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Chapter 1 – The Sound of Pages and Waves
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The sea always found its way into Mike’s mornings.
Even with the library windows closed, the gentle hum of waves brushing against the rocks below the village could be heard — soft, rhythmic, endless. It had become the soundtrack of his life, a calm balance to the quiet he kept inside.
The small library sat at the edge of the coastal village of Marehaven, nestled between a row of pastel-colored cottages and the old lighthouse that hadn’t worked in years. It wasn’t a grand place, but Mike loved it. The wooden shelves carried the faint scent of salt and paper; the sunlight fell across the reading tables like a warm embrace.

Mike had worked here since finishing university — first as an assistant, then as the full-time librarian when old Mrs. Dunham retired. He liked the stillness, the order, the way stories could hold entire worlds between their pages. What he didn’t like was how small his own world sometimes felt.

That morning, he unlocked the library door, swept the sand from the steps, and arranged the new arrivals. A book about coastal birds. A poetry collection by a local writer. And one he found oddly titled: A Season to Begin Again. He smiled faintly, tracing the letters with his fingertips.

The bell above the door jingled. It was rare for someone to come this early.

When Mike looked up, his breath caught.

The man who stepped inside looked out of place in the sleepy seaside town — tall, broad-shouldered, with sun-browned skin and a face that seemed both familiar and distant. His hair was a little unkempt, his stubble rough, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. He carried a small duffel bag and the kind of quiet tension that came from years of being watched by everyone, everywhere.

“Morning,” the man said, voice low, warm, and slightly unsure. “I hope I’m not too early.”

“Not at all,” Mike replied, trying to sound casual. “We opened ten minutes ago.”

The man smiled — faintly, almost nervously. “Good. I’m... new here. Just moved into one of the cottages near the cliffs. Thought I’d stop by, see what the library’s like.”

Mike nodded. “Welcome to Marehaven. I’m Mike.”

“Nick,” the man said, removing his sunglasses. His eyes were striking — the color of sea glass, clear and searching. “Nick Jr.”

Something about that name stirred a memory. Mike blinked, trying to place it. Then it clicked.

“Wait... Nick Jr., as in the—”

“The football player?” Nick finished with a small, tired smile. “Yeah. That one.”

Mike’s face flushed. “Oh. I— I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” Nick said softly. “I came here to get away from that part of my life anyway.”

Silence stretched between them for a moment, but it wasn’t uncomfortable — just... fragile, like the moment before a wave breaks.

“Well,” Mike said, clearing his throat, “you’re welcome to look around. We’ve got a section on sports, though I imagine you’ve lived most of it.”

Nick chuckled, the sound low and genuine. “Maybe I’ll start with fiction for a change.”

As he wandered the aisles, Mike found himself watching — not in a fan’s way, but in quiet curiosity. Nick didn’t move like a celebrity. He moved like someone searching for something lost.

After a while, Nick returned to the counter with a worn copy of The Old Man and the Sea.
“I thought it felt right,” he said.
Mike smiled. “That one’s a favorite of mine.”

“Then it must be good.” Nick’s gaze lingered, gentle but steady. “You always this quiet, Mike?”

Mike hesitated, feeling the heat rise to his cheeks. “Mostly,” he said honestly. “But... I talk more when people stay around.”

Nick’s lips curved into a smile that carried something unspoken — a promise, perhaps. “Then I guess I’ll have to come back.”

The bell chimed again as Nick left, the door closing softly behind him. Mike stood there for a long moment, heart racing, the faint scent of salt and coffee still hanging in the air.

Outside, the waves kept rolling against the shore, whispering through the open window. And somewhere deep inside, Mike felt something stir — something he hadn’t felt in a long time.

Not a fantasy. Not a story.
But maybe, just maybe, the beginning of one.
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Chapter 2 – Pages Between Them
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The following week, Nick returned. Then again the next day.
And then again.
At first, he came quietly — a nod, a smile, a borrowed book. But as the days drifted by, the rhythm of his visits became something Mike began to expect, like the sound of the tide rolling in.

It was Thursday morning when Mike found him again in the corner by the tall windows, sunlight falling across Nick’s shoulders. He sat with a book open but unread, his eyes fixed on the horizon where sea met sky.

“You seem more interested in the view than the pages,” Mike said softly, leaning against the nearest shelf.

Nick looked up, smiling. “Maybe both,” he said. “It’s hard to tell what’s more peaceful — the sea or this place.”

“The library?” Mike asked.

“You,” Nick replied, voice barely above a whisper.

Mike froze, unsure how to respond. Compliments had never come easily to him, and this one — soft, direct, unexpected — made his chest tighten in a way he didn’t quite understand.

“I... I guess I’m used to quiet,” Mike said, looking down at the stack of books he was reshelving. “Some people don’t like silence, but I think it’s comforting.”

Nick closed the book and leaned back. “When you’ve spent years surrounded by noise — crowds, cameras, people shouting your name — silence starts to feel like a luxury.”

Mike glanced at him, really looking this time. The world knew Nick Jr. as the unstoppable striker — bold, confident, untouchable. But the man in front of him looked like someone learning to breathe again.

“Do you miss it?” Mike asked.

Nick was silent for a moment. “Sometimes,” he admitted. “The game, not the fame. Football was the one place I felt like myself. Until it wasn’t.”

Mike wanted to ask more, but something in Nick’s expression — that flicker of pain, quickly hidden — made him stop. Instead, he said quietly, “You don’t have to talk about it.”

Nick looked at him, a small, grateful smile tugging at his lips. “You’re not like most people I’ve met.”

“I’m a librarian,” Mike said, smiling faintly. “We listen more than we talk.”

Nick laughed softly, the sound warm enough to fill the quiet corners of the room. For a moment, their eyes met — and in that glance, something shifted. It wasn’t dramatic or obvious, but it was there: the first trace of understanding, fragile and real.



By late afternoon, the sun began to dip, painting the sea outside in shades of amber. Mike moved through the aisles, collecting returned books, when he found Nick by the philosophy section. He was holding a book with worn corners — Letters to a Young Poet.

“That one’s special,” Mike said, approaching. “It’s about patience, solitude... finding meaning in quiet moments.”

Nick turned the book over in his hands. “Sounds like something I need right now.”

Mike nodded, his voice soft. “It helped me once, too.”

Nick hesitated, then asked, “Do you ever feel... stuck? Like life is moving for everyone else but not for you?”

Mike’s heart tightened at the question. “Every day,” he admitted. “But then I remind myself — stories take time. Sometimes you have to live a few quiet chapters before something begins to change.”

Nick smiled — not with amusement, but with understanding. “You really believe that?”

“I do,” Mike said. “And I think maybe you came here for your next chapter.”

The words lingered between them, suspended like dust motes in sunlight. Neither spoke for a while; they didn’t need to.

When Nick finally left, he carried Letters to a Young Poet under his arm and paused at the door. “Thanks, Mike,” he said. “For... this.”

Mike smiled. “Anytime.”

After he was gone, the library felt both emptier and somehow fuller. Mike sat behind the counter, his fingers brushing the worn wood, and let out a quiet breath. He didn’t know what this was — friendship, curiosity, something more — but he felt it growing, slow and steady, like the tide beneath the cliffs.

And for the first time in a long time, he didn’t feel so alone.
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Chapter 3 – The Storm and the Stillness

[image: ]


The wind came first.
It rolled in from the sea like an invisible wall, carrying the smell of salt and rain. By mid-afternoon, the village was cloaked in gray, waves striking the shore with a restless rhythm. The storm had been forecast for days, but Marehaven always took such warnings calmly — it was a place that understood the sea’s moods.
Inside the library, Mike stacked books on the return cart as thunder murmured in the distance. Fewer people had come in that day; the streets outside were nearly empty. The quiet felt heavier than usual, and the faint rattle of the windows made the space feel smaller, cozier.

At half past four, the bell above the door jingled — sharp against the patter of rain. Mike looked up, surprised.

Nick stood there, drops of water on his jacket, hair damp and wind-tossed. He grinned sheepishly. “I thought you might be closing early. Didn’t want to miss my chance.”

Mike shook his head with a soft smile. “You walked here? In this weather?”

“Ran,” Nick said, laughing. “Guess old habits die hard.”

Mike rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide his amusement. “You’re impossible.”

Nick shrugged, brushing off his sleeves. “I’ve been called worse.” He paused, then added, quieter, “Didn’t feel like being alone tonight.”

Something in his tone — vulnerable, almost childlike — softened Mike’s heart. “You can stay here a while,” he said. “As long as the power doesn’t go out.”

Nick smiled gratefully and followed him to the reading corner near the window. Outside, the sea churned under flashes of lightning. Inside, they sat with mugs of tea Mike had made in the small staff kitchen, the faint scent of lemon and honey blending with the smell of rain-soaked wood.



For a while, they didn’t talk. They just listened — to the storm, to the ticking clock, to the quiet rhythm of shared presence. It was Nick who finally broke the silence.

“I used to love storms,” he said, voice low. “Before big matches, I’d stand outside and listen to them. They made me feel small — in a good way. Like all the pressure, all the noise... didn’t matter.”

Mike looked at him, his gentle eyes reflecting the lamplight. “And now?”

Nick sighed. “Now they just remind me of how far away that world feels. How quickly everything can end.”

Mike set down his mug. “You don’t have to talk about it if—”

“No,” Nick interrupted softly. “I want to. I’ve spent so long pretending I’m fine.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Last season before I retired, I tore a ligament in my knee. The doctors said I could recover, but it wouldn’t be the same. And when I tried to come back... I wasn’t the player people remembered. I felt like a shadow of myself.”

Mike’s chest ached at the honesty in his voice. “That must’ve been hard.”

Nick nodded, staring at
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