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Chapter 1 – The Man on the Bench
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The morning train from London arrived almost without a sound at the small coastal station. The tracks were short, only two lines stretching along a narrow platform, and the station building looked like something that hadn’t changed in decades.

Clara Whitmore stepped down from the train, pulling a small suitcase behind her. The air in the town felt different. Colder. Damp. It carried the faint scent of salt from the sea that wasn’t yet visible from the station, but clearly present in the wind.

She paused for a moment on the platform, looking around.

There weren’t many people.

An elderly man sat reading a newspaper on a wooden bench. A woman with a small dog walked slowly toward the exit. Apart from them, the station was quiet except for the low whisper of wind brushing past the metal lamps.

Clara took a slow breath.

“Alright,” she murmured to herself. “Another small town.”

She had come for a simple assignment. The magazine she worked for was running a series of articles about coastal towns in Britain—places that once thrived with fishing and trade but were now slowly fading into silence.

This town was just another name on the list.

She walked out of the station and followed the main road that sloped gently toward the sea. From the end of the street, she could already see the wide gray surface of water beneath a heavy sky filled with low clouds.

The harbor wasn’t large.

A few wooden docks stretched into the water. Old warehouses stood along the shore, their paint worn by years of wind and salt. Small fishing boats rocked gently against their ropes.

Clara stopped at a black iron railing overlooking the harbor.

The wind from the sea brushed against her face.

She opened her bag, took out a small camera, and began taking a few photographs. It was an old habit from years of reporting—capturing small details before the story even began.

Fishing boats.

Dock lights.

Thick ropes creaking softly as the tide shifted.

After a few minutes, Clara walked along the main pier.

Her steps slowed when she noticed something at the far end of the dock.

There was a wooden bench facing the open water.

And sitting on that bench was an old man.

He sat very still, both hands resting on a wooden cane placed between his knees. His shoulders were slightly bent, but he didn’t look weak. His gray hair was thin, combed back by the wind.

A long brown coat covered most of his body.

And his eyes were fixed on the sea.

Clara watched him quietly.

She didn’t know why, but there was something about the way he sat there that made the harbor feel different.

Not strange.

Just... permanent.

As if the man had become part of the harbor itself.

Clara walked closer but kept several meters of distance.

The man didn’t move.

He simply sat there, staring at the wide, silent sea.

The wind lifted the edge of his coat, yet he didn’t seem to notice.

After a few moments, Clara continued walking past the bench. She didn’t want to look like someone observing a stranger too closely.

At the end of the pier stood a small café with large windows facing the harbor. The sign above the door was simple.

Harbor Café

Clara stepped inside.

Warm air wrapped around her instantly. The smell of coffee and toasted bread filled the small room.

A woman in her fifties stood behind the counter.

“Morning,” the woman said with a friendly smile.

“Morning,” Clara replied, removing her gloves.

“Passing through?”

Clara smiled slightly.

“Something like that. I’ll be staying a few days.”

The woman nodded as she prepared a cup of coffee.

“Writer?”

Clara raised an eyebrow.

“How did you know?”

The woman chuckled softly.

“People who stare at the harbor like that usually are.”

Clara couldn’t help smiling.

She took the cup of coffee and sat near the window.

From there, she could still see the pier.

And the wooden bench at the far end.

The old man was still there.

He hadn’t moved.

He wasn’t speaking to anyone.

He was simply watching the sea.

A few fishermen walked past him without even glancing in his direction, as if his presence there was completely ordinary.

Clara took a slow sip of her coffee.

Her eyes drifted back to the man again.

“Who is that man?” she finally asked.

The woman behind the counter followed Clara’s gaze through the window.

“Oh.”

She immediately knew who Clara meant.

“That’s Daniel.”

“Daniel?”

“Daniel Hargrove.”

Clara nodded slowly.

“He comes here every morning?”

The woman didn’t answer right away.

She looked toward the harbor for a moment.

“Every day,” she said eventually.

Clara leaned forward slightly.

“For how long?”

The woman shrugged.

“Longer than most people remember.”

Clara waited.

Then the woman added in a calm voice that sounded almost like a simple fact.

“About twenty years.”

Clara paused with the cup halfway to her lips.

“Twenty?”

“More or less.”

Clara looked out the window again.

The old man was still sitting there.

Same bench.

Same sea.

And suddenly Clara felt something she couldn’t quite explain.

A quiet feeling she had learned to recognize during years of reporting.

The feeling that somewhere nearby, a story was waiting to be uncovered.

She watched the man once more.

“Does he work here?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then why does he come every day?”

The woman shook her head gently.

“People have asked that question for years.”

Clara waited for the answer.

But the woman only said quietly,

“They say he’s waiting.”

Clara looked at her.

“Waiting for what?”

The woman glanced back toward the harbor.

Outside, the wind moved across the gray water.

The old man still sat on the bench.

Without moving.

Without turning.

“Someone,” the woman said finally.

Clara didn’t speak for several seconds.

Her eyes returned to the man again.

“Someone who never came back.”

And for the first time since arriving in the quiet harbor town, Clara began to feel that her small article might turn into something far bigger than she had expected.

Clara stayed by the window for a long time after the conversation ended.

Outside, the harbor moved slowly with the tide. Fishing boats drifted against their ropes, tapping softly against the wooden docks. A few seagulls circled above the water, their cries carried by the wind.

And at the end of the pier, Daniel Hargrove remained exactly where he had been.

Still.

Watching the sea.

Clara took another sip of her coffee, though it had already begun to cool.

“Does he ever leave?” she asked.

The woman behind the counter wiped a cup with a cloth.

“Eventually.”

“When?”

“Usually around noon.”

Clara glanced back at the harbor.

“So he just sits there for hours?”

The woman nodded.

“Every day.”

Clara considered that for a moment.

“Does anyone talk to him?”

“Sometimes. Tourists, mostly. People passing through.”

“And?”

The woman shrugged.

“He’s polite. Quiet. Doesn’t say much.”

Clara watched the man again.

He hadn’t moved since she first saw him.

“Does he actually expect someone to come back?”

The woman leaned her elbows on the counter.

“I think,” she said slowly, “he believes they will.”

Clara frowned slightly.

“Who?”

But the woman shook her head.

“You should ask him.”

Clara followed her gaze toward the harbor again.

Daniel still sat on the bench like a statue placed at the edge of the sea.

After finishing her coffee, Clara stood and placed the cup on the counter.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Clara pulled her coat tighter and stepped back outside.

The wind felt colder now.

She walked along the wooden pier again, her boots making quiet sounds against the boards.

As she approached the bench, she slowed her pace.

Daniel didn’t turn his head.

He continued watching the water.

Clara stopped a few steps away.

For a moment, she almost turned back.

It felt strange to interrupt someone who looked so deeply absorbed in silence.

But curiosity had always been stronger than hesitation for her.

“Good morning,” she said gently.

The old man blinked once, as if returning from a distant place.

Then he turned his head slightly toward her.

His eyes were pale gray.

Not unfriendly.

Just calm.

“Morning,” he replied.

His voice was steady, though rough with age.

Clara gave a small nod.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

Daniel looked back toward the sea.

“The sea doesn’t mind company.”

Clara allowed herself a faint smile at that.

“I’m Clara Whitmore.”

She waited.

After a moment, the old man nodded once.

“Daniel.”

“I’ve heard.”

He raised one eyebrow slightly.

“Have you?”

“The woman at the café mentioned you.”

Daniel didn’t respond immediately.

The wind moved across the water, carrying the smell of salt and distant rain.

Finally he said quietly,

“She talks too much.”

Clara laughed softly.

“That’s part of the job in a café.”

Daniel glanced at her again.

“You’re not from here.”

“No.”

“London?”

Clara blinked.

“How did you guess?”

Daniel gestured vaguely toward her suitcase standing a few meters away.

“People who belong to a place don’t look around the way you do.”

Clara crossed her arms lightly.

“And how do I look?”

“Like someone measuring the town.”

That made her smile again.

“I suppose I am.”

Daniel nodded once, as if confirming something he had already suspected.

“Writer?”

“Yes.”

“For what?”

“A magazine.”

Daniel didn’t ask which one.

He simply returned his gaze to the sea.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The quiet between them felt strangely comfortable.

Clara studied the water stretching out toward the horizon.

Gray clouds pressed low against the sky.

“Do you come here every day?” she asked.

Daniel didn’t answer immediately.

But he didn’t deny it either.

“Yes.”

“For twenty years?”

That made him glance at her again.

“People in town talk a lot.”

Clara shrugged.

“Small towns usually do.”

Daniel gave the faintest hint of a smile.

“That they do.”

Clara hesitated before asking the next question.

“Are you waiting for someone?”

Daniel’s eyes returned to the water.

The wind lifted a few strands of his gray hair.

For several seconds, he didn’t move.

Then he said quietly,

“Yes.”

Clara felt a small tension in the air after that
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