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Flicker in the Dark

	The rain had been falling since morning, the kind that soaked into the bones, steady and indifferent. Claire stood by the wide window of the old bookshop, her hand resting on the edge of a weathered wooden shelf. Outside, the world looked half-erased—umbrellas drifting like muted blossoms, headlights swimming in shallow puddles, and the grey sky pressing down on everything. The shop had a certain hush to it today, the kind that made you feel like time had paused, if only slightly.

	She wasn’t supposed to be working the front today. Normally, Tuesdays were for cataloging new arrivals in the back room, a quiet rhythm she had come to appreciate. But Martha had called in with a sore throat, and Claire had volunteered to cover the register. It wasn’t a burden. The shop was a kind of second home, with its crooked aisles and the faint, comforting smell of paper and dust. Some places never needed to be loud to be alive.

	The bell above the door chimed. It was a small sound, but distinct, like a soft question. She looked up and saw someone step in, shaking water from his coat. He wasn’t familiar, and Claire knew almost every face that frequented the shop. He stood just inside the door, his hair damp, a folded newspaper in one hand. His eyes—gray, not unlike the sky—swept the room briefly before landing on her. He offered a polite nod.

	“Cold out there,” he said, as if the weather could be debated.

	She smiled gently. “It’s not doing anyone any favors.”

	He stepped forward, letting the door swing closed behind him. There was something unhurried in his walk, like he didn’t mind the pause between things. He wandered to the fiction shelf without another word, running his fingers across the spines as though trying to remember a name or forget one.

	Claire went back to sorting the return pile, but she watched him from the corner of her eye. He wasn’t pretending to browse. His focus was real, his hand occasionally lingering on a title before moving on. There was no phone in his hand, no sense of rush or expectation. That, in itself, made him unusual.

	Minutes passed. She thought maybe he’d leave without buying anything. People often did—drawn in by the warm light and scent of old stories, only to drift away again. But then he came to the counter with a worn copy of East of Eden. The corners of the cover were frayed, the spine softened with age. A book that had clearly been read, perhaps more than once.

	“I’ve been looking for this exact edition,” he said, setting it down.

	Claire glanced at it, then at him. “It’s a good find.”

	“Feels like it found me,” he replied. Then, after a pause, “You don’t talk much, do you?”

	She blinked, surprised. “I guess not, today.”

	“That’s alright. Quiet people usually notice more.”

	He didn’t say it unkindly. In fact, it sounded almost like a compliment. She gave a small shrug, unsure what to say to that, and rang up the purchase.

	“Are you from around here?” she asked, handing him the receipt.

	He took it, folding it neatly into his coat pocket. “Not really. Just passing through.”

	She waited for more, but he didn’t offer it. Instead, he slipped the book into his bag and gave her a small smile. “Thanks.”

	And then he was gone, the bell chiming again as the door opened and closed.

	Claire stood there for a moment longer than necessary. The encounter hadn’t lasted five minutes, but it stayed with her in the quiet that followed. The book he’d chosen, the way he had spoken—measured, present. As if he wasn’t distracted by the world the way most people were these days. There had been something steady in his manner, something that resonated, like a low note struck in her chest.

	She shook her head and returned to her tasks. People came and went. That was the nature of things. Still, later that afternoon, when the sun broke briefly through the clouds and cast a pale shaft of light across the reading nook, she thought about his comment. Quiet people usually notice more. She had never considered it before. Maybe that was true.

	The next day, he came back.

	It was later in the afternoon, the golden hour painting long shadows across the floorboards. Claire had just finished rearranging the display table when the bell chimed again. He walked in, still without an umbrella, his coat darker with rain.

	“Lost your way again?” she asked, more boldly than she expected of herself.

	He smiled. “Something like that. Thought I’d pick up another book.”

	This time he stayed longer. He moved less like a stranger and more like someone returning to a familiar room. They spoke in bits and pieces—about books mostly. He mentioned growing up in a town smaller than this one, working odd jobs, and learning to fix things that didn’t always want to be fixed. She talked about the shop, how she’d fallen into it after college, how it became something more than just a paycheck.

	Neither of them said much about the in-between spaces—the lives they had lived outside the moment. But there was comfort in the presence of another person who didn’t feel the need to fill every silence.

	Over the next week, he returned several times. Sometimes just for a few minutes, sometimes for longer. He never said why. Claire didn’t ask. There were no promises, no exchanges of numbers, no declarations. Only conversations wrapped in quiet and the occasional smile that felt earned.

	She began to expect him, though she wouldn’t admit it to herself. She began to notice when the clock passed three and he hadn’t come, and how the room felt different on those days. Emptier, though nothing had been taken away.

	One evening, as dusk fell and the streetlamps began to glow outside, the power flickered. The lights blinked out, and for a few seconds, the shop was dipped in pure shadow. Claire reached for the flashlight under the counter, but then paused. The windows still let in a thin ribbon of amber light, enough to see the outlines of shelves and furniture.

	And in that soft dimness, he spoke from across the room. “Funny how quiet can feel louder in the dark.”

	She turned toward him. “I don’t mind it.”

	“No,” he said. “I don’t think you do.”

	They didn’t speak after that. The lights came back a minute later. Life resumed. But something had shifted, subtle and significant.

	That night, Claire sat in the back room long after closing. She thought about the flicker—the way the dark had settled briefly and left its mark. It wasn’t romance, not in the way most people used the word. But it was a connection. Something unnamed and quiet, but undeniable.

	Maybe some people arrived in your life like sparks. Sudden, bright, and fleeting. Others came like the slow burn of lantern light—steady, quiet, impossible to ignore once you’d seen it. And maybe, just maybe, that kind of light was worth noticing.

	Even if it flickered at first.

	 


The Day We Almost Met

	It was the kind of morning that arrived without fanfare, wrapped in the hush of overcast skies and the faint smell of wet concrete. The city moved quietly under a veil of soft mist, the kind that clung to windows and turned headlights into halos. Claire was already late. Not urgently late, not the kind that made you run breathless down sidewalks, but the kind of late that altered your rhythm just enough to make everything feel slightly out of sync. Her phone buzzed with reminders she ignored, and her scarf didn’t quite sit right on her shoulder. Still, she walked with purpose, even if it felt like she was moving against the current of the day.

	Across the street, the light at the corner flicked to green. She stepped forward just as a figure rounded the edge of the bookstore she usually passed without noticing. Her steps slowed instinctively—not because she recognized him, but because something in the way he moved seemed familiar, like a song you’ve never heard but already know how it ends. She didn’t stop, but she turned her head slightly, as if to anchor that fleeting sense of recognition.

	He didn’t see her. Or maybe he did, but didn’t think twice about the glance. People pass each other all the time. He adjusted the strap of his bag and disappeared into the crowd before her mind had time to build questions from the moment. She kept walking, but something about him tugged at her thoughts long after the street was behind her.

	Later, she would think about that morning more than seemed reasonable. Not because anything had happened—nothing had, really. But because something could have. That possibility left a ghost of itself behind, like the soft imprint of someone who had been standing close just moments ago. It became a hinge in her memory, a place she found herself returning to, even when she tried not to.

	She reached the shop just as the first drops of rain returned, ticking gently against the awning. The streets weren’t busy, and the familiar sound of the bell above the door greeted her like always. Inside, the light was warm, the kind that made everything feel softer than it truly was. She took off her coat, tucked it behind the counter, and tried to shake off the unsettled feeling. Maybe it was just the weather.

	The day passed slowly. A few regulars came in. Mrs. Patterson from down the block picked up another gardening book she probably wouldn’t read, and a young boy asked shyly if he could use the stool by the window to finish a comic book he hadn’t bought. Claire let him, of course. She always did.
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