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Three Days to Forever

––––––––
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RAINFALL BAY’S COURTHOUSE was nothing spectacular: two stories of salt-grimed brick, a clock that never ticked past twelve, and a flag that cracked like a sail in the harbor wind. Jack Reyes leaned on the railing out front, a folded piece of paper in his hand, his pulse louder than the gulls overhead.

Nora Ellison was late, of course. Not dramatically—just enough that he’d already run his thumb smooth over the words Marriage License Application.

When she rounded the corner in her leather jacket and ripped jeans, she grinned like this was just another adventure: a concert, a road trip, a midnight swim. “Sorry. Bus broke down. But hey—” She kissed him hard, right there on the courthouse steps. “We made it.”

Inside, the clerk slid the form across the counter with no more ceremony than a fishing license. Jack signed. Nora signed. The pen squeaked.

“Washington law says three days,” the clerk intoned. “No exceptions. You can marry on Saturday.”

Three days. That was all that stood between him and forever. Jack tucked the paper into his jacket pocket like it was fragile, like it could dissolve if he breathed too hard.

Outside, Nora laced their fingers together. “Saturday, then. We’ll wake up as strangers, go to bed as family.”

Jack laughed, nervous and thrilled all at once. He’d never been more certain and never more terrified. The gulls wheeled overhead, and the courthouse clock stayed frozen at twelve, as if even time was holding its breath.
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Courthouse Confetti

––––––––
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BY SATURDAY, THE RAIN had washed the town clean. Salt shone on the cobblestones, the air carried cedar and brine, and Jack wore the only suit he owned. Nora’s dress wasn’t white—it was a thrift-store sundress the color of sea-glass—but she wore it like it was spun gold.

The witnesses were a couple they’d bribed with donuts in the lobby, and the ceremony itself lasted all of six minutes. The justice of the peace mispronounced Jack’s middle name, and Nora couldn’t stop giggling when she was supposed to say “solemnly.”

When the words I now pronounce you finally landed, Jack kissed her so hard the clerk blushed and the witnesses clapped.

They spilled out of the courthouse into a rain-slick street, laughing, breathless. Nora ripped open a bag of confetti she’d smuggled in her tote—scraps of magazine cuttings, movie tickets, receipts—and tossed them into the air. They stuck in Jack’s hair, in the puddles, in her lashes.

A stranger honked a horn, waving as though they’d won something. Maybe they had.

Nora leaned close, whispering in his ear, “Forever started. Right here. Don’t you dare forget it.”

Jack promised he wouldn’t.
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First Week, First Crack

––––––––
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THE BAR BY THE FERRY dock smelled like lemon cleaner and old rain. Jack met a couple of guys from his construction crew for a “one drink” that became two, then three. A text pinged: You in town? —K. Kayla had been a high school almost—two summers of maybes that never quite became a yes.

She stepped through the door in a navy pea coat, hair damp from the mist. “Heard you finally did it,” she said, laughing, and hugged him too long. They talked about nothing—teachers, boat parades, old songs from the jukebox that still worked if you slapped it.

He should have gone home after the first hug. He should have said, “I’m married,” like a stop sign. Instead, he followed her outside to “show her the new street murals,” and in the alley behind the grocer, he kissed her because she kissed him, and because it felt simpler than explaining the ache in his ribs labeled forever.

He stopped first. “This is wrong.”

Kayla shrugged, hands in her coat pockets. “Then it didn’t happen.”

But it had. He tasted salt and metal and fear. On the walk home, he practiced a lie and hated himself for how easy it sounded in his head. The apartment windows glowed warm. Nora had strung battery lights along the curtain rod and set out bowls of noodles. When she leaned into him, trusting, Jack felt the lie turn to stone in his throat.
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Confession at Low Tide

––––––––
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HE MADE IT ONE DAY. Two. By the third, the stone dragged every step. He asked Nora to walk the beach with him, saying he needed air. The tide had pulled far out, skates of eelgrass glittering like coin piles.

“I messed up,” he said, hands jammed into his jacket. The gulls were loud, and his voice came out thinner than he meant.

Nora laughed at first, because that was her reflex to tension. Then she saw his face. The light left hers. “Say it plain.”

“I kissed someone. I didn’t stop it soon enough.”

Silence. Two seals surfaced just beyond the sandbar, watching like curious judges. Nora folded her arms around herself. “First week?”

Jack nodded. The word yes lodged like a fishbone.

She stared at the horizon a long time, then back at him, inventorying the man she had married and the boy he had been. “You don’t get to shatter my faith and keep my future,” she said, very gently, like closing a door. “Pack a bag. I can’t do this.”

He reached for her and she stepped back. The tide hissed over barnacles. A gust lifted her hair; she tucked it behind her ear with a shaking hand and walked away, shoes in one hand, the other wiping at her cheeks as if the ocean spray were to blame.
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The Paperwork

––––––––

[image: ]


RAINFALL BAY’S COURTHOUSE looked smaller when your name was on a different form. Jack read the words dissolution of marriage and wondered how anything dissolved that fast. Friends spoke in careful voices. His mother called twice a day and left soup on his porch.

Nora didn’t ask for more than half of anything. She wanted clean edges: separate accounts, separate keys, separate corners of town. She came to collect her plants and books, eyes puffy, mouth set. “I’m not here for a scene,” she said, and wasn’t.
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