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Chapter 1 - The Night We Ran Out of Reasons.
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I did not plan to drink that much.

That matters because planning is my thing. I plan my work weeks. I plan my meals. I plan my exits from bad dates and loud rooms. I even plan how long I stay upset. If I cry, I do it in the shower with the water running. Clean. Private. Done.

That night, the plan fell apart by the second glass of wine.

Eli picked the bar. He always does. He likes places with bad lighting and loud music because he says it makes it easier to lie. I like places where I can hear myself think. We compromised by sitting at the far end of a long wooden bar under a dead light bulb that flickered like it had a nervous tick.

It was late November. Cold rain streaked the windows. The city smelled like wet pavement and old leaves. People pushed in from the street with hunched shoulders and tired faces. Everyone looked like they were hiding from something.

Eli raised his glass to me. Red wine. House pour. Too generous.

“To surviving another year,” he said.

I clinked his glass. “We did more than survive.”

He smiled but it did not reach his eyes. “That’s one way to say it.”

I took a long drink. The wine was sharp and cheap. It burned on the way down. Good. I wanted the burn.

We had known each other since college. Long enough to stop trying to impress each other. Long enough to say the wrong thing and know it would not be the last word. Eli was my emergency contact and my worst habit. I was his sounding board and his mirror when he did not want to look.

We sat in silence for a moment. The bar hummed around us. A couple argued in whispers near the door. Someone laughed too loud at a joke that was not funny.

“So,” Eli said. “How’s the single life?”

I snorted. “You mean the part where nothing is on fire so everyone thinks I’m fine?”

He nodded. “That part.”

“I sleep great,” I said. “I eat well. I show up on time. I am a dream.”

“Sounds dead,” he said.

I turned to him. “You asked.”

He shrugged. “I know the look. You’re bored with your own calm.”

I stared into my glass. He was not wrong. That annoyed me more than if he had been.

“What about you?” I asked. “How’s the dream job?”

He laughed once. Short. Flat. “I haven’t slept through the night in months. My boss thinks I’m a genius when I work sixty hours a week. When I work forty, he thinks I’m lazy.”

“Are you still seeing her?”

He shook his head. “She stopped answering my calls.”

“You told me she liked you.”

“She liked the idea of me,” he said. “I liked the noise.”

We drank. The second glass went down faster than the first. My shoulders loosened. My thoughts blurred at the edges.

“I keep thinking this is it,” I said. “This is the rest of it. Same mornings. Same routes. Same grocery store. I don’t hate it. I just don’t want it forever.”

Eli leaned his elbows on the bar. “I want out.”

“Out of what?”

“Everything,” he said. “The city. The job. The feeling that I’m late to my own life.”

That landed harder than I expected. I swallowed. The wine tasted sweeter now.

“I booked a holiday,” he said.

I blinked. “You hate holidays.”

“I hate forced cheer,” he said. “I love escape.”

“Where?”

“Snow,” he said. “Cabin. Middle of nowhere. I found it online. Two weeks. No phone signal. No meetings. No one asking me to be clever.”

“That sounds like a horror film,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said. “Peaceful.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I booked a beach.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You hate sand.”

“I hate crowds,” I said. “I like water. I like heat. I like the idea that nothing matters because it’s too hot to care.”

“Where?”

“Small coastal town,” I said. “Not a resort. I checked. No foam parties.”

He grinned. “You checked.”

“Twice.”

We drank again. The room felt warmer. The noise softened into a low blur.

“Two weeks,” Eli said. “Two opposite ends of the world.”

“Two people running,” I said.

He tilted his head. “Is that what you think you’re doing?”

I met his eyes. “Isn’t it what we both do best?”

He looked away first.

The third glass appeared without us ordering it. The bartender nodded like he knew something about us. I did not like that.

Eli leaned closer. “What if,” he said, slow and careful, “we switched.”

I laughed. It came out loud and sharp. “What?”

“We swap holidays,” he said. “You take the cabin. I take the beach.”

“That’s a terrible idea.”

“Why?”

“You would freeze,” I said. “I would lose my mind.”

“Or,” he said, “we would shock ourselves awake.”

I waved my hand. “You’re drunk.”

“So are you.”

“I’m responsibly drunk.”

He smiled. “That’s not a thing.”

I stared at him. The idea sat between us, half joke, half dare. I pictured snow closing in around me. Silence. White. I felt a flicker of panic. Then something else. Relief.

“You hate quiet,” I said.

“You hate chaos,” he said.

“Exactly.”

“Exactly,” he said.

We sat with it. The rain tapped the windows in a steady beat.

“It would be funny,” I said.

“It would be smart,” he said.

“It would be a mess.”

He lifted his glass. “The best kind.”

I thought about my calendar. The empty days marked off like a promise. I thought about the beach house key sitting in my drawer at home. I thought about how safe it all felt.

Safe was starting to feel like a trap.

“What about work?” I asked.

“I can work from anywhere,” he said. “Or nowhere.”

“I told my team I’d be gone,” I said. “They don’t need me.”

“That’s not true,” he said.

“Watch them cope,” I said.

He studied my face. “You want to do this.”

I opened my mouth to argue. Nothing came out.

I did want to do it. The idea scared me. That was the point.

“We’d need to trust each other,” I said.

He smiled, softer this time. “When have we not?”

I finished my glass. The wine left a heat in my chest. I stood up too fast and grabbed the bar to steady myself.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. We switch.”

He laughed. “You’re serious.”

“I am,” I said. “Before I come to my senses.”

He pulled out his phone. “Let’s check dates.”

“Not tonight,” I said. “I will regret this sober.”

“That’s future you’s problem,” he said.

I rolled my eyes but leaned in. We compared bookings. The dates lined up too well. Two weeks over the holidays. The kind of timing that feels like a trick.

“This is reckless,” I said.

He grinned. “Say it again like it’s bad.”

We sealed it with another drink. Then another. The night blurred. We talked about rules. No touching each other’s stuff. No changing passwords. No lying to strangers about who we were.

“That last one is important,” I said.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I don’t want to be you,” I said. “Not even on holiday.”

“Ouch,” he said. “Fair.”

By the time we stumbled out into the rain, the city looked different. Softer. Like it had loosened its grip.

At my door, Eli hugged me. Tight. Longer than usual.

“This is either going to save us,” he said, “or ruin us.”

I pulled back. “You always say that.”

“And I’m always right,” he said.

Inside my apartment, I kicked off my shoes and leaned against the door. My phone buzzed.

Eli: I just forwarded you the cabin details.

I stared at the screen. My heart beat faster.

Me: Don’t send anything else tonight.

Eli: Too late. Check your email.

I did not check my email. I went to bed and stared at the ceiling until sleep dragged me under.

In the morning, my head hurt. My mouth tasted like regret. Sunlight cut across the floor in a sharp line.

I sat up and reached for my phone.

There it was. The email. Photos of a snow-covered cabin. Tall trees. A frozen lake. No neighbors. No noise.

My stomach flipped.

I forwarded him the beach house details with shaking hands. Blue water. White sand. A porch that faced the sea.

We had done it.

At work, I tried to focus. My screen swam. My thoughts kept sliding back to the cabin. To silence. To the part of me that had said yes without a safety net.

At lunch, Eli called.

“Still in?” he asked.

I looked out the window at the gray sky. At people rushing past with their heads down.

“Yes,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “Because I just canceled my original booking.”

My chest tightened. “You what?”

“I’m all in,” he said. “No backing out.”

I closed my eyes. The ground felt less solid.

“Eli,” I said. “This was a joke.”

“It stopped being a joke last night,” he said. “You know that.”

I did. That was the problem.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. We do it.”

We hung up. I sat there for a long time.

That night, I packed a box with things I did not need. I stared at my closet. At clothes that fit the life I had been living.

I did not know what I would need in the snow. I did not know who I would be there.

The idea scared me. It also felt like air after being underwater.

I sent Eli one last message before bed.

Me: If this goes wrong, I blame you.

Eli: If it goes right, I’ll pretend it was my idea.

I smiled despite myself.

I did not know then how wrong we were about what waited for us. I only knew that the choice was made, and the days ahead were no longer quiet.

And I could not stop thinking about what I was running toward.
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Chapter 2 - Heat, Salt, and the Wrong Place.
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The heat hits me first.

Not warm. Not pleasant. Heat with weight. It presses on my shoulders as soon as I step out of the rental car. My shirt sticks to my back. My hair frizzes the second the door shuts. The air smells like salt, sunscreen, and fried food. It feels loud before I hear anything.

I stand there with the keys in my hand, blinking like I’ve walked into the wrong room.

This is not winter.
This is not quiet.
This is not my life.
The street runs straight to the water. Palm trees lean like they’re tired of standing. Music spills out of an open bar two doors down. Someone laughs too hard. A gull screams overhead, sharp and angry.

I check the address on my phone. Same number. Same street. No mistake.

Eli’s place. Or what he calls a place. “A charming beach rental,” he said. “You’ll love it.”

I hate it already.

The house sits between a surf shop and a taco place. It’s painted a faded blue that might have been cheerful once. Now it just looks sunburned. The porch sags in the middle. A chalkboard sign by the door reads: NO SHOES. SAND EVERYWHERE.

At least it’s honest.

I drag my suitcase up the steps. The wheel catches on a loose board. I yank it free and swear under my breath. Sweat runs down my spine. My bra feels like a bad idea.

Inside, the air is thick and still. No AC. Just two fans that rattle when I flip the switches. The place smells like old wood and citrus cleaner. Light pours in through bare windows. Every surface has a fine layer of sand, like the house has given up fighting it.

I drop my bag and stand there, hands on hips, taking it in.

One room. A narrow kitchen. A couch that has seen better decades. A bed pushed against the far wall with a thin white cover. A ceiling fan spins slow and useless.

This is what I traded my apartment for.

Back home, it’s cold. Snow piles against the curb. The streets are quiet. My place smells like clean laundry and coffee. I know where everything is. I know what the silence means.

Here, the silence means nothing. It doesn’t exist.

I press my forehead to the window and look out at the street. People move past in flip-flops and tank tops. Sunburned shoulders. Bare feet. No one looks like they’re in a hurry. No one looks like me.

“Fine,” I say out loud. “It’s fine.”

The word hangs there, thin and fake.

I unpack fast. I hang my clothes even though they’ll wrinkle from the damp air. I line up my shoes even though the sign says not to wear them inside. Order is habit. Order is control.

When I finally step back onto the porch, the sun has shifted. It’s still hot. Just meaner now. The street hums. Cars roll by slow. Somewhere, a blender screams.

I lock the door and head toward the water.

The beach is only half a block away. I can hear it before I see it. Waves crash in uneven rhythm. People shout. Something mechanical whines. A bell rings. The smell of salt grows stronger, sharp in my nose.

The sand burns my feet through my sandals. I wince and pick up the pace. My shoulders tense. I feel exposed, like I forgot something important.

The beach opens wide and blinding. White sand. Blue water. Too much sky. Umbrellas dot the shore in loud colors. Boards lean against racks. A group of kids runs past me, dripping wet, laughing.

I stop at the edge and stare.

This is what people come here for. This chaos. This brightness. This mess of bodies and sound.

I feel like an intruder.

I take a few steps closer to the water. The noise swells. Someone bumps my arm. I steady myself and keep walking.

That’s when it happens.

A hard knock from the side. A jolt through my shoulder. My bag slips. Sunglasses fly. Something cold splashes my leg.

“Hey—watch it!”

The words come out sharp. Defensive. Automatic.

I look up.

He stands there holding a dripping cooler, water pooling around his feet. He’s tall. Broad shoulders. Skin tanned dark by the sun. His hair is wet, pushed back like he’s just come out of the water. He wears board shorts and no shirt. A thin scar cuts across his collarbone.

He looks at me like I just stepped in front of traffic.

“You walked right into me,” he says.

His voice is calm. Too calm. It makes me bristle.

“I was standing still,” I say.

He glances at the sand behind me. The crowd. The path people use to haul gear from the lot.

“This is a loading path,” he says. “Not a lookout point.”

I feel heat crawl up my neck. Not from the sun.

“There’s no sign,” I say.

“There’s a cooler,” he replies, nodding at the one still in his hands. “That’s the sign.”

I bend to pick up my sunglasses. Sand coats the lenses. I wipe them on my shirt and fail.

“You spilled water on me,” I say.

He looks down at my leg. A dark splash marks the hem of my dress.

“It’s seawater,” he says. “You’re at the beach.”

I straighten. My heart beats faster than it should. I hate that. I hate how small things set me off when I’m tired and out of place.

“You don’t have to be rude,” I say.

His mouth twitches. Not a smile. Something close.

“You don’t have to block traffic,” he says.

We stare at each other. The noise of the beach presses in. Someone whistles. A board thumps onto sand nearby.

I step aside first. I hate that too.

“Whatever,” I say.

He moves past me, cooler swinging at his side. As he goes, he adds, “Welcome to town.”

The words land wrong. Like a challenge.

I watch him walk away. People greet him as he passes. A woman waves. A kid calls his name. He nods back without slowing.

Jonah, someone shouts.

I turn away before I can think about why that name sticks.

The water is cold when I step in. Shockingly so. It steals my breath. I stand there ankle-deep, letting the waves rush over my feet. The shock grounds me. My pulse slows.

I tell myself I don’t care about the man with the cooler. I tell myself this is just travel stress. New place. New rules. It will settle.

But my shoulders stay tight.

I walk along the shore instead of swimming. I watch surfers paddle out, wait, then spring to their feet. They look balanced. Loose. Like they trust the water.

I don’t trust anything here.

After an hour, the sun wears me down. My skin feels tight. My head aches. I head back toward the house, stopping at a small grocery on the corner.

Inside, the air is blessedly cool. I grab water, fruit, bread. Simple things. Things I know how to use.

At the counter, the clerk smiles like she means it.

“New?” she asks.

“Is it that obvious?” I say.

She laughs. “You’ll get your sea legs.”

I nod, though I’m not sure I want them.

Back at the house, I rinse sand off my feet and sit on the edge of the bed. The fan hums. Sweat dries on my skin. I feel wrung out, like I’ve been awake for days.

I text Eli.

Arrived. It’s loud. And hot. And I ran into someone.

Three dots appear. Disappear. Then:

That fast? Proud of you.

I roll my eyes and toss the phone aside.

I shower. The water pressure is weak. The drain smells faintly of salt. I scrub anyway, like I can wash the place off me.

When I step back outside later, the light has softened. The heat eases a little. Music drifts from the bars. The town shifts into evening mode.

I walk without a plan. I let my feet choose. They lead me back toward the beach.

A small crowd gathers near a rack of boards. A man demonstrates something, hands moving as he talks. People listen. Laugh.

I slow when I realize it’s him.

Jonah.

He’s explaining how to read the water. Where the rip pulls. Where it looks calm but isn’t. He speaks plain. No show. People ask questions. He answers without rush.

This is his place. That much is clear.

I tell myself to keep walking.

I don’t.

Someone asks about beginners. Jonah scans the crowd. His eyes land on me. They pause. Just a beat.

“You thinking of trying?” he asks.

The group turns. I feel every eye.

“No,” I say. Too fast.

A few people laugh. Jonah
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