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The Swimmer from Santa Cruz

Chapter One — The First Swim
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The ocean had always known her better than anyone.

Lena Moretti stood at the edge of the Santa Cruz shoreline just before dawn, the Pacific breathing slow and heavy in front of her. The air was cold, thick with salt and memory. Every exhale of the waves felt like a whisper she’d been running from for years. The horizon was a bruise of purple and silver, the kind of color that only came before sunrise — before people, before noise, before judgment.

She pulled off her jacket, revealing the thin lines of her racing suit. The water looked merciless, but that was what she loved about it — it didn’t care who she’d been, what she’d done, or what headlines had burned her name into whispers. It just wanted honesty. And she could give it that.

When her feet touched the freezing foam, she felt the world snap into place. Then she dove.

The first stroke was fire. The second, surrender. Every movement cut through the water like confession, and soon, she was lost in the rhythm of it — arms slicing, lungs burning, heart loud and alive. This was the only space left where she didn’t have to explain herself.

She swam until the horizon turned gold.

When she emerged, the beach was no longer empty.

Someone was there — kneeling by the sea wall, painting. A tall woman, hair tied up messily, wearing an old denim jacket splattered with color. She was tracing the outline of a wave with a brush, the kind of wave Lena had just fought through, only softer, dreamlike.

Lena paused, watching her. The woman hadn’t noticed her yet; her focus was complete, her hand moving with the kind of intimacy only artists knew. The mural was stunning — bright blues and sunlit foam, a swimmer’s arm caught mid-stroke.

Lena’s heart stumbled.

She stepped closer, dripping onto the sand. “That’s... beautiful.”

The woman turned sharply, startled. Her eyes were the same color as the sea at sunrise — deep green with gold flecks. She looked at Lena for a long moment, as if trying to place her.

“Thanks,” she said finally. “It’s supposed to be part of a local project — ocean resilience, something the council wanted. But I might’ve made it too personal.”

“It’s perfect,” Lena replied, smiling softly. “I swim here. Or at least... I used to.”

The woman’s eyes flickered with recognition then, widening slightly. “You’re Lena Moretti.”

Lena froze. The name hung in the air like salt on skin. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I guess I still am.”

“I remember the races,” the woman said, her voice gentler now. “And the story that came after.” She hesitated, as if deciding whether to say more. “Must be strange, being back.”

“It is,” Lena admitted. “But I needed to find the water again.”

The woman nodded, studying her for a beat before offering a small smile. “Well, you found it. I’m Sofia, by the way. Sofia Reyes.”

“Nice to meet you,” Lena said, shaking her hand. It was warm, rough with paint. The contrast against Lena’s cold fingers made her feel oddly seen — grounded.

Sofia tilted her head toward the ocean. “You swim like someone trying to remember who she was.”

Lena laughed softly. “Maybe I am.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The sun broke over the line of the sea, painting them both in light. The tide reached forward, lapping at their feet, as if impatient to pull them both in.

Sofia wiped a streak of blue from her cheek. “You coming tomorrow?”

Lena smiled, a quiet spark igniting in her chest. “Every morning.”

“Then I’ll save this spot,” Sofia said. “For swimmers who need to remember.”

And as Lena walked away, the sound of waves behind her, she realized she was already thinking about tomorrow — about the woman who painted the sea, and the kind of warmth that had nothing to do with sunlight.
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Chapter Two — Currents and Secrets
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The mornings came quietly in Santa Cruz, all fog and gull cries. Lena found comfort in their sameness. Every dawn, she swam — steady, relentless — and every time she came up for air, Sofia was there, painting along the sea wall.

Sometimes Sofia waved; sometimes she didn’t. But Lena always saw her, and that was enough to keep her rhythm alive.

After a week of this silent companionship, the ocean no longer felt like punishment. It began to feel like home again. Still, the town hadn’t forgotten her. When Lena walked into the small grocery store one afternoon, conversations softened around her. People glanced, nodded politely, but there was always that flicker of curiosity — or pity — she couldn’t quite escape.

She grabbed coffee beans and oat milk, then turned toward the register. That’s when she saw Sofia again — this time without paint, without the mural between them.

“Hey,” Sofia said, smiling like she’d been waiting there on purpose. “You survived another week of cold water?”

“Barely,” Lena replied, smiling back. “It’s the only thing that shuts my brain up.”

Sofia laughed — a low, unguarded sound that made something inside Lena loosen. “You’re intense,” she said. “I like that.”

Lena felt her cheeks warm. “You talk like you’re not.”

“Oh, I’m worse,” Sofia said. “You should see me when I paint something I care about. It’s like a storm in a studio.”

They left the store together, walking toward the cliffs. The ocean below was restless, mirroring the strange pull between them. It wasn’t just attraction; it was recognition — two women carrying different kinds of silence.



They stopped near the mural. Sofia’s progress was breathtaking — the swimmer’s form now surrounded by color and movement, like the sea was alive on the wall itself. Lena traced the outline of the painted wave with her eyes.

“You know,” Lena said, “it almost feels like she’s going somewhere this time. Not just floating.”

“That’s the idea,” Sofia said softly. “Freedom, even when the world watches.”

There was a pause. The words felt heavier than they sounded.

Lena turned to her. “You sound like you know what that feels like.”

Sofia’s gaze drifted toward the town center. “Yeah. I do.”

Lena didn’t push. But something in Sofia’s posture — a flicker of tension, a shadow of hesitation — told her the story was complicated.



Two nights later, Lena was walking along the boardwalk when she saw Sofia again. But she wasn’t alone.

A woman — elegant, in a city dress that didn’t belong in a coastal town — was standing close to her under a streetlamp. Their conversation looked urgent, quiet, familiar. The woman reached out, brushing Sofia’s arm gently before walking away toward a dark car.

Sofia watched her leave, shoulders heavy.

Lena froze in the shadows, unsure whether to step forward or disappear. Something inside her knew it wasn’t just a friend. There was care in that touch, regret in that goodbye.

She took a slow breath, letting the cool night air settle her thoughts. Then, as Sofia turned and spotted her, Lena forced a small smile.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked.

Sofia’s expression flickered — surprise, then composure. “Just... meeting with the council about the mural project.”

“Council?” Lena repeated. “You mean city hall?”

Sofia nodded too quickly. “Yeah. They sponsor most of the local art.”

But her eyes told a different story — the kind that hid ache beneath control.

Lena wanted to believe her. Instead, she said quietly, “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.”

Sofia’s gaze softened. “Maybe one day I will.”

The waves crashed behind them, loud and restless. The night air was full of salt and tension — and something unnamed that neither dared reach for.

When they finally said goodnight, Lena watched Sofia walk away, her denim jacket catching the glow of the lamplight. The muralist who painted freedom was clearly trapped in something of her own.

And Lena, for the first time since returning to Santa Cruz, wasn’t sure if she wanted to save herself — or the woman who made her believe in color again.
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Chapter Three — The Mural and the Mirror
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The next morning, the ocean was gentle — a rare kindness.
Lena cut through it easily, feeling every muscle stretch, every breath come with purpose. The water was her confessional, and today she needed it more than ever.
When she stepped out onto the sand, Sofia was waiting. No brush, no paint cans — just her, a thermos of coffee in her hands, and an unreadable look in her eyes.

“Morning,” Sofia said quietly.

“Morning,” Lena replied, brushing salt from her hair. “You’re early.”

“I wanted to talk,” Sofia said, offering her the thermos. “And I figured you might listen better after you’ve fought the ocean for an hour.”

Lena smiled faintly and took a sip. The coffee was strong and sweet, the kind that lingered on the tongue. “You’re not wrong.”

Sofia hesitated, glancing toward the mural. The painted swimmer now seemed almost alive, the blues and greens bright against the gray morning. “Can you come by my studio today?” she asked finally. “There’s something I want to show you.”



Sofia’s studio sat above a surf repair shop, its windows overlooking the curve of the beach. The walls were crowded with canvases — wild seascapes, women’s faces, hands reaching toward light. The air smelled of turpentine and ocean wind.

Lena stood in the doorway, struck by the color, the chaos, the beauty. “This is incredible,” she said softly. “It’s like stepping inside your head.”

Sofia laughed under her breath. “That’s a dangerous place to be.”

She led Lena to a corner where a covered canvas stood waiting. “This is what I’ve been working on since you came back,” she said. “It’s not finished yet.”

When she pulled the cloth away, Lena’s breath caught.

It was her. Or rather, a version of her — emerging from water, eyes closed, mouth just above the surface. There was no shame in the face, no exhaustion. Only strength, and something like peace.

Lena stared at it, her throat tight. “You painted me.”

Sofia nodded. “I didn’t mean to. You just... appeared in everything I was doing. I think I was painting what I wanted to believe about you.”

Lena turned toward her, voice low. “And what’s that?”

“That you survived.” Sofia’s eyes softened. “That you came back for yourself, not for anyone else.”

The silence between them thickened — heavy with unspoken things. The air smelled of salt and oil paint, and somewhere in that quiet, Lena felt a boundary shift. Sofia was standing close enough that Lena could feel the warmth of her skin, the tremor in her breath.

“Sofia...” Lena began, unsure what she wanted to say.

But Sofia stepped back suddenly, her expression shuttered. “I shouldn’t,” she whispered. “Not now.”

“Because of her?” Lena asked before she could stop herself.

Sofia froze.

Lena regretted the question the moment it left her lips, but it was too late. The truth flickered in Sofia’s eyes — fear, guilt, longing. “It’s complicated,” Sofia said softly. “She’s on the council. She helped fund the mural. And she’s... married.”

The words landed between them like stones.

Lena looked away, jaw tightening. “So this is what you meant by ‘forbidden.’”

Sofia gave a hollow laugh. “I didn’t think it would come to this. She said she’d leave, but—” She stopped, shaking her head. “I keep painting freedom and living the opposite.”

Lena’s voice was gentle. “Maybe it’s time to stop painting and start living it.”

Sofia’s eyes lifted to hers, full of conflict. “You make it sound simple.”

“It’s not,” Lena said. “But maybe we both deserve to stop hiding.”

The air buzzed with quiet electricity. For a long moment, they just stood there — two women caught between what they wanted and what the world allowed.

Outside, the waves struck the cliffs again and again, as if echoing their heartbeat.

Finally, Sofia whispered, “I can’t promise anything.”

“I’m not asking for promises,” Lena said. “Just honesty.”

Sofia looked at her for a long time, then nodded slowly. “Then be careful with me, okay?”

“I will,” Lena said. And for the first time in a long time, she meant every word.

d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





