
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Sunset Over Malibu
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The city never stopped. Even at six in the morning, the hum of New York rattled through Clara Bennett’s apartment like a persistent drumbeat, dragging her from a dreamless sleep into a world of deadlines, emails, and looming catastrophes. Her phone buzzed again—her third text from her editor, her seventh from her assistant—and the espresso she had barely touched yesterday morning still tasted faintly metallic in her mouth.

Clara shoved her hair into a messy bun, straightened her pencil skirt, and strode through the glass-and-steel corridors of Whitmore Publishing, one of the most prestigious houses in Manhattan. She had climbed the ladder, one ruthless step at a time, from intern to senior editor, a title she carried with pride—but also exhaustion. Each manuscript she reviewed, each revision she demanded, added weight to the invisible ledger of her life: work first, rest never.

“Clara, got a minute?” Her assistant’s timid voice pulled her attention.

Clara glanced down. “Five, and make them good.”

The assistant’s face paled, hesitant, and Clara knew, without needing to hear it, that whatever news was coming was bad.

“It’s... um...” The words faltered. “...the Westwood account. They... they’re not renewing your position.”

For a heartbeat, time froze. Clara blinked at her assistant, a dry laugh escaping her lips that was more nervous than amused. “I... I’m being fired?”

“Yes. Effective immediately.”

The office lights seemed harsher all of a sudden, fluorescent and merciless. Clara’s heart thumped in a rhythm that made her chest ache. How could this be? She had devoted every waking hour to this company, sacrificed sleep, social life, even a single vacation, and now—like a manuscript tossed aside at the final chapter—she was gone.

She didn’t cry. Not yet. Not in the elevator as it rattled down, not in the lobby as the doorman offered the obligatory sympathy. She only walked, with her heels clicking against the marble floor, each step echoing the absurdity of it all.

By the time she stepped into the street, the chaotic symphony of honking cars, shouting pedestrians, and sirens was almost comforting. Almost.

Her phone buzzed again. A text from Maya, her best friend and voice of reason in the hurricane of her life:

“OMG. Stop crying. This is your chance. PACK YOUR BAGS. California. Sun. Wine. Beach. Men. You need this.”

Clara stared at the screen. Sun? Wine? Men? Her eyes scanned the city skyline, gray and oppressive even in the morning, and she thought, maybe she deserved this after all.

Her ex, Ethan — tall, impeccably dressed, absurdly wealthy, and painfully self-absorbed — had been texting nonstop as well. “Clara, you don’t understand,” one text said. “This is a mistake. You’re making a huge error. I can help.”

She threw the phone into her tote with more force than necessary. He never understood, never appreciated her brilliance, never even listened. Now he would be the one left behind.

“California it is,” she muttered aloud, more to herself than to anyone else, feeling the first flicker of excitement in weeks. Maya would meet her at the airport; the adventure would start the moment her plane touched down.



The flight was long but liberating. Clara watched the clouds drift past her window, each one a soft promise that maybe life wasn’t about deadlines or office politics. It was about moments like these—unexpected, unplanned, utterly hers.

When the plane finally descended into Los Angeles, the sunlight was blinding, golden, spilling across the tarmac and into her heart in a way the gray Manhattan skyline never could. She breathed in the air, warm and tinged with salt, and felt a small smile tug at her lips. Maybe she could finally breathe.

Maya greeted her with the usual exuberance: a tight hug, laughter, and the whispered promise of trouble and adventure. Clara didn’t argue. Adventure sounded perfect.



The next morning, the beach called. Clara’s toes sank into the soft, sun-warmed sand, the Pacific stretching endlessly before her. The surf roared, white waves tumbling and crashing with power and grace. The scent of salt and sunscreen filled the air. She closed her eyes and let the moment wash over her. This was what freedom felt like.

She barely noticed the figure at the water’s edge at first—a lifeguard, broad-shouldered, his hair sun-kissed and wild, eyes scanning the waves with sharp precision. Clara walked closer to the water, letting the waves lap at her feet, when the ocean suddenly betrayed her.

A rip current caught her with brutal efficiency, pulling her away from the shore before she could even scream. Panic clawed at her throat as she flailed, arms slicing through water that seemed to grow heavier by the second.

Then, suddenly, strong hands gripped her arms. She gasped as she felt herself lifted and dragged toward safety.

“Hold on! I’ve got you!” The voice was deep, commanding, reassuring.

Clara’s hair plastered to her face, her dress clinging awkwardly, she could barely form words. “Th... thank you,” she stammered, mortified.

The lifeguard guided her to the sand, letting her collapse, gasping, shivering, and utterly embarrassed.

“You okay?” he asked, kneeling beside her, concern etched in every line of his face. He didn’t know her name, but she felt his gaze burn into her, powerful and warm.

Clara scrambled to her feet, hair dripping, sand in her clothes, a mess of beauty she felt certain would repel him forever. She mumbled a barely audible, “I... I have to go,” and fled, leaving him standing there, perplexed and strangely captivated.



Little did Clara know, fate had other plans.

The lifeguard couldn’t forget her—the way she had fought, the fire in her eyes even when terrified, the curves of her body, and the laugh she tried to hide behind her embarrassment. Something about her drew him in, like the pull of the tide itself.

And as Clara wandered along the sun-drenched boardwalk, the first flicker of something she hadn’t felt in years teased at her heart: the possibility that this holiday could change everything.
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Clara Bennett had barely caught her breath from the morning’s ordeal when she realized that the universe had a wicked sense of humor.

She had planned a quiet stroll along the boardwalk, intending to drink coffee, browse a few boutique shops, and perhaps forget her near-drowning entirely. She had no intention of running into anyone — least of all a tall, sunburned lifeguard with a chest that looked like it had been sculpted by the ocean itself.

But there he was.

She froze mid-step, her iced coffee tilting dangerously in her hand, as he jogged past on his morning rounds, whistle dangling, eyes scanning the beach. He didn’t see her at first, which was a small mercy. But fate, apparently, did not share her appreciation for discretion.

A sudden gust of wind caught her hair, flinging wet strands across her face. She gasped and staggered back, nearly spilling her coffee. And then — the moment she dreaded — he turned.

“Clara?” His voice, warm and teasing, reached her ears like a melody she hadn’t realized she wanted to hear.

Her heart thudded. She wasn’t sure why he knew her name — he didn’t, not really, did he? Perhaps fate had whispered it, or maybe the small beach kiosk she had passed earlier had been the culprit. She ignored the flutter in her chest, forcing a casual smile.

“Uh... hi,” she said, too brightly. “Fancy seeing you here.”

He smiled — one of those smiles that made her knees weak and her cheeks heat. “You again,” he said, amusement dancing in his eyes. “You’re quite the traveler. I didn’t expect to see the same person twice in one day.”

Clara bit her lip, unsure whether to run or apologize for being the disaster magnet of the morning. “I... uh... I’m here on holiday,” she mumbled, glancing at her watch as if the time could shield her from embarrassment.

“A holiday, huh?” He raised an eyebrow. “From what? A dangerous life of sunbathing?”

She laughed, a little forced, but the sound seemed to draw him closer, curious and amused. “From... work. And life. And... well, almost drowning.”

His eyes widened slightly, a shadow of concern crossing his sun-kissed features. “Ah. That explains the dramatic exit earlier. I thought you were just in a hurry.”
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