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The Waiter and the Wanderer
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Chapter 1 – The Man Who Never Stays
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Summer always arrived loudly in the harbor.

By six in the evening, the air tasted like salt and citrus cleaner, like sunscreen and white wine sweating in tall glasses. The restaurant terrace overflowed with tourists chasing sunsets, their laughter rising above the clink of cutlery and the crash of distant waves. Seagulls screamed overhead as if offended by the competition.

Marc moved through it all like he had been born into the rhythm of it.

Tray balanced on one palm. Shoulders relaxed. Smile measured and warm but never inviting. He had perfected the art of pleasant distance.

“Another bottle of house white?” he asked a table of sunburned Germans, already reaching for the opener.

He didn’t need to look toward the harbor to know the sky was turning that soft lavender-pink that made people nostalgic for lives they didn’t actually want. He had seen that sky every day for nearly three decades. It no longer stirred anything in him.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

The bell above the restaurant door chimed behind him.

Marc didn’t turn right away. New guests were constant in July. Faces blurred together — straw hats, linen shirts, expensive sunglasses. Temporary people. They came in with sandy sandals and left with postcards.

But something shifted in the noise.

Not quieter. Not louder. Just... different.

Marc glanced up.

The man standing at the entrance didn’t look like the others.

No pressed linen. No brand-name beachwear. He wore dark jeans despite the heat, sleeves of a faded black shirt pushed to his elbows. A camera hung from his neck, not decorative but worn — the strap softened by years of use. A backpack rested against one shoulder, sun-faded and practical.

He stood still for a moment, scanning the terrace like someone memorizing it rather than judging it.

His hair was dark and slightly too long, brushing his collar. His jaw carried two days of stubble. There was something self-contained about him. Not shy. Not arrogant. Just... unrooted.

Marc felt it immediately.

A man who didn’t belong anywhere.

Their eyes met.

It wasn’t dramatic. No music swelled. No one else noticed.

But the look held.

The stranger’s gaze was steady — curious, assessing, almost amused. Marc had the strange sensation of being framed, as if he were the one under observation.

Marc broke eye contact first.

He adjusted his apron and stepped forward.

“Table for one?” he asked, his voice smooth and professional.

The man’s mouth curved slightly. Not a full smile. More like he appreciated the formality.

“For now.”

His voice was low, textured. Not local.

Marc gestured toward a small table by the railing. “You’ll have the best view.”

“I didn’t come for the view,” the man replied as he followed.

Marc ignored that.

He placed the menu down and handed him a glass of water. Their fingers brushed — accidental, technically — but the contact lingered a fraction too long.

Warm.

Solid.

“Do you know what you’d like to drink?” Marc asked.

The man leaned back in his chair, studying him rather than the menu. “What do you recommend?”

Marc gave the same answer he always gave. “Depends what you’re in the mood for.”

A pause.

“Something honest,” the man said.

Marc almost laughed at that. Instead, he said, “The local red.”

“Then I’ll trust you.”

Marc nodded and walked away before the heat rising in his chest could register as anything meaningful.



He told himself it was nothing.

He poured the wine, delivered plates, cleared tables. But he was aware of the stranger in a way that felt intrusive. A magnetic pull at the edge of his concentration.

When he returned with the wine, the man had his camera in his hands, lens pointed toward the harbor.

“You’re not allowed to photograph the guests without permission,” Marc said lightly.

The man lowered the camera and looked at him instead. “Good thing I wasn’t.”

Marc set the glass down.

“What brings you here?” he asked, because it was easier to be the one asking questions.

“Passing through.”

“On your way to?”

A shrug. “Not sure yet.”

Marc raised an eyebrow. “That sounds expensive.”

The man smiled properly this time. It transformed his face — softened it, revealed something almost boyish beneath the calm exterior.

“I’m Zlatan,” he said, as if that explained everything.

“Marc.”

They didn’t shake hands. It felt unnecessary.

Zlatan took a sip of wine, closed his eyes briefly as if tasting more than just flavor. “You’ve lived here long?”

“Long enough.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I don’t need a map.”

Zlatan studied him again, and Marc felt that strange sensation of being seen — not just looked at, but catalogued.

“And you’ve never wanted one?” Zlatan asked.

“A map?”

“A way out.”

Marc’s smile tightened. “Some people don’t need to leave to know who they are.”

“Some people leave because they don’t,” Zlatan replied quietly.

The words hung between them.

Marc straightened. “I’ll give you a few minutes with the menu.”



He didn’t mean to listen, but the terrace carried sound easily.

At one point, Zlatan’s phone rang. He answered in a language Marc didn’t immediately recognize — something sharp and rhythmic. He laughed softly.

“No, not long,” Zlatan said in English a moment later. “A week. Maybe less.”

A week.

Marc felt something inside him settle.

Temporary.

Of course.

Men like that always were.

They arrived with backpacks and stories and eyes that looked like they’d seen too many sunsets to be impressed by another. They flirted because they could. They left because they always did.

Marc had learned that lesson once before, at twenty-two, when he’d believed in someone who promised postcards and returned silence.

He brought Zlatan’s food — grilled sea bass, lemon, herbs. Simple. Clean.

Zlatan thanked him, and this time his fingers deliberately touched Marc’s wrist.

Not an accident.

Marc froze for half a second.

“You’re very good at not reacting,” Zlatan observed softly.

“I’m at work.”

“And after?”

Marc pulled his hand back slowly. “After, I go home.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s enough.”

Zlatan tilted his head. “For now.”

The implication was clear.

Marc should have walked away. Should have kept the boundaries firm and invisible.

Instead, he asked, “Where are you staying?”

“A room above the old bookstore.”

Marc knew it. Small. Overlooking the sea.

“Nice view,” Marc said.

“I told you,” Zlatan replied, eyes steady on his, “I didn’t come for the view.”



The sun dipped lower. The terrace filled and emptied and filled again. Marc moved through it all, but awareness of that table never left him.

Zlatan didn’t rush his meal. He lingered, scribbling something in a small notebook between bites. Watching people. Watching Marc.

When the check finally came, Zlatan stood instead of sitting.

Up close, he was taller than Marc expected. Broader shoulders. A presence that felt grounded despite everything nomadic about him.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Zlatan said casually.

Marc raised a brow. “Confident.”

“I like to return to places that interest me.”

Marc folded the receipt. “We’re open at five.”

Zlatan hesitated, then lifted his camera.

“May I?”

Marc blinked. “May you what?”

“Take your picture.”

The request was so direct it stole the air from Marc’s lungs.

“Why?”

“Because you look like someone who’s never been anywhere,” Zlatan said gently. “And I think that’s a lie.”

Marc should have refused.

Instead, he stood there while Zlatan lifted the camera.

The click of the shutter was soft. Intimate.

For a moment, the world narrowed to the space between them.

“Thank you,” Zlatan said.

Marc swallowed. “You’re only here a week.”

Zlatan studied him carefully. “Is that a warning?”

“It’s information.”

A small smile returned. “Good.”

He slung the backpack over his shoulder and stepped backward toward the harbor path.

“See you tomorrow, Marc.”

Marc watched him go.

He didn’t mean to. He just... did.

The harbor lights flickered on one by one as dusk settled. The sky bled into indigo. The crowd shifted again, new faces replacing old.

Marc picked up the empty wine glass from Zlatan’s table.

It was still warm.

He stared at the chair across from him — empty now, already like it had never been occupied.

A week.

Men like that didn’t stay.

They arrived like weather. Stirred something restless. Then disappeared, leaving everything looking the same but feeling slightly off balance.

Marc carried the glass inside.

He told himself he’d forget the name by morning.

But when he lay in bed hours later, the window cracked open to let in the scent of salt air, it wasn’t the harbor he was thinking about.

It was the way Zlatan had said his name.

And the way he had looked at him — not like a waiter.

Like a destination.

Marc turned onto his side and stared at the ceiling.

A week, he reminded himself.

He had survived shorter storms.

Still, as sleep finally crept in, one thought slipped through the cracks of his certainty:

What if this one wasn’t a storm?

What if this one was a tide?

And tides always came back.
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Chapter 2 – A Table by the Window
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Marc told himself he wouldn’t look for him.

Which was exactly why he noticed the second the door opened at five-oh-three.

The terrace wasn’t full yet. Early diners preferred quiet, and the late-summer sun still hung high enough to gild the harbor in molten gold. Marc was polishing cutlery behind the bar when the bell chimed.

He didn’t turn.

He didn’t need to.

“Table by the window,” a familiar voice said.

Marc’s hand paused mid-polish.

“One moment,” he replied evenly, before glancing up.

Zlatan stood there as if he had never left. Same worn camera. Same dark shirt, though today the sleeves were rolled higher, exposing strong forearms dusted lightly with hair. The backpack was gone.

He looked... deliberate.

“You requested a specific table?” Marc asked, keeping his tone neutral.

“I was hoping for a specific waiter.”

Marc held his gaze a beat too long before nodding toward the railing. “Follow me.”

The same table as yesterday. The same view of the harbor. The same quiet charge in the air that made everything else seem slightly muted.

Marc handed him a menu, though they both knew it was unnecessary.

“Local red again?” Marc asked.

Zlatan smiled. “You remember.”

“It’s my job.”

“Is it?”

Marc ignored that and poured the wine. This time, when he placed the glass down, Zlatan’s fingers brushed his knuckles — light, almost careless.

Not careless.

Intentional.

Marc didn’t flinch. But he didn’t pull away immediately either.

“You’re
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