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Chapter One: The Wall and the Wound.
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She hated the way silence had started to feel like company.

It wasn’t peaceful anymore. It was a presence—constant, heavy, and entirely her own. Sarah Bell unlocked the classroom door like she had for the last thirteen years, only this time, the rusty hinge seemed louder than usual. A screech, sharp and familiar. It used to annoy her. Now it almost felt like a greeting.

The room still smelled faintly of paint and varnish, like it remembered better days. She did too.

She dropped her tote on the desk with a little too much force. A tube of burnt sienna rolled out and landed on the floor with a pathetic thunk. Her knees cracked when she crouched to pick it up. “You're forty, not eighty,” she muttered under her breath. The words felt brittle in the air.

She straightened slowly and let her gaze drift to the far wall. The mural—her mural—sprawled across the back of the classroom, dulled and cracked from years of humidity, fingerprints, and forgotten school projects. A riot of sunflowers, dandelions, and abstract streaks of wind and sea. Her late husband, James, had helped her paint it their first summer in the district. He hadn’t known a thing about art, but he’d known her. That had been enough.

She hadn’t touched it since the funeral. Two years. The cracks had grown like veins.

"Looks like it’s bleeding," her student Olivia had said last week. She’d meant it as a compliment. Sarah had nodded, smiled. Said something about how art imitates life. Then she’d gone home and cried into a bowl of pasta she didn’t even taste.

This mural restoration had been the principal’s idea. “Fresh start,” he’d said, cheerfully unaware. “The kids will love it.” Sarah hadn’t argued. Not really. Not out loud. But now, staring at the fractured blues and chipped yellows, her stomach clenched.

There was a knock on the open door.

She turned, expecting a student, maybe the janitor.

But the man standing there looked like he’d walked out of a postcard. Sun-bleached hair in lazy waves. A faded T-shirt clinging to a torso that had definitely known some gym time. Flip-flops. In May. He was holding a paint roller and a metal toolbox with the kind of ease that said: I’ve never been in a hurry in my life.

“You’re Sarah?” he asked, voice low, casual. Something about it was like warm sand—comfortable but untrustworthy if you stayed too long.

She blinked. “Yes?”

“I’m Leo. Mural guy.”

Mural guy?

She stared for a beat too long. “You’re the restoration specialist?”

He grinned. “Guilty.” He set the toolbox down and stepped inside like it was his classroom. “Principal thought it’d be faster to bring someone in instead of watching YouTube tutorials. Said you’d fill me in.”

She folded her arms. “I wasn’t told there’d be outside help.”

He shrugged, unbothered. “Probably figured it’d be a nice surprise.”

“It’s not.”

That stopped him for a second—but only a second. “Okay. Noted. Want me to go?”

Sarah glanced at the mural. Then at the calendar on her desk. She had ten days before the district inspection, and even less before the spring exhibition. The wall couldn’t stay like this. And the last thing she needed was a fresh coat of guilt on top of it all.

“No,” she said, rubbing her temple. “Just... don’t touch anything until I say so.”

“Copy that, boss.”

She ignored the teasing tone.

Leo started unpacking supplies. He moved with a lazy sort of grace, like someone who’d spent most of his life avoiding urgency. But there was something precise in the way he unrolled tarps and organized brushes. Like he’d done this before. A lot.

She watched him work for a few minutes longer than she meant to.

“So...” he said without looking up, “what happened to it? The mural.”

She hesitated. “Time. Students. The usual.”

He turned to face her, eyes squinting a little as if seeing through her answer. “You painted it?”

“Yeah.”

“Alone?”

She hesitated again. “No.”

A pause. A flicker of something in his expression. Understanding, maybe. Or pity.

She didn’t want either.

“You always this talkative?” he asked, with a smile that didn’t feel mocking—just real.

She exhaled through her nose. “You always this nosy?”

Leo chuckled. “Only when I’m curious.”

“Well, don’t be.”

“You got it, teach.”

The rest of the day passed in fits and starts. She tried grading while he scraped and patched the wall. But his humming—low and tuneless and annoyingly pleasant—kept breaking her focus. At one point, he played music from his phone. Something acoustic. Gentle strumming and raspy male vocals.

“You know you’re not working in a café, right?” she said, finally.

“Better than a surf shop,” he replied without missing a beat.

She frowned. “You work in one?”

“Used to. Long time ago.” He didn’t elaborate. She didn’t ask.

By three o’clock, the base coat was drying, and Leo had rolled up the drop cloths with that same easy rhythm. Like he wasn’t doing it for the first time—or even the tenth.

Sarah stood beside the mural; arms crossed. “Try not to change too much.”

Leo glanced over his shoulder. “That’s up to you. I just bring the color.”

She didn’t smile. But she didn’t frown either.

Sarah lingered after he left, alone with the scent of primer and the old ghosts that lived in paint. She traced one of the larger cracks with her fingertip. It looked like a river cutting through a field of sunflowers.

She didn’t want to move on. Not really.

But maybe... maybe she was tired of standing still.
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​Chapter Two: Enter the Surfer.
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The next morning, Sarah found him barefoot.

Again.

Leo sat cross-legged on the drop cloth in front of the mural, sipping coffee from a chipped thermos like he owned the place. His sun-streaked hair was tucked behind one ear, and he was tapping the bottom of his pen against the side of a sketchpad.

“You do realize shoes are required on school property?” she asked, stepping over a coil of extension cord.

He looked up, grinned. “Didn't realize we were in court.”

“We’re in a public school.”

“Didn’t bring my courtroom flip-flops. Hope that’s not a dealbreaker.”

Sarah pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. She hated that it was getting easier to be amused by him.

“Early start?” she asked instead, gesturing at the sketchpad.

“Jet lag,” he said. “My body thinks it’s still in California.”

She paused. “You flew in for this?”

“Nah. Flew in for my cousin’s wedding. Got guilted into staying a while. Then my sister mentioned your principal needed help with a mural.”

“You’re local?”

“Grew up here. Left at eighteen. Swore I’d never come back.”

“And yet... here you are.”

He raised his thermos. “Plot twist.”

She leaned against the side of her desk. “You were a surfer?”

“Still am, technically. Just... not for medals anymore.” He glanced back at the mural. “You ever try it?”

“Surfing? No.”

He nodded slowly. “Figures.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He smirked. “Nothing. Just... you look like someone who prefers control.”

She bristled, but tried to keep her voice even. “And you look like someone who’s never planned a thing in his life.”

“Not true,” he said. “I planned breakfast. This thermos? Totally intentional.”

She shook her head and crossed to the supply shelf, sorting brushes she didn’t need to sort. “You're really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“What, talking to you?”

“Being a nuisance.”

He stood and walked toward the mural, sketchpad in one hand. “Hey, I take my nuisances seriously. Want to see?”

Before she could object, he held out the pad.

Against her better judgment, she looked.

The sketch was loose but thoughtful—a proposed overlay of gentle waves curling around the original field of flowers. Not covering it, just weaving through it. A marriage of two elements. Flow and stillness.

“I’m not suggesting a full redesign,” he said. “Just... breathing some new life into it.”

Sarah didn’t respond at first. The design was beautiful. It worked. Too well. Which meant it felt like a betrayal.

“That mural was personal,” she said quietly.

“I figured,” Leo said. “Most good ones are.”

She closed the sketchpad. “You can paint what I tell you to paint. Nothing more.”

He accepted the pad back without protest. “Fair enough.”

They worked in silence after that. A heavier one than yesterday. Not angry—just full of unsaid things.

By lunchtime, the humidity had turned the room into a kiln. Sarah wiped her neck with a paper towel from the supply closet and found Leo perched on a stepladder, painting careful outlines around a cluster of vines.

“You’re good,” she said, before she could stop herself.

He didn’t look down. “Thanks.”

“Did you study art?”

“Not really. Just... always liked color. Texture. How things feel when you layer them.” He glanced down. “Is that weird?”

She considered. “No. That’s how I talk about paint. Not many people do.”

He smiled faintly. “Guess we’re in the same club then. Secret color nerds.”

She almost smiled back. Almost.

The conversation drifted again. She started asking more questions—small ones, cautious. He told her he’d lived out of a van for two years. That he used to teach surf lessons to bored tourists and burnouts. That he’d once broken his collarbone doing a stupid trick he saw on YouTube.

“What made you quit?” she asked.

“Woke up one day and realized I didn’t care if I won anymore. Started losing on purpose just to get it over with.”

“That’s... sad.”

He shrugged. “Better than pretending.”

Sarah studied him. There was no bitterness in his tone. Just honesty. It rattled her more than she expected.

“You always this open with strangers?”

He looked at her then, really looked. “Are we strangers?”

She didn’t answer. The truth felt dangerous.

That night, Sarah stood in the kitchen with a glass of red wine and stared out the window. The house was too quiet. Too still. The kind of stillness that settled in after someone stopped waiting for laughter.

She didn’t know what to make of Leo. Or his sketch. Or the way her heartbeat had stumbled when he looked at her like she wasn’t a ghost of herself.

All she knew was this: something had changed.

And she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.
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