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Chapter one - Breakdown
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The salty breeze tugged at my hair. I stood there, eyes fixed on the beat-up van. It leaned sideways on the gravel edge of the road. Rust spots dotted its pale blue paint like old scars. We had picked it up cheap, right at the start of our trip. That was four weeks ago. Now it mocked us with its silence.

Sunlight poured from a sky without a single cloud. Heat rose in waves from the black asphalt. It made the road look like a wavy mirror. Sweat trickled down my back. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand.

Jake leaned on the passenger door. He chewed gum slow and steady. His jaw worked like he had no rush. No deadlines. Just time to kill. I felt different. Irritation boiled inside me. We had driven too many miles. Sleep came in short bursts at rest stops. Bad choices piled up, like that grubby motel last night.

"Great," I said under my breath. I kicked the front tire hard. My boot thudded against rubber. The van did not move. Not even a shake.

Jake shrugged his shoulders. He slid his sunglasses up his nose with one finger. "Hey, it's not the end of the world. We'll sort it out."

"Yeah? How?" I crossed my arms. "Our cash is gone. Spent it all at that greasy burger joint. And the worlds most expensive gas station."

He let out a low chuckle. No worry in his voice. "You stress over nothing, Alex."

"Someone has to." My words came quick. But I wasn’t angry. Jake stayed calm always. Like a hammock swaying in wind. He turned breakdowns into breaks. Even here, stuck on this coastal stretch, he saw fun.

The engine died an hour back. It hacked and wheezed like a chain-smoker. Then nothing. We tried fixes from a roadside book. Tapped the fuel gauge to wake it. Checked oil levels under the hood. Even talked to it, sweet words and all. Useless. This van carried us through mountains and deserts. From rainy forests to dry plains. Thirty days of dusty roads and late-night laughs. Now it quit.

A sign stood behind us. Welcome to Seabreeze. Population 3,042. Letters faded under sun and salt air. Paint chipped in flakes. A fat seagull sat on top. It tilted its head. Eyes locked on me. Like it knew our luck had run dry.

Jake nudged a pebble with his toe. It skipped down the dirt shoulder. "Things could suck more," he said. "Ocean's steps away."

He was right. Past the road, sand met sea. Coastline curved out of sight. Waves crashed in steady rhythm. White foam chased itself ashore. Air carried salt sharp and clean. Mixed with sunscreen from beach-goers nearby. A hint of metal too, from rusted hulls in some hidden cove. Beauty hit hard. But our trip hung by a thread. One breakdown from total bust. We aimed to reach the border by week's end. See redwoods up close. Chase sunsets. Now that dream stalled here.

I let out a deep breath. Grabbed my backpack from the open door. The straps felt heavy on my shoulders. The water bottle inside sloshed. "Well, no choice. We walk."

"Where?" Jake pushed off the van. Straightened his shirt.

"Town Center. Ask around. Find a mechanic. Or a cheap tow."

We started down the road, the sound of our shoes crunching against gravel filling the silence. Seabreeze unfolded slowly—a sleepy town where time seemed to drift with the tide. Wooden houses with sun-faded paint lined the streets, and every other shop seemed to sell seashells or saltwater taffy.

People moved unhurriedly, like they had nowhere else to be. It was the kind of place where the world forgot to hurry.

The first sign of life came from a small convenience store near the main street. The bell jingled as we stepped inside. Cool air washed over us, a welcome relief from the heat. Behind the counter sat a woman in her sixties, knitting something red and lumpy. She looked up, gave us a quick once-over, and smiled.

“Afternoon, boys. You look like you’ve seen better days.”

“You could say that,” Jake said, grinning. “Our van broke down just outside town.”

“Oh, dear.” She set her knitting aside. “If you’re after a mechanic, try Hank’s Garage down by the docks. He’s the only one left who still knows how to fix things without a computer.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Does he take credit cards?”

She laughed—a short, musical sound. “Not a chance. Cash only. Welcome to Seabreeze.”

Of course. I sighed inwardly, thanked her again, and we stepped back into the afternoon glare. The sun had begun its slow descent, painting the sky in hazy gold.

“Cash only,” Jake repeated, stretching his arms. “How quaint.”

I shot him a look. “We’ve got maybe twenty dollars between us.”

“Relax. We’ll talk to the guy, see what he says.”

Hank’s Garage turned out to be a squat building with a rusting tin roof and a sign so faded it was barely legible. The place smelled of oil and seawater. Inside, an older man in grease-stained overalls was bent under the hood of a pickup, humming to himself. When he looked up, his eyes were as blue as the ocean behind him.

“Afternoon,” he said, wiping his hands on a rag. “What can I do for you?”

“Our van died a few miles up the road,” I explained. “Won’t start at all.”

“Old blue one? I saw it on my way back from the harbour. Looks like she’s seen better days.”

Jake nodded. “She’s got character.”

“Character doesn’t fix engines,” Hank said with a chuckle. “Tell you what, I’ll tow her in tomorrow morning, take a look. Won’t promise anything till I see her up close.”

I hesitated. “What would that cost?”

He gave me a look that said he’d been asked that question too many times. “Tow’s fifty. If it’s a simple fix, maybe another hundred. If it’s not...” He shrugged. “Could be more.”

Jake and I exchanged a glance. Fifty might as well have been five hundred.

“Could we pay later?” Jake asked, attempting charm. “We’re just passing through, short on cash.”

Hank scratched his chin. “You boys running from something?”

“Just bad luck,” I said.

He grinned faintly. “Ain’t we all. Look—find a way to get me fifty by tomorrow morning, and I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, try the Sea Drift Inn. Tell Margie I sent you; maybe she’ll cut you a deal.”

“Thanks,” I said, meaning it.

As we walked back toward town, Jake stretched lazily. “See? Not hopeless.”

“Yeah, just broke and stranded.”

He laughed. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

The Sea Drift Inn sat on a hill overlooking the water, a two-story wooden building with paint peeling like old sunburn. The porch sagged slightly, but the view of the ocean was postcard-perfect. Inside, a bell jingled, and a plump woman with a floral apron appeared behind the counter.

“Evening,” she said warmly. “You looking for a room?”

“Maybe,” Jake said. “Hank sent us.”

Her eyes softened. “Ah, Hank. He’s a good man. Said you were in a bind?”

“Something like that,” I admitted. “Van trouble. We don’t have much cash.”

She studied us for a moment, then nodded. “Tell you what—twenty a night. You get breakfast if you’re up before eight.”

Jake grinned. “We’ll take it.”

The room was small but clean, with two narrow beds, a ceiling fan that creaked like an old sailor, and a view of the ocean. The salty wind fluttered the thin curtains as we dropped our bags and flopped onto the mattresses.

Jake stared at the ceiling. “We’ll figure it out tomorrow. Maybe someone needs help down at the docks.”

“Yeah,” I said absently. My thoughts drifted toward home—or what counted as home these days. The road had been an escape: from responsibility, from expectations, from the quiet ache of feeling stuck. Now it had led us here, to a town that looked like it had secrets tucked into every weathered board and whispered wave.

The next morning dawned bright and clear. The smell of bacon wafted through the hallway, and we followed it downstairs to find Margie setting plates on the long dining table.

“Eat up,” she said cheerfully. “You’ll need your strength. Heard the café down by the pier might be hiring part-timers.”

Jake perked up. “Really?”

“Yeah, the Sandbar Café. Owner’s always looking for help during tourist season.”

I glanced at him. “It’s worth a shot.”

After breakfast, we headed down toward the pier. The streets were already alive: fishermen unloading their early catch, tourists snapping photos of seagulls, locals chatting in the shade. The smell of salt and frying food hung in the air.
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