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    For the ones who ran—and the ones who stopped running long enough to be found.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Sometimes, home isn't where you go.It's who waits for you when you get there."— Unknown
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​Chapter 1: Running from the Storm
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The rain started falling just as Elena Cross crossed the state line into Oregon, smearing the windshield with a slow, steady rhythm that matched her heartbeat—numb but steady. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel of her aging Corolla, ignoring the low hum of the engine struggling against the incline of the coastal highway. Behind her was New York City, a penthouse apartment she never called home, and a man who once swore he loved her—until his hands told a different story.

She hadn’t looked back.

A sign flashed by: Welcome to Driftwood Bay – Population 4,386. It was smaller than she imagined. That’s exactly why she chose it.

Two weeks ago, she’d found the cottage listing online: “Charming one-bedroom on a cliff above the sea. Quiet. Long-term preferred.” No photos. Just a contact number. But something about the words had felt like a promise. She signed the lease sight unseen and packed what little she hadn’t burned.

The coastal air was heavier than she expected—salt, damp moss, the faint scent of smoke. The Pacific stretched to her left, dark and vast, waves crashing in rhythmic fury as if the ocean, too, was trying to forget something.

Elena pulled into the gravel driveway of the cottage. It stood there, weather-worn but proud, its cedar shingles gray with age, a red door peeling at the corners. Ivy clung to one side like it didn’t want to let go. She didn’t either, not yet.

She opened the car door, stepping into the wet chill. The cottage key, mailed to her in a plain white envelope with no return address, sat heavy in her palm as she approached the front door.

The inside smelled of old books and lemon polish. There was a fireplace with chopped wood already stacked beside it, a faded blue armchair facing the sea, and a narrow bed tucked beneath a dormer window. A life someone else had lived here lingered in the corners, but it didn’t feel unwelcome.

She dropped her suitcase at the door and sat on the arm of the chair, staring out at the sea. The storm outside was gathering strength, but in here, for the first time in a long time, she felt still.

No noise. No demands. No shouting. Just the thunder rolling in from a distance like a slow warning.

Elena closed her eyes and whispered aloud, “This is the start.”

She didn’t know that two blocks down, behind the rusted gates of a boatyard, a man with a busted past and sea-scarred hands would soon become part of this quiet chapter.

She didn’t know that love, the kind she’d stopped believing in, would find her here.

But for now, all she had was the storm—and herself.

And for the first time in years, that was enough.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: The Cottage by the Sea
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By morning, the storm had passed, leaving behind a hushed calm that blanketed Driftwood Bay like a fresh coat of fog. Elena awoke to the sound of gulls screeching overhead and waves gnawing gently at the rocks below. The air was cold enough to see her breath as she stepped barefoot onto the wooden floorboards.

The kettle hissed on the stovetop while she wrapped herself in a thick gray cardigan she found hanging on the back of the bedroom door. It smelled faintly of cedar and old perfume—vanilla and something floral. Probably the last tenant’s. She didn’t mind. The scent reminded her of the grandmother who raised her. A time before all the damage.

She sipped her tea by the window, watching as a pair of fishermen pulled in nets down by the docks. Everything about this place was slower, quieter. She needed that. After years of noise—both literal and emotional—this silence felt like a balm.

Later, she wandered through town. Driftwood Bay wasn’t much—just a strip of mom-and-pop shops, a post office, one diner, and a hardware store with a leaning sign that read Turner & Sons, Est. 1949. Everyone she passed nodded politely but didn’t pry. No one asked her name. That alone felt like grace.

At the edge of the harbor, she found the art gallery the rental agent mentioned. Coastal Reflections. A bell chimed as she stepped inside, greeted by the scent of oil paint and sea air.

“You new around here?” asked a cheerful woman with short gray hair and a teal scarf knotted around her neck. Her name tag read: Marlene.

Elena nodded, suddenly unsure if she was ready to be known.

“Rented the bluff cottage, didn’t you?” Marlene smiled. “I know that house. Storm-proof and heartbreak-tested.”

“Something like that,” Elena said quietly.

“Well, if you’ve got art in your soul, you’re in the right place,” Marlene said, gesturing around the gallery. “We do showings once a season. Local pieces only. Originals. No mass prints.”

Elena studied a piece on the far wall—an abstract in moody blues and rust tones. It made her chest tighten in that familiar way art always did when it touched something unspoken. She used to paint. Before everything.

Back on the street, she took the long way home along the cliffs. The wind tugged at her curls, and the sea stretched out in every direction—relentless, alive, indifferent. Just like life.

Then she saw him.

Down below, near the old marina, a man in a navy flannel was bent over the engine of a weathered fishing boat. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows, arms corded with muscle, movements efficient and silent. She couldn’t see his face, but something about the way he moved—deliberate, like he was trying to fix more than just an engine—held her attention.

He didn’t look up.

She turned away before he could.
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​Chapter 3: Meet-Cute with a Grump
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Elena didn’t intend to see him again so soon.

It happened two days later when her faucet burst in a shrieking spray of rusty water. She scrambled to shut it off, soaked to the knees and swearing under her breath. The rental agent hadn’t mentioned the pipes were ancient. Or temperamental. Or possessed.

With no plumber listed in the tiny phone book left on the kitchen counter, she called the only number that came up under “repairs”: Turner & Sons – Marina, Mechanical, General Fixes. The woman who answered had a smoker’s voice and didn’t bother with small talk.
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