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The sound of the waves is the first thing I notice when I step out of the car. It’s not the rhythmic crash you hear in movies, but a slower, almost sighing kind of sound—like the ocean’s tired too. I stand there for a second, hands in my pockets, breathing in salt and damp pine. Forty years old, and this is the first time in my adult life I’ve been anywhere without a plan.

The cottage sits at the edge of the bluff, weather-worn but sturdy. The kind of place where the clock ticks louder than your thoughts if you let it. That’s the point, I guess. Six months of sabbatical—doctor’s orders, or maybe my own last-minute attempt to feel something again.

I used to think success would feel like this. The house, the career, the marriage. Check, check, check. Then one morning I woke up and realized I didn’t remember the last time I’d done something just because it made me happy. Or the last time I’d been touched in a way that didn’t feel like obligation.

Inside, the air smells like cedar and dust. There’s a small note on the counter— “Welcome to Seabright. Keys are in the bowl. Try the Pier Café for the best coffee in town.” It’s signed L.
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The Pier Café is exactly what you’d expect: a little crooked, perpetually caught between breakfast and lunch rush, and filled with locals who all seem to know each other by first name. I stand in line behind a group of teenagers debating whether “foam art” is pretentious, and for the first time in months, I catch myself smiling.

Then I hear him.

“Sorry, we’re out of oat milk, but I can make it work with almond—trust me, it’s better.”

The voice belongs to the guy behind the counter. Mid-twenties, maybe, wearing an apron with paint smudges on the pocket. His hair is a mess of sun-streaked curls that look like they’ve been caught in the sea breeze one too many times. When he smiles, it’s the easy kind—like he’s been doing it his whole life.

“Next in line?” he calls, and I realize he’s looking at me.

I step forward, fumbling with the menu I’ve already read three times. “Uh, just black coffee.”

He grins. “Straight to the point. You’re definitely not from around here.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Only people passing through order coffee that way,” he says, turning toward the machine. “Locals always want something complicated.”

He hands me the cup a minute later, his fingers brushing mine—accidentally, I think. “I’m Leo, by the way. Are you the Ethan that is renting the cottage on Driftwood?”

I blink. “How’d you know that?”

He gestures toward the window, where my car sits alone in the gravel lot. “We don’t get many newcomers this time of year. Plus, you look like someone who’s trying very hard not to look lost.”

That earns a laugh out of me. “You’re not wrong.”

He shrugs, smiling again. “Give it a week. Seabright has a way of making people feel found.”

I take my coffee to a corner table and watch him move behind the counter, chatting easily with every customer. He knows their names, their orders, their dogs’ names—it’s effortless, the kind of familiarity that comes from truly seeing people. There’s something about him—an openness that feels rare. He’s young, sure, but not naive. There’s a steadiness in him that catches me off guard, like he knows exactly who he is and isn’t afraid of it.

I sip the coffee—it’s too hot, too strong—but it wakes something in me I didn’t realize had gone dull. Watching him, I start to remember what it felt like to be curious about someone. Not because I’m supposed to be, not because they fit a checklist, but because their presence stirs something quiet and alive.

It’s been years since I felt that. My marriage had faded long before the papers were signed. My wife, Claire, was a good person—kind, patient, forgiving. But somewhere between building the life we thought we wanted and surviving the one we had, we stopped really looking at each other. We became coworkers in a project called “marriage,” efficient and polite, but empty of spark. I think she felt it too, the exhaustion of pretending to be happy. When she finally said she couldn’t do it anymore, all I could manage was, I understand.

And I did.

That’s the strangest part—how something can die so quietly you don’t notice until someone new reminds you what living feels like.

Leo laughs at something a customer says, head thrown back, sunlight catching on his hair. The sound cuts through the fog in my mind, and for a second, I forget where I am. When he looks up and meets my eyes across the room, I don’t look away fast enough. He doesn’t either. He just tilts his head, curious, like he’s trying to figure out a puzzle he wants to solve slowly.

Outside, the tide keeps rolling in, unbothered by anything. The sunlight flickers on the water like a heartbeat. I realize my coffee’s gone cold, but I keep holding it, because I’m not ready to break the spell.

For the first time in a long while, I’m not thinking about what comes next—about deadlines, expectations, or the life I used to have. I’m just here, in this small café by the sea, watching someone who makes the world feel a little less gray.

Maybe that’s enough.
Maybe it’s the start of something I didn’t know I was still capable of.
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By late afternoon the town starts to quiet, the day tourists gone and the boardwalk nearly empty. I walk down toward the pier, hands in my jacket pockets, the air sharp with salt and seaweed. The sky is that pale gold that only lasts a few minutes before it turns to gray, and the wind carries the cry of gulls that sound a little like laughter, a little like warning.

The tide’s rolling in again, steady and sure, the way it always is when everything else feels uncertain. I breathe it in—brine and pine and cold air—and let my shoulders drop. It’s colder than I expected. I should’ve worn something thicker, but part of me likes the sting of it, the reminder that I’m here, alive, feeling something other than numbness.

There’s only one other person at the far end of the pier. At first I think he’s a fisherman, but when he turns, the light hits his face, and I recognize the familiar messy hair and half-smile. Leo.

He spots me and grins, waving once. “Hey—twice in one day. Guess the coffee wasn’t bad after all.”

I laugh. “Turns out it pairs well with sea air.”

“Yeah, that’s the secret ingredient,” he says, tapping the railing beside him. “Come on, view’s better from here.”

I join him, and for a while neither of us speaks. The horizon glows orange and rose, the waves rolling in slow and even. The wind’s stronger now, slipping under my shirt until goosebumps rise along my arms.

“You’re cold,” Leo says, glancing sideways at me.

“I didn’t think it’d drop this much.”

He studies me for a moment, then shrugs off his jacket. “Here.”

“I’m fine,” I start, but he’s already holding it out.

“Take it,” he says. “You can bring it back tomorrow at the café.”

The fabric’s still warm when I pull it on, the sleeves a little long, the faint scent of coffee and saltwater clinging to it. “Thanks,” I murmur.

He smiles, small and genuine. “Can’t have you catching a cold your first week in Seabright. Bad for tourism.”

I chuckle. “I’ll do my best to represent the visitor population responsibly.”

He laughs softly, then leans on the railing again, eyes on the horizon. “You’re not like most people who show up here,” he says. “Usually they’re running toward something. You look more like you’re running from it.”

I think about answering, but the truth catches in my throat. “Maybe both,” I say instead.

The last sliver of sun disappears, and the water turns to silver. Leo pushes off the railing and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Well, you’ve officially survived your first Seabright sunset. That’s something.”

“Yeah,” I say, the wind tugging at the borrowed jacket. “It’s something.”

He takes a few steps backward, walking toward the lights at the start of the pier. “See you tomorrow, Ethan.”

“Tomorrow,” I echo, my voice nearly lost to the waves.

I stay there a while longer, the air biting but the jacket warm around me. The smell of him—faint and clean and human—lingers, and for the first time in a long time, something in my chest feels awake.

I stay there long after he’s gone, the sound of his footsteps fading beneath the crash of the waves. The pier feels different now—emptier, somehow louder. The wind rushes around me, tugging at Leo’s jacket, and I pull it tighter without thinking. It’s still warm, still holding the faint trace of him—coffee, soap, salt air.

I close my eyes, breathing in, and for a second my chest tightens in a way I can’t name. It’s not just gratitude. It’s not simple admiration either. It’s something in between—something that feels dangerously close to longing.

And that’s what stops me cold.

What are you doing, Ethan?

The thought hits hard, sharper than the wind. My heart is still beating too fast, that same uneasy rhythm that started the moment he smiled at me. I tell myself it’s just the attention—the kindness. After all, it’s been years since anyone looked at me like that, like they actually saw me. But if it’s just kindness, why does it make my stomach turn to knots? Why do I keep replaying his laugh, the warmth of his jacket, the way the last light caught in
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