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I’m halfway down the highway before the quiet finally sinks in.

For the first time in months, I’m driving without my girlfriend in the passenger seat — no iced coffee smell, no earbuds tangled in the console, no half-sung pop songs she forces me to pretend I like. She left earlier this morning, heading back to her home state for the summer while I head to mine. Three months apart, but we promised we’d make it work.

It’s fine.
We’re fine.
Summer’s temporary.
I turn off the main road, passing the same faded welcome sign that hasn’t been repainted since I was twelve. Same diner. Same convenience store. Same slow, quiet rhythm that college made feel ancient.

My phone buzzes with a miss you already ❤️.
I text back miss you too, because I do. Even if something about this drive feels... weirdly freeing.
I pull into my parents’ driveway, kill the engine, and step out into the thick, humid air. It smells like cut grass and someone grilling a few houses down. My childhood, basically.

I grab my duffel, slam the trunk shut, and then—

“Zack Carter? No way.”

I glance up.

Crossing the street toward me — tan, broad-shouldered, wearing red lifeguard shorts like they were custom-made for him — is Ryan Hale.

Yeah. That Ryan Hale.

A year older than me, former swim team golden boy, always calm, always friendly in that effortless way that made people trust him within five seconds. He looks the same, just... more grown? His hair’s a little shorter. His shoulders a little broader. And of course he’s already tan in May. Some people are built different.

He stops in front of me, grin bright and familiar even though we were never close.

“Back from the big city?” he asks.

“Just for the summer,” I say, adjusting my grip on my duffel. “Needed a job. Figured the pool always needs guards.”

“Oh, it does,” Ryan says, laughing a little. “Good news for you — I’m running the team this year.”

I blink.
“Oh. So you’re... my boss?”
“Looks like it.”
He bumps his shoulder lightly against mine — just a friendly nudge, nothing dramatic.
It doesn’t send electricity or heat or anything wild.
It just... catches me off guard for a second.
Mostly because I forgot how easy he makes things feel. How he seems to slot into conversation like he never left.
Familiar.
That’s all.
Familiar in a way I didn’t expect.
“You coming to orientation tomorrow?” he asks.

“Yeah. I’ll be there.”

“Good.” His smile widens. “Nice having someone experienced back. First-years are a mess.”

I huff a laugh.
“Some things never change.”
“Exactly,” he says, backing up a step. “See you in the morning, Carter.”

He heads across the street, the sun hitting his shoulders, his lifeguard shorts still damp from whatever shift he just finished. I look down at my phone buzzing again — another heart from my girlfriend, another I miss you — then back at Ryan turning the corner toward his house.

I’m home.
I’ve got a steady job for the summer.
I’ve got a girlfriend I care about.
Everything should feel simple.

But for some reason, it doesn’t.
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By Monday morning, I’m officially out of excuses.

I spent the whole weekend doing the usual “welcome home, kid” routine — dinner with my parents, mowing the lawn, my dad pretending not to judge how I pack a dishwasher, and my mom stuffing me with enough food to keep a small village alive. It was relaxing, sure, but by Sunday night I was itching for something to actually do.

So now it’s Monday.
Orientation day.
Day One.
I tug on a faded T-shirt and a pair of old athletic shorts, shove my sandals into the backseat, and head out. The morning air is already thick, warm, sticky — perfect pool weather.

My girlfriend texts as I back out:

first day!!! send me a pic of ur uniform later lol ❤️

I snap back a quick will do and hit the highway toward the pool.

It’s funny — I used to think this place was the center of the universe. The massive gated entrance, the bleachers, the concession stand, the echo of kids screaming and splashing all summer long. Now it just looks... smaller. Familiar, but small.

A few cars are already here. Mostly the high school kids they hired, judging by the beat-up hatchbacks. I park, grab my stuff, and head inside.

The locker room smells like chlorine and off-brand soap — exactly how I remember it.

“Carter!”

I turn just in time to see Ryan Hale coming in through the opposite door, a clipboard tucked under his arm, whistle already hanging from his neck. He’s wearing those short red GUARD trunks and a black tank top that looks like he cut the sleeves off himself.

He looks like he’s been up for hours.
I look like I rolled directly out of bed.
Whatever. It’s fine.
“Morning,” I say, trying to sound like I’m awake.

He grins. “Didn’t bail. I’m impressed.”

“Please,” I say, tossing my bag into an empty cubby. “The pool was the best job I ever had.”

“Good,” he says. “Let’s keep it that way.”

He nudges the clipboard toward me.
“Sign in. Then grab one of the red shorts on the bench. Uniforms came in last week.”
I glance at the pile.
They’re shorter than I remembered.
Like... way shorter.

Ryan must see something in my face because he laughs quietly.

“They’re regulation,” he says. “I didn’t pick them.”

“Uh-huh.”

He smirks like he knows that’s a lie, and maybe it is. He always was a swim guy — competitive swimmers live in tight shorts. Of course he doesn’t think twice about these.

I grab a pair and head toward the changing area. A few of the younger guards are already there, arguing about sunscreen brands and which shifts pay the most. Classic.

I tie the shorts, step out, and—

“Look at that,” Ryan says, checking me over in the quick, evaluative, supervisor way. “You remember how uniforms fit.”

“It’s been two years,” I say. “I think my legs got bigger.”

“They definitely did,” he says, nodding like it’s just an observation, nothing weird. “You’ll need that for rescues.”

I shrug, trying not to think about the fact that I’m basically in shorts that flirt with being underwear. It’s fine. Everyone else is dressed the same way. No big deal.

“Alright!” Ryan claps his hands. “Everyone meet on the pool deck in five. Orientation starts now.”

He heads out, confident, easy, totally in his element.

I follow, trying to shake off the weird awareness crawling around the back of my mind. It’s not attraction — not anything close. It’s just the shock of being half-dressed around a bunch of people I haven’t seen since high school.

New summer.
New job.
New uniform that might as well be a giant red arrow pointing at my thighs.
Yeah.
I’m glad to be back.
Even if it’s going to be a little more... interesting than I expected.
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By the time I step out onto the pool deck, the sun is bouncing hard off the water, bright enough to make me squint. The pool always looks different first thing in the morning — calm, glassy, almost peaceful before the chaos hits.

A cluster of guards is gathered near the diving well, most of them fresh out of high school. They’re all wearing the same red shorts, all awkward in that “first day of summer job” way. A girl with a high ponytail is arguing with a guy about who gets the stand with the most shade. Two kids I vaguely recognize from my senior year look like they’re still half asleep.

Ryan stands in the center of the group like he’s been doing this for years. Clipboard tucked under one arm. Sunglasses. Whistle. Perfect posture. Classic Ryan.

“Alright!” he calls. “We’re starting with dry training and expectations. Then water drills. Then break.”

A few of the younger guards groan. He ignores them.

I take a spot off to the side, arms crossed, listening.
Most of it I already know — no phones on the stand, rotations every twenty minutes, whistle signals, emergency codes, dealing with yelling parents, the usual.
But Ryan explains everything clearly, calmly, in this steady voice that makes the new kids stop squirming and pay attention. He has presence. He always did.

“Carter,” he says at one point, nodding at me. “You were here two summers ago. Wanna explain the two-short whistle?”

I blink, caught off guard for a second.
“Oh — uh. It’s for group attention. Usually to clear the area or signal a rule reminder.”
“Exactly,” he says, smiling. “See? You guys will be fine.”

He moves smoothly through the expectations, pausing to answer questions, demonstrating whistle signals, correcting someone’s stance on the lifeguard chair.

Then he claps once, loud.

“Water time. Everyone grab a tube.”

We file toward the shallow end. The water is cold at first, then perfect once I settle into it. A few guards laugh as the shock hits them, splashing each other like they’re still ten.

Ryan blows the whistle. “Eyes up. Partner rescues first.”

I end up paired with a guy named Trevor who looks like he’s built entirely from energy drinks and baseball practice. We run through basic entries, victim approaches, and tube placements. Easy stuff.

Ryan moves along the line, watching every pair.
Correcting form.
Demonstrating when someone struggles.
It’s the same kind of coaching vibe he had in high school — relaxed but focused.
When he reaches us, he nods at my tube hold.
“Good,” he says. “You remember all this.”
“Hard to forget,” I answer.

Then he looks at Trevor. “Try holding your angle a little more. You’re drifting off to the right.”

Trevor tries again. Ryan steps behind him, guiding his wrist lightly. Not weird. Just... instructor stuff.

“All good,” he says. “Keep the tube tight.”

He moves on.

We cycle through more drills — submerged rescues, deep-end approaches, extraction techniques. I slip back into it easily, muscle memory kicking in.

Then comes the moment I wasn’t expecting.

We’re doing a mock rescue off the diving board platform. One person jumps in as the “victim
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