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Everything outside was wrapped in warmth, while the letter in her hand turned cold. Inside her chest, something shifted — a warning, a whisper, a memory. She peeled the envelope open. The letter was short. Stark. Dignified.

‘Dear Ms. Marlowe,

We regret to inform you that your mother, Eleanor Marlowe, passed away peacefully in her home on March 14th. I am writing on behalf of the local executor's office as you are listed as her next of kin. The estate requires your attention at your earliest convenience.

With condolences,

Michael H. Keene, Probate Attorney’

Celia read it again. Not because she hadn’t understood, but because the words seemed too still, too unreal. Her mother was dead.
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She sank into the hallway bench, the letter trembling in her hand. For a moment, the buzz of the city faded

—  no honking taxis, no humming appliances, just silence and the weight of loss folding in like the tide. Eleanor Marlowe. The name didn’t conjure warmth, not immediately. It brought to mind the scent of old books, the way her mother’s heels clicked across the floor of their wooden house, the sharpness in her voice when Celia stayed out too late, the distance that grew like ivy between them. And then, the long silence — years of it. She had imagined this moment before. In stray thoughts while stirring coffee, in the quiet that followed arguments with Andrew, in the gaps between sleep and waking. But it was always a thought cloaked in abstraction. Now, it had a date. A stamp. A signature. She set the letter down beside her and rubbed the side of her neck.
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Grief didn’t come in the way she expected. It didn’t crash or burn. It seeped. She felt it behind her ribs, behind her eyes. Not sorrow, exactly — but a profound disorientation. Her mother was dead. Her mother. And she hadn’t spoken to her in nearly sixteen years. She got up slowly, placed the letter on her kitchen table, and stared at it from across the room as if it were some strange animal that had wandered into her home. The apartment, once her sanctuary, now felt unfamiliar. The plants by the window needed watering. The tea she’d made that morning sat cold and untouched. The framed photo of her and Andrew from their weekend in Nantucket tilted slightly to the left, the frame askew as if it, too, had grown uncertain. Andrew. Her late husband’s name still echoed with warmth and pain. It had only been eight months since his passing.
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Cancer had hollowed him out slowly, respectfully, as if aware of his gentle soul. He had fought in silence, never letting his illness weigh too heavily on her — which, in its own way, was a burden she hadn’t known how to carry. And when he slipped away, in the early hours of a humid August morning, Celia had felt something inside her die, too. Now, death had circled back. Another loss. Another ghost. She walked to her desk and sat heavily in the leather chair, its creak reminding her of nights spent writing stories that never saw the light of day. Once, long ago, she had been a published novelist. Critics called her voice “elegant and lyrical.” There were interviews, a modest book tour, an agent who believed in her. But after she left home, left Evan, left everything behind


— something in her writing grew quiet. She shifted to



editing, then ghostwriting. Safe work. Invisible work.
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Work that didn’t require her heart to bleed on the page. And yet, the stories never stopped living inside her. They knocked sometimes. Whispers in the dark. Characters with eyes like her mother’s. Beaches that resembled the one near her childhood home. Love stories that always ended too soon. She pulled open a drawer and took out a legal pad. Made a list. Contact probate attorney. Arrange travel to Windmere Bay. House keys? What to do with the house? Her pen hovered. The house.

That house had been her world once. The crooked shutters, the garden overgrown with salt-thick roses, the porch swing that creaked like an old lullaby. The attic where she’d discovered her father’s collection of sea maps. The kitchen where Eleanor made tea at dawn but never drank it. The place where everything both began and fell apart.

Could she go back?
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She stared at the list again. Windmere Bay. Even the name felt like an old ache. That night, Celia couldn’t sleep. The letter sat on her bedside table like a restless thought. She kept picturing her mother’s hands—elegant, bony, always moving. She remembered the smell of lavender on her clothes, the way she kept her sorrow tucked in neat, invisible folds. There were so many things she never said. So many things Celia had never asked. As the city dissolved into early morning fog, Celia stared at the ceiling, her body curled like a question mark under the blankets. The decision, really, had already been made. The house needed sorting. The paperwork demanded attention. The past was calling — not gently, but with finality. She would go. She would return to Driftwood Lane, Windmere Bay, to the home she abandoned, to the mother she never truly knew.
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She would face the dust, the silence, and the ghosts. It held stories. The road to Windmere Bay narrowed as the sea came into view. A thread of cracked asphalt wound its way through fields dotted with yellow grass and gnarled trees, leading steadily toward the coastline — and toward everything Celia had tried so hard to forget. The horizon shimmered. The water stretched wide and blue, as though the sky had fallen and split open. And there, just ahead, the old causeway appeared — long, low, and half- swallowed by mist. A bridge of memory. Celia slowed the rental car. Her hands, clutched around the steering wheel, trembled slightly. The radio hummed a violin piece, soft and slow, but it did little to soothe the ache in her chest. She rolled down the window. The scent of brine hit her immediately — seaweed, salt, wind. That smell was her childhood, her adolescence, her grief.
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Crossing the causeway had always felt like leaving one world and entering another. On one side: mainland life, with its noise and distractions. On the other: Windmere Bay, tucked away like a forgotten chapter, its waves lapping at secrets too old to speak. She pressed the accelerator and drove forward. The causeway creaked beneath her tires, aged and worn but sturdy as ever. On either side, the tide whispered against jagged rocks. Gulls circled above, crying in the wind like voices calling her name. A flash of memory surfaced — her father’s strong arms guiding her bicycle across this very stretch of road, her laughter echoing as she nearly veered into the sea. She had been eight. Eleanor had stood at the far end of the bridge, her arms folded, her eyes unreadable. Celia remembered trying not to look at her mother’s face for too long, not knowing whether she’d find approval or something colder.
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She crossed into town like a ghost returning to its grave. The familiar greeted her like half-formed dreams: the shuttered general store with its peeling sign, the boarded-up post office, the narrow streets lined with clapboard houses leaning gently with time. A few had fresh paint, signs of new families or determined old ones. But most looked just as she remembered — preserved in salt and wind. Her pulse quickened as she drove past the library — the place where she had first fallen in love with stories. Its stone steps were cracked now, but the blue shutters remained. Her chest tightened at the sight of it. The librarian, Mrs. Avery, used to slip her extra books through the back door, whispering,  “You’ve got the

soul of a poet, Celia Marlowe.” Celia hadn’t believed

her then. She wasn’t sure she did now. She turned left onto Driftwood Lane, where the houses thinned, and the trees grew dense and leaning.
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This was the road that led home. Not just to her mother’s house, but to everything she’d left behind. Her breath caught when she saw the mailbox — crooked on its post, the name “Marlowe” still etched in faded brass. Weeds curled around its base like protective fingers. She stopped the car and stepped out. The wind picked up, wrapping around her like an old shawl. The air here was sharper, tinged with damp wood and something metallic — old pipes, perhaps, or rusted memories. She walked slowly to the mailbox and opened it. Empty. Of course it was. Eleanor was gone now. No more letters, no more missed birthdays or Christmas cards that arrived two months late. No more silence. The house came into full view as she rounded the bend. It stood stubbornly against the landscape, a salt-weathered Victorian with chipping white paint and a leaning porch.
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The windows were dark. The garden had become a jungle of forgotten roses and ivy. The house had always looked like it belonged to a different time — slightly too elegant for such a rugged coastline, like it had been misplaced here. It hadn't changed. Not really. But Celia had. She approached the front steps, her boots crunching over gravel. The screen door creaked in protest as she pulled it open. She reached for the key tucked under the loose floorboard beside the mat — and there it was, right where Eleanor always left it. As if she’d never expected to leave for good. Celia slid it into the lock. The door opened with a reluctant sigh. Inside, the air was thick with stillness. The scent of old cedar and dust filled her lungs. It was neither welcoming nor cold — just paused, as though the house had been holding its breath, waiting.

She stepped inside.
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Everything was dim. Light filtered through lace curtains, casting patterns on faded wooden floors. Furniture draped in white cloths resembled shrouds. The walls were the same pale seafoam color they’d been when she left — her mother had always insisted on that hue, claiming it calmed the soul. Celia wandered slowly from room to room. Her fingers trailed over forgotten surfaces — the oak sideboard, the corner piano, the armchair with worn arms. Each object murmured fragments of her childhood. The kitchen was last. Its ceramic sink and cracked tiles greeted her like old friends. A teacup still sat by the window, stained with time. Beside it, a single spoon. The kettle was still on the stove. Had Eleanor used it in her last days? A swell of guilt rose. She should have been here. Should have visited. Should have made peace.
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But there had been so many shoulds, and all of them had drowned under the weight of their last argument. The one where Eleanor had said,

"You always run when it gets hard, Celia. Just like

your father." And Celia had replied, cold as winter,

"At least he had the decency to stay gone." She hadn't spoken to her mother since. Celia stood in the doorway of what had been her bedroom, now cleared of most personal touches. Only the wallpaper remained — tiny sailboats drifting across pale blue waves. Her fingers brushed over one of them, and another memory flickered. Lying in bed at night, listening to the ocean crash against the rocks, heart pounding with the thrill of love and rebellion. Evan’s face lit by moonlight, his fingers tracing stories into her skin. Promises whispered between tangled sheets and salt-laced kisses. And then — the goodbye. The one she never explained.
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Her chest tightened. Outside, a gull shrieked. The wind slammed a shutter against the siding. The house groaned like it knew. Celia sat on the edge of the bed and let herself exhale. The kind of breath that carries a lifetime. The past had opened its door again. And she had stepped through.
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The morning light filtered in slowly through gauzy curtains, soft and golden. It spread across the wooden floorboards like spilled honey, warming the cool corners of the house on Driftwood Lane. Celia stirred on the edge of the bed—or what used to be her bed-surrounded by the faded traces of her girlhood. She hadn’t changed into pajamas the night before. The cardigan she wore still smelled faintly of the salt air, of last night’s fog and memories. For a long while, she just sat, fingers curled around a chipped ceramic mug of tea she'd found in the kitchen, white with blue forget-me-nots. The heat from the tea had long since faded, but Celia couldn’t bring herself to move yet. Everything in the house felt paused, like the very walls had been holding their breath, waiting for her return. She finally stood, barefoot, against the cold wooden planks and began walking through the house.
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The hallway was narrower than she remembered. Pictures lined one wall, all slightly tilted as though the house had shifted and sighed over the years. Celia reached out and gently straightened one. It was a photograph of her at seven, missing two front teeth, smiling wide in a seashell-pink dress Eleanor had sewn by hand. Her throat tightened. Her mother’s presence was everywhere — in the photographs, in the scent of rosewater that lingered on the hallway curtains, in the faint hum of the old refrigerator. It wasn’t just a house of dust and silence. It was a living memory. She passed the sewing room, the door ajar, catching a glimpse of the vintage Singer machine still nestled in its corner. Eleanor had used it almost every day — clothes, quilts, even curtains. She once made a patchwork blanket from scraps of Celia’s old clothes. Celia had found it embarrassing then.
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Now, it felt like a sacred relic. She opened the door to Eleanor’s bedroom with a hesitant hand. It smelled of white rose oil — clean and old-fashioned. The room was perfectly neat, as if her mother had left just moments ago. The bedspread, crocheted in ocean tones, was tucked with military precision. A framed black-and-white photo of Celia’s father rested on the nightstand, still positioned toward the pillow, like Eleanor had continued speaking to him even after he was gone. Celia stepped further in, her fingers trailing over the vanity table. There were glass perfume bottles, a faded hairbrush, and a porcelain jewelry box in the shape of a swan. Inside, a few brooches nestled on velvet — nothing flashy, just costume pieces, but each one a story. The tiny emerald pin Eleanor had worn every Christmas. The pearl clip she’d saved for Sunday church.
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The silver butterfly Celia once stole for a school play and never confessed. She smiled softly. Then the smile collapsed into something heavier. It was the strange ache of loss—not sharp, not overwhelming but low and constant, like a dull tide pulling everything inward. The attic was the hardest. She hesitated before pulling down the ladder, her hand resting on the string for a long, suspended moment. She could already feel the dust gathering in her lungs, the musty scent of time and cardboard boxes waiting above. But she climbed. It was dim, the only light coming through a round window crusted with sea salt and cobwebs. Dust danced in the sunbeam like ash in water. Boxes were stacked high, labeled in Eleanor’s familiar script — Photos, Letters, Celia’s School Things, Linens, Christmas. Her fingers lingered on a box labeled “Celia – Keep” in thicker, more urgent handwriting.
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She pulled it closer and opened it. Inside were items she hadn’t seen in decades — her childhood sketchbooks, an old diary with a tiny lock, a dried corsage from senior prom, and a seashell necklace she’d made in fifth grade. Beneath those, a stack of letters — all addressed to Celia Marlowe, none of which had ever been sent. Celia blinked. She picked up the top letter. The envelope was yellowed but intact, the ink a deep navy. "I wanted to tell you the truth, but I didn’t know how..." Her breath hitched. She set the letter aside, her fingers trembling slightly. She wasn’t ready. Not yet. But something had shifted — a door in her chest had opened, and behind it was something vast and unfinished. She spent the afternoon in the sunroom. It was Eleanor’s favorite room — surrounded by glass on three sides, with views of the sea and cliffs. The wicker furniture had faded, and the cushions sagged, but the feeling
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was the same: this was where Eleanor had read her novels, where she drank tea and scribbled in her notebooks, where she’d once told Celia that silence could be beautiful, if you knew how to listen. Celia sat in her mother’s chair, the ocean stretching out before her, and let herself remember without trying to push anything away. The sound of laughter from summers long past. The way her mother used to sing when she baked. The fierce arguments. The soft reconciliations that never quite lasted. The feeling of being both loved and misunderstood. The tears came slowly, but the kind that seeped through like fog rolling in. She cried for Eleanor. For the distance that had grown between them. For all the words left unsaid. But also, somewhere deep beneath that sorrow, was a flicker of peace. A knowing that this — this return, this house, was where she needed to be. Even if it hurt.
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By early evening, the tide had come in. The sea shimmered beneath a pink-orange sky. Celia stood barefoot on the back porch, arms wrapped around herself. The cool air kissed her cheeks. She would stay. She would finish what needed to be finished — sorting through her mother’s belongings, reading the letters, cleaning out the corners of the past. But more than that, she would listen. To the house. To the sea. To her memories. And maybe, somewhere in the hush between waves, she would begin to hear Eleanor’s voice again. Not as a ghost. But as something softer. Something forgiving.
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The attic smelled of cedar and dust, a scent so deeply woven into Celia’s memories that stepping inside felt like slipping into another lifetime. Light spilled through the small round window at the far end, illuminating particles dancing like lazy specters in the air. She had come back because of a feeling — an itch she couldn't quite scratch. Among the battered trunks and forgotten photo albums, her mother had left something behind. Something that wasn’t meant to be discarded or donated. Something Celia needed to find. Her fingers moved instinctively through a stack of books until they brushed against leather: old, soft, and cracked at the edges. A journal, tied shut with a faded blue ribbon. Her mother's diary. Celia sat cross-legged on the worn wooden floorboards, feeling the house breathe around her. She undid the knot with shaking hands.
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The first page was dated May 3, 1982.

"The tide was low this evening. I walked to the edge of Harrow’s Point and let the seafoam kiss my ankles. I thought of him again. It’s shameful how memory clings to the places we try most to forget."

Celia closed her eyes. Suddenly, she wasn’t in the attic anymore. She was standing barefoot at Harrow’s Point, the cool water swirling around her ankles, the scent of salt and wet stone sharp in the air. The sun dipped low over the horizon, painting the sea gold. She could feel Eleanor’s loneliness, as tangible as the mist on her skin.

Turning the page, she continued.

"I wore the blue dress he liked — the one with the loose buttons. It was foolish, I know. He was long gone by then. But somehow, wearing it made me remember who I was before the world asked me to be someone else."
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Celia imagined it: her mother, young and full of fierce, secret longings, standing alone on a bluff overlooking the endless sea, the fabric of her dress fluttering in the wind. The image was so vivid that Celia almost reached out, almost called her name. She flipped to another entry.

July 11, 1983

"Your father proposed on a Tuesday. I said yes on a Thursday. By Friday, I knew I had made a mistake." The words struck Celia like a blow. Her throat tightened painfully. She had always thought of her parents' marriage as an inevitability, a backdrop to her own childhood. Never once had she questioned whether love had been part of it. She turned the page.

"There was no great betrayal. No grand tragedy. Just small surrenders, one after another, until the girl I was became the woman I didn’t recognize."
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Again, the attic blurred away, and Celia found herself seated at an old oak kitchen table, young Eleanor staring listlessly into a cup of cold coffee, a simple gold band glinting on her finger. The house around her was too quiet. The walls themselves seemed to hum with the things she couldn't say out loud. A knock at the door startled her. She looked up — but no one was there. The vision faded as Celia came back to herself, her heart thudding. She pressed on. Later passages in the diary grew more fragmented, almost desperate:

"There are days when I almost pick up the phone to

call him. I don’t even know if he lives here anymore. But some loves don’t die. They hibernate, like seeds under snow, waiting for the thaw. Sometimes I see him in the face of a stranger passing on the street. I wonder if he thinks of me when the tide is high, when the moon is full, when the world feels too heavy to bear
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alone."

Celia sat with those words, feeling their quiet ache seep into her bones. She thought she had known her mother. But this was a woman filled with longing, regret, impossible hope. A woman Celia had never been allowed to meet. And perhaps, in discovering her, she would finally understand herself. The final passage she read that night was short, written in a shakier hand.

December 21, 1991

"Celia is five today. She baked a cake with me, her hair tied back in a red ribbon. For a moment, as the candles flickered and she laughed, I felt it — pure joy, uncomplicated and real. I thought: maybe I did something right after all."

Tears welled in Celia’s eyes, spilling over silently. She could see it — herself in a too-big apron, cheeks smudged with flour, her mother’s cautious, surprised
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smile. How many moments had Eleanor tucked away in silence, believing she hadn’t been enough? Celia closed the diary, cradling it against her chest like a heartbeat. She stayed there for a long time, wrapped in the quiet hum of the house, listening — not for ghosts, but for the echoes of a woman who had loved her in all the imperfect, unseen ways. The attic no longer felt like a tomb. It felt like a door, creaking open. And beyond it, something was waiting — not just sorrow, but maybe, finally, understanding.
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The night stretched long and heavy, stitched together by the slow ticking of the old clock on the landing. Moonlight crept through the curtains of Celia’s childhood bedroom, painting silver rivers across the worn wooden floorboards. She couldn't sleep. The house was too full of memories, of old griefs, of things left unsaid. Still wrapped in the oversized cardigan she had found draped over the rocking chair downstairs. Her mother's scent faintly lingering in its threads, Celia rose from the bed. Barefoot, she padded across the room, the floor cool against her skin. The walls were still the soft blue she remembered, chipped here and there where time had peeled the paint away. And the shelves... the shelves still held pieces of her past, untouched, frozen, as if waiting for her return. She ran her fingers along the spines of old books, her hand pausing over a chipped snow globe from a forgotten trip, a string of seashells
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tied together with twine, their edges worn smooth from countless afternoons collecting treasures along the shore. Her gaze fell on the corner of the closet where a battered box slumped against the wall, its edges fraying. She crouched down, brushing dust from the lid, and lifted it. Inside, tucked among faded Polaroids and yellowed ticket stubs, was a hoodie. Faded navy blue. The fabric was soft from too many washings, the cuffs worn thin. Celia lifted it to her face and inhaled, the faintest trace of salt and cedar and something else she couldn't name clung to it still. The sleeves were much too long for her. He had always teased her about that, pulling the cuffs down over her hands when the nights grew cold by the water.

“You’re tiny," he used to say, laughing,

“you could fit inside my pocket if you tried.” The memory floated up, unbidden — a summer
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evening, the sky stained pink and gold, the two of them sitting shoulder to shoulder on the dock. His hoodie wrapped around her like a second skin, the sleeves damp at the cuffs from dipping into the sea. She had worn it home that night, and never gave it back. Celia hugged the hoodie to her chest, a lump forming in her throat. She set it aside carefully and reached deeper into the box. A stack of letters lay bundled together with a frayed ribbon. Her heart stuttered. She recognized the handwriting immediately — crooked, hurried, the way he used to scribble on notes passed across desks, tucked into library books, slipped into her pockets when no one was looking. Hands trembling, she undid the ribbon. The top letter was short.

"Meet me by the rocks after sunset. Bring your laugh —

I’ve missed it." Simple. Foolish. Beautiful. Another letter, written on lined notebook paper, had a
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smudged coffee stain in the corner.

"Sometimes I think about running away. Just you and me. No one else. Just the sound of the ocean and your terrible singing. (Which I love, by the way.)"

"P.S. You still owe me a song under the stars. Don’t think I forgot."

Celia smiled through the sting of tears. She had owed him so many things. She turned the pages carefully, letting the memories wash over her. A flash of warm sand between her toes, sea spray tangling her hair. Running barefoot along the beach at dusk, chasing each other through the shifting tides. Secret smiles exchanged across crowded rooms, a language only they could understand. Back then, love had been simple. Not heavy and complicated the way it became later. It had been laughter ringing out over the dunes. It had been sitting so close their shoulders touched, daring each other to jump into
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the frigid water. It had been promises made on sand that would inevitably wash away — but at the time, felt as permanent as the stars. Celia placed the letters back in the box with reverence, as though handling something sacred. The room felt smaller now, crowded with the echoes of the girl she used to be, the girl who believed love was enough to hold back the tides. She sat back against the bed frame, pulling the hoodie over her knees, wrapping herself in the past. Somewhere beyond the window, the ocean murmured against the shore, steady and endless. The same sea that had borne witness to all their promises. The sea remembered, even when she had tried to forget. Her eyes drifted around the room again, landing on a small seashell tucked beside the lamp on her nightstand. It was a broken scallop shell, pink and white, edges chipped. She remembered the day he had given it to her — laughing breathless after
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chasing her down the beach, holding it out in his palm like an offering.

“It’s broken," she had said, skeptical.

“So are we," he had replied with a grin,

“That’s what makes it ours.” Celia pressed the shell against her heart now, feeling the roughness bite gently into her skin. The house creaked around her, settling into the night, but she didn’t move. Instead, she closed her eyes and let the memories swell and rise and crest over her like a tide she could no longer hold back. She was sixteen again, barefoot and wild- hearted, standing on the rocks while he called her name across the wind. She was eighteen, curled up in his hoodie in the back of his rusted car, counting constellations through the cracked windshield. She was twenty, standing at the edge of everything they had ever known, whispering goodbye without ever really saying it.Tears slid down her cheeks, quiet and
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unhurried. She wasn’t sure if she was mourning him

— the boy he had been — or herself — the girl she had left behind. Maybe both. The hoodie slipped from her shoulders as she rose, crossing to the window. She pushed it open, letting the salt-laden air rush in, cold and bracing. The sea was out there, singing its ancient lullaby. Everything was different. Everything was the same. Celia stood there a long time, the broken shell pressed tight in her hand, breathing in the ache and sweetness of remembering. Some ghosts didn’t haunt with footsteps or whispers. Some haunted with laughter caught on the wind. With the feel of a worn hoodie draped around your shoulders. With the memory of a love so young, so reckless, it had no choice but to burn bright and fast and be swallowed by the tides. Shells and silence. That was all that remained. And somehow, it was enough.
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The morning came pale and cool, wrapped in mist. Celia stood at the threshold of the house, the screen door creaking gently against its frame as she pulled her cardigan tighter around her shoulders. The ocean called to her, low and steady, like an old friend murmuring secrets through the fog. She stepped onto the porch and descended the steps slowly, her boots sinking into the damp earth. The air was heavy with salt and the faint tang of seaweed, the kind of scent that could only belong to this place, to these tides. Without thinking, she followed the winding path that led to the dunes, her fingers brushing against the tall, dew-laden grasses. Each step stirred a memory. Her mother’s laughter as they raced along this very path, skirts gathered up in their hands.

The feel of his fingers grazing hers as they stole away

from town dances, breathless and daring.
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The sand gave way beneath her feet as she crossed the dunes, the horizon opening before her in a wash of silver and blue. The beach stretched out, endless and empty, the waves whispering and sighing as they folded into the
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