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Nora set the last box on the kitchen counter. The small apartment was packed with containers, barely any room to stand. Her jeans were covered in dust, she was sweaty, and hungry.

She walked to the window. Parting the curtain, she looked outside. Blossom Street lay quiet and unfamiliar. Across the way, a woman was watering roses in her garden. A bit further, coffee aroma drifted from a small café.

Everyone had a place. A sense of belonging.

Nora only had an escape from the past.

She pulled out her phone. On the screen, an old photo: a smiling face, happier days. She stared for a moment, then quickly shoved the phone back into her jacket pocket.

"A new beginning," she whispered to herself. But her voice lacked conviction.

Just as she was about to close the curtain, the woman in the garden looked up and stared directly at her. The elderly woman smiled, lifting her hand briefly in a wave.

Nora froze. Why was this stranger smiling at her? What did she want?

She yanked the curtain shut and stepped back. Her heart pounded.

In the apartment's silence, only the refrigerator hummed. Standing amidst the boxes, Nora felt a strange sensation. Something about this neighborhood was different. Or maybe she was the one who had changed.

She opened one of the boxes. On top lay a framed photograph. She didn't want to see it. But her eyes couldn't look away.

Her fingers hovered in the air, unable to touch the picture.

A door clicked shut somewhere outside. A neighbor, probably. A normal sound, a normal moment. But Nora flinched, as if caught doing something wrong.

She quickly closed the box with the photograph. Leaning against the wall, she took a deep breath.

Light filtering through the window danced on the ceiling. Nora looked up.

"I won't stay here," she said out loud. "Just for a while."

But even she didn't believe her own words.

That night, before lying down, she parted the curtain again. The lights in the house across the street were out. The streetlamp cast a pale circle on the sidewalk.

Just as she was about to close it, she noticed a shadow on the garden bench. That elderly woman was sitting there, gazing at the stars. As if sensing Nora's stare, she slowly turned her head.

Two women looked at each other through the darkness.

Nora's breath caught in her throat.

She woke when the sun hit her eyes. She had forgotten to close the curtain last night. As she sat up, her neck felt stiff—the bed was unfamiliar.

The clock on the wall showed seven in the morning.

She went to the kitchen, filled a glass of water from the tap. Last night's image still lingered in her mind: the elderly woman sitting on the garden bench, eyes watching her through the darkness.

"Stop it," she told herself. "Just an old woman."

She headed to the bathroom to get ready. The sound of water in the shower emptied her mind. But the moment she stepped out, thoughts came rushing back.

She put on black pants and a gray sweater. She wanted to be as invisible as possible. Tying her hair back, she looked in the mirror. Dark circles under her eyes. She hadn't been sleeping well lately.

Grabbing her bag, she moved toward the door. Just as she was about to leave, she stopped. Went to the window and parted the curtain.

No one in the garden. The bench was empty.

Nora took a deep breath. "See?" she murmured. "No one cares about you."

She opened the apartment door and headed for the stairs. Old wooden steps creaked beneath her feet. At the front door, she hesitated for a moment. Then pushed it open and stepped outside.

Morning sun hit her face. The air was fresh, birds singing. A few children walked to school, backpacks in hand. A man was walking his dog.

A normal morning. Normal people.

Nora walked quickly, head down, avoiding eye contact with anyone. As she passed the café, coffee aroma filled her nose. She hesitated for a moment, thinking of going in, but changed her mind. She was running late.

Just as she was about to turn the corner, a voice called out.

"Good morning!"

Nora flinched. Looking up, she saw the elderly woman working in her garden. She held small pruning shears, tending to the roses. That same warm smile on her face.

Nora didn't know what to do. Not responding would be rude. But she didn't want to answer.

"Good morning," she finally muttered, barely audible. Just to be polite.

She immediately turned away and kept walking. But she heard the voice behind her:

"You're the new tenant, right? Have a beautiful day!"

Nora didn't reply. She quickened her pace. After rounding the corner, she stopped for a moment and looked back. The woman was still in her garden, watching her.

A strange feeling stirred inside Nora. Why was this woman so persistent? Why did she care?

No answer.

Walking toward the building where the archive was located, she tried to push the thoughts away. Just work, just a normal day. Nothing else.

But a voice inside whispered: You won't find peace in this neighborhood.

The building stood like a monument to forgotten things. Stone walls, high ceilings, the smell of old paper embedded in every corner. Stepping inside felt like entering another century.

At reception, a young woman looked up from her computer. "Nora? The new archive assistant?"

A nod was enough.

"Third floor. Mr. Higgins is expecting you."

No elevator. The stairs creaked beneath each step, old oil paintings watching from the walls. By the time she reached the top, her lungs burned. Out of shape. Another thing to add to the list.

A glass door read "CITY ARCHIVE." She knocked.

"Come in!"

The room stretched endlessly. Shelves from floor to ceiling, stuffed with files, folders, boxes. Behind a massive desk sat a gray-haired man with glasses that seemed too large for his face.

"Ah, you must be Nora." He rose, extending a hand. His grip was warm, unhurried. "Welcome. I'm Higgins."

"The job is straightforward," he continued, adjusting his glasses. "Donated documents need sorting. By year, by subject. Then into the system they go."

Simple enough.

He led her to the back, pointed to a large box labeled "UNSORTED." "Your first challenge. Good luck."

Inside, the box revealed its treasures. Old letters, photographs, official documents. Yellowed paper that still carried the faint scent of ink and time.

She sat down, pulled out the first letter. 1987. A woman writing to someone far away. Longing filled every line, every carefully chosen word.

Her hand trembled.

She set it aside quickly. Next item: a birth certificate. 1965. A baby born, parents overjoyed. A life beginning.

Every document held a life. Every paper, a trace of people who once breathed and loved and lost.

Could she do this? Face other people's memories day after day?

Outside, clouds gathered. Gray sky pressing down.

Her phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number: "Will you stop by tonight? June."

Frowned. June? Then remembered. The woman from the garden. How had she gotten her number?

The phone went back into her pocket, unanswered.

But the question lingered: Why wouldn't that woman leave her alone?

She returned to the letters. But the words blurred. Only that smiling face filled her thoughts.

And that voice inside whispered again: You can't run far enough.

By the time work ended, rain had begun falling. Soft at first, then steady. She stood at the archive window, watching droplets race each other down the glass. No umbrella. Of course not.

Mr. Higgins had already left. The building felt empty, footsteps echoing too loudly as she descended. At the front door, she paused. Took a breath. Then pushed into the gray evening.

Cold water hit her face immediately. She pulled her collar up and walked, head down, dodging puddles. Past the café—warm light inside, Caleb wiping counters, a few customers nursing drinks. She didn't stop.

Around the corner onto Blossom Street. Quieter here. Rain muffled everything. Lights flickered on in windows, dinner smells drifting out. Normal evening sounds.

Then movement caught her eye.

The elderly woman was in her garden, struggling with a blue tarp. Trying to cover her roses against the rain. Wet hair plastered to her face, but she was still at it, determined.

June.

She stopped. Should she help? The question hung there, uncomfortable.

Before she could decide, June looked up. Saw her. That same warm smile appeared, even in the downpour.

"Evening, neighbor!" The voice carried through the rain. "Welcome home."

A nod. Brief. Then she moved toward her door.

But June's voice followed: "Did you get my message?"

Paused. Turned slowly. June stood by her roses, tarp half-secured, waiting.

"Yes."

"Will you stop by sometime?" Rain dripped from her chin, but her eyes held steady. "I make good tea. Door's always open."

Didn't know what to say. Wanted to say no. Should say no.

"Maybe," escaped instead.

June's face brightened. "Wonderful! Any time."

Another nod. Then inside, up the creaking stairs, into the small apartment. Wet coat discarded. She went to the window.

June was still there. Still struggling with the tarp. Old and alone and having difficulty in the rain.

Her hand reached for the phone. June's message still there. Unanswered.

Fingers typed: "Tomorrow evening..."

Then deleted. Phone tossed on the bed.

"Don't," she told the empty room. "Stay away."

But when she looked again, June remained. Protecting her roses. Refusing to give up.

Something stirred inside. Small and unfamiliar. Something she'd buried long ago.

Morning came gray and quiet. Yesterday's rain had stopped, leaving the streets washed clean. Street lamps still glowed faintly, stubborn against the dawn.

Coffee aroma pulled her from sleep. Caleb's café below. She made her own, but it never tasted as good as it smelled.

At the window, she parted the curtain.

June was there again. A large box sat on the garden table. She pulled out old photographs, examining each one slowly. Sometimes she'd stop and stare, a soft smile crossing her features.

Closed the curtain. Got ready. Needed to leave early today.

At the front door, she paused. Breathed. Then stepped outside.

Sunlight caught her off guard. She shaded her eyes and walked quickly, head down.

"Good morning!"

That voice. Again.

She stopped. Looked up. June stood at her garden gate, a photograph in her hand. That same warm smile.

"Morning," came through tight lips.

"Can you look at this?" June extended the photo. "Found it last night. Wondered if you might recognize it."

The photograph was old, yellowed. A young boy, seven or eight. Smiling. Eyes bright with childhood joy.

Her breath stopped.

Those eyes. That smile.

"No." Too fast. "I don't recognize it."

Handed it back. Her fingers trembled.

If June noticed, she gave no sign. Just nodded. "Oh? Strange. They used to live on the back street. The family name... what was it now?"

Couldn't hear. Didn't want to hear.

"Late for work," she managed. "Have a good day."

Turned and walked. Steps quickened. Almost running.

Around the corner, she pressed against a wall. Heart pounding. Breath ragged.

Pulled out her phone. Stared at the photo on her screen. Then remembered the boy's face she'd just seen.

Same eyes. Same smile.

"Not possible," she whispered. "Can't be."

But that voice inside had already answered: It is. Because you can't escape.

Looked up. Clouds were breaking apart, thin sunlight touching the street.

But she felt nothing but cold.

Three days passed. Or was it four? Time moved strangely now, thick and slow like honey. She went to work, came home, avoided the window. Simple.

The photograph stayed buried in her mind anyway.

Thursday evening, a knock came at her door. Not the building's front door—her door. Direct and personal.

She froze mid-step. No one knew her here. No one visited.

Another knock
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