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Chapter 1 – Crossing Paths Again
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Noah didn’t arrive in the town the way people were supposed to arrive—with suitcases and plans and a neat little map of where life would go next. He arrived with a single backpack, a half-dead phone, and the uncomfortable feeling that he’d stepped off the bus in the middle of someone else’s dream.

The sea was louder than he expected.
It didn’t just sit there looking pretty the way it did on postcards—it breathed, hissed, dragged its fingernails across the rocks like it was trying to tell secrets no one had asked to hear. The smell of salt followed him down the narrow street, clinging to his clothes as if the town had already decided to keep him.
He told himself he was only staying a few weeks.

That was the lie he’d practiced on the bus ride north. A few weeks to clear his head. A few weeks to become a version of himself that didn’t wake up at 3:17 a.m. wondering where he’d gone wrong.

The hostel sat above a bakery that was closing for the evening. Warm air leaked from the doorway, carrying the smell of burnt sugar and cinnamon. Noah paused outside, suddenly aware of how empty his hands were. No keys, no history, no proof he belonged anywhere.

“First time here?”

The voice came from behind him—low, calm, threaded with amusement. Noah turned.

The man leaning against the lamppost looked like he’d been drawn in soft charcoal lines: dark hair curling at the collar, paint smudged across one wrist, eyes the color of storm glass. He was holding a paper bag that bled a circle of grease at the bottom.

“Is it that obvious?” Noah asked.

“You’ve got that just-arrived look.” The stranger smiled a little. “Like the town hasn’t decided what to do with you yet.”

Noah let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh. “I’m not sure what to do with me either.”

The man studied him without staring, the way artists looked at things they might want to remember later. “I’m Mateo.”

“Noah.”

They shook hands. Mateo’s palm was warm, his grip careful, as if Noah were something fragile that had been mailed without enough padding.

“You picked a strange season to run away,” Mateo said, nodding toward the ocean at the end of the street. “Most people wait for summer.”

“I’m not running away.”

Mateo’s eyebrow lifted—just enough to call him a liar without saying the word.

“Okay,” Noah admitted. “Maybe I am. A little.”

“Nothing wrong with that.” Mateo handed him the paper bag. “Here. The bakery was throwing these out. Criminal, if you ask me.”

Inside were two crooked pastries shaped like stars. Noah took one automatically, surprised by the kindness of it, by how easily this stranger had stepped into his first hour in town.

They ate standing on the sidewalk while the sky turned the color of bruised peaches. Somewhere a gull screamed like it was offended by existence.

“So what brings you here, Noah-Who-Isn’t-Running?”

Noah considered giving the polished version—the one about needing a change, about freelance work, about fresh starts. Instead the truth slipped out sideways.

“I wanted to be somewhere nobody already knew me.”

Mateo nodded as if that made perfect sense. “Good reason.”

“And you?” Noah asked. “Have you always lived here?”

“Feels like it,” Mateo said. “I tried leaving once. The town didn’t take it personally. I did.”

There was a story inside that sentence, one with sharp edges. Noah felt it the way you feel a loose tooth with your tongue—dangerous, tempting.

The hostel door opened behind them and a woman called out Mateo’s name, asking about a set of keys. He answered in easy Spanish, warm and familiar, and for a second Noah watched a life he wasn’t part of move around him like a well-rehearsed play.

When Mateo turned back, the moment had shifted.

“I should go,” he said. “Night shift at the gallery. Paintings don’t sell themselves, apparently.”

“Apparently not.”

Mateo hesitated, then reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded card. “If you get lost—or bored—come by tomorrow. The place smells like turpentine and bad decisions, but the coffee’s decent.”

Noah took the card before he could invent reasons not to. Their fingers brushed again, quick and accidental, yet something in his chest reacted like a struck match.

“Thanks,” he said. “For the pastry. And the unsolicited life advice.”

“Anytime.” Mateo started to walk away, then glanced back. “Welcome to town, Noah.”

Noah watched him disappear toward the harbor, the lamplight swallowing his shape in pieces. The sea kept talking to itself. The hostel sign flickered. His phone vibrated with a message he didn’t read.

He had the sudden, unsettling feeling that the important part of his story hadn’t begun when he stepped off the bus.

It had begun exactly three minutes ago, with a stranger’s smile and a paper bag of almost-thrown-away stars.
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Chapter 2 – Unfinished Stories
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Noah discovered three things about Mateo within the first week without trying.

The first was that Mateo knew how to disappear inside a room even while standing in the center of it. At the gallery, he moved like a quiet tide, arranging frames, straightening postcards, speaking to customers with a polite softness that never quite opened into warmth. People left smiling, believing they had met him, yet somehow they had only touched the doorway of who he was.

The second was that Mateo lived by rituals. He bought the same bread every morning, walked the same crooked route past the fish market, and paused at the mural near the pier as if greeting an old relative. Predictable habits, but they felt less like comfort and more like fences built around a careful life.

The third thing was simpler. Mateo noticed everything.

Noah learned that one on Tuesday afternoon in a bookstore that smelled of dust and oranges.

He had gone inside to escape a sudden rain, the kind that arrived without introduction and bullied the streets clean. The bell above the door gave a tired cough as he entered, and the owner barely looked up from her crossword. Shelves leaned at gentle angles, creating narrow corridors where entire decades of paper waited like patient ghosts.

Noah wandered without purpose, letting his fingers brush spines as if they were piano keys. He was pretending to belong to a world with bookmarks and future plans when a familiar voice spoke from the next aisle.

"You read like someone looking for an exit."

Mateo appeared between two towers of travel guides, holding a book about constellations. His hair was damp from the rain, curling in rebellious commas at his temples.

"I read like a normal person," Noah said. "With eyes and mild confusion."

Mateo smiled, small and brief. "Normal people pick one book. You have four and none of them match."

Noah looked down at his arms. A biography of a forgotten singer, a cookbook for lonely cooks, a novel with a broken lighthouse on the cover, and a guide to repairing bicycles. He had not noticed collecting them.

"Maybe I contain multitudes," he offered.

"Maybe you contain indecision."

The rain thickened outside, drumming on the windows as if impatient for attention. They stood there among the leaning shelves, two strangers who were no longer quite strangers, surrounded by stories that belonged to other lives.

Mateo held up his constellation book. "I come here when I need reminding the sky is bigger than my problems."

"And is it working?"

"Not today."

He said it lightly, but something underneath the words had weight. Noah recognized that tone. He had used it himself when people asked how he was doing.

They drifted toward the back of the shop where a crooked table offered burnt coffee in paper cups. The owner still had not looked up, as if customers were merely rumors she tolerated.

"So," Noah said, blowing on the coffee that tasted like regret, "you keep to yourself on purpose, or is it a hobby?"

Mateo leaned against the table, considering the question as if it were a delicate object. "I am not good at the middle distance with people. Either they are very far away, or suddenly too close."

"Sounds lonely."

"Sounds safe," Mateo corrected.

Noah watched him trace the rim of his cup with one finger, a slow circle that never closed. Outside, a delivery truck hissed like an annoyed animal.

"I used to think safety was a place," Noah said before he could stop himself. "Turns out it is just a story we tell so we can sleep."

Mateo looked at him then, really looked, and the room seemed to tilt a fraction. His eyes held questions he was too polite to ask.

"You talk like someone who has already paid for expensive lessons," Mateo said.

"Installments," Noah answered. "Still paying."

A comfortable silence settled between them, stitched together by rain and the smell of old paper. It surprised Noah how easy it felt, standing beside this guarded man in a shop nobody hurried through.

Mateo broke the quiet first. "There is a reading tonight at the community hall. Terrible poetry, excellent empanadas. You should come."

"Is that an invitation or a warning?"

"Both."

Noah laughed, and Mateo seemed pleased with the sound, as if he had coaxed a shy animal from hiding.

For a moment Noah imagined saying yes immediately, stepping without caution into whatever shape this connection might take. But he noticed the way Mateo held himself, shoulders slightly curved inward, like a house with the lights on and all the doors locked.

"You do not invite many people, do you?" Noah asked gently.

Mateo shook his head. "No. People have a habit of staying longer than they promise."

The sentence hung in the air, a small unfinished bridge leading to somewhere neither crossed.

The bell over the door wheezed again as a group of teenagers burst in trailing rain and loud opinions. The spell thinned. Mateo straightened, returning to his polite armor.

"I should get back," he said. "The gallery expects me to rescue it from dust."

Noah placed his mismatched books back on the nearest shelf, suddenly embarrassed by his scattered choices. "Thanks for the coffee that tasted like a bad decision."

"Anytime."

They walked to the doorway together. The rain had softened to a silver curtain, the street gleaming as if newly invented.

"About tonight," Noah began.

Mateo waited, hopeful but careful.

"I might come. For the empanadas."

"Poetry appreciates low expectations."

They smiled at each other, an almost thing, a beginning that refused to call itself one.

Outside, they parted in opposite directions, carried by separate errands and private histories. Noah felt the odd tug of unfinished conversation following him down the wet sidewalk, like a loose thread caught on his sleeve.

He realized he wanted to know what story Mateo was protecting so fiercely, and why the man guarded his heart the way some people
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