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Chapter One — The Move to Edenbrook
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“Salt and Silence”

(Ivy)

The road into Edenbrook curves like a secret.

I watch the coastline unfurl beside me, the Atlantic stretched wide and endless, grey as pewter beneath a sky the color of old linen. My car smells faintly of turpentine and rain. The backseat is cluttered with half-packed boxes, a broken easel, and a single suitcase that holds the life I didn’t think I’d survive.

It’s strange, how silence can feel like a mercy.

After two years of noise—of slammed doors and apologies that never healed anything—the hush of this seaside town feels like a pulse I can finally rest my head against. I roll down the window, and the wind rushes in, carrying the salt, the tang of seaweed, and something softer—like the promise of forgetting.

The GPS announces my turn with a tin voice: Left onto Harbor Street.

I obey, though my hands tremble slightly on the steering wheel. My therapist back in the city told me new places can rewire the brain, that unfamiliarity gives you permission to become someone else. I clung to that sentence the way some people cling to prayer.

The cottage appears at the end of the street—white shutters, chipped paint, and a view that seems too beautiful for someone like me. It sits at the edge of a cliff, overlooking the water, framed by wild lavender and a weathered fence. There’s an old woman waiting on the porch, wrapped in a knitted shawl the color of smoke.

June Miller. My new landlady.

She waves like she’s known me for years. “You must be Ivy!”

Her voice is frail but bright, carrying easily over the wind. I force a smile, climbing out of the car, the gravel crunching under my boots.

“That’s me,” I manage. My throat feels too small for words.

She studies me with eyes that seem to remember things she hasn’t said in years. “You look like someone who’s seen a ghost,” she says softly. “But don’t worry, dear. We all have them here.”

There’s no judgment in her tone—just truth, offered like a cup of tea.

Inside, the cottage smells of salt and jasmine. The walls are crowded with framed poems written in shaky handwriting. The furniture is mismatched, the kind of beautiful that comes from being loved too long.

June shows me to my room upstairs—a small space with a skylight and an ocean view. “The last tenant was a teacher,” she says. “Left a few things behind. I hope you don’t mind.”

On the desk sits a ceramic mug filled with brushes, bristles splayed from use. My chest tightens. I hadn’t painted in months. Every time I tried, the colors turned into noise—too loud, too frantic, too much like him.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

She squeezes my arm. “There’s peace here, if you let it find you.”

When she leaves, I stand by the window. The ocean glints like silver glass, and the lighthouse—distant but steady—blinks its one unblinking truth across the water.

That night, I unpack in silence. My phone buzzes only once: a message from an unknown number.

Still running, Ivy?

The words slide through me like ice water. I delete the message before I can think, toss the phone facedown on the dresser, and take a shaky breath.

I’m not her anymore.

Not the girl who flinched at footsteps. Not the girl who apologized for breathing too loudly.

The wind outside rises, rattling the windowpane. I light a candle, watching the flame waver. Its flicker paints gold across my hands—hands that once trembled too much to hold a brush.

I open my sketchbook, its first blank page staring up at me. The emptiness feels terrifying and merciful all at once.

I draw the ocean first—thin, uncertain lines. Then the curve of the lighthouse. Then, almost without meaning to, a man’s silhouette standing at the edge of the cliff, watching the waves.

When I realize what I’ve drawn, I close the book quickly.

It’s been one day in Edenbrook, and already, the ghosts have found me.

But maybe that’s the point.

Maybe healing isn’t about outrunning what haunts you—maybe it’s about sitting beside it long enough to listen.

I fall asleep to the sound of the sea, and for the first time in months, I don’t dream of him.

Instead, I dream of the lighthouse—its light sweeping over the dark water, searching.

For what, I don’t yet know.

* * *
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“The Man Who Watches the Sea”

(Elias)

The sea doesn’t change, not really. It only pretends to.

Every morning, I walk the same path down to the cliffs behind the psychiatric center—the one place in Edenbrook that refuses to forget what it’s seen. The wind is sharp, salt-heavy, biting through the wool of my coat as I stop near the fence and watch the waves bruise themselves against the rocks below.

The sound of them fills the silence I’ve learned to live with.

It’s been three years since the accident.

People talk about time like it heals. It doesn’t. Time only dulls the edges, like waves smoothing a stone; the grief never disappears—it just hides in different shapes. I still wear my wedding ring, though I don’t look at it often. The gold has dulled with the years, the engraving inside half-faded.

To the lighthouse, always.

That’s what she’d written.

Clara.

Her name still feels like glass in my throat.

I hear the center’s front door open behind me—footsteps approaching on gravel. Nora. My sister’s gait is unmistakable—measured, impatient.

“You’re out here again,” she says, crossing her arms. “You know there’s such a thing as too much brooding, right?”

I huff a quiet laugh. “Occupational hazard.”

She joins me at the fence, squinting at the horizon. “You’ve got four new patients this week. One of them—Hart, Ivy Hart—transferred from the city clinic. Panic disorder, trauma history, possible agoraphobia. You read her file?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“She’s not ready.”

Nora gives me that look—the one that means she’s balancing between concern and exasperation. “You always say that. You think no one’s ready. You can’t keep holding the world at arm’s length, Eli.”

I don’t answer.

The truth is, I don’t trust myself with broken people anymore.

The last time I tried to help someone, I lost everything.

“I’m fine,” I say, too evenly.

She scoffs softly. “You’re existing. That’s not the same thing.” Then, quieter: “Don’t get attached again. Please.”

Her words hang in the air long after she leaves.

I stay until the light fades—watching the sea darken to slate, the lighthouse blink through mist. There’s something almost human in that single revolving eye of light: searching, steady, aching.

Later, when I return to my office, the room smells faintly of cedar and coffee. My patients’ files sit neatly stacked on the desk, except for one.

Ivy Hart.

Her intake notes are sparse. Panic episodes, emotional trauma, art therapy suggested. No mention of a specific event, but I can read the subtext in the way she stopped painting after it.

Everyone has an it.

The door creaks open slightly, and Mason, the center’s custodian, pokes his head in. “Evenin’, Doc. Heard the new tenant moved into June’s cottage today.”

I glance up. “June still renting that place out?”

He nods. “Can’t remember much these days, but somehow always remembers the rent. Anyway, she’s real particular about her tenants. Said this girl seemed... haunted.”

Haunted.

The word lingers in the quiet.

When he leaves, I look down at the open file again. There’s a passport photo clipped to the first page. She’s not smiling. Eyes gray-green, shadowed but alert, like she’s seeing something no one else can.

Something about her expression makes my chest tighten—an ache I don’t recognize as empathy until it’s too late.

I close the file and lock it in the drawer.

Boundaries. Always boundaries.

But that night, long after I’ve shut off the lights and left the center, I take the longer route home—past the cliff road, where the ocean curls against the dark. And that’s when I see her.

She’s standing near the fence, hair whipped by the wind, a sketchbook clutched to her chest. The candlelight from June’s cottage flickers behind her.

Even from this distance, I know it’s her. Ivy Hart.

She doesn’t see me.

She’s watching the sea like she’s asking it for permission to exist. The breeze lifts the hem of her sweater, and I catch a glimpse of paint on her fingertips. Not fresh—faded. As if the color had stained her long ago and never quite washed away.

I shouldn’t stay. I know that.

But something in the stillness between us—the silence shaped by distance—feels almost sacred.

I tell myself I’m only making sure she’s safe, that no one should be alone on the cliffs after dark. But the truth hums beneath that thought: I understand her kind of solitude. The kind that doesn’t seek company, only witness.

When she finally turns back toward the cottage, I exhale the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

The lighthouse blinks once across the water—its reflection breaking over the black waves—and for a fleeting moment, I think I see Clara’s face in the glass of its beam.

The same look she had the night she died: forgiveness, even when I didn’t deserve it.

I close my eyes against the memory.

Three years, and still, my mind finds ways to punish me.

By the time I get home, the air smells of rain. I set my keys on the counter, pour a glass of whiskey I won’t finish, and stare at the cracked pocket watch resting on the mantel. The hands haven’t moved since the night of the accident.

Every day, I tell myself to throw it away. Every day, I don’t.

I sit in the dim light, listening to the storm start outside. The sea roars against the cliffs, distant but relentless. I can almost hear it whisper through the glass: She’s here.

I don’t know why that thought feels both terrifying and inevitable.

When I finally lie down, the house creaks like an old heart remembering how to beat. I dream of water—the same dream I’ve had for months. The car submerged, the light fractured above me, her hand slipping from mine as I reach too late.

Only this time, when I surface, it isn’t Clara who breaks through the light—it’s Ivy.

She’s standing on the shore, drenched, holding my cracked watch in her palm.

“You can’t save what doesn’t want saving,” she says.

Then the sea swallows her too.

I wake to the sound of thunder, breath ragged, shirt damp with sweat. The pocket watch glints from the nightstand, reflecting a sliver of lightning across the wall.

I reach for it, fingers trembling.

The hands have moved—by one minute.

I know it’s impossible. And yet...

Outside, the lighthouse keeps turning, slow and patient, cutting through the dark.

Somewhere beyond that darkness, a new patient sleeps in a room overlooking the same sea.

And though I don’t know her yet, I feel it—something shifting.

The beginning of an unraveling I’m not sure I can stop.

* * *
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“The First Panic Attack”

(Ivy)

The storm arrives just before dawn.

It doesn’t creep in—it erupts. One moment, the sea hums against the cliffs in its quiet rhythm, and the next, it howls. Rain lashes the windows like a confession. The air inside the cottage turns thick and electrical, alive with the weight of memory.

I wake to the sound of thunder splitting the sky. My chest is already tight before I’m fully conscious. It happens that way sometimes—my body remembering the fear before my mind catches up.

For a moment, I don’t know where I am.

The shadows in the room twist with the lightning, and the ceiling feels like it’s closing in. The scent of rainwater and old wood blends with the phantom smell of his cologne, sharp and cruel as ever.

Theo.

The name flickers through me like static.

I sit up too fast, the sheets tangling around my legs, my breath short and shallow. It’s not real. You’re safe. The words loop in my mind like a mantra I don’t quite believe.

But panic isn’t logical. It’s an old wound re-opening, a body remembering every moment it once wasn’t safe.

The storm outside intensifies, thunder rolling like distant gunfire. The skylight trembles under the weight of rain, and with each flash, I see it—the apartment in the city, the shattered glass on the floor, the sound of his voice saying you’ll never survive without me.

My hands tremble. My vision narrows.

I try to count. One, two, three, four— but the numbers slip. My heart claws against my ribs, my throat closing like a fist. I stumble toward the bathroom, fingers gripping the doorframe, searching for something solid to anchor myself to.

The mirror catches me—wide eyes, damp hair plastered to my forehead, skin pale and trembling. I don’t look like someone starting over. I look like someone still drowning.

The air feels too thin. I press my palms against the sink, bowing my head as if I could pray the panic away. My reflection wavers, distorted by the lightning flashing through the small window.

“Stop,” I whisper, but my voice fractures.

Then I hear a knock—faint, careful.

“Ivy? It’s June.”

Her voice is soft, like a lullaby wrapped in concern.

I don’t answer. I can’t.

She opens the door slightly, peering in. “I heard you moving around. The storm’s a bad one tonight.”

I nod, breath still uneven. She steps inside, holding a candle that flickers gold across her face. “You’re pale as the moon, child. Sit.”

I obey, sinking to the edge of the bathtub, shaking. She kneels beside me, her joints stiff, but her presence steady.

“It’s just thunder,” she says gently. “Only the sky letting go.”

Her words shouldn’t help, but they do. The way she says only—as if storms were simply a part of being alive, not something to fear.

She touches my hand, and I realize how cold I’ve become. “You breathe like someone trying to disappear,” she murmurs. “In through the nose, out through the mouth. Like waves, dear. Let the breath be a tide.”

I try. I really try.

Inhale. Exhale.

Slowly, the edges of the world return.

The panic doesn’t vanish—it rarely does—but it loosens its grip, like fingers unclenching.

June watches me for a long moment before standing. “When I was your age, I used to have nights like this,” she says softly. “You think you’re breaking, but sometimes it’s just your heart learning the sound of its own cracks.”

She sets the candle on the counter, its flame trembling between us. “There’s tea in the kitchen. Chamomile, if you want it. And if the storm gets worse, you can sleep downstairs. The sea sounds kinder from there.”

When she leaves, I stay where I am, letting the silence settle.

The panic passes, but it leaves something behind—a hollow ache in my chest, an exhaustion that feels older than my body.

I glance at the mirror again. My reflection is calmer now, but there’s something else in my eyes—something fragile but determined.

Survival.

I clean my face, pull on a sweater, and move downstairs. The cottage creaks softly as the wind shifts. On the small kitchen table, June has already set two cups of tea, steam curling into the dim light.

She hums faintly to herself, a melody I don’t recognize. “You paint, don’t you?” she asks without looking up.

“I used to.”

“You should again.”

Her tone isn’t a suggestion—it’s an instruction.

I manage a small smile. “Maybe.”

She nods, satisfied, as if she’s planted a seed and trusts it to grow. “There’s a place in town—The Harbor Café. Mason runs it. Good man. They’ve got a noticeboard for art classes. You might find your way there.”

I trace the rim of my cup, the warmth grounding me. “I’ll think about it.”

She studies me with eyes that seem to look through time. “Don’t think too long, dear. Thinking can be a kind of hiding.”

When I finally go back upstairs, the storm has quieted to a steady rain. The candle on my nightstand flickers low. I open my sketchbook again, the page from last night staring back at me—the silhouette on the cliff.

Something compels me to finish it.

I add more detail this time—the curve of the shoulders, the fall of the coat, the faint reflection of light glancing off something in his hand. A watch, maybe.

It feels strange, drawing someone I’ve never met. Stranger still that it feels familiar.

I pause, pencil hovering. Outside, the lighthouse sweeps its beam across the sea, and for an instant, the reflection catches in my window—brief, blinding.

When the light fades, I think I see someone standing at the edge of the cliff again.

Just for a moment.

A figure, still and dark against the storm-tossed sky.

Then he’s gone.

I tell myself it’s the shadows. The imagination of a tired mind.

But when I close the sketchbook, my heart doesn’t quite believe me.

I lie back down, listening to the rain slide down the glass, and somewhere in the rhythm of it, I hear something I haven’t in a long time—hope, faint but persistent, tapping softly at the windowpane.

Maybe Edenbrook isn’t just a place to hide.

Maybe it’s a place that remembers how to heal.

* * *
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“The Therapy Appointment”

(Ivy)

The rain finally stops the next morning, leaving the world washed clean. The sea glitters like something reborn.

I stand by the cottage window, my mug of tea cooling in my hands, trying to memorize the sound of nothing breaking. No raised voices. No footsteps behind me. Only the hush of waves and the distant cry of gulls.

Today is my first appointment at Edenbrook Psychiatric Center.

June left a note on the kitchen table before she went out for groceries—her handwriting looping and delicate:

“Storms pass, dear. Don’t let fear be the only thing that stays.”

I stare at those words longer than I should before slipping the note into my sketchbook.

My chest feels heavy on the drive into town. The air still carries the scent of rain, the kind that clings to your hair and clothes. The roads are quiet, lined with small pastel houses and driftwood fences. There’s something heartbreakingly still about this town, as if time moves slower here, or maybe it just refuses to chase you.

The psychiatric center sits on a rise overlooking the harbor—a white-bricked building with ivy crawling up one side, its windows reflecting the sea. The sign outside reads Edenbrook Center for Emotional Wellness. It’s a mouthful for a place that feels both inviting and intimidating.

Inside, the reception smells faintly of coffee and disinfectant. A woman with gentle eyes greets me. “You must be Ivy Hart. Dr. Monroe will see you in a few minutes.”

Dr. Monroe.

Even his name sounds clinical. Safe.

I nod, but my palms are slick with sweat. The waiting room is quiet, except for the soft hum of rain against the glass. A few magazines sit untouched on the table. I try to read one, but the words blur together.

When the door finally opens, I look up—and forget how to breathe.

He’s standing there in a dark sweater and slacks, sleeves rolled up, hair slightly disheveled as if he’s been fighting thoughts heavier than gravity. His presence fills the doorway—not in an intimidating way, but like a calm you don’t quite trust.

“Ms. Hart?” His voice is low, deep, and measured.

I nod again. My voice betrays me. “Yes.”

He gestures toward his office. “Come in.”

The room is warm and uncluttered. A single lamp casts a golden light across the bookshelves. There’s a large window facing the ocean. A clock ticks softly on the wall, rhythmic but not harsh.

He motions to the couch. “You can sit wherever you’re comfortable.”

Comfortable. The word feels foreign. I choose the edge of the couch, spine straight, hands folded tightly in my lap.

He sits across from me—not behind a desk, but in a chair angled slightly toward mine. It’s subtle, but it feels intentional. He’s creating a bridge, not a barrier.

“I read your file,” he begins gently. “But I’d rather hear your story in your own words—if you’re ready.”

I stare at the floor. “I don’t know where to start.”

“Anywhere,” he says. “Sometimes beginnings aren’t linear.”

I breathe out slowly. “I left the city three weeks ago. My ex—he... he didn’t like when I painted. Said it made me distant. Selfish.” I pause, throat tightening. “He didn’t like when I cried either.”

Dr. Monroe doesn’t move, doesn’t interrupt. His stillness feels different from silence—it feels like listening.

“I stopped painting. I stopped doing everything, really.” My voice trembles. “I started having panic attacks. Sometimes I can’t breathe, and it feels like I’m back there again, even when I know I’m not.”

He nods, eyes steady. “That’s how trauma works. The body remembers before the mind does.”

The sentence lands somewhere deep in me. Like truth dressed in softness.

I glance up at him. There’s something in his expression I can’t name—recognition, maybe. As if he’s seen the same storm and knows how it ends.

“I thought moving here would help,” I whisper. “But the quiet feels... fragile. Like it could break at any moment.”

He leans forward slightly. “Do you feel safe here, Ivy?”

I hesitate. “Most of the time.”

“And the rest of the time?”

I look toward the window. The lighthouse beam sweeps slowly across the water, its reflection trembling. “The rest of the time, I feel like I’m still running.”

He studies me for a long moment, then says, “Healing isn’t about running from the darkness. It’s about learning to walk through it.”

I almost laugh. “That sounds like something you tell all your patients.”

He smiles faintly. “Maybe. But it’s still true.”

There’s a pause—soft, human. The kind that feels like standing on the edge of a new language.

He glances at his watch, then back at me. “I’d like to see you twice a week for now, if that’s manageable.”

I nod. “Okay.”

When I leave, the air outside feels lighter somehow. The ocean roars quietly in the distance, and for the first time in a long while, I feel like maybe I can breathe without counting the seconds.

As I reach my car, I glance back at the window of his office. He’s standing there, watching the sea.

For a moment, I think he looks lonelier than I feel.

* * *
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(Elias)

After she leaves, the silence feels heavier.

I stand by the window, watching her car disappear down the winding road toward the harbor. The rain has returned in a fine mist, beading against the glass. I tell myself I’m only observing, not feeling.

But I am.

Something about her stillness unsettles me. It’s the kind of quiet that comes after screaming—the aftermath of survival.

Her words replay in my mind: He didn’t like when I painted.

There are so many ways people teach others to become small.

I return to my desk and glance at her file again, then close it. Boundaries, Elias. You learned this the hard way.

Still, I can’t shake the echo of her voice, or the way she looked at the ocean when she spoke. Like she was waiting for it to answer.

I pour myself a cup of coffee gone lukewarm. Nora passes by the open door, raising an eyebrow. “First session?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“She’s... trying.”

Nora leans against the frame. “You mean she reminds you of yourself.”

I don’t respond.

She sighs. “Just don’t lose yourself again in someone else’s pain.”

When she’s gone, I turn back to the window. The lighthouse cuts through the fog—one beam, steady, relentless.

Outside, the tide is rising.

Inside, something in me is too.

I press a hand against the glass, feeling the cold bleed through. It anchors me. Reminds me that I’m still here, still breathing.

And somewhere down in the town below, a woman with paint-stained hands is trying to remember who she was before fear taught her silence.

Maybe that’s what draws me to her already—the courage it takes to even begin again.

The clock ticks softly behind me. I reach for the pocket watch on my desk—the one that hasn’t worked since the night Clara died.

It’s still cracked, still frozen in time.

But for the briefest second, I think I hear it tick.

* * *
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Chapter Two — The Room with the Ocean View
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“The Space Between”

(Ivy)

Edenbrook smells like salt and second chances.

Every morning, I wake to the same rhythm: waves against the cliffs, seagulls crying above the harbor, June humming softly somewhere downstairs. It’s a sound that doesn’t demand anything of me, and that’s what makes it feel like healing.

The storm has passed, but its memory lingers—the damp smell of rain still clinging to the curtains, the quiet ache behind my ribs. My therapist once said that trauma lives in the body, that it’s patient. It waits until you finally think you’re safe to knock on your chest and remind you that safety is a fragile thing.

Still, I breathe easier here.

The room is small, but sunlight pours through the skylight, touching the wooden floor like a blessing. From my bed, I can see the ocean framed by the window—always moving, always different, yet always the same. Some days, it feels like it’s breathing for me.

I spend the morning unpacking what’s left of my old life. A chipped mug from art school. A paint-stained apron I can’t throw away. My brushes, their bristles fanned and uneven, smell faintly of linseed oil and memory.

I line them on the desk, one by one, like soldiers coming home from a war that ended long ago.

When I finally sit down, the blank canvas stares back at me. The silence between us hums. I dip the brush into blue, my favorite color—the color of bruises, of sky, of freedom.

But when I lift it toward the canvas, my hand hesitates. The air seems to tighten, the ghost of his voice threading through the quiet.

You’ll never be more than what I made you.

The words strike like lightning, even now.

I drop the brush. Paint splatters across the wood, tiny stars of color on the floor. For a second, the old panic stirs—heartbeat quick, lungs folding inward. But then I remember June’s voice: Let the breath be a tide.

So I do.

In. Out.

Slowly, the tightness loosens.

I kneel to clean the mess, but when I look up, something catches my eye outside the window. A figure, walking along the path near the cliffs. Dark coat, deliberate pace, shoulders slightly bent as if carrying an invisible weight.

Dr. Monroe.

Even from this distance, I recognize the stillness in his movements—the kind that doesn’t belong to a man untouched by grief.

He stops at the fence, staring at the sea.

I should look away. It feels intrusive, like stepping into a moment that isn’t mine. But I can’t. There’s something about the way he stands there, hands in his pockets, unmoving against the wind, that feels like watching someone remember how to breathe.

He turns slightly, and for an instant, I think his gaze lifts toward my window.

Our eyes don’t meet, but my pulse betrays me anyway.

I step back quickly, heart unsteady.

The brush rolls off the desk, landing with a soft thud.

When I glance back out, he’s already walking away, his silhouette fading into the curve of the road.

I tell myself it’s nothing—that he’s just a man who happens to live in the same town, who happens to help people like me for a living.

But something about that word—help—lingers, complicated and heavy.

* * *

[image: ]


By afternoon, the sky clears completely, and sunlight spills across the cliffs. June insists we walk into town together. “You’ve been hiding in that room like a hermit,” she scolds gently, slipping her arm through mine. “Edenbrook isn’t meant to be looked at from a window.”

We follow the narrow road down toward the harbor. The air tastes of salt and coffee. Fishermen call to each other from the docks. The Harbor Café sits near the water, its windows fogged with warmth and laughter.

Inside, it smells like espresso and cinnamon. Mason, the owner, greets June with the kind of affection reserved for old friends. “June Miller, the poet of Edenbrook herself,” he teases, wiping his hands on a towel. “And who’s this?”

“Ivy,” she says proudly. “My new tenant. An artist.”

I shake my head. “Trying to be.”

Mason smiles kindly. “Well, that’s a start. Coffee?”

We sit by the window, the sea gleaming outside. The café hums with soft chatter, but I feel cocooned—safe, even.

June stirs her tea thoughtfully. “Mason’s been putting together a little exhibition,” she tells me. “Local artists. Paintings, photographs, poems. You should submit something.”

My instinct is immediate. “I can’t.”

“You can,” she corrects, eyes sharp despite their age. “You’re just afraid to be seen again.”

Her words hit deeper than I expect.

I look away, tracing circles on my coffee cup. “It’s not that simple.”

“It never is,” she says softly. “But it’s worth it.”

The conversation drifts after that. I half-listen as she talks about the old lighthouse and how it’s supposed to be haunted. I picture its beam slicing through the night, patient and unblinking, and I think about Dr. Monroe again—the way he looks at the sea, as if it’s the only thing still telling him the truth.

When we return to the cottage, the light has turned golden, the kind that makes the air shimmer like honey.

June disappears into her room to nap, humming the same melody she always does—something wistful and unplaceable. I climb the stairs, feeling the weight of the day settle gently rather than heavily.

In my room, the canvas waits. The blue paint has dried where it splattered earlier, tiny constellations across the floor. I pick up the brush again, turning it in my hand.

This time, when I lift it to the canvas, I don’t freeze.

I don’t paint what I planned. I don’t paint the sea or the lighthouse. I paint a man standing in the wind, his coat whipping behind him, his eyes somewhere far beyond the frame.

The image comes out blurred, unfinished. But it feels honest.

When I finally step back, the room smells of salt and turpentine again—like the past and the present overlapping in one fragile, perfect moment.

Outside, dusk falls. The ocean darkens.

And from somewhere beyond the cliffs, I swear I hear a faint echo—like a heartbeat answering mine across the water.

* * *
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“The View from His Window”

(Elias)

Mornings in Edenbrook begin with the sea. Always.

Even before the sun rises, I hear it — the low, rhythmic hush of water meeting stone, the sound that both calms and condemns. The lighthouse keeps its silent vigil beyond the cliffs, its beam slicing the fog like a heartbeat. Some mornings, I imagine it’s keeping time for me.

My office window faces the harbor, but it’s the cottage on the hill that always catches my eye. White shutters, chipped paint, a skylight that glows soft gold in the early light.

Ivy Hart’s cottage.

I tell myself it’s only professional curiosity — to ensure she’s settling in, to observe how her environment affects her progress. That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

But the truth is quieter and far more dangerous. I’ve begun to look for signs of her the way some people look for constellations. A light turning on before dawn. A figure by the window. A shape moving near the cliffs.

This morning, I see her silhouette through the glass. She’s painting.

Her arm moves slowly, deliberately, as if each stroke costs her something. The sight hits me in a place I thought I’d boarded shut long ago — that quiet awe you feel when someone tries to build beauty out of pain.

I wonder what color she started with.

Probably blue. The kind of blue you only find in grief.

* * *
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By midmorning, the center fills with its usual rhythm — the shuffle of feet, the low murmur of voices, the soft click of pens against clipboards. Healing, at least the kind that happens here, is a quiet chaos.

Nora appears at my door holding two files and an expression that tells me she’s already rehearsed the argument she’s about to make.

“You’ve got the Hart girl again tomorrow,” she says. “Are you sure about this, Eli?”

I glance up from my notes. “About what?”

“She’s young. Raw. You still flinch when someone mentions Clara.”

There it is — my wife’s name, dropped into the air like a match.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not,” she says gently. “You just know how to fake it better than most.”

She sets the files down, her tone softening. “I just don’t want you slipping into old patterns. You can’t save everyone. You know that, right?”

“I’m not trying to save her,” I say quietly. “I’m trying to help her remember she deserves to.”

Nora sighs. “You sound like her already.”

When she leaves, the office feels emptier than before. I close my notebook and look out the window again.

The cottage is barely visible through the fog now, but I can still make out a faint glow from the upstairs room. She’s still painting.

I imagine the sound of her brush against canvas, the rhythm of it — the same rhythm that once filled my house when Clara painted in the attic.

Clara loved the sea, too. Said it reminded her that beauty didn’t have to be gentle.

I remember the last time she showed me her work — an unfinished piece of the lighthouse, waves colliding beneath it. She laughed when she told me she’d fix the horizon later.

She never did.

The painting still leans against the wall in my study, gathering dust.

* * *
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At lunch, I walk down to the café by the harbor. Mason greets me with his usual grin. “Morning, Doc. You look like a man who hasn’t slept or maybe thinks too much for a living.”

“Both,” I admit.

He pours me coffee, dark and unmerciful. “You ever notice how the ocean always looks different depending on who’s looking at it?”

I raise an eyebrow. “That philosophical wisdom from the Mason School of Latte Art?”

He laughs. “Nah. Just something June said this morning. She was in here with that new tenant of hers — Ivy, I think her name was. Seemed like a quiet one. Kind eyes, though.”

I take a slow sip of coffee, the warmth grounding me. “She’s one of my patients.”

“That so?” Mason says, wiping down the counter. “Then take it from me — that girl’s got a storm behind her smile.”

I look out the window at the harbor, the reflection of the lighthouse trembling in the water. “Most of us do.”

* * *
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The afternoon passes in a blur of sessions — anxiety, grief, anger, the usual ghosts people bring into this building and leave behind like coats on a hook. But through it all, I keep thinking about the cottage, about her.

About the way her voice shook when she said, The quiet feels fragile.

When the last patient leaves, I stay behind, the room growing dim as the sun lowers. I pull out my journal — a habit Clara started and I never managed to stop. The pages are filled with fragments of thought, quotes, sometimes just words I can’t say aloud.

Today, I write only one sentence:

She’s painting again.

The simplicity of it feels monumental.

* * *
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Later that evening, I walk the cliffs. It’s a ritual I can’t quite break — a way of measuring my days. The air is cool, the sea restless. The lighthouse beam sweeps the dark, patient and merciful.

I pause at the fence near her cottage, though I tell myself it’s coincidence.

Her window glows softly above, a square of warm light against the blue-black sky. I can hear faint music drifting down — something classical, piano, fragile as glass.

And then, just barely, her laughter.

Not loud. Not free. But real.

The sound slices through me — a clean, aching cut. I didn’t realize how long it’s been since I heard laughter in this town that wasn’t forced.

For a moment, I imagine what it would be like to hear that sound in my house. To feel it fill the spaces that have been silent for three years.

The thought is dangerous. It glows like a match in the dark.

I turn away before I can feed it.

* * *
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Back home, the clock ticks softly. I pour a drink I don’t touch, open the window to the sea air. The house smells faintly of dust and old wood, like memory refusing to fade.

I take out Clara’s cracked pocket watch, tracing the line of the break. The glass catches the moonlight, and for a moment, I see my reflection fractured across its face.

“You’d tell me to stop this,” I whisper. “To stop looking for pieces of you in someone else.”

The watch says nothing, of course. It never does.

Still, I place it back on the mantel and let my hand fall to my side.

Outside, the lighthouse keeps turning. The sea keeps breathing.

And in a room not far from here, a woman with trembling hands keeps painting her way back to life.

I don’t know why that thought feels both like hope and like a warning.

Maybe because I’ve learned that sometimes healing isn’t gentle. Sometimes it’s two broken souls finding their reflection in each other and mistaking it for light.

Either way, I know one thing:

Tomorrow, when she walks into my office again, something will have shifted — in her, in me, in the fragile balance I’ve spent years trying to protect.

The sea is never still for long.

* * *
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“The Art Class That Almost Wasn’t”

(Ivy)

When June told me Mason wanted to host a community art class at the Harbor Café, my first instinct was to say no.

Not maybe later. Not let me think about it.

Just—no.

Because standing in front of people again means being seen. And being seen means being judged. And I’ve spent too long building walls around that part of myself — the one that used to believe art could make me invincible.

But June only smiled, that knowing, maddeningly gentle smile of hers. “You don’t heal in hiding, sweetheart. You heal in color.”

So now, three days later, I’m standing in the café after hours, surrounded by easels that still smell of varnish and paper cups of rinsed brushes. The air hums faintly with the sea breeze slipping through the cracked window. Mason moves around behind the counter, rearranging tables like he’s setting the stage for something sacred.

“Never thought I’d see this place full of paint instead of coffee,” he says.

“Maybe both,” I murmur, trying to keep my hands from shaking.

He glances up. “You’ll do fine, Ivy. People don’t come here to be impressed. They come here to feel something.”

I wish I could believe that.

My palms are slick, my chest tight. It’s been almost a year since I’ve stood in front of anyone to teach. The last time, Theo was sitting in the back row, arms crossed, pretending to support me. I remember the way his gaze felt — not like love, but like surveillance.

He used to say that my art was “beautiful in a broken way.” I thought it was a compliment until I realized he meant you look better when you’re bleeding.

I shake the memory off like seawater. Tonight isn’t about him. It can’t be.

The doorbell jingles.

The first few students trickle in — mostly women, middle-aged, curious and kind-eyed. One of them, a mother with paint-streaked jeans, tells me she hasn’t held a brush in twenty years. Another says she’s here because her daughter left for college, and she needs something to fill the silence.

I smile, genuinely this time. Maybe I’m not the only one trying to fill silence with color.

We begin simply. “Tonight,” I tell them, “we’re not painting what we see. We’re painting what we feel.”

It’s something Clara Monroe used to say — I remember reading it in a magazine years ago, when she was still alive. It hits me only now that she was Elias’s wife. The thought makes my stomach twist.

I watch as the class hesitates, brushes hovering over blank canvases, waiting for permission to be imperfect.

“Don’t think,” I say softly. “Just breathe. Let the color lead you.”

The room shifts. Conversations quiet. The sound of brushes swishing through paint replaces the nervous laughter. It feels almost holy — like watching a roomful of hearts begin to thaw.

I move between them, offering small encouragements. “Yes, that streak—keep it wild. Don’t tame it.” “Let it bleed a little. That’s where the truth hides.”

Halfway through the class, I realize I’m smiling. Not the practiced smile I use for strangers — the real kind, the one that lifts from somewhere deep inside, like sunlight finding a window it forgot existed.

Mason brings coffee to the tables. “You’re a natural,” he says quietly as he passes me.

I start to answer, but something catches my attention — the door. It opens softly.

And there he is.

Dr. Elias Monroe.

He stands in the threshold, the warm café light spilling against his dark coat, making his features look sharper, quieter, almost haunted. He doesn’t move to enter, just watches.

For a moment, everything slows — the brushes, the whispers, even the sea outside seems to hold its breath.

Our eyes meet.

Not for long, but long enough.

There’s recognition there — not just of who we are, but what we carry. Two people who know what it means to break and still wake up the next morning.

I look away first, pretending to adjust a palette. My pulse thunders in my throat.

When I glance back, he’s already gone.

Mason follows my gaze. “You okay?”

I nod, forcing a smile. “Yeah. Just—thought I saw someone I know.”

He doesn’t press, and I’m grateful. The rest of the evening passes in fragments — laughter, the clinking of mugs, the soft scrape of brushes. But I can’t shake the image of him in the doorway, the way he looked at me like he wasn’t sure if he should stay or run.

When the class ends, I linger to clean up. The café feels emptier without the chatter, only the sea whispering through the open window.

June arrives to walk me home. She carries one of the leftover canvases, squinting at it. “What were we supposed to paint again?”

“What we feel.”

She smiles faintly. “Then this must be confusion. Or maybe love. Hard to tell the difference sometimes.”

I laugh, soft and genuine. “Maybe they’re the same thing.”

As we step outside, the night air wraps around us — cool, salted, endless. The lighthouse beam sweeps across the horizon, cutting through mist and memory.

Halfway up the hill, June slows, breathing heavier. “Go on ahead, dear. My knees don’t keep up like they used to.”

“You sure?”

“I’ll catch up. I want to look at the sea a bit longer.”

I nod and keep walking. The road curves, and my cottage comes into view, a warm square of light against the dark.

But as I reach the steps, I pause.

Across the street, at the edge of the cliffs, stands a familiar figure.

Elias.

He’s not looking at me — at least, not directly. His gaze is on the water, his hands tucked into his pockets. The wind catches his coat, the moonlight tracing the outline of his face.

Something about him looks unbearably lonely.

I should go inside. I should close the curtains, make tea, pretend this isn’t happening. But my feet don’t listen.

“Dr. Monroe?”

He turns, startled but composed. “Ivy.”

His voice carries easily across the space between us, low and steady.

“I saw you at the café,” I say. “Earlier.”

He hesitates, then nods. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You weren’t. I just—wasn’t expecting you.”

“I was walking,” he says simply, as though walking is enough explanation for everything.

The silence stretches, filled with the sounds of waves and the faint hum of the lighthouse.

“Your class looked...” He searches for the word. “Alive.”

“Alive,” I repeat, tasting it. “That’s new for me.”

Something flickers in his eyes — something like understanding.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” he says after a beat.

I nod. “Tomorrow.”

He turns to leave, and I watch his figure fade into the darkness until only the sound of the sea remains.

When I finally step inside, I realize my hands are trembling again — but not from fear this time. From something else. Something unnamed and dangerous.

In my studio, the painting I started yesterday waits on the easel: the man on the cliff, faceless and alone.

Without thinking, I pick up my brush and dip it in light.

For the first time, I paint his eyes.

And I make them look toward the sea — not with despair, but with the smallest trace of hope.

* * *
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“Salt and Silence”

(Elias)

The night air in Edenbrook carries the sea with it — not just the scent of salt, but the weight of everything the tide drags in: grief, secrets, unfinished prayers.

By the time I return home, it’s past midnight. The house greets me the way it always does — quiet, polite, and a little haunted. I leave the lights off, preferring the dim wash of moonlight that slides through the windows.

There’s something almost reverent about the silence here, like the house itself remembers the sound of her laughter and refuses to speak in its absence.

I move through the rooms without turning on a single lamp. Habit, maybe. Or punishment.

In the study, Clara’s painting leans against the wall where she left it: the lighthouse, the sea, the storm she never finished. I run a finger across the canvas, tracing the strokes she never had time to complete.

The horizon stops mid-line — abrupt, unresolved. Like her.

When people die, they don’t vanish. They echo. In objects, in places, in the things you wish you’d said.

I pour a glass of whiskey I won’t drink, then sit by the window that overlooks the cliffs.

And there it is — her light.

Ivy’s cottage.

From here, it looks like a lantern left burning in the dark. Her window is still glowing faintly, even at this hour. I can see her silhouette moving — pacing, maybe painting again.

For a reason I don’t want to name, I can’t look away.

It’s the same way I used to watch Clara when she painted. The same quiet fascination, the same ache in my chest. But it’s different, too — sharper, guiltier.

Because I know what this could become if I’m not careful.

Attachment is a dangerous thing for a man in my position. I’ve seen what happens when lines blur — between patient and doctor, between help and hunger.

I swore to myself, after Clara died, that I’d never cross that line again. Never let the fragile thread between empathy and desire tangle itself around me.

But tonight, when Ivy said alive, something inside me shifted.

I saw it — the flicker in her, small but fierce, like a match refusing to die in the wind. And I wanted, selfishly, to protect it. To protect her.

That’s the problem. It’s never just about healing. It’s about the part of you that wants to be the one who saves someone — because saving them feels like saving yourself.

I lean back, close my eyes, and let the sound of the waves fill the silence.

You’re projecting, I tell myself. You’re confusing connection for care.

But then I remember the way she looked at me outside her cottage — the fear in her voice softening into something else. Recognition, maybe. Understanding.

It’s the same look Clara used to give me in the early days, before the guilt, before the crash, before everything turned into silence and blame.

I open my eyes again. The light in Ivy’s window has gone out.

Somehow, that makes the night feel heavier.

* * *
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The next morning, the sea is silver and cold. I walk down to the cliffs, the path damp from early rain. The gulls wheel above, their cries sharp against the sky.

I stop where I always do — by the fence overlooking the rocks — and breathe. The air burns clean through my lungs, the salt stinging the back of my throat.

From here, I can see both the lighthouse and Ivy’s cottage. Two points of light in a landscape of gray.

When I was a child, my father used to bring me here after storms. “Listen to it,” he’d say. “The ocean doesn’t apologize for being wild.”

Maybe that’s what draws people to Edenbrook. Not its beauty, but its honesty. The sea doesn’t hide what it destroys.

I stand there longer than I mean to, until I hear a soft voice behind me.

“Dr. Monroe?”

I turn.

Ivy stands a few steps away, a knit scarf wrapped around her neck, her hair pulled up loosely. She looks surprised to see me, but not unwelcome.

“I didn’t expect anyone else to be up this early,” she says.

“Old habits,” I reply. “The ocean helps me think.”

“Or stop thinking?” she offers.

A faint smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. “Sometimes both.”

For a moment, we just stand there — two people watching the same sea, trying to name different ghosts.

“I wanted to thank you,” she says after a while.

“For what?”

“For not... treating me like I’m fragile. Everyone else does.”

Her voice wavers, but there’s something steady beneath it.

“I don’t see fragility,” I tell her. “I see someone still standing.”

Her breath catches. I can almost see the thought cross her face — that no one’s said something kind to her in a long time without wanting something in return.

“I didn’t think anyone noticed,” she whispers.

“Most people don’t know how to look,” I say.

The wind catches her hair then, sweeping it across her face. She tucks a strand behind her ear, and I have to force myself not to look too long.

Because this — this right here — is the line.

And I can already feel it trembling beneath our feet.

She looks out at the horizon. “You ever think maybe the ocean remembers? All the things people tried to forget in it?”

“All the time,” I say.

When she turns to me again, her eyes look different — clearer, braver somehow.

“See you tomorrow, Dr. Monroe.”

And before I can respond, she’s walking away, her scarf fluttering like a ribbon in the wind.

I stand there long after she’s gone, the echo of her words caught somewhere between my ribs and the sea.

* * *
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Back at the center, Nora finds me in my office, flipping through notes I’m not really reading.

“You were up early again,” she says. “Walk?”

I nod.

She studies me for a long moment, then sighs. “Be careful, Eli.”

I look up sharply. “Careful?”

“With her,” she says simply. “You get that look again — the one you had before everything fell apart.”

I don’t answer. There’s nothing to say that wouldn’t sound like a lie.

She leaves, closing the door softly behind her.

The silence that follows feels different now — not empty, but waiting.

I open my notebook, the one where I keep thoughts I don’t dare say aloud, and write:

The sea isn’t the only thing that remembers.

I pause, then add one more line:

And some people are worth the risk of drowning.

When I close the notebook, the sound of waves fills the room again — soft, endless, and impossibly alive.

Outside, the sky shifts from gray to gold.

And for the first time in years, I don’t dread tomorrow.

* * *
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Chapter Three — The First Panic Attack
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“The Trigger”

(Ivy)

There are days when healing feels like progress — like waking to sunlight warm on your skin, believing for a fleeting moment that the past can’t touch you anymore.

And then there are days like this one.

Days when the past doesn’t knock.

It kicks the door in.

The morning starts gently enough. I paint for an hour, letting color spill across the canvas in soft waves. June makes cinnamon toast that fills the whole cottage with the scent of childhood. The world feels harmless, almost kind.

But healing has sharp edges, and sometimes you don’t see them until you’re already bleeding.

I leave for town early, wanting extra time to breathe before my second therapy session with Dr. Monroe. The path toward the harbor curves along the cliffs, the ocean shimmering beneath a pale sky. A few gulls swoop low, their cries echoing across the rocks.

The air feels crisp, clean.

I tell myself today will be fine.

Better than fine.

Beautiful, even.

But Edenbrook has its own way of unearthing what you think you’ve buried.

* * *
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The Harbor Café is busy this morning. Tourists from nearby towns, locals sipping coffee, the same fishermen who seem to live in the window booth, their hands wrapped around steaming mugs like anchors.

Mason waves me inside with that warm grin of his. “Ivy! Your class was a hit. People are still talking about it.”

I blush. “Really?”

“Really.” He pours coffee into a white mug and slides it to me. “You’re good at this. Teaching, helping people open up. You got a gift.”

I don’t know what to say. Compliments still hit me like foreign currency — unfamiliar, hard to trust.

“Are you doing another class next week?” he asks.

I hesitate. “Maybe.”

Mason leans against the counter, lowering his voice. “You know, I saw Dr. Monroe standing outside that night. Thought he might come in.”

My heart stumbles. “He didn’t.”

“No,” Mason says. “But he looked like he wanted to.”

I don’t know what to do with that.

Before I can answer, the door swings open — and everything inside me freezes.

A man steps in.

Tall. Dark hair. Confident walk.

A presence sharp enough to cut the air.

For half a second — one violent heartbeat — I think it’s him.

Theo.

My lungs lock. The room tilts.

But then the man turns toward the counter, and I see it isn’t him.

The nose is wrong. The shoulders broader. The voice nothing like the one I still hear in my nightmares.

But the resemblance...

God. It’s enough.

My chest tightens. My vision narrows.

I’m suddenly back in our old apartment — the smell of whiskey on his breath, the slam of a door, the harsh whisper in my ear telling me to stop being dramatic.

My breath catches on something sharp.

The panic hits fast, brutal.

My hands tremble around the mug. Coffee splashes over the rim. I stand too quickly, the chair legs screeching across the floor.

Mason looks up, startled. “Ivy?”

But I can’t hear him over the roaring in my ears.

The café is too small.

Too loud.

Too close.

I push through the tables, ignoring the faces turning toward me. My breath comes shallow, ragged. The door feels miles away.

The man near the counter says something — his voice low, friendly — but the sound spikes through me like a blade.

I stumble outside, nearly tripping over the threshold. The cold air hits my lungs like ice water.

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

But the panic is already in motion — a train that doesn’t stop once it starts.

My vision tunnels.

My heartbeat skids into a painful, frantic rhythm.

The world tilts sideways.

I grip the railing near the harbor, knuckles white, bending forward as if I can outrun the terror clawing up my throat.

“You’re fine,” I whisper. “You’re safe. You’re safe.”

But my body won’t listen.

My chest squeezes so tight it feels like a fist closing inside me. Tears burn behind my eyes, blurring the boats bobbing gently in the water.

The memory of his hand gripping my wrist flashes like lightning.

The hiss of his voice — Don’t embarrass me, Ivy.

The shatter of glass on the floor.

The bright explosion of fear swallowing reason whole.

My breath fractures.

My knees weaken.

The world trembles.

I fold in on myself, fingers pressed to my sternum.

And then —

A voice.

Soft. Low.

Steady as a lighthouse beam cutting through fog.

“Ivy.”

I freeze.

Not from fear.

From recognition.

Slowly, I lift my eyes.

Dr. Elias Monroe stands a few feet away, coat unbuttoned, the wind tugging gently at the hem. His expression is calm — not alarmed, not pitying. Just present. Fully, unmistakably present.

“I’m right here,” he says.

My breath stutters.

I shake my head. “I—I can’t—”

“You can,” he murmurs. “Not all at once. Just a little. Start with one breath.”

He steps closer, but not too close — leaving space, offering safety without demanding trust.

“Look at me,” he says softly. “Not at the past.”

I try. God, I try.

His eyes hold mine — steady, warm, unafraid.

The panic stutters, a creature unsure whether to flee or bow.

“That’s it,” he says quietly. “Breathe with me.”

He inhales — slow, deep — and waits.

I try to match it. My lungs rebel at first, but then something shifts.

The tide in my chest begins to ebb.

The trembling softens.

The air returns, shaky but real.

“There you go,” he whispers. “You’re here. With me. Not with him.”

A tear slips down my cheek before I can stop it.

He doesn’t wipe it away.

He just lets it fall.

“Do you want to sit?” he asks, gesturing to a nearby bench overlooking the water.

I nod.

He waits until I move first, then follows, sitting far enough not to overwhelm, close enough that I feel the steady gravity of his presence.

For a moment, neither of us speaks.

The sea fills the silence with its slow, patient breath.

Finally, he says, “Triggers sometimes look like people. Or voices. Or memories. But they can’t hurt you anymore.”

I swallow, throat raw. “It looked like him.”

“I know.”

His tone makes something inside me break open — not in pain, but in recognition.

I wrap my arms around myself. My voice cracks. “I thought I was past this.”

“You’re healing,” he says. “Healing isn’t past. It’s movement.”

The words land gently, like a hand on my heart.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“Don’t apologize,” he says. “Not for surviving.”

A gull cries overhead. The wind lifts a strand of my hair across my face. I tuck it behind my ear with a trembling hand.

When I finally look at him, his gaze is not clinical.

Not detached.

It’s warm enough to ache.

Warm enough to feel like a beginning I’m not sure I’m allowed to want.

But when he smiles — faint, careful —

the tightness in my chest loosens just a bit more.

“You did well,” he says.

“I fell apart,” I whisper.

“No,” he answers softly. “You let yourself be human.”

And for the first time in a long, long while...

I believe him.

* * *
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“The Session”

(Elias)

There’s a certain silence that follows a panic attack.

It isn’t peace — not yet — but the fragile quiet of something barely surviving itself.

When Ivy sits across from me again, later that afternoon, her face is pale and her hands still tremble slightly where they rest in her lap. The studio light filters through the blinds, striping her skin with lines of gold and shadow.

She looks like someone trying to stay whole in the aftermath of a storm.

I watch her for a moment before speaking.

“You came back,” I say softly.

Her lips twitch — not quite a smile. “I thought about not doing that.”

“I would’ve understood.”

“But you’d still have asked me to,” she says, eyes flicking up, studying me.

She’s right. I would’ve.

“Panic attacks,” I begin, my voice careful, “can feel like they’re happening to you — like you’ve lost control. But in truth, they’re just your body remembering danger. It’s not weakness, Ivy. It’s memory.”

Her throat tightens. “It didn’t feel like memory. It felt like dying.”

“That’s what trauma does,” I say quietly. “It rewires the body to mistake safety for risk.”

She exhales shakily, eyes unfocused, and for a moment I glimpse it again — the flicker of terror behind her calm exterior. The residue of someone who’s had to be small just to survive.

“Can I ask what triggered it?”

She hesitates, fingers twisting in her lap. “There was a man. At the café. He looked like—”

She stops. Swallows. Forces herself to finish. “Like him.”

I nod once. No interruption, no rush.

Names aren’t always necessary. The body already knows who him is.

Her gaze drifts toward the window. “I hate that he still owns that part of me. That I can be fine one moment, and then a stranger’s face rips it all open again.”

“It isn’t ownership,” I tell her. “It’s residue. You can wash it away — but it takes time. And gentleness.”

She lets out a sound that’s halfway between a laugh and a sob. “Gentleness,” she repeats. “I don’t even know what that feels like anymore.”

My chest tightens.

There are things I want to tell her — that gentleness doesn’t mean softness, that it can exist even after fire. That I’ve been learning it too, alone, in the silence of my house where grief still lingers like a stubborn ghost.

But I can’t say any of that. Not here. Not yet.

“I think,” I say carefully, “that you’re already practicing it — every time you come here. Every time you choose to stay.”

She looks up at me then, really looks, as if searching for the lie in my face and finding none.

The air between us hums — not with attraction, not yet, but with recognition. Two people who have both known the sound of breaking bones inside the heart.

* * *
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She speaks more freely after that. The words stumble out at first, halting and unsure, then begin to flow — bits and pieces of a life rebuilt from fragments.

“He was charming,” she says. “In the beginning. He painted me as something fragile — something only he could protect.”

I listen. Not with my notes, not with my degrees — but with my own ruins.

“That’s how they do it,” I tell her softly. “They make themselves the cure before becoming the poison.”

Her eyes fill with something sharp. “He said no one else would love me. That I was too... much. Too anxious. Too sensitive.”

Her voice breaks on that last word, and I feel a slow burn rise behind my ribs.

“He was wrong,” I say.

She gives a short, hollow laugh. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know pain when I see it.”

The silence that follows feels like confession.

I shouldn’t let it linger. This isn’t supposed to be personal. But there’s something about Ivy — something unbearably human — that draws my empathy dangerously close to the line.

When I speak again, my voice is quieter. “The body keeps score, Ivy. Every insult, every fear, every night you held your breath waiting for calm that never came. But what’s written in the body can also be rewritten.”

Her eyes glisten. “I want that,” she whispers. “To rewrite it. To stop feeling like I’m still there.”

“You will,” I say, and for once I don’t sound like a doctor. I sound like a man who needs to believe the same thing himself.

* * *
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She studies the cracked watch on my desk — my wife’s watch. She doesn’t know the story yet, but I can feel her curiosity trace its edges.

“What happened to it?” she asks.

I glance at it. “It stopped.”

“That’s... sad,” she murmurs.

“Yes,” I say. “But it reminds me that time doesn’t always have to move to matter.”

She frowns, tilting her head. “Is that something you tell your patients?”

I almost smile. “No. That one’s mine.”

The corners of her lips lift just slightly, and the light returns to her eyes for the first time since the attack. It’s faint, fragile — like the first glimmer after a storm — but it’s there.

When she finally exhales, her voice is steadier. “Sometimes I feel guilty for surviving him. For moving on. Like I’m betraying the version of me who stayed.”

“You’re not betraying her,” I say softly. “You’re saving her.”

Something shifts in her posture — a subtle release in her shoulders, the faintest easing of breath. Healing doesn’t announce itself with trumpets; it whispers.

She nods slowly, absorbing the words.

* * *
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The session winds down, but neither of us seems ready to end it. She lingers, glancing at the clock, then at me.

“Do you ever get tired,” she asks suddenly, “of carrying everyone else’s pain?”

The question startles me. Not because it’s intrusive — but because it’s true.

I hesitate before answering. “Pain isn’t a burden when it’s shared,” I say. “It’s when it’s hidden that it becomes unbearable.”

Her gaze softens. “Then maybe we’re both trying to stop hiding.”

Something in her tone — the tentative honesty — cracks open a quiet ache in me.

“Yes,” I murmur. “Maybe we are.”

I shouldn’t let that line exist. I know it crosses into something else — something unspoken and electric. But the moment passes before either of us names it.

She stands, her movements slow, deliberate. “Thank you,” she says.

“For what?”

“For not making me feel crazy.”

I meet her gaze. “You never were.”

The way she looks at me — like she almost believes it — is more dangerous than anything I’ve felt in years.

* * *
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After she leaves, I sit in the stillness of the room, the echo of her breath still caught somewhere in the air.

Outside, the sea gleams dull silver under an overcast sky. I can hear the faint sound of waves against the rocks.

I run a thumb over the cracked glass of the watch.

The hands are still frozen at 3:17.

The time of the accident.

The time everything stopped.

And yet, for the first time since then, I wonder — quietly, dangerously — if maybe time has started moving again after all.

Because a girl with paint-stained fingers walked into my life, and somehow, the silence doesn’t sound so empty anymore.

* * *
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“The Painting of a Ghost”

(Ivy)

The sea has always known how to listen.

Even before I knew how to speak again.

After the session with Dr. Monroe, I walk home along the cliffs, the salt wind scraping gently against my skin, reminding me that I’m still here. Still breathing. Still real.

The sky hangs heavy, gray with unshed rain, and the waves crash below like a heartbeat — relentless, alive.

For the first time in years, I don’t feel like running from the noise.

Maybe because he didn’t look at me with pity.

Maybe because when I was unraveling, Elias didn’t try to fix me — he just stayed.

No one’s ever done that before.

I carry that steadiness with me like a fragile thing, tucked somewhere behind my ribs.

By the time I reach the cottage, my clothes are damp with sea spray. June is sitting in the armchair near the window, wrapped in her pale blue shawl, a notebook open on her lap.

“You’re late, darling,” she says, her voice soft and lilting. “The sea must’ve been whispering secrets again.”

I smile faintly. “It always does.”

She hums, distractedly tracing the edge of a page. “Did you paint today?”

“Not yet,” I admit.

June’s eyes — cloudy, but still luminous — lift to mine. “Then go on,” she says, almost in a whisper. “Paint before the feeling forgets you.”

Her words, like always, feel like poetry wrapped in truth.

So I do.

* * *
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I set up my easel by the window. The light is dim, filtered through the bruised sky, but it’s enough. I pull a clean canvas from the stack and stare at it until my pulse slows.

Then, without thinking, I dip the brush into gray, then blue, then a smear of black.

The first strokes are sharp, uneven — too much energy, too much ache. I try to steady my hand, but something inside me refuses calm.

So I stop trying.

The image that emerges isn’t planned. It rises out of instinct — shapes and shadows that feel like confession.

A woman, her back turned, standing at the edge of a cliff.

The ocean roaring beneath her.

And in the mist above the water — faintly, almost hidden — the outline of a man’s reflection. Not fully formed. Not solid. Just presence.

The painting isn’t about Theo.

It isn’t even about Elias.

It’s about the moment in between — the space where pain ends and something like hope begins to breathe.

The ghost isn’t meant to haunt her.

It’s meant to witness her.

I step back, breath shaky, the scent of turpentine thick in the air. My hands tremble, streaked with paint and memory.

For a long time, I just stand there, watching it dry — as if it might answer questions I don’t yet know how to ask.

Then I hear June behind me.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispers. “And lonely.”

I turn. “Maybe those are the same thing.”

June smiles faintly. “Sometimes, darling. But loneliness can be the first step toward freedom. Art knows that better than anyone.”

She looks at the painting again, tilting her head. “That man in the mist — he looks like someone waiting to forgive himself.”

Her words send a shiver down my spine.

Maybe because that’s exactly how Elias looked today.

* * *
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That night, I dream of the ocean.

Of standing at the water’s edge as the tide rises, cold and blue and endless.

Someone calls my name, but the sound is muffled — like it’s traveling through glass.

When I wake, my cheeks are wet.

I sit up, heart pounding, and reach for my sketchbook. I draw the dream before it fades — the horizon splitting open, the figure half-submerged in light.

I don’t know who he is yet.

Only that he’s always looking back at me.

* * *
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The next morning, I bring the painting with me to therapy.

I don’t plan to. I just... can’t leave it behind.

The air in the clinic smells faintly of eucalyptus and rain. The receptionist smiles as I pass, but I barely register her. My pulse is a quiet drum beneath my skin.

When I step into Elias’s office, he looks up — and for a heartbeat, that same calm from yesterday flickers across his face.

“You brought something,” he says.

I nod, setting the canvas against the wall. “I painted after the session. I thought— I don’t know. Maybe it’s stupid.”

He stands, crossing the room slowly, giving me time to decide if I want him closer. I don’t move away.

He studies the painting in silence. The way his eyes move — carefully, reverently — feels almost like prayer.

After a moment, he says, “She’s standing at the edge, but she’s not afraid.”

“She’s not ready to jump,” I say quietly. “But she’s not running anymore either.”

His gaze softens. “And the figure in the mist?”

I hesitate. “He’s... someone she’s not sure is real.”

Elias tilts his head, a flicker of thought passing behind his eyes. “Do you think that matters?”

I shake my head. “No. I think what matters is that he doesn’t disappear when she looks at him.”

He exhales slowly, and something in his expression changes — a crack in the professional calm, a fleeting ghost of recognition.

“That’s... remarkable,” he says softly.

His voice sounds almost hoarse.

I want to ask him why, but I already know.

We both carry ghosts — mine painted in colors, his tucked into the cracks of a watch he keeps near his heart.

* * *
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“Art,” he says after a moment, “is a conversation between your wounds and your courage.”

I look at him, stunned. “Is that yours?”

He smiles faintly. “No. That one’s yours.”

The air between us stills.

For a moment, I forget we’re in a therapy room.

The distance feels fragile — not romantic yet, but deeply human, like two people accidentally standing too close to the same memory.

“Ivy,” he says quietly, “you’ve done more today than you realize. You took something that terrified you and turned it into something that speaks. That’s healing. That’s... art as survival.”

His words make something twist in my chest — not pain this time, but release.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He nods, eyes holding mine a moment too long. “Keep painting her. The woman on the cliff. Let her change with you.”

I smile faintly. “What if she never looks back?”

“Then maybe,” he says, voice low, “she’s finally found a reason not to.”

For the first time, I let myself laugh — quiet, breathy, real.

It feels like standing in sunlight after years underground.

* * *
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That evening, I hang the painting in my bedroom. The storm rolls in from the sea, rain tapping softly against the window. The room smells of salt and oil paint, of endings and beginnings.

I lie awake, watching the faint reflection of the woman in the painting — her back still turned, her ghost still watching.

I don’t know what she’ll do next.

But I know this:

For the first time in years, I’m not afraid to find out.

And somewhere in town, I wonder if Elias is staring at his own ghost — and if, just maybe, they’re both beginning to fade.

* * *
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“Storm Over Edenbrook”

(Dual POV)

Ivy

The rain begins just after midnight.

At first, it’s gentle — the kind of drizzle that kisses the windows and hums you toward sleep. But Edenbrook never does anything gently for long. Within an hour, the storm swells into a furious symphony: wind howling through the cliffs, rain slashing against the glass, the sea below roaring its own grief.

I lie awake in the dark, tracing the rhythm of it.

The storm outside.

The quieter one within.

I should be used to this kind of weather. Coastal life, after all, is nothing if not unpredictable. But tonight, the wind sounds too much like a memory — like the night he slammed the door so hard the walls shook, the night my heartbeat became something I couldn’t trust.

Old panic claws at the edge of my ribs.

But then I see the painting — the woman on the cliff, watching her ghost in the mist — and something steadier stirs.

She’s still there.

I’m still here.

The power flickers, then dies. Darkness swallows the room, thick and full of whispers.

For a moment, I’m seven years old again — a child in a thunderstorm, hiding under the blankets, convinced the sky might split open.

Only this time, I’m not hiding.

I light a candle from the drawer beside the bed. Its flame is small, defiant. It paints gold over the walls, over my hands, over the edges of my courage.

I sit on the floor, sketchbook open, pencil trembling slightly in my grip. The lines come messy, urgent — rain slashing across paper like confession.

I draw the storm.

I draw the woman again, this time turning her face toward the light.

And in the corner, almost by accident, I sketch him — not Theo, not even Elias as he is, but the sense of him: stillness amidst the chaos.

The candle flickers. The window rattles. But I don’t stop drawing until the fear dissolves into graphite and paper.

When I finally look down, I realize the woman isn’t alone anymore.

Her ghost has stepped out of the mist.

* * *
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Elias

The storm wakes me, though I’m not sure I was really sleeping.

Rain hammers the old shingles of my house, the kind of relentless rhythm that fills every corner of silence. I sit up, staring at the faint glow of the streetlight beyond the window. The glass is streaked with water, and through it, the world looks blurred — softened, undone.

I used to love storms.

My wife, Clara, did too. She’d sit by the window, sketching lightning on napkins, saying things like, “The sky’s just reminding us it’s alive.”

The memory still hits like salt in an open wound.

But tonight, it feels... different.

I think of Ivy.

The way she looked at her painting this afternoon — equal parts fragile and fierce.

The way she stood at the cliff’s edge in her art, and somehow, I saw myself there too.

I’ve had hundreds of patients.

I’ve heard thousands of stories.

But hers feels like an echo I can’t turn away from.

The boundaries I’ve spent years building start to feel less like ethics and more like armor.

I pour a glass of water and lean against the counter, watching the lightning split the horizon. The storm outside feels almost surgical — precise in its destruction.

When the thunder cracks too close, the lights flicker and go out.

For a moment, the house is swallowed in darkness.

I stand there, listening to the rain, the wind, the creak of old wood — and beneath it all, the sound of my own breath, steady but tired.

It’s strange, but I find myself thinking of her voice. The way it trembled in session, then steadied. The way she said, “He doesn’t disappear when she looks at him.”

I don’t know why that line keeps replaying. Maybe because, for the first time since Clara’s death, I don’t feel like disappearing either.

The thought both terrifies and saves me.

I grab my coat and step outside.

* * *
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Ivy

The storm is merciless now — sheets of rain hammering the roof, wind clawing at the shutters. June calls faintly from her room, confused, asking if it’s morning yet. I check on her, soothe her back to sleep.

When I return to the window, the candle has nearly burned itself out.

And through the glass, I see a figure walking up the hill toward the cottage.

For a wild, breathless second, I think it’s a hallucination. But no — there he is, soaked through, coat flapping, hair plastered to his forehead.

Dr. Monroe.

My heartbeat falters.

I rush to the door, the wind nearly yanking it from my grip as I pull it open.

“Elias!”

He stands there, rain running down his face, eyes searching mine like he’s making sure I’m real.

“Ivy,” he says, breathless. “I— I wanted to make sure you were alright. The power’s out in half the town. The cliffs— they’re not safe tonight.”

For a moment, we just stare at each other. The storm howls around us, a living thing.

“I’m fine,” I manage, my voice soft. “But you’re drenched.”

He exhales, a low laugh escaping him. “Occupational hazard.”

I step aside. “Come in.”

* * *
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Elias

Her cottage smells like paint and cinnamon. There’s a candle flickering on the table, its light trembling in rhythm with the rain.

She’s barefoot, hair loose, her sweater hanging off one shoulder. The sight feels too intimate — too human — for this hour, this storm, this line we’re not supposed to cross.

“I didn’t mean to intrude,” I say. “The wind knocked a tree down on Harbor Road. I thought—”

“It’s okay.”

Her voice is gentle.

The kind of gentle that disarms you.

She hands me a towel, and I take it, careful not to let my fingers brush hers — though the urge is almost physical.

Lightning flashes outside, illuminating the painting on the wall.

The woman on the cliff.

The ghost beside her.

Something in my chest tightens.

“She turned to face him,” I murmur.

Ivy glances at the canvas, then back at me. “You noticed.”

“I notice everything about that painting,” I admit before I can stop myself.

Silence.

Thunder.

Then, softly — “So do I.”

The air between us feels electric, charged with something neither of us dares to name.

I clear my throat. “You handled the storm better than last time.”

She smiles faintly. “Maybe I had a different kind of storm to compare it to.”

The way she says it — quiet, almost shy — hits somewhere deep.

I nod slowly. “Sometimes, facing the storm is the only way to learn you can survive it.”

Her eyes meet mine — green-gray, like the ocean just before it breaks. “Do you believe that?”

I hesitate. “I want to.”

For a long, suspended moment, we just stand there — the candlelight flickering between us, our shadows merging on the wall.

Outside, the storm rages.

Inside, something softer begins.

She steps closer, not enough to touch, but enough that I can feel her warmth. “Thank you for coming,” she whispers.

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I think I do.”

Her voice trembles, but not with fear. With something braver.

I should leave.

I should.

But instead, I say, “You’re safe now.”

She nods, eyes glistening. “I know.”

And though neither of us moves, the distance between us feels irrevocably changed — a current, subtle and alive, threading through the dark.
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