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The train arrived in Bellmare just before evening.

Rain pressed softly against the window beside Elliot Ward, blurring the distant coastline into pale gray shapes. The sea looked endless from afar, melting into the cloudy horizon like unfinished watercolor paint.

He sat quietly while the other passengers gathered their bags and stepped off first.

Bellmare Station was small.

Old.

Too quiet for a city station.

The wooden platform outside looked damp from the rain, and the yellow station lights reflected weakly against puddles near the rails.

Elliot finally stood, pulling his dark coat closer around himself before reaching for the worn duffel bag near his feet.

“That’s the last stop, sir.”

The conductor smiled politely.

Elliot nodded once.
“Yeah. Thanks.”
His voice sounded rusty.

Like someone who hadn’t spoken much lately.

The cold air greeted him immediately when he stepped outside.

Rainwater dripped from the station roof in slow, uneven rhythms. Somewhere nearby, Elliot could hear waves crashing faintly against rocks below the cliffs.

Bellmare smelled different from the city.

Salt.

Rain.

Old wood.

Coffee.

For the first time in months, the air didn’t feel heavy in his lungs.

He stood still for a moment under the station awning while people slowly disappeared into the evening streets.

No crowds.

No traffic noise.

No giant screens flashing advertisements into the night.

Just rain.

And silence.

His phone vibrated once in his pocket.

Theo.

Theo Mercer was probably the only reason Elliot had ended up in Bellmare at all.

You alive yet?
Or did the train finally kill you?
Elliot almost smiled.

Almost.

He typed back slowly.

Just arrived.

The reply came instantly.

Good.
Cafe’s still open. Come before I decide I hate you again.
Elliot slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Some things never changed.

He adjusted the strap on his shoulder and started walking.

The road outside the station curved downhill toward the town center. Warm lights glowed faintly through rain-covered windows of small shops and restaurants.

Bellmare felt frozen in time.

Not abandoned.

Just... slower.

Like the town had decided years ago that there was no reason to rush anymore.

Elliot walked past a bookstore with fogged glass windows, then a tiny bakery that smelled faintly of butter and cinnamon even through the rain.

An old couple stood beneath one umbrella nearby, arguing quietly about groceries.

It felt strangely normal.

And somehow that normality hurt a little.

Because Elliot couldn’t remember the last time his own life had felt normal.

The past year had collapsed too quickly.

Work pressure.

Sleepless nights.

Phone calls he stopped answering.

Friends he slowly disappeared from.

And finally the resignation letter he typed at three in the morning while staring at his apartment wall.

Even now, he still wasn’t sure if leaving had been brave or pathetic.

Maybe both.

Rain soaked the edges of his shoes as he continued down the street.

A bicycle passed him quietly.

Someone waved from inside a ramen shop.

The sound of distant music drifted through the wet evening air.

Bellmare felt alive in a quiet way.

Not loud enough to overwhelm you.

Just enough to remind you that life kept moving.

Theo’s cafe stood near the end of the street beside an old railway crossing.

A warm amber light glowed behind large wooden windows.

“MERCER CAFE” was painted neatly above the entrance in faded white letters.

Elliot stopped outside for a second.

The sight alone pulled memories from years ago.

College summers.

Cheap coffee.

Late-night conversations.

Plans that once sounded possible.

Before life became complicated.

Before exhaustion settled permanently into his bones.

The bell above the door rang softly when he entered.

Warm air immediately wrapped around him.

Coffee beans.

Fresh bread.

Jazz music playing quietly somewhere overhead.

The cafe was half empty.

A young couple sat near the window sharing cake. Two older men played chess in the corner beneath a hanging lamp.

Behind the counter, Theo looked up from cleaning a glass.

“...Damn.”

Theo blinked slowly.

“You actually look worse.”

Elliot snorted quietly.

“That’s a nice way to welcome someone.”

Theo walked around the counter and pulled him into a quick one-armed hug.

It was brief.

Awkward.

Real.

“Good to see you alive,” Theo said.

“You too.”

Theo stepped back and looked him over again.

Same dark hair.

Same tired eyes.

Same expression that always looked like he hadn’t slept enough.

But thinner now.

Definitely thinner.

Theo frowned slightly.
“You eating properly?”
“Starting already?”

“I’m serious.”

“I ate on the train.”

“That doesn’t count.”

Elliot sighed.
“There it is. Bellmare hospitality.”
Theo laughed softly.

For the first time that evening, Elliot felt something loosen slightly inside his chest.

Not happiness.

Not yet.

Just... less tight.

Theo grabbed a towel and tossed it toward him.

“You’re dripping on my floor.”

“Sorry.”

“You should be.”

Elliot dried his hair absently while Theo moved behind the counter again.

“The apartment’s ready,” Theo said. “Small, but decent. Above the bookstore across the street.”

“Sounds fine.”

“You saying that because you trust me or because you gave up caring?”

“A little of both.”

Theo pointed toward an empty seat near the window.

“Sit. I’ll make coffee.”

“I can pay.”

Theo looked offended immediately.

“Get out.”

Elliot finally smiled a little.

A real one this time.

Small, but real.

He sat near the window while rain continued sliding down the glass outside.

The cafe lights reflected softly across the wet street.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Theo worked naturally behind the counter, occasionally greeting customers by name.

Elliot watched quietly.

There was something comforting about seeing someone completely belong somewhere.

Theo fit Bellmare perfectly.

Like the town itself had shaped around him over time.

“You know,” Theo said while preparing coffee, “you could’ve called earlier.”

“I know.”

“You disappeared for almost eight months.”

“Yeah.”

Theo glanced at him briefly.

“You scared people.”

Elliot looked down at the table.

“I wasn’t really good company.”

“That wasn’t the point.”

Silence settled between them again.

Not hostile.

Just careful.

Theo eventually placed a warm mug in front of him.

Dark coffee.

No sugar.

Still remembered.

Elliot stared at the steam rising slowly from the cup.

“Thanks.”

Theo leaned casually against the counter.

“So.”

Elliot looked up.

“What now?”

That question lingered longer than expected.

Because Elliot honestly didn’t know.

He had left the city without a real plan.

No deadlines.

No next step.

Only exhaustion.

And the terrifying hope that maybe distance would somehow fix him.

“I’m figuring it out,” he answered quietly.

Theo studied him for a moment before nodding once.

“Fair enough.”

Outside, rain continued falling steadily over Bellmare.

Then the cafe door opened again.

A small bell rang overhead.

Cold air drifted briefly inside.

Elliot glanced toward the entrance absentmindedly—

—and paused.

A woman stepped inside carrying several damp flower boxes in her arms.

Dark brown hair slightly wet from the rain.

Soft beige coat.

Tired eyes.

Beautiful in a way that didn’t seem intentional.

Theo immediately sighed.

“You’re late again.”

“I know.”

Her voice was calm. Warm. Quiet.

Not fragile.

Just gentle.

She carefully placed the flower boxes near the counter before brushing damp hair behind her ear.

“I got stopped by the rain.”

“It’s Bellmare,” Theo replied. “That excuse doesn’t work here.”

She smiled faintly.

Then her eyes shifted.

Toward Elliot.

Only for a second.

But something about that moment felt strangely still.

Like the sound of rain outside suddenly softened around them.

Elliot looked away first.

Theo noticed immediately.

Of course he did.

Theo noticed everything.

“This is Elliot,” Theo said casually. “Old friend. Just moved here.”

The woman nodded politely.

“Nina.”

Short.

Simple.

But somehow the name stayed in Elliot’s mind longer than it should have.

Theo grabbed one of the flower boxes.

“You still overworking yourself?”

“Probably.”

“You say that too casually.”

Nina gave a tired little shrug before glancing once more toward Elliot.

“You picked a rainy day to arrive.”

Elliot looked out the window briefly.

“Guess I did.”

A faint smile touched her expression.

“Bellmare likes rainy days.”

And somehow...

for the first time in a long while—

Elliot thought maybe he didn’t mind the rain either.

The rain lasted all night.

Bellmare became quieter after nine.

Stores closed one by one, lights dimmed behind fogged windows, and the streets slowly emptied until only the sound of rainfall and distant waves remained.

Elliot stood near the apartment window above the bookstore, staring down at the wet street below.

Theo had been right.

The place was small.

A narrow kitchen. An old couch near the window. Wooden floors that creaked softly whenever he walked. A bedroom barely large enough for a bed and a desk.

But it felt strangely comfortable.

Lived in.

Not polished like the expensive apartment Elliot had left behind in the city.

That apartment had looked perfect.

Minimalist furniture.

Glass windows.

Modern lighting.

And somehow it had felt colder than this tiny room above an old bookstore.

He loosened his coat and sat on the edge of the bed slowly.

Exhaustion settled into his body the moment silence fully surrounded him.

Not physical exhaustion.

Something deeper.

The kind that sleep never really fixed.

His phone lit up again.

Unknown notifications.

Emails.

Messages he still hadn’t answered.

Elliot stared at the screen for several seconds before turning the phone face down on the desk.

Not tonight.

Tonight he just wanted quiet.

Outside, headlights briefly passed beneath the rain before disappearing around the corner.

Bellmare moved differently at night.

Slow enough that every little sound became noticeable.

The ticking clock above the kitchen.

Water dripping from rooftops.

Train tracks humming faintly in the distance.

Elliot lay back against the bed and closed his eyes.

For a moment, he thought about going back.

Not to the city itself.

But to the version of himself before everything became overwhelming.

Before mornings started feeling heavy.

Before conversations felt exhausting.

Before he began waking up already tired.

But memories didn’t work like that.

You couldn’t return to older versions of yourself.

The rain softened sometime after midnight.

And eventually, Elliot fell asleep to the sound of waves somewhere beyond Bellmare’s dark coastline.

Morning arrived quietly.

Gray light slipped through the curtains alongside the distant cry of seagulls.

Elliot woke slowly, confused for a brief second by the unfamiliar ceiling above him.

Then he remembered.

Bellmare.

The station.

Theo.

Nina.

That last thought lingered unexpectedly.

He rubbed a hand over his face and sat up.

The apartment smelled faintly of old paper and coffee drifting from somewhere outside.

Probably the bookstore downstairs opening for the morning.

He checked the clock.

8:12 AM.

Earlier than usual.

In the city, Elliot rarely got out of bed before ten unless work forced him to.

Here, the quiet itself seemed to wake him.

After changing clothes, he headed downstairs.

The bookstore beneath the apartment was even older inside than it looked from outside.

Tall wooden shelves stretched across the narrow space, packed tightly with books that smelled faintly of dust and aging paper.

A small brass bell rang when Elliot entered.

An elderly man looked up from behind the counter.

“You must be Theo’s friend.”

Elliot nodded slightly.

“Elliot.”

The old man smiled warmly.

“Arthur Bell. I own the place.”

They shook hands.

Arthur’s grip was surprisingly firm.

“You moved into the upstairs room yesterday, right?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s the noise?”

Elliot blinked once.

“What noise?”

Arthur looked genuinely pleased.

“Good. Means the pipes behaved.”

Elliot almost laughed.

Almost.

Arthur gestured toward a small coffee machine near the counter.

“Help yourself if Theo hasn’t already overfed you.”

“I think he plans to.”

“Then you’ll survive Bellmare just fine.”

The bookstore felt warm in a quiet way.

Soft instrumental music played somewhere near the back shelves while morning rain tapped lightly against the windows.

Arthur returned to organizing books while Elliot wandered slowly between the aisles.

Travel books.

Old novels.

Poetry collections.

A section filled with secondhand journals and handwritten notes tucked between pages.

The place felt personal.

Nothing like the giant commercial bookstores Elliot used to pass in the city.

His fingers brushed lightly across worn book spines until he stopped near the window.

Across the street, Mercer Cafe was already open.

Theo moved between tables carrying coffee mugs while speaking to customers like he had known them forever.

Maybe he had.

Bellmare didn’t seem like a place where people left often.

The front door opened behind Elliot.

Cold air slipped briefly into the bookstore.

“You’re up early.”

That voice again.

Gentle.

Calm.

Elliot turned slightly.

Nina stood near the entrance holding a folded umbrella and a paper bag against her chest.

Today her hair was tied loosely behind her head, though several damp strands still framed her face from the rain outside.

Arthur smiled immediately.

“There’s my favorite customer.”

“You say that to everyone.”

“Not true. I dislike at least half this town.”

Nina laughed softly.

The sound surprised Elliot a little.

It was quieter than Claire’s probably would have been.

Not loud or dramatic.

Just real.

Arthur pointed toward Elliot.

“You met the upstairs tenant yesterday?”

“Briefly.”

Nina looked at him again.

“Settling in okay?”

“Still figuring the place out.”

“That’s normal here.”

“How long does it usually take?”

She thought for a moment.

“A few weeks.”

“That long?”

“Bellmare’s slow.”

There was something oddly sincere about the way she said it.

Like the town itself required patience.

Arthur took the paper bag from her.

“More flowers?”

“For the reading corner.”

Arthur peeked inside approvingly.

“You always make this place look expensive.”

“That’s because your shelves look ancient.”

“They are ancient.”

Nina smiled again before her gaze shifted back toward Elliot.

“You like books?”

He glanced around the store.

“I used to.”

The answer came out more honest than intended.

Something flickered briefly across Nina’s expression.

Not pity.

Recognition.

Like she understood that sentence better than most people would.

Arthur excused himself to the back room carrying the flowers, leaving the two of them standing awkwardly near the window.

Outside, the rain grew slightly heavier again.

Bellmare really did seem attached to gray skies.

“You worked in publishing, right?” Nina asked.

Elliot looked surprised.

“Theo talks too much.”

“He only mentioned it once.”

“Still counts.”

A faint smile appeared at the corner of her lips.

“You don’t seem like someone from publishing.”

“What does someone from publishing look like?”

“More stressed.”

He actually laughed quietly at that.

“You met me during my worst year.”

“Then I can’t imagine the normal version.”

Neither of them spoke for a second after that.

But the silence didn’t feel uncomfortable.

Strange.

Most conversations exhausted Elliot lately.

Even simple ones.

Yet talking to Nina felt... lighter somehow.

Maybe because she didn’t force energy into every sentence.

She spoke carefully.

Naturally.

Like someone who understood silence wasn’t something that always needed fixing.

Arthur returned carrying empty flower jars.

“Nina, if you keep making this place prettier, customers might stop buying books and just stare at plants.”

“That sounds like your problem.”

“It absolutely is.”

Nina shook her head softly before turning back toward Elliot.

“There’s a bakery near the harbor,” she said. “If Theo hasn’t already dragged you there yet.”

“He probably planned to.”

“They make decent breakfast.”

“Decent?”

“For Bellmare, that’s basically five stars.”

Arthur looked offended.

“You young people have no appreciation for food.”

“You burned toast yesterday.”

“That was artistic.”

Nina laughed again quietly.

Elliot found himself watching her longer than intended.

Not because she was simply beautiful.

Though she was.

It was something else.

The way she moved calmly through conversations.

The tiredness behind her eyes.

The softness that didn’t feel fake.

Like she had known difficult days too.

Maybe that was why her presence felt familiar.

Rain continued sliding down the bookstore windows beside them.

Nina checked the clock on the wall.

“I should get back.”

Arthur nodded.

“Tell your flowers I said hello.”

“They’re avoiding you after last time.”

“That cactus incident was one mistake.”

“You overwatered it four times.”

“Details.”

She moved toward the door, then paused slightly beside Elliot.

“If you get lost around town,” she said softly, “just follow the railway tracks.”

“That helpful?”

“Bellmare’s built around them.”

He nodded once.

“I’ll remember that.”

Nina opened her umbrella near the doorway.

Then she glanced back briefly.

“Welcome to Bellmare, Elliot.”

The bell above the bookstore door rang softly as she disappeared back into the rain.

And for reasons he didn’t fully understand—

the bookstore suddenly felt quieter after she left.

By afternoon, the rain finally stopped.

Not completely.

Just enough for Bellmare to breathe again.

Thin fog drifted near the harbor while pale sunlight pushed weakly through the clouds above town. The streets remained damp, reflecting muted colors from old shop signs and passing bicycles.

Elliot walked without a destination.

Hands in his coat pockets.

Shoulders relaxed slightly for the first time in months.

Bellmare was small enough that getting lost felt impossible.

The railway tracks Nina mentioned cut directly through town like a quiet dividing line. Small homes sat along the hillsides beyond them, while cafes and shops clustered closer to the harbor below.

He passed an elderly man fixing fishing nets outside a storage shed.

A woman arranging oranges in front of a tiny grocery store.

Two school kids arguing over headphones while sharing one umbrella despite the rain having already stopped.

Life here felt close together.

Not crowded.

Just connected.

In the city, Elliot barely knew the people living across his apartment hallway.

Here, strangers greeted each other naturally.

It almost felt unfamiliar.

He stopped near the seawall overlooking the harbor.

The ocean stretched endlessly beneath the gray afternoon sky, waves crashing softly against dark rocks below.

Cold wind moved through his hair.

It smelled like rain and salt.

For a while, Elliot simply stood there listening to the water.

No phone.

No meetings.

No deadlines waiting in another tab.

Just silence.

He didn’t realize how badly he needed that until now.

“You look like someone thinking too hard.”

Elliot turned slightly.

Theo approached carrying two paper coffee cups in one hand.

“You stalking me already?”

“Small town. Hard not to.”

Theo handed him one of the cups.

Hot coffee again.

“Thanks.”

“You keep saying that like you’re surprised kindness exists.”

“I lived in the city too long.”

Theo leaned casually against the seawall beside him.

The harbor moved slowly around them.

Fishing boats rocked gently near the docks while gulls circled overhead.

“You slept at all?” Theo asked.

“A little.”

“That bad?”

Elliot stared out at the sea for a moment.

“Some days are worse than others.”

Theo nodded quietly.

No dramatic sympathy.

No forced advice.

That was one thing Elliot appreciated about him.

Theo never treated pain like a performance.

“You know,” Theo said after a moment, “you don’t have to become a new person immediately.”

“I know.”

“I’m serious.”

Elliot glanced toward him.

“You came here exhausted. Not broken.”

The words settled strangely inside his chest.

Because lately Elliot wasn’t sure there was a difference anymore.

Theo took a sip from his coffee.

“People always think they need huge life changes,” he continued. “Most of the time they just need room to
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