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Twenty-Three Years Ago

The ring box felt like it was burning a hole through Cooper Hayes's jacket pocket.

He'd picked it up from the jeweller that afternoon, right after his shift at the marina ended. Nothing fancy—he'd been saving for eight months, every pay cheque from hauling boats and scrubbing decks going into that little velvet box. But it was real. A small diamond that caught the light just right, set in white gold because Natalie had once mentioned she thought yellow gold looked too old-fashioned.

She'd mentioned it casually two years ago, when they'd walked past the jewellery store window in Nags Head. She probably didn't even remember saying it.

He remembered everything she said.

Cooper tugged at his rented tie and scanned the Kitty Hawk High gymnasium, past the crepe paper streamers and the amateur DJ setup, searching for her in the crowd of their classmates. The theme was "Stairway to Heaven"—someone's mom's idea, probably—and there were cardboard clouds hanging from the ceiling that were supposed to look ethereal but mostly just looked sad.

None of it mattered.

He'd have proposed to Natalie Morgan in a parking lot if it meant she'd say yes.

There. His chest tightened as he spotted her across the dance floor, laughing with her best friend Chelsea. The deep blue dress she wore made her eyes look impossibly bright, even in the dim lighting. Her dark hair was swept up, a few curls escaping to frame her face, and when she threw her head back laughing at something Chelsea said, Cooper felt that familiar pull in his gut—the one that had been there since sophomore year when she'd sat next to him in chemistry and asked to borrow a pencil.

Three years. They'd been together three years, and he'd known since month two that he wanted forever.

She caught his eye across the room and smiled—that smile that made him feel like the luckiest bastard alive—and started weaving through the crowd toward him.

"There you are," she said, slightly breathless, and without hesitation she stepped into his arms. She fit perfectly there, like she always had. Like she always would. "I thought maybe you'd bailed on me."

"Never," he said, and meant it with everything in him.

The opening notes of "Wonderwall" started playing—their song, the one that had been on the radio the night of their first kiss—and Natalie's eyes lit up.

"Dance with me," she said, already pulling him toward the floor.

Cooper let her lead him, one hand finding the small of her back, the other lacing through her fingers. They swayed together, and for a few minutes, everything was perfect. This was it. This was the moment. After this song, he'd take her outside to the beach overlook he'd scouted earlier. He'd get down on one knee. She'd cry—happy tears—and say yes, and they'd figure out the rest together.

College could wait a year. They could both work, save money, and get a small place. His dad had already offered him full-time at the marina. Natalie was brilliant—she could go to school part-time, or online, or hell, she could go full-time, and he'd work double shifts to support them both. Whatever she wanted.

They'd make it work.

They had to.

"Coop," Natalie said softly, and something in her voice made his stomach drop. She'd pulled back slightly, enough to look up at him, and her eyes were bright—but not with happiness.

With tears.

"What's wrong?" The ring box suddenly felt heavier. Wrong.

"Can we talk? Outside?"

His throat went dry, but he nodded. She took his hand and led him through the side door, out onto the wooden deck that overlooked the sound. The May night was warm and humid, the kind that made your shirt stick to your back. Music thumped faintly behind them as the door swung shut.

Natalie wrapped her arms around herself, and Cooper wanted to pull her close, but something stopped him.

"I got the letter today," she said quietly. "From Columbia."

Columbia. New York. Full scholarship. She'd applied months ago—they both knew she would; she'd worked too hard not to—but they'd talked about it. If she got in, they'd do long distance. Four years wasn't forever. They'd make trips. Holidays. Summers. It would be hard, but they'd survive it.

"That's amazing, Nat," he said, forcing enthusiasm into his voice even as dread pooled in his stomach. "I knew you'd get it."

"I'm going to accept it."

"Yeah. Of course. We talked about this—"

"Cooper." She turned to face him fully, and the tears were spilling over now, tracking mascara down her cheeks. "I can't do long distance."

The world tilted.

"What?"

"I can't." Her voice cracked. "I've been thinking about it for weeks, and I just—I can't split myself like that. I can't be in New York trying to build a future and have half my heart here. It's not fair to either of us."

"So we'll—" He stepped toward her, desperate. We'll make it work. I'll visit. You'll come home for breaks. Four years, Nat. That's nothing—"

"It's everything," she whispered. "Cooper, we're eighteen. We have our whole lives ahead of us. You deserve someone who can be here, fully here. And I deserve the chance to see what I can become without—"

She stopped herself, but he heard the words she didn't say.

Without you holding me back.

The ring box might as well have been a lead weight.

"I love you," he said, and hated how his voice broke on it. "I love you, and I know you love me. That should be enough."

"Love isn't always enough." Fresh tears spilt over. "God, Cooper, don't you think I wish it was? But I'd resent you eventually. Or you'd resent me. And I can't—I can't watch that happen to us."

"So you're just done? Just like that?"

"It's not just like that," she shot back, anger flashing through the tears. "Do you think this is easy for me? You're my best friend. You're—" Her voice broke entirely. "You're everything. But I have to do this. I have to go."

He should tell her. He should pull out the ring right now, drop to one knee, and tell her he wanted to marry her and build a life with her and that she could have both—him and her dreams. They could figure it out together.

But looking at her face, at the determination beneath the tears, he knew.

She'd already made her choice.

And it wasn't him.

"Okay," he heard himself say. Numb. Distant. "Okay."

"Cooper—"

"If this is what you want, then... okay."

"I'm so sorry." She stepped forward, pressed her face into his chest, and he wrapped his arms around her even though it felt like holding water—like she was already slipping away. "I'm so, so sorry."

He kissed the top of her head. Memorised the smell of her shampoo, the way she fit against him, and the sound of her breathing.

"Be happy," he managed. "In New York. Be everything you're meant to be."

She pulled back and looked up at him with those devastating blue eyes. "I'll never forget you."

'I'll never forget you either,' he thought. Because I'll never stop loving you.

But he didn't say it. Instead, he kissed her one last time—soft, gentle, goodbye—and then he stepped back.

"You should go back inside," he said. "Chelsea's probably looking for you."

Natalie hesitated, like she wanted to say something more, but then she nodded. Wiped her eyes. Tried to smile.

"Take care of yourself, Cooper Hayes."

"You too, Natalie Morgan."

And then she was gone, disappearing back into the gymnasium, back to the music and the streamers and the future that didn't include him.

Cooper stood alone on the deck for a long time, the sound of the waves mixing with distant laughter from inside. Eventually, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the small velvet box.

He opened it.

The diamond caught the moonlight, throwing tiny prisms across his hand.

He should return it. Get his money back. Move on.

Instead, he closed the box with a quiet snap and slipped it back into his pocket.

Maybe someday he'd be ready to let her go.

But not tonight.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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[image: ]




The bridge to Hatteras Bay looked exactly the same.

Natalie Morgan's hands tightened on the steering wheel of her rented Lexus as she crossed over Roanoke Sound, the late afternoon sun turning the water into liquid gold. Twenty-three years, and they hadn't changed a damn thing. Same wooden railings, same faded paint, same pelicans perched on the posts like sentries guarding the entrance to a life she'd left behind.

Her phone buzzed in the cupholder. Another email from the office—former office, she corrected herself. She'd officially retired three weeks ago, handed over her accounts, cleared out her corner office with its view of the Hudson, and walked away from Morgan Financial Group without looking back.

Early retirement at forty-one, her colleagues had said, voices tinged with envy. You must have done very well for yourself.

She had. She'd done exactly what she set out to do when she left this place at eighteen with a full scholarship to Columbia and dreams too big for a small beach town.

So why did it feel like she'd lost?

The bridge deposited her onto the main road, and Natalie's breath caught despite herself. Hatteras Bay spread out before her, all weathered beach cottages and swaying sea grass, the Atlantic visible in glimpses between buildings. The town had grown some—a new coffee shop where the old bait and tackle used to be, a boutique hotel near the pier—but the bones of it were unchanged.

She could probably still navigate these streets with her eyes closed.

Mom's house is on Pelican Drive, she reminded herself, though she didn't need reminding. Two blocks from the beach. White clapboard with blue shutters. The porch swing Dad built before—

She cut off that thought and focused on driving.

Her mother's voice from their last phone call echoed in her mind: I'm fine, Natalie. You don't need to uproot your whole life for me. But the tremor in those words, the way she'd called Natalie by her sister's name twice in one conversation, told a different story.

The doctor had been blunt. Early-stage Alzheimer's. She could still live independently for now, but she needed someone checking in regularly. Someone to manage medications, monitor decline, and make sure she didn't leave the stove on or wander off during one of her increasingly frequent confused episodes.

Natalie had exactly one living parent and no siblings.

There was never really a choice.

She turned onto Pelican Drive, and her heart squeezed. There it was—white clapboard, blue shutters, the porch swing moving slightly in the ocean breeze. The garden her mother loved was overgrown, hydrangeas blooming wild and untamed. A few roof shingles were missing. The mailbox listed to one side.

How long has it been like this? Natalie wondered, guilt twisting in her stomach. How long has Mom been struggling while I was too busy closing deals to notice?

She pulled into the crushed shell driveway and cut the engine. For a long moment, she just sat there, staring at the house where she'd grown up. The house she'd been so desperate to escape.

The front door opened, and her mother stepped out onto the porch, one hand shading her eyes against the sun. Ellen Morgan was smaller than Natalie remembered, more fragile, her hair completely white now instead of the salt-and-pepper it had been at Natalie's last visit—God, had that really been three years ago?

But her smile was the same. Warm. Genuine.

"Natalie?" Her mother's voice carried across the yard, uncertain. "Is that really you?"

Natalie climbed out of the car, her expensive heels sinking slightly into the shells. "Hi, Mom."

"Oh, sweetheart." Ellen made her way carefully down the porch steps, and Natalie met her halfway, folding her mother into a hug that felt both familiar and heartbreaking. She was so small. When had she gotten so small?

"I'm here," Natalie murmured into her mother's hair. "I'm here, and I'm staying."

Ellen pulled back, eyes shining with tears. "You don't have to stay. I know you have your life in New York—"

"I took early retirement. I'm done with New York." The words came easier than she expected. "I want to be here, Mom. With you."

For a moment, Ellen just studied her face, and Natalie saw the flash of the sharp, perceptive woman her mother had always been—the one who could read Natalie like a book.

"Cooper Hayes still runs the marina," Ellen said quietly. "In case you were wondering."

Natalie's heart stopped.

She hadn't asked. Hadn't let herself ask. For twenty-three years, she'd carefully avoided any information about Cooper Hayes, about whether he'd married, had kids, moved away, or forgotten her entirely.

"I wasn't wondering," Natalie lied.

Her mother's smile was sad and knowing. "Of course not, dear. Come on, let's get you settled. I made up your old room."

As Ellen turned back toward the house, Natalie stood frozen in the driveway, the weight of her mother's words settling over her like a net.

Cooper Hayes still runs the marina.

Still here. Still in Hatteras Bay.

Still—

She shook her head sharply. It didn't matter. She was here for her mother, not to dredge up ancient history with a man who probably hated her guts.

Natalie grabbed her suitcase from the trunk and followed her mother inside, trying to ignore the way her hands were shaking.

Trying to ignore the traitorous flutter in her chest at the thought that somewhere in this small town, Cooper Hayes was breathing the same salt air.

After all this time.
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Natalie's childhood bedroom was a time capsule.

Her mother had kept everything—the white iron bed frame, the faded quilt with the seashell pattern, and the bookshelf still lined with worn paperbacks and dusty swim team trophies. Even her old bulletin board hung on the wall, layers of photos and ticket stubs pinned haphazardly across the cork surface.

She shouldn't look. She knew she shouldn't look.

She looked anyway.

There. Third row down. A photo booth strip from the boardwalk, four squares of her and Cooper making ridiculous faces at the camera. She was sixteen in that picture, braces finally off, his arm slung around her shoulders. The last square showed them kissing, both of them grinning too much for it to be a proper kiss.

Natalie reached up and unpinned it, her thumb tracing over their younger faces.

God, they'd been so young. So sure of everything.

"I can take those down if you want," her mother said from the doorway, and Natalie startled, nearly dropping the photo strip.

"No, it's—it's fine." She pinned it back hastily. "Just weird seeing all this stuff. Like I'm seventeen again."

Ellen moved into the room, settling carefully on the edge of the bed. "You were so determined back then. So focused on getting out of here." There was no judgement in her voice, just observation. "I used to worry you were running from something instead of running toward something."

"I wasn't running." The words came out more defensive than Natalie intended. "I had goals. Ambition. There was nothing for me here."

"There was Cooper."

Natalie's jaw tightened. Mom —"

"I know, I know. None of my business." Ellen smoothed the quilt with one hand, a gesture Natalie remembered from childhood—her mother's tell when she was working up to saying something difficult. "He came by last week. To fix the porch railing. Wouldn't let me pay him."

Of course he did. Because Cooper Hayes had always been the kind of man who helped people, who fixed things, who stayed.

Unlike her.

"That was nice of him," Natalie managed.

"He's a good man. He took over his father's marina about ten years ago and built it up into something really successful. Everyone in town respects him." Ellen paused. "He never married, you know."

Natalie's heart kicked against her ribs. "Mom, please don't—"

"I'm just saying. Twenty-three years, and that boy never brought anyone else around. Not seriously, anyway." Her mother's eyes were too knowing. "Makes a person wonder."

"People don't stay single for twenty-three years over a high school relationship," Natalie said firmly, even as something twisted in her chest. "He probably just never met the right person."

"Hmm." Ellen stood, patting Natalie's shoulder as she passed. "I'm going to start dinner. Nothing fancy—just grouper and salad. Your father always said my grouper was the best in the Outer Banks."

After her mother left, Natalie sank onto the bed and dropped her head into her hands.

This was a mistake. She should have hired a full-time carer, visited on weekends, and kept her life in New York. Coming back here, to this house full of memories and this town where Cooper Hayes still—

Her phone buzzed. She grabbed it gratefully, desperate for the distraction.

Chelsea: HEARD YOU'RE BACK IN TOWN! Coffee tomorrow? I have SO much to tell you and also need to warn you about some things before you hear them from the gossip mill.

Despite everything, Natalie smiled. Chelsea Martinez had been her best friend since third grade, the only person from Hatteras Bay she'd stayed in touch with over the years. Their friendship had survived distance, different lives, and Natalie's tendency to disappear into work for months at a time.

Natalie: Coffee sounds perfect. The Driftwood at 10?

Chelsea: It's called The Vintage Bean now. New owners. But yes! Can't wait to see you. Fair warning: you look exactly the same, and I'm going to hate you for it.

Natalie: I have grey hairs and stress wrinkles. You'll be fine.

Chelsea: Lies. See you tomorrow. And Nat? I'm really glad you're home.

Natalie set the phone down and stared at the ceiling, at the glow-in-the-dark stars she and her father had stuck up there when she was nine. Half of them had fallen down over the years, leaving a constellation full of gaps.

Through the open window, she could hear the ocean—that constant, rhythmic whisper that had been the soundtrack to her entire childhood. In New York, she'd learnt to sleep to the sound of traffic and sirens. Here, it was waves and wind and the occasional cry of gulls.

She'd forgotten how quiet it was.

How lonely quiet could be.

Natalie stood and moved to the window, looking out over the familiar landscape. Somewhere out there, probably down at the marina, Cooper Hayes was finishing up his day. Maybe locking up boats, maybe doing paperwork in an office, maybe standing on a dock watching the sunset like he used to.

Did he ever think about her?

Did he hate her for leaving?

Did he—

Stop it, she told herself firmly. You're here for Mom. That's it. Cooper Hayes is ancient history.

But as she turned away from the window, her eyes caught on that photobooth strip again, and she couldn't quite make herself believe it.

Some history, she was beginning to suspect, wasn't ancient at all.

Some of it was just waiting.
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Dinner was both comforting and heartbreaking.

Her mother's grouper was still perfect—flaky and seasoned just right, served with roasted vegetables and the garlic bread Ellen had been making for forty years. They ate at the old kitchen table, the same one Natalie had done homework at, had breakfast at before school, and had sat at the morning she got her Columbia acceptance letter.

The conversation was easy at first. Ellen asked about New York, about Natalie's apartment (sold), her work (finished), and her life there (packed into boxes and put in storage). Natalie asked about the town, the neighbours, and her mother's book club.

But then Ellen called her "Sarah"—Natalie's grandmother's name—and asked if she'd talked to Dad lately.

Dad had been dead for twelve years.

Natalie's throat tightened as she gently corrected her mother, watching confusion flicker across Ellen's face before clarity returned, bringing shame with it.

"I'm sorry," her mother whispered. "I don't know why I—"

"It's okay, Mom." Natalie reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "It's okay."

But it wasn't okay. None of this was okay.

After dinner, Natalie insisted on doing the dishes while her mother settled in the living room with her knitting. Through the doorway, she could see Ellen's hands moving with familiar precision, the muscle memory of thousands of scarves and blankets still intact even as other memories slipped away.

Natalie scrubbed plates with more force than necessary, blinking back tears.

This was the right decision. Being here, taking care of her mother—this mattered more than any deal she'd ever closed, any bonus she'd ever earned. She knew that.

So why did she feel so trapped?

Because you spent twenty-three years building a life where you were in control, she thought. And now you're not.

She was drying the last dish when headlights swept across the kitchen window. A truck pulled into the driveway—a well-maintained Ford F-150, dark blue, with "Hayes Marina" printed on the side in white letters.

Natalie's hands went numb.

No. No, no, no. Not tonight. She wasn't ready. She needed time to prepare, to put on her armour, to—

The doorbell rang.

"I'll get it!" her mother called, already halfway to the door.

"Mom, wait—" But Ellen was already opening it, and Natalie heard the warm familiarity in her voice.

"Cooper! What a lovely surprise. Come in, come in."

Natalie set down the dish towel with shaking hands. She could do this. She was a woman who'd negotiated million-dollar deals with Wall Street sharks. She could face her ex-boyfriend in her mother's kitchen.

She smoothed her shirt—casual by her standards, probably designer by Hatteras Bay standards—and walked into the living room.

And there he was.

Cooper Hayes stood in the doorway, and Natalie's entire carefully constructed world tilted on its axis.

He'd changed. Of course he had—twenty-three years; he'd be forty-one now, the same as her. The boy she'd left behind had been lean and sun-bronzed, all easy smiles and restless energy.

The man before her was solid. Broader through the shoulders, his frame filled out with muscle earned from actual work, not a gym membership. His dark hair was shorter now, threaded with grey at the temples. Lines creased the corners of his eyes—laugh lines, sun lines. He wore jeans and a faded marina t-shirt and work boots that had seen better days.

He looked like he belonged here, rooted in this place like the old live oaks that bent against coastal storms.

He looked good.

And he was staring at her like he'd seen a ghost.

"Natalie." Her name in his voice after all these years hit her like a physical blow. Deeper than she remembered, rougher around the edges.

"Cooper." She was amazed her voice worked at all. "Hi."

The silence stretched between them, heavy with everything unsaid. Ellen looked between them with poorly concealed interest.

"I brought your porch railing parts," Cooper said finally, his eyes still locked on Natalie's. "The ones I ordered last week. Didn't realise you'd have... company."

"Natalie's not company," Ellen said brightly. "She's moved home. She's going to be staying with me."

Something flickered across Cooper's face—surprise, maybe, or something deeper—before his expression shuttered completely.

"Moved home," he repeated. "That's... unexpected."

The way he said it—carefully neutral, giving nothing away—made Natalie's spine straighten. "I took early retirement. My mother needs help."

"Right. Of course." His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "Well, I'll just grab the parts from my truck and fix that railing real quick. Won't take long."

"You don't have to do that tonight," Natalie said. "It's late, and I'm sure you have—"

"It's fine." His tone was polite. Distant. The voice you'd use with a stranger. "Your mom mentioned it was loose. Don't want her falling."

He turned and walked back out to his truck, leaving Natalie standing in the living room with her heart hammering against her ribs.

"Well," her mother said, settling back into her chair with her knitting and a satisfied smile. "This should be interesting."

Through the window, Natalie watched Cooper pull a toolbox and lumber from his truck bed. His movements were efficient and familiar—a man who'd done this a thousand times.

She should go upstairs. Give him space to work. Avoid the awkwardness of forced conversation.

Instead, she found herself walking to the front door and stepping out onto the porch.

Cooper was already kneeling by the railing, testing the loose section with his hands. He didn't look up when she approached.

"You really don't have to do this tonight," she said quietly.

"Already here." He pulled out a drill, still not meeting her eyes. "Might as well finish it."

Natalie wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold despite the warm evening. "Cooper—"

"Don't." The word was soft but firm. He finally looked up at her, and the expression in his dark eyes made her chest ache. "Just... don't. Okay?"

She wanted to say something—apologise, explain, ask if he was married or happy or if he ever thought about her. But the set of his shoulders and the careful distance he was maintaining told her everything she needed to know.

He didn't want to hear it.

Maybe he didn't want to hear anything from her at all.

"Okay," she whispered.

She went back inside, closing the door softly behind her. Through the window, she watched him work in the porch light, his hands steady and sure as he replaced the damaged wood.

The same hands that had held her on prom night.

The same hands that had let her go.

Natalie pressed her fingers to the cool glass and wondered if coming home had been the bravest thing she'd ever done or the biggest mistake of her life.

In the driveway, Cooper's truck bore the evidence of years she'd missed—a life built without her, success earned through staying rather than leaving.

And somewhere in his pocket, if her mother's cryptic comments were to be believed, he might still carry the ghost of a question he'd never gotten to ask.

What have I done? she thought.

But she already knew the answer.

She'd walked away from the best thing that ever happened to her.

And now she'd have to live in the same small town, watching him from a distance, knowing exactly what she'd lost.
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The Vintage Bean smelt like espresso and cinnamon rolls, a significant upgrade from the Driftwood's old burnt-coffee-and-mildew aroma. Natalie pushed through the door at exactly ten o'clock, scanning the renovated space—exposed brick, local artwork on the walls, and a chalkboard menu featuring drinks with names like "Outer Banks Bliss" and "Hatteras Honey Latte".

"Over here!"

Chelsea Martinez waved from a corner table, and Natalie felt a genuine smile break across her face for the first time since arriving in Hatteras Bay. Her best friend looked exactly the same—wild dark curls barely contained in a ponytail, bright lipstick, curves poured into yoga pants and an oversized sweater. She jumped up and pulled Natalie into a hug that smelt like her signature perfume and felt like coming home.

"Oh my God, look at you," Chelsea said, pulling back to examine her. "I hate you. You look like you stepped out of a magazine."

"I look tired," Natalie corrected, but she was smiling.

"Expensive and tired. There's a difference." Chelsea gestured to the table where two lattes were already waiting. "I ordered for you. Oat milk, one sugar, right? Some things don't change."

They settled into their chairs, and for a moment, Natalie just looked at her friend—the person who'd known her before college, before New York, before she became someone who wore Armani suits and closed eight-figure deals.

"I've missed you," Natalie said quietly.

"I've missed you too, even though you're terrible at staying in touch." Chelsea's tone was light, but there was truth underneath. "So. Early retirement at forty-one. Either you made obscene amounts of money, or you had a breakdown. Which is it?"

"Can't it be both?"

Chelsea's expression softened. "How's your mum? Really?"

"Declining." The word hurt to say out loud. "Some days she's completely herself. Other days she calls me by the wrong name or asks about my dad like he's still alive. The doctor says it'll get worse."

"I'm so sorry, Nat." Chelsea reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "But I'm glad you're here. She needs you. And honestly? I think you might need this place too."

"I don't need—"

"You worked yourself to death for twenty-three years," Chelsea interrupted. "When's the last time you took a real vacation? Had a relationship that lasted longer than three months? Did you do something just because it made you happy?"

Natalie opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. She couldn't remember.

"That's what I thought." Chelsea sat back, cradling her latte. "So. We need to talk about the elephant in the room. Or should I say, the gorgeous marina owner who's still single and definitely saw you last night based on the text I got from three different people?"

Natalie's stomach dropped. "News travels fast."

"Honey, this is Hatteras Bay. Mrs Henderson probably knew you were back before you crossed the bridge." Chelsea leaned forward, her voice gentle but firm. "Cooper's going to be... complicated."

"I know."

"No, I don't think you do." Chelsea wrapped both hands around her mug. "Nat, he never moved on. I mean, he dated—there was someone about five years ago, Sarah Chen, which lasted almost two years. Everyone thought they'd get married. But it fell apart, and the word is she told her sister that Cooper was still in love with someone else."

The coffee turned to acid in Natalie's stomach. "Chelsea—"

"I'm not telling you this to make you feel guilty. I'm telling you because you need to know what you're walking into. Cooper Hayes spent twenty-three years building a good life here. He's respected, successful, and genuinely liked. He volunteers with the youth sailing programme, he helped rebuild the community centre after the hurricane, and he's on the town council." Chelsea paused. "But he's also been alone all this time. And everyone in town knows why."

"That's not fair," Natalie said, her voice tight. "He could have moved on. He could have found someone else. That's not on me."

"You're right. It's not." Chelsea's eyes were kind but unyielding. "But it doesn't change the reality. You broke his heart, Nat. Completely shattered it. And now you're back, and he has to see you around town, and everyone's watching to see what happens."

Natalie pressed her fingers to her temples. "I didn't come back for him. I came back for my mother."

"I know that. You know that. Does he know that?"

Through the coffee shop window, Natalie could see Main Street—the hardware store, the bookshop, and the pier in the distance. Such a small town. Impossible to avoid anyone for long.

Impossible to avoid Cooper.

"What do I do?" she asked quietly.

Chelsea considered. "Honestly? Give him space. Let him set the pace. He's had twenty-three years to build walls, Nat. You can't expect them to come down overnight just because you're back."

"I don't expect anything from him."

"Don't you?" Chelsea tilted her head. "Not even a little part of you that wonders if maybe—"

"No." The word came out too quick, too sharp. "That ship sailed a long time ago. We were kids. It was never going to work."

"If you say so." Chelsea didn't sound convinced. "Just... be careful. With him and with yourself. This town has a long memory, and not everyone was thrilled when you left and never looked back. Some people are going to see you as the girl who thought she was too good for Hatteras Bay."

"I never thought that."

"Didn't you?" Chelsea's voice was gentle. "You left and built this amazing life and barely came home. What were people supposed to think?"

The truth of it stung. Natalie had been so focused on proving she could make it, on becoming someone important, that she'd never considered how it looked from here—like she'd rejected not just Cooper, but the entire town. Everyone she'd grown up with.

"I didn't mean—"

"I know." Chelsea smiled. "But intentions don't always matter as much as actions. You're going to have to show people you're not just here temporarily. That you actually care about this place and the people in it."

Before Natalie could respond, the bell over the door chimed.

And Cooper Hayes walked in.
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Time seemed to slow down.

Cooper walked in with another man—tall, African American, wearing a Coast Guard uniform. They were laughing about something, easy and comfortable, the kind of friendship that came from years of knowing each other. But the moment Cooper's eyes swept the coffee shop and landed on Natalie, the laughter died.

His entire body went rigid.

Chelsea noticed immediately. "Oh boy," she murmured. "Here we go."

The Coast Guard officer—oblivious to the sudden tension—clapped Cooper on the shoulder and headed to the counter to order. Cooper stood frozen for a beat too long, his gaze locked with Natalie's across the small space.

Then he gave her a slight nod—polite, distant, nothing—and turned toward the counter.

It shouldn't have hurt.

It did anyway.

"That's Marcus Webb," Chelsea said quietly. "Cooper's best friend since middle school. Coast Guard station commander. Good guy."

Natalie watched Cooper's back as he stood at the counter, his posture carefully casual. He said something that made the barista laugh. Ordered his coffee. Acted like Natalie wasn't sitting fifteen feet away, watching him pretend she didn't exist.

"This is going to be my life now, isn't it?" Natalie said. "Awkward encounters in public places. Both of us pretending the past didn't happen."

"Probably," Chelsea said. "Unless one of you actually tries to talk to the other like adults."

"He made it pretty clear last night he doesn't want to talk."

"And you're just going to accept that? The Natalie Morgan I knew never backed down from anything difficult."

"The Natalie Morgan you knew didn't have to face the consequences of her choices every day."

At the counter, Marcus had noticed them. He said something to Cooper, who shook his head sharply. But Marcus—bless him or curse him, Natalie couldn't decide—was already walking over.

"Chelsea Martinez," he said warmly, bending to kiss Chelsea's cheek. "Looking beautiful as always. When are you finally going to agree to go out with me?"

"When you finally get interesting," Chelsea shot back, but she was smiling. "Marcus, this is—"

"Natalie Morgan." Marcus's grin widened. "The famous Natalie Morgan. I've heard a lot about you over the years."

Natalie's heart sank. She could only imagine what Cooper had said. "All bad, I'm sure."

"Actually, no." Marcus pulled out a chair and sat down uninvited, to Chelsea's poorly concealed amusement. "Coop doesn't talk about you much. But when he does..." He trailed off meaningfully.

"Marcus." Cooper's voice cut across the coffee shop, low and warning. He stood a few feet away, two coffee cups in his hands, his expression carefully blank. "Leave them alone."

"I'm just being friendly," Marcus protested. "Welcoming Natalie back to town."

"I'm sure she doesn't need—"

"It's fine," Natalie interrupted, finding her voice. She looked up at Cooper, forcing herself to meet his eyes. "Thank you for fixing the railing last night. You didn't have to do that."

"Your mom needed it fixed." His tone was neutral and professional. The voice he'd probably use with any customer at the marina. "It's done now."

The subtext was clear: and so are we.

"Right." Natalie's throat felt tight. "Well. Thanks anyway."

An awkward silence fell. Marcus looked between them, his expression shifting from amused to uncomfortable as he clearly realised he'd stepped into something heavier than he'd anticipated.

Cooper handed Marcus one of the coffee cups. "We should go. You've got that meeting at eleven."

"Yeah. Right." Marcus stood, then hesitated. "It was nice to meet you, Natalie. I hope we'll see you around town."

"I'm sure you will," Natalie managed. "It's a small place."

Cooper was already turning away, but Chelsea—bless her meddling heart—spoke up.

"Cooper, wait. I was just telling Natalie about the fundraiser next weekend. For the youth sailing programme?" She smiled innocently. "She might want to volunteer. She was pretty good on the water back in the day."

Cooper's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "We've got plenty of volunteers."

"We could always use more," Marcus interjected, clearly trying to smooth things over. "It's a good cause. Teaching kids water safety, giving them something positive to do. Plus there's a dinner afterward, live music, dancing—"

"I'm pretty busy getting settled," Natalie said quickly, reading the tension in Cooper's shoulders. "But thank you for the invitation."

"You should come," Chelsea insisted, and Natalie wanted to kick her under the table. "Your mom would enjoy it. She hasn't been out much lately."

That hit home. Ellen used to love community events, but her condition had made her increasingly isolated.

"Maybe," Natalie said softly.

Cooper made a sound that might have been a laugh or might have been something darker. "Great. That's just... great." He looked at Marcus. "Let's go."

He walked out without another word, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft chime that felt far too cheerful for the moment.

Marcus lingered, looking apologetic. "He'll come around," he said quietly. "Just give him some time."

Then he was gone too, jogging to catch up with Cooper on the sidewalk outside.

Through the window, Natalie watched them walk toward Cooper's truck. Marcus said something, gesturing animatedly. Cooper shook his head, his expression closed off.

Then, just for a second, he looked back at the coffee shop.

Their eyes met through the glass.

Natalie's breath caught.

Cooper turned away first, climbing into his truck and pulling out of the parking space without looking back again.

"Well," Chelsea said into the silence. "That went better than expected."

"Better?" Natalie tore her gaze from the window. "How could that possibly have gone worse?"

"He could have ignored you completely. He could have been cruel. He could have introduced you to his girlfriend. " Chelsea raised her eyebrows. "He did none of those things. He was hurt and defensive, but he wasn't mean. That's actually a good sign."

"A good sign of what?"

"That he still cares." Chelsea finished her latte. "If he didn't, you'd be just another person in this coffee shop. But you're not. You're the one who still has the power to make him feel something, even if that something is pain."

Natalie pressed her hands flat against the table, trying to steady herself. "I don't want to hurt him. I never wanted to hurt him."

"I know. But you did. And now you're both going to have to figure out how to exist in the same town." Chelsea's expression softened. "Look, I'm not saying you need to fix anything or win him back or whatever. I'm just saying... don't hide from this. Don't spend the next however-many-years avoiding him or tiptoeing around. You're both adults. Eventually, you're going to have to find a way to coexist."

"And if he never wants to talk to me?"

"Then you respect that." Chelsea shrugged. "But something tells me that's not how this story ends."

Natalie wanted to ask what she meant, but her phone buzzed with a text from her mother asking her to pick up groceries on the way home.

Normal life. Normal errands.

Except nothing about being back in Hatteras Bay felt normal at all.

As she left the coffee shop, Natalie couldn't shake the image of Cooper's face when he'd looked back—the flash of something raw and unguarded before he'd shut it down.

Twenty-three years, and she could still read him.

Twenty-three years, and he could still break her heart with a single look.

This was going to be harder than she'd thought.
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Cooper made it exactly three blocks before he had to pull over.

His hands were shaking on the steering wheel—actually shaking, like he was some kind of teenager who'd just talked to his crush instead of a forty-one-year-old man who ran a successful business and sat on the town council.

"You want to talk about it?" Marcus asked from the passenger seat, his tone carefully neutral.

"No."

"Are you sure? Because you look like you're about to put your fist through the dashboard."

Cooper forced his hands to relax, flexing his fingers against the steering wheel. Through the windscreen, he could see the marina in the distance—his marina, the business he'd built from his father's modest operation into something he was genuinely proud of. Forty boats now, a small repair shop, three employees, and a steady income that had allowed him to buy his own house on the water five years ago.

He'd built a good life.

He'd built it without her.

And now she was back, looking like she'd stepped out of some fashion magazine, all polished and perfect and so far removed from the girl he'd loved that it physically hurt to look at her.
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