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ACT I — The Silence After the Applause
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Chapter 1 — Arrival
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THE RAIN HAD BEEN FOLLOWING her since Portland.

It softened the world into blurs — headlights smeared into amber streaks, the coastline a watercolor of gray and green. Arielle drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on her knee. It still ached sometimes, a dull pulse under her skin, like an echo that refused to fade.

She rolled the window halfway down. The smell of salt hit her first — sharp, cold, familiar in a way she couldn’t name. The sea wasn’t visible yet, but she could feel it: that low, endless hum beneath the sound of the tires.

Her phone, wedged between the seats, buzzed once.

June (NYC): You there yet?

Arielle didn’t answer. Not yet.

When the road finally curved toward the ocean, the light opened up — a sudden spill of silver across the windshield. Cannon Beach appeared between the pines, quiet and small, like a photograph left too long in the sun.

She slowed near the main street. A row of wooden shops leaned into the fog: a bakery, a surf rental, a bookstore with hand-painted signs. No one hurried. Even the seagulls seemed to glide slower here.

Arielle pulled over near a café called Driftwood & Co. Her hands trembled slightly when she turned off the ignition. Maybe from the cold. Maybe from the thought that this was it — the place she’d chosen to disappear into.

She stayed inside the car for a moment, watching raindrops race down the glass. Then she whispered to no one, “Okay. We’re here.”
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Inside the café, the air was warm and smelled faintly of cinnamon and wet wool.

A barista — young, maybe nineteen — glanced up from behind the counter.

“Hi,” Arielle said softly, brushing her hair from her face. “Can I get a small latte?”

“Sure thing. Rainy day, huh?”

She smiled, polite. “Seems like it.”

While waiting, she checked her phone again. June had sent another message:

Send a pic when you settle in. Don’t ghost me this time.

Arielle typed, Promise. Then deleted it.

The barista slid the cup toward her. “You new in town?”

“Yeah. Just moved.”

“Oh cool. Most people move out, not in.” He grinned. “What brings you here?”

Arielle hesitated, eyes drifting toward the window. “Just... needed a quieter place.”

The barista nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Well, you picked the right one. We get more fog than people.”

She laughed under her breath. “That sounds perfect.”

When she left, the cup warmed her palms. The sea breeze stung her cheeks, carrying that briny chill that always seemed to scrape memories loose.
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The cottage was at the end of a narrow gravel road, behind a hedge of hydrangeas gone brown with winter. The rental agency had texted her the address and a code for the lockbox.

When the door clicked open, it felt like entering a memory she hadn’t lived yet.

The air was damp and faintly woody, like old pine. The living room was small — a worn sofa, one lamp, a shelf of forgotten books. The sea, somewhere beyond the window, whispered like someone breathing in another room.

She set her suitcase down and stood still for a moment, listening.

No music.

No mirrors.

No sound except her own pulse.

Arielle sat on the couch, latte cooling beside her, and exhaled slowly.

So this is it, she thought. The silence after the applause.
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A knock startled her. Three quick taps, confident but not loud.

When she opened the door, a woman stood there with a ring of keys in her hand — mid-forties, dark hair tied back, eyes sharp but kind.

“You must be Arielle,” the woman said. “Marisol Vega. I own the place.”

“Oh— right. Hi.” Arielle wiped her palms on her jeans. “I thought the rental agency handled everything.”

“They do. But I like to meet my tenants myself. Makes me feel like I’m still part of the world.”

Arielle smiled uncertainly. “That’s nice of you.”

Marisol glanced past her into the cottage. “You’ve got heat and hot water. The Wi-Fi’s unpredictable, but so is life. If you need anything, my number’s on the fridge.”

“Thank you.”

Marisol lingered a beat longer, studying her. “You’re the dancer, right? The one from New York?”

Arielle’s shoulders tensed. “Was,” she said quietly.

“Mm.” Marisol’s eyes softened. “Well, ‘was’ doesn’t mean ‘never again.’”

Arielle looked down. “It does when your knee disagrees.”

That earned a small chuckle. “Fair enough. But you’ll find this town has other kinds of rhythm.”

When Marisol turned to go, she added, “There’s a studio I run near the pier. We do community classes. Kids, mostly. You should stop by sometime — if you’re not allergic to laughter.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Marisol smiled knowingly. “People always say that before they do.” Then she left, her boots crunching against gravel, vanishing into the mist.
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Later, Arielle unpacked slowly — clothes, a few books, an old framed photo from her New York days: her troupe backstage, all smiles and sweat and sequins. She turned it face down.

The rain eased by evening. The light shifted to that soft, impossible silver that only existed near the sea. She opened the back door.

The ocean stretched out before her — vast, endless, and quiet in a way that wasn’t empty but alive. The air tasted clean, almost new.

She walked barefoot onto the damp deck, every step a small reminder of what her body could still do.

The horizon blurred into fog. Somewhere, gulls screamed. She closed her eyes.

Her phone rang again — June.

Arielle almost ignored it, then answered. “Hey.”

“You sound... calm,” June said immediately. “Or drugged. Which is it?”

“Neither.” A small smile. “It’s just quiet here.”

“Quiet freaks me out,” June said. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I think so.”

“Still walking with that little limp?”

Arielle sighed. “Still walking.”

“Good. Listen, I saw a casting call today. Contemporary showcase in SoHo. They’d die to have you. You sure you’re done with—”

“I’m done,” Arielle interrupted gently.

The silence stretched. Even through the phone, Arielle could hear the ocean outside — soft, endless.

June exhaled. “You don’t sound done.”

“Maybe I’m just tired of being almost enough.”

Another pause. Then June said softly, “You were more than enough.”

Arielle didn’t know how to answer that. So she didn’t.

After they hung up, she watched the sky fade from silver to dusk. The cottage lights flickered on automatically — warm, golden squares against the fog.
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The next morning, she woke early. The rain had stopped.

A faint blue-gray light slipped through the curtains, and somewhere outside, the gulls were arguing again.

Arielle made coffee and stepped onto the beach behind the cottage. The sand was cold beneath her feet, scattered with driftwood and shells like broken promises.

She tried to stretch — just a slow reach of her arm, a roll of her shoulder. The movement felt rusty, but real.

A man jogged past with a dog, nodded politely. The dog barked once, tail wagging, before darting ahead. Arielle smiled despite herself.

For a moment she imagined the ocean as an audience — patient, wordless, waiting for her to move again. She took a tentative step, then another, the way she used to begin warm-ups in the studio.

Her knee complained. She ignored it.

Her arms lifted slightly, tracing the air. The movement wasn’t choreography — just instinct, breath, release.

She didn’t notice the figure standing farther down the shore — a man with a camera slung around his neck, watching quietly through the lens.

When she stumbled slightly, the pain blooming like a small sun behind her knee, she stopped. Lowered her arms.

The wind picked up, carrying her exhale out toward the water.

She turned back toward the cottage, unaware of the shutter click that captured her mid-motion — fragile, real, alive.
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That evening, Arielle sat by the window with her journal open. She hadn’t written in months.

The first line came slowly:

Maybe dreams don’t die — they just change shape.

She read it once, then closed the book. Outside, the tide pulled quietly at the shore, steady and endless.

She didn’t know yet that the photograph taken that morning — her body caught between motion and stillness — would one day hang on the wall of a local gallery, signed Elias Rowe.

For now, she just watched the sea, letting its rhythm find her breath.

And for the first time in a long time, the silence didn’t hurt.
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Chapter 2 — The Sound of Nothing
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THE COTTAGE CREAKED when the wind changed.

Arielle learned that on her third morning in Cannon Beach — the way the walls sighed, how the windows rattled faintly as if the house itself was remembering something.

She sat on the floor, coffee cooling beside her, a half-unpacked box open like a wound. The quiet wasn’t peaceful yet; it was too sharp, like silence that hadn’t settled into her bones.

She spoke out loud, mostly to break it.

“Okay, today we... go get groceries.”

Her voice sounded too loud. Too certain for someone who didn’t mean it.
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At the local market, she pushed the cart slowly, scanning shelves as if they might reveal a purpose.

“Need help finding something?”

The clerk — a woman with silver hair and bright blue glasses — leaned on the counter, friendly in that small-town way that made strangers dangerous.

“I’m good, thanks,” Arielle said, grabbing a carton of milk she didn’t really need.

The woman squinted. “You’re new here. The cottage by the dunes?”

Arielle blinked. “Yeah.”

“Marisol told me. She tells everyone.” The woman chuckled. “Said you’re a dancer. That true?”

Was. The word almost escaped her, but she caught it. “Something like that.”

“Well, welcome. This place runs on gossip and fog. Hope you’re okay with both.”

Arielle smiled faintly. “I think I can handle that.”

When she left, the woman called after her, “The ocean’s loud, but the town’s louder once it cares about you.”

Arielle wasn’t sure if that was comfort or warning.
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The day stretched long.

She unpacked two more boxes, rearranged the bookshelf twice, then ended up sitting on the floor again, watching light move across the walls.

By evening, she realized she hadn’t spoken to another human since the grocery store. Even the gulls outside sounded like company.

So when her phone lit up — June calling — she answered too quickly.

“Hey,” Arielle said, her voice softer than she meant.

“Finally!” June’s tone was bright, the kind of energy that belonged to a city that never slept. “You alive?”

“Barely.”

“I figured. You disappeared faster than your stage lights.”

Arielle smiled faintly. “That’s kind of the point.”

“Ugh, don’t go all poetic on me. What’s it like out there? You seen any moody fishermen yet?”

“Just fog and hydrangeas. Everything smells like rain.”

“That’s either heaven or depression. Not sure which.”

Arielle leaned against the wall. “Both, maybe.”

Silence hummed for a moment — familiar, but heavy.

Then June asked, “You sleeping any better?”

Arielle hesitated. “Not really.”

“Still the same dream?”

“Yeah.” Her fingers traced the rim of her mug. “The stage lights again. They come on, but... no music. No one else there. I just stand there waiting for something that never starts.”

“That’s creepy,” June said gently. “Or sad. Probably both.”

“Probably.”

“You sure you don’t want to choreograph again? Even just online? You could start small.”

Arielle smiled without humor. “Small’s still too close to what I lost.”

June sighed. “You sound like a ghost haunting your own life.”

“Maybe that’s what healing is.”

“Or maybe it’s hiding.”

Arielle looked out the window. The ocean was silver in the distance, restless and alive. “Maybe those are the same thing.”

They stayed quiet a while, the way people do when neither wants to say goodbye first.

Finally, June said, softer now, “I miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

After the call, the silence felt thicker. Arielle turned on the radio — static, then soft jazz — and left it playing just to fill the air.
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That night, she dreamed again.

The stage stretched endless before her, black and shining like a lake. She could hear the faint murmur of an audience she couldn’t see. When she stepped forward, the pain in her knee stopped her mid-turn.

The lights flared — too bright, almost blinding — and suddenly there was nothing under her feet. Just air.

She woke with her heart hammering and the taste of dust in her mouth. The sound of the sea outside didn’t soothe her this time.
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Morning came gray and thin. She made tea instead of coffee and walked to the beach. The sky hung low, a lid over the water.

Two surfers were out near the break, their bodies small against the waves. She envied their rhythm — the simple exchange between balance and surrender.

A man stood farther down, adjusting a tripod. Probably a tourist, she thought. His coat was dark, collar turned up, camera steady. When the shutter clicked, the sound carried faintly through the wind — familiar somehow, though she couldn’t place it.

She turned away.
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Later, she found herself at the café again — Driftwood & Co. The same barista smiled. “Back so soon?”

“Guess I’m predictable,” she said.

“Welcome to small-town life. Latte again?”

“Please.”

He worked the espresso machine. Steam hissed, filling the air with warmth. “You finding your rhythm here yet?”

“Trying.”

“Most people go through three stages: boredom, panic, then peace.”

Arielle raised a brow. “And where am I?”

He grinned. “I’m guessing panic.”

She laughed. “That obvious?”

“Only to people who’ve been there.” He slid her cup over. “Don’t worry. The quiet stops being scary once you stop trying to fill it.”

She tilted her head. “That sounds profound for someone who just made foam art shaped like a dolphin.”

“Hey, even dolphins know peace.”

Their laughter startled her — light, easy. The kind that felt borrowed from another version of herself.

When she stepped outside, the fog had lifted slightly. The sea shimmered between buildings, like it was waiting.
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By late afternoon, she cleaned, wrote half a grocery list, then abandoned it. Every task dissolved halfway through. The house felt too big for one person’s thoughts.

She picked up her journal again.

It’s strange how silence can have a sound, she wrote. Like something breathing beside you. Maybe I just forgot how to listen.

She closed the notebook and stared at the page of the ocean through the window. The tide was low, leaving streaks of dark sand and seaweed like veins.

Her knee throbbed. She stood, paced, then stretched — cautious, slow.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





