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​Chapter 1 – Welcome to Nowhere.
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Clara had just wedged her shoulder against the bookstore door for the third time that morning when the top hinge gave a protesting screech and popped halfway out of the frame. She stumbled inside with a muttered, “Stupid thing,” narrowly avoiding a display of secondhand classics that had already lost the will to stand upright.

Outside, the sky was the pale kind of blue that made the sea look half-hearted. A breeze snuck in after her and flipped open a paperback on the counter, as if even the wind had opinions about the mess.

Clara pushed her glasses up and sighed. She’d been meaning to call someone about the door since last Tuesday. Or maybe the Tuesday before that. Time was slippery in Pine Harbor. It was the sort of town where people still left keys under doormats and everyone had opinions on how much sugar belonged in scones.

She hadn’t planned to inherit the bookstore, much less run it. But Aunt Hettie had a flair for dramatic exits and an affection for impractical furniture, and now Clara was the proud owner of one failing business, two cats with social issues, and a door that needed therapy.

The bell above it tinkled halfheartedly as it drifted shut behind her.

And then it opened again.

Clara turned.

The man who stepped inside didn’t look like someone who read much. He looked like someone who broke noses for a living.

Tall. Broad shoulders. A dark coat despite the warmth, and eyes that swept the room like he was mapping exits. His jaw was all sharp lines and stubble, and his hair looked like he’d run a hand through it five times out of frustration and once out of habit.

He paused just inside the doorway, like even his shadow was reluctant to commit.

“Hi,” Clara said, automatically.

His eyes landed on her. They were dark. Quiet. Watching.

Then he pointed over his shoulder. “Your hinge is busted.”

Clara blinked. “Yes. I noticed.”

“You’ll get water damage next time it rains.”

“Duly noted.”

He stood there. She stood there. Somewhere behind the counter, one of the cats knocked something over with the kind of pointed malice only felines and ex-boyfriends could manage.

Finally, the man stepped further in. “I can fix it.”

Clara frowned. “Are you a handyman?”

“No.”

“...Carpenter?”

He shook his head once.

“Well then why—?”

“I know how to fix a door.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Do you now?”

“I’ve broken enough.”

He said it like a joke, but it wasn’t funny. Not really.

Still, something about him didn’t set off her alarm bells. Maybe it should have. But he didn’t feel dangerous—not in the way that mattered. Just... tired. Like he’d walked too far and hadn’t found anything worth stopping for. Until now.

“...Fine,” she said, grabbing the keys from the hook by the counter. “But if you kill me and hide my body in the garden, I hope you know I haunt bookstores.”

He didn’t smile, but something in his face twitched. “Noted.”

Clara led him back outside, the door groaning in protest again.

“You’ll need a new frame,” he said, kneeling down to inspect the damage. “Wood’s swollen. Hinge is hanging by a thread.”

She folded her arms. “Thanks, I hadn’t noticed.”

He glanced up. Not amused, but not offended either. Just observant, like he was filing her away under mildly annoying but tolerable.

She crouched beside him, ignoring the way her skirt threatened to catch the sea breeze and do something undignified.

“I’m Clara,” she offered, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

He didn’t answer right away. He was busy checking the screws, then stood and tried the door from different angles like he was testing an alibi.

“Leo,” he said finally.

“Leo what?”

“Just Leo.”

Of course. She should’ve expected that. A man who fixed doors for strangers in small towns but refused to give his full name practically screamed has secrets.

He fetched a small toolbox from an old motorcycle parked half a block away. It was black and battered, with a helmet that had seen better years. She watched him work for a few minutes, trying not to stare at his hands—capable, fast, precise.

“You really don’t want payment?”

He didn’t look up. “No.”

“You just wander around fixing strangers’ doors for fun?”

“I’ve got a few days to kill.”

Charming.

She watched him replace the hinge like he’d done it a hundred times. Maybe he had. Maybe in another life, he really had been a carpenter. Or a mechanic. Or the kind of man who didn’t make her pulse spike for reasons that had nothing to do with adrenaline and everything to do with dangerous attraction.

When he was done, he tested the swing of the door one last time and stepped back.

“Should hold,” he said.

She followed the movement. Clean, smooth, quiet.

“...I hate how impressed I am.”

He didn’t smile—again—but there was a flicker of something in his eyes. Amusement, maybe. Or the ghost of a smile that forgot how to stick around.

She pushed the door open and held it for him. “You fixed it. Come in.”

He hesitated for a half-second before stepping through.

The bookstore was a mix of forgotten paperbacks and overachieving plants. Clara had organized it by mood, not genre, because she believed people didn’t shop for types of books. They shopped for feelings. Hope, heartbreak, hunger, nostalgia.

Leo’s eyes skimmed over the stacks without much interest. She wondered if he even read. Maybe he was one of those men who only read instruction manuals and street signs.

She headed behind the counter and poured two mugs of coffee from the half-warm French press she kept under threat of extinction.

“You look like a two-sugar-no-nonsense type,” she said, handing him one.

He took it, but didn’t drink. Just looked at her with that same unreadable gaze.

“And you?” he asked.

“Three sugars and delusions of grandeur.”

Another flicker in his face. The kind of smile that didn’t quite make it to his mouth but settled in his eyes for a second.

Clara sipped her coffee and leaned against the counter, pretending she wasn’t cataloguing him like one of her rare first editions.

Leo stood in the middle of the room like he wasn’t sure whether to sit or bolt. His coat hung heavy on him, like it was more armor than clothing. He had that look some men got—coiled up inside themselves, always half-ready for something to go wrong.

“You passing through, or are we lucky enough to have you stay a while?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away.

“I don’t stay places.”

“Right. Of course not.” She raised her mug in mock toast. “Wouldn’t want to get too attached to anything. Like...doors.”

That one almost got him. A faint twitch at the corner of his mouth. She marked it down as a win.

Leo turned toward the door like he was gearing up to leave. She didn’t blame him. He didn’t seem like the type who lingered.

But he didn’t move.

Instead, he asked, “You run this place alone?”

She blinked at the change in topic. “Yes. Well—me, and two cats with superiority complexes. But yes. Mostly me.”

He looked around again, this time with a flicker of something softer. Not quite concern. Not quite curiosity. Just... awareness.

“You should fix the lock, too,” he said. “If the door’s been jammed that long, someone could’ve noticed.”

“Not much crime around here,” she said.

“There’s always crime somewhere.”

Clara tilted her head. “Is that experience talking?”

Leo didn’t answer.

Of course, he didn’t.

He finished his coffee in two long swallows and set the cup on the counter. “Thanks.”

“For the coffee or the human interaction?”

A pause. Then, flat: “Neither.”

And just like that, he turned and walked out.

The bell over the door jingled. The new hinge didn’t creak.

Clara stared at the space he’d left behind.

She should’ve found him irritating. Secretive. Brooding in a way that screamed this is not a safe person to flirt with. But instead, she felt like she’d just cracked open the first page of a book she hadn’t meant to start reading.

And now she couldn’t put it down.
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​Chapter 2 – The Fixer with No Past.
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The next morning, Clara found herself rearranging the romance section for the third time in as many days, which was suspiciously close to nesting behavior. She told herself it had nothing to do with the door. Or the man who’d fixed it.

She didn’t believe herself.

Leo hadn’t come back.

Not that she expected him to. He’d made it clear he didn’t stay places. The kind of man who fixed things and vanished wasn’t likely to start browsing the discounted poetry table or chatting with locals about weather patterns and jam preferences.

Still, she found herself looking up every time the bell over the door jingled. And each time, it was someone else—Mrs. Halberd from the bakery, dropping off leftover croissants; Dennis, the local conspiracy theorist, looking for more books on coded messages in Shakespeare; even Beth from the hardware store, who somehow always smelled like lavender and judgment.

But not Leo.

And that was fine. Perfectly fine. She was not the kind of woman who got hung up on emotionally unavailable strangers with criminal cheekbones and probable felonies in their past.

She was not.

The bell jingled again.

Clara looked up and nearly dropped the stack of paperbacks in her hands.

Leo.

Same coat. Same scowl. Less bruised this time, but only barely. His jaw looked freshly bandaged, a strip of gauze peeking from under his collar like a half-kept secret.

“You’re bleeding,” she said before she could stop herself.

He glanced at the bandage like he’d forgotten it was there. “It’s mostly stopped.”

“Are you planning on bleeding in my store regularly or is this a special occasion?”

That flicker again—something in his eyes, almost a smile. Almost.

He walked in like he hadn’t been gone two days. Like he wasn’t trailed by the kind of silence that made people uneasy without knowing why.

“Need a quiet place,” he said simply.

Clara set the books down. “This a hideout or a reading retreat?”

“Little of both.”

She wanted to ask what happened. She wanted to demand it, actually. But his face said he wasn’t ready to tell. And maybe, if she was being honest, she wasn’t ready to know.

Instead, she said, “You’re lucky. Tuesdays are slow. Everyone’s too busy gossiping over lunch specials.”

He nodded, then sat in the worn armchair near the window like he’d done it a thousand times before.

No book in his hand. No phone. Just... sitting. Watching. Waiting.

She cleared her throat. “Can I get you anything? Water? Tea? Aspirin? A less haunted expression?”

Leo didn’t answer. But his eyes softened, just slightly.

She returned to the counter and tried not to watch him.

It didn’t work.

Clara kept herself busy. Or at least, she tried to look busy. She reshelved three already-organized shelves, straightened a display that didn’t need straightening, and alphabetized the bookmarks again.

Leo didn’t move.

At some point, one of the cats padded out from the back—a long-haired menace named Byron with a stare that could make priests confess. He gave Leo a suspicious once-over, sniffed the edge of his boot, then turned and flopped dramatically onto the rug like this peasant is tolerable but barely.

Clara watched from behind the counter, biting back a grin.

“High praise,” she said. “Byron doesn’t usually acknowledge strangers until they’ve donated blood.”

Leo glanced at the cat. “He blinked at me twice.”

“That’s basically a love confession.”

Silence.

She should’ve stopped there, let the moment go. But curiosity was chewing on her like a paperback left too close to the heater.

“So...quiet place, huh?” she said, casually. “Planning to stay long?”

Leo shrugged, which, for him, felt like a long monologue.

She leaned on the counter. “Look, I’m not asking for your entire life story. But I get twitchy when a man shows up bleeding and brooding and then starts loitering around my fiction section.”

He tilted his head toward her. “You think I’m dangerous.”

“I think you’re either dangerous, homeless, or really into soft lighting and the smell of old books.”

“Can’t be all three?”

Clara blinked. That was...a joke. Dry as a bone and twice as sharp. She gave him a long, appraising look.

“Fine,” she said. “Stay as long as you don’t scare off my regulars or steal my pens.”

He nodded. Like he’d been waiting for official permission to exist.

They fell into a strange rhythm after that. Leo didn’t talk much, but he listened. He patched the back step without being asked. Helped an old woman carry her books to her car. Once, he even refilled the shop’s broken kettle with a new one he’d clearly bought and didn’t want credit for.

And he always sat in the same chair, like he was guarding something. Or maybe just resting in it. Like the whole world had been too loud, and this place—this dusty, stubborn bookstore—was the one corner left where he could finally shut it out.

Clara wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Every now and then, she’d catch him watching her. Not in a creepy way. Just... observant. Quietly taking her in like she was a puzzle he hadn’t decided whether to solve.

It made her skin warm and her brain unhelpful.

One night, just before closing, she found him in the poetry section, holding a battered copy of Neruda.

“You know that’s love poetry, right?” she teased.

He didn’t look up. “Some of it’s about death.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Cheery.”

“Love and death aren’t opposites.”

“Did you get that from the book, or is that personal experience talking?”

He didn’t answer.

She didn’t press.

But that night, after locking up, she sat on her couch with a mug of tea and realized—
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