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Solitude

Violet Sinclair had made peace with loneliness a long time ago.

At forty-two, she had lived in the small coastal town of Bellhaven for fifteen years, running the bookshop her aunt had left her. The Lighthouse Books was her kingdom—three floors of worn wooden shelves, creaky stairs, and the comforting smell of old paper. She knew every corner, every hidden reading nook, every book that had sat unsold for a decade or more.

She also knew every customer by name, though they were few. Bellhaven was a town of eight hundred souls, most of them elderly, most of them set in their ways. The summer tourists came and went, buying beach reads and postcards, but they never stayed long enough to matter.

That was fine with Violet. She had learned not to expect people to stay.

Her mornings followed a ritual as precise as a prayer. Wake at six. Coffee and toast in the apartment above the shop. Open the doors at nine, though customers rarely appeared before noon. Spend the quiet hours reading, cataloging, organizing—creating order in a world that had once spun wildly out of her control.

Today was no different. October had arrived with gray skies and the promise of rain, the kind of weather that made her shop feel like a sanctuary. She lit the small fireplace in the reading corner, put on a pot of tea for anyone who might wander in, and settled behind the counter with a novel she'd read three times before.

Comfort, she had learned, was not the same as happiness. But it was safer.

The bell above the door chimed at eleven—earlier than usual for her handful of regulars. She looked up, expecting old Mrs. Patterson who came every Tuesday for her romance novels, or perhaps young Jamie from the high school who was working his way through the classics.

Instead, she saw a stranger.

He was tall and weathered, somewhere in his mid-forties, with dark hair streaked prematurely gray and eyes the color of the ocean before a storm. He wore a coat that had seen better days and carried a leather messenger bag that looked even older. Everything about him suggested someone who had been traveling for a long time—not the tourist kind of travel, but the running-from-something kind.

"Good morning," she said, her voice rusty from disuse. "Can I help you find something?"

He looked at her as if he hadn't expected to encounter another person—as if the shop had seemed empty from outside and he'd come in seeking solitude rather than company.

"I'm not sure," he said. His voice was deep and careful, each word chosen deliberately. "I'm looking for... quiet, I suppose."

"You've come to the right place." She gestured at the empty shop around them. "Quiet is our specialty."

He almost smiled—not quite, but the ghost of one crossed his face. "Then I'll stay for a while, if that's all right."

"Stay as long as you like. There's tea in the back corner, by the fireplace. Help yourself."

He nodded and disappeared into the stacks, and Violet returned to her book. But she found she couldn't focus on the words. There was something about the stranger—something in the weight he carried, the careful way he moved—that reminded her of herself.

Of the person she had been, years ago, when she first arrived in Bellhaven. Running from her own pain. Looking for a place where the world would leave her alone.

She wondered what he was running from. And whether he would find what he was looking for in her quiet little shop.
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Chapter Two
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The Stranger

The stranger came back the next day. And the day after that.

He never bought anything. He would arrive mid-morning, nod at Violet in greeting, and disappear into the stacks with his messenger bag. She would see him occasionally, settled in one of the reading chairs, staring at a book without seeming to read it. Sometimes he would write in a leather journal, his pen moving in quick, frustrated strokes before stopping entirely.

She didn't ask his name. He didn't volunteer it. That was the unspoken agreement of her shop—you could be anyone here, or no one at all. The books didn't judge, and neither did she.

But she was curious. She couldn't help it.

On the fourth day, Mrs. Patterson provided answers without being asked.

"That's Sebastian Cole," the elderly woman whispered, leaning across the counter as if sharing state secrets. "The writer. My daughter recognized him from the book jackets."

Sebastian Cole. The name triggered a memory—bestselling author, literary darling, winner of prestigious awards. Violet had read one of his novels years ago, a beautiful, devastating story about loss and redemption. She remembered being moved to tears by the ending.

"He rented the old Morrison cottage," Mrs. Patterson continued. "Paid six months in advance, cash. Nobody knows why he's here or how long he's staying."

"Maybe he just wants to write in peace," Violet suggested.

"Or maybe he's hiding from something." Mrs. Patterson's eyes sparkled with small-town gossip. "They say he had some kind of breakdown after his wife died. Stopped publishing, stopped appearing in public. Just... vanished."

"That's his business, not ours."

"Of course, dear. Of course." But the gleam in Mrs. Patterson's eyes suggested she would be sharing this information with everyone she met.

After the older woman left, Violet found herself watching Sebastian Cole more carefully. He was in the poetry section today, standing before the shelves without reaching for any book. His shoulders were rigid with tension, his hands shoved deep in his pockets.

He looked like a man at war with himself.

She knew that look. She had worn it herself, for years after Thomas left. For years after the miscarriages and the silence and the slow realization that the life she'd planned had crumbled to nothing. She had come to Bellhaven wearing that exact expression—the face of someone who had lost the ability to hope.

Without thinking, she poured two cups of tea and carried one to where he stood.

"You look like you could use this," she said, offering the cup.

He startled, as if he'd forgotten he wasn't alone. Then he took the tea, his fingers brushing hers briefly. The touch was electric, unexpected, gone before she could analyze it.

"Thank you," he said. "You're very kind."

"I'm very observant," she corrected. "You've been staring at that same shelf for twenty minutes without seeing anything on it."

"That obvious?"

"Only to someone who's done the same thing." She leaned against the bookshelf opposite him. "The poetry section is good for that. For staring without seeing."

"You sound like you speak from experience."

"Fifteen years of it." She sipped her own tea. "I'm Violet, by the way. In case you wanted to know who keeps making you tea."

"Sebastian." He paused. "But you probably already knew that."

"Small town." She shrugged. "Word travels fast."

"Does everyone know why I'm here?"

"They think they do. But I've learned that the stories people tell rarely match the truth." She met his eyes directly. "Whatever you're running from, whatever you're looking for—your secrets are safe here. This shop has kept plenty of them over the years."

Something shifted in his expression—surprise, maybe, or gratitude. "You're not what I expected," he said.
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