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The sleek Gulfstream G650 sliced through the brilliant South African skies with quiet elegance, its polished exterior gleaming like a silver arrow under the midday sun. 

Below, the landscape of George unfolded in vivid, almost surreal detail—a lush mosaic of emerald fields stitched tightly against the rugged spine of the Outeniqua Mountains. 

Their peaks loomed like ancient guardians, cloaked in mist and shadow, while the shimmering ribbon of the Indian Ocean stretched beyond them, catching the light in fractured glints of blue and silver. 

From above, the town looked impossibly serene—red-roofed houses nestled among groves of pine and eucalyptus, winding roads curling like veins through the valley floor.

As the jet descended, its precision and grace were unmistakable. The landing gear engaged with a soft mechanical hum, and the tires kissed the sun-warmed tarmac in a near-perfect embrace. The engines whispered into silence, their final thrum fading into the stillness of the airstrip—a quiet counterpoint to the wild beauty surrounding it.

Ground staff in reflective vests moved with practiced ease, guiding the aircraft to its designated spot. The airport, modest in size, pulsed with the quiet energy of a gateway—neither bustling nor empty, but suspended in a kind of waiting.

Joe stepped off the plane, his sneakers scraping lightly against the unfamiliar tarmac. The moment his feet touched ground, the heat hit him—thick, humid, and relentless. It pressed down on his skin like a weight, clinging to his clothes, seeping into his lungs. The air smelled of dust and dry grass, tinged with the faint sweetness of distant ocean salt and the earthy breath of the veld. It was South Africa, and it was beautiful—but it didn’t feel like home.

He was nineteen, with a lean, athletic build and broad shoulders that hinted at quiet strength. His jaw was square, sharply defined, giving him a sculptural presence that lingered even in silence. Dark brown hair fell in lazy waves across his head, the fringe nearly brushing his brow—effortless, tousled, untouched by vanity.

He was handsome in a way that drew second glances: high cheekbones, a straight nose, and deep-set eyes framed by strong brows. But those eyes betrayed him. They held pain. Loss. And something darker—a smouldering hatred he hadn’t yet named. His posture was too straight, like someone holding himself together by force. Even the South African sun couldn’t soften him. It only pressed down harder, clinging to him like memory.

The heat didn’t soothe him. It agitated. It stirred the embers inside him, fanning the fire he had tried so hard to smother. He clenched his fists, knuckles whitening, willing the rising tide of emotion back into the depths where he had buried it. But the air was too heavy. The sun too bright. The silence too loud.

Why?

He took a few steps across the tarmac, then stopped. The African sun beat down on his shoulders, unforgiving and unyielding. Sweat gathered at his brow, but he didn’t wipe it away. All he could feel was the hollow ache blooming inside him, expanding with every breath. The landscape around him blurred—too vivid, too alive—while inside, he felt like he was crumbling.

His mind spiralled back to the only place he had ever felt safe.

Why did they have to die?

Why had they left him to face this alone?

Alicia...

Her name echoed through the silence in his head, dragging him back to New York—to the moment when everything started falling apart.

He had been nearing the end of his gap year. While his friends jetted off to exotic destinations, chasing sunsets and hashtags, Joe had chosen something closer to home. Simplicity. Familiarity. That’s what he craved. Not foreign lands or curated beaches. He loved the thrill of weaving through Manhattan traffic on his bike, working as a messenger for one of his father’s companies. The city was his rhythm—horns, sirens, the blur of yellow cabs. And after a long day, nothing beat the comfort of a greasy burger or a perfect slice of New York pizza, eaten on the couch with his headphones in and the world rushing past.

Next year was supposed to be a new chapter—an internship at his father’s main company, learning the ins and outs of property development. It was all mapped out. Structured. Safe. His future was waiting.

Until two weeks ago, when everything shattered.

It had started like any other day. He was mid-route on deliveries when the call came. The office asked him to come back immediately—head straight to the main building. It was just before noon. He hadn’t seen his parents since the night before; they’d been out at another event, part of what he jokingly called “the party circuit.” That was their world, not his.

He thought nothing of it at first. Maybe they wanted to grab lunch. But as he pedalled through the familiar streets, something felt off. A heaviness in his gut. A tightening in his chest. The city didn’t feel right. The noise was too loud. The air too still.

The moment he stepped into the building, he knew.

The lobby, usually alive with movement and chatter, was unnervingly quiet. Small clusters of people stood huddled together, whispering. No one greeted him. Instead, they watched him with expressions that hovered between pity and discomfort.

“Morning, Allen,” Joe said to the security guard, forcing a smile as he approached the front desk.

Allen looked up, his face pale, his eyes troubled. “I’m... sorry, Joe,” he murmured.

Sorry?

The word hit him like a hook in the ribs, catching in a place he hadn’t realized was vulnerable.

Joe pulled off his cycling helmet, trying to keep his voice light. “Can I leave my bike here with you?”

Allen nodded, but his tone was oddly distant. “Sure... I’ll have it sent to the house with your other stuff.”

Then, without another word, he turned and walked away—joining one of the whispering groups across the room.

Joe frowned. Something was definitely wrong. The feeling twisted in his gut, but he pushed it aside and made his way toward the private elevator his father always used.

As the doors slid closed behind him, he caught sight of his reflection in the mirrored walls. It was him—but not. His face looked older. Hollow. Like something had already been taken.

Something was wrong.

And whatever it was, he was walking straight into it.

The elevator doors opened on the 52nd floor. Everything looked the same. The soft-toned décor, the elegant furnishings—his mother’s touch was everywhere. She had designed all of it. Every vase, every velvet chair. It felt like her. But it didn’t feel alive.

He passed Audrey at the reception desk. She usually lit up when he arrived, always ready with a warm smile and a cheeky comment about his bike or his hair.

“Morning, Audrey,” he greeted, trying to keep things normal. “Just heading to my dad’s office.”

But Audrey stood abruptly. No smile. Her face was tight with emotion.

“They’re not in there,” she said.

He frowned. “What do you mean? Where are they?”

She hesitated, then looked down, blinking fast. “They’re... in the boardroom. You can go straight in.”

Joe stared at her. “Audrey... what’s going on?”

She didn't answer. Just sat back down, shoulders shaking slightly.

He turned toward the boardroom, a sick feeling rising in his throat. The privacy glass was frosted—unusual. And the door, always locked during meetings, was slightly ajar.

He knocked.

“Enter,” a voice called from inside. Not his dad’s.

Joe stepped in. The room was cold and sterile. Four people sat at the long table—three men and a woman—all in suits, all watching him with unreadable expressions.

“Please sit down, Mr. Smith,” one of the men said.

Joe froze. Mr. Smith? No one called him that. It was always just Joe. Or kiddo. Or Mr. Joe, if they were being playful.

His stomach turned.

“Where are my parents?” he asked, sitting down stiffly.

The woman leaned forward, her voice gentle. “Joe... there’s something we need to tell you.”

His breath caught.

“Where are they?” he repeated.

The man at the centre finally spoke, his tone low and grave.

“I’m so sorry to tell you this, but... your parents passed away in an accident last night.”

Joe blinked.

Passed away?

An accident?

No.

The words echoed, but they made no sense. They weren’t real. They couldn’t be.

Everything after that dissolved into fragments. Collision. Fatal. We’re here to help. Nothing sank in. He didn’t remember leaving the boardroom. Or the building.

The days that followed were a blur. Endless condolences, stiff hugs, and too many flowers. And then came Alicia.

At first, he thought she was coming to support him. But the look in her eyes said otherwise.

“I’m so sorry about your parents,” she said softly at his doorstep. Then came the words that stung worse than he expected:

“It’s not you, Joe. It’s me.”

She broke up with him. Right there. On the front steps of the house that already felt like a shell.

He nodded numbly. What else could he do?

The memorial service was no better. The sea of faces, the whispers, the eulogies—all of it passed in a haze. When it was over, he felt more alone than ever.

The house was silent. Too silent. Only Sandra, the housekeeper, remained—and even she seemed unable to face him for long. Grief? Guilt? He didn’t know. He didn’t care.

Then came the lawyer.

Joe sat stiffly on the couch, staring at the man’s leather briefcase. The lawyer adjusted his glasses.

“Joe,” he began, “there are some arrangements that need to be made, based on your parents’ wishes.”

Joe frowned. “What kind of arrangements?”

The lawyer hesitated. “You’ll be going to stay with your grandmother and your father’s brother. They live in Jonders Cove... in South Africa.”

Joe stared. “You’re joking.”

“I’m afraid not,” the lawyer said gently. “The house will be locked up, and according to the terms of your parents’ trust, legal guardianship transfers to your grandmother until your twenty-first birthday.”

South Africa?

An uncle? A grandmother?

These were strangers. People he’d only heard about in passing—rare, casual mentions from his parents. He always assumed they were distant. Unreachable. Irrelevant.

And now they were his only family.

“You’re saying I have to leave New York?”

“I’m sorry, Joe,” the lawyer said again. “But yes. It’s already been arranged.”

Now, here he was, thousands of miles away from everything he knew, everything he loved, forced to live with his uncle and grandmother. 

Joe had never met his Grandma Edith or Uncle Nathan. Grandma Edith, he had heard, was a pillar of strength, shaped by hard times. Despite her resilience, she was known for her boundless kindness and energy, a woman who could brighten a room with her presence. Uncle Nathan, on the other hand, was described as stoic and reserved, a man whose silence carried weight and whose actions often spoke louder than words.

Joe sighed heavily as he gazed out at the foreign landscape surrounding the airport. The rolling hills and scattered acacia trees looked like something out of a documentary, not real life. The thought of this being his home for the foreseeable future made his chest tighten. New York was his real home—its chaos, its energy, its familiarity. South Africa? It was a stranger, and Joe wasn’t ready to make friends.

The weight of it all pressed down on him even harder as he made his way toward the arrivals gate. He felt like a puppet in a play he hadn’t auditioned for, his strings yanked by forces far beyond his control. His heart ached for the life he’d left behind—a life that now felt like it was drifting further out of reach with every reluctant step.

Joe trudged through the terminal, trailing behind a group of passengers from another flight. He moved like a shadow, hollow and untethered. The murmur of conversations, the sharp clang of luggage carts, and the endless airport announcements only grated on his nerves, amplifying the sense of displacement gnawing at him.

The baggage claim was worse—an overcrowded blur of noise, jostling elbows, and impatient sighs. Joe stood still in the middle of it all, watching the conveyor belt groan and lurch as it spat out suitcase after suitcase. With each slow rotation, his frustration climbed. When his bag and suitcase finally appeared, he snatched it off the belt and slung it over his shoulder without pause, grateful it was all he had to deal with. The rest of his things—some clothes, maybe a few personal items—had been sent ahead on another flight or by courier. He couldn’t remember. And honestly, he didn’t care. He just wanted to get this over with.

Thankfully, the process was smooth and uneventful. Joe kept his answers short and his gaze low. He wasn’t in the mood to explain why he was here—because truthfully, he didn’t fully understand it himself.

All he knew was that his uncle was supposed to meet him and drive him to his grandmother’s house. That was his reality now: a full year stuck in this remote corner of South Africa, on the windswept southwestern coast—worlds away from everything he knew and loved. A year of waiting.

Waiting for the trust to unlock.

Waiting to turn twenty-one.

Waiting for a freedom that, right now, felt impossibly far away.

The memory of the lawyer reading his parents’ will was seared into Joe’s mind. The sterile conference room, the towering stack of papers, and the lawyer’s cold, detached delivery of life-altering news—it all felt surreal. Joe had sat there, powerless, an outsider in his own life as decisions were made for him without his say. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.

That same lawyer had arranged the jet, part of fulfilling his parents’ final wishes—a gesture that had brought him here. To this place. This horrible, isolating place. Alone.

His grandmother and uncle? They were strangers. The thought of living in her cramped, quiet house felt suffocating. And his uncle? A total failure by any standard Joe cared about. Uncle Nathan was a grown man who still lived with his mother, drifting through life with no ambition, no drive, no future. He was the kind of person Joe had always vowed never to become—a man content to let life pass him by.

Joe clenched his jaw as he stepped into the arrival’s terminal. The air felt heavier here, tinged with a faint sea breeze that should have been refreshing but wasn’t. His gaze darted around, searching for a face that matched the grainy family photos he vaguely remembered. He wasn’t sure what was worse—the thought of meeting his uncle or the reality of what came next: a car ride to a life he didn’t want, in a place he didn’t belong, with people he didn’t respect.

As he scanned the crowd, a wave of bitterness washed over him. This wasn’t just about geography or family; it was about everything he’d lost. His parents. His home. His freedom. Even Alicia, who’d left him when he needed her most. Joe’s grip on his bag tightened. If this was his life now, he’d survive it—but he’d make damn sure he didn’t stay here any longer than he had to.

Joe scanned the thinning crowd, his eyes darting from face to face, searching for a trace of familiarity. The arrivals terminal was a blur of strangers—hugging families, chattering friends, and weary travellers trudging toward the exit. But no one looked even remotely like someone waiting for him. He tightened his grip on the handle of his suitcase, his frustration mounting with each passing second.

He had never met his uncle before, at least not in person. The only image he had of him was an old photograph tucked away in one of his dad’s albums. In it, his father and uncle stood side by side, teenagers at the time, their matching grins and identical faces frozen in black and white. They were twins, after all. Joe figured that should help—his uncle would look a lot like his dad, just older and worn down by life. Yet, as he scanned the crowd again, no one stood out.

The stream of people trickling out of the terminal was dwindling now. Families reunited and drifted away, leaving the space eerily quiet. A gnawing sense of abandonment crept into Joe’s chest. What if his uncle wasn’t coming? What if he had been forgotten altogether?

He sighed, his patience wearing thin. Setting his suitcase down, he pulled out his phone and debated whether to call the number he had been given. But what would he say? “Hi, Uncle Nathan, it’s me, Joe, the kid you’ve never met but are stuck with for the next year. Where are you?” It sounded ridiculous even in his head.

Joe glanced at the exit doors, half-tempted to walk out and fend for himself. He didn’t need anyone, least of all a stranger who couldn’t even be bothered to show up on time. Yet something kept him rooted in place—a sense of duty, perhaps, or the nagging hope that maybe, just maybe, someone would appear who knew who he was and cared enough to find him.

Joe pushed through the exit doors, his bag hitting the door with a dull thud. Outside, the scene was a frenzy of activity—taxis pulling up, travellers climbing in, and others vanishing into the distance. He felt an angry lump forming in his throat as he glanced around the parking lot. No familiar faces, no welcoming gestures, nothing to anchor him in this unfamiliar world. With a frustrated sigh, he slumped onto a nearby bench, his hands gripping the edge as he scanned the crowd one last time.

His head turned, almost involuntarily, and then he froze. His breath caught in his throat. There, standing just a few feet away, was his father... At least, it looked like his father—or a version of him that had been whisked away into an alternate universe.

The man’s features were unmistakably familiar: the same strong jawline, the same piercing eyes, the same crooked half-smile. But everything else was... wrong. This man had short, sun-bleached hair, and his skin was bronzed, a stark contrast to the polished, suit-clad image of his dad. He wore loose baggy shorts and a faded tank top, paired with flip-flops that revealed feet dusted with sand. Rainbow-lensed sunglasses perched casually on his nose, completing the look of a beach bum—or, as Joe would’ve called them in New York, one of those aimless types who spent their days lounging on the sand, strumming guitars, and living out of brightly painted camper vans.

Joe’s mind reeled as the man smiled at him, lifting his sunglasses to reveal eyes that mirrored the blue of his father eyes exactly.

“Hi, Joe,” the man said casually, as though this were the most normal meeting in the world. “I’m Nathan. Your uncle.”

Joe stared, his body frozen, his brain struggling to catch up. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, couldn’t even blink. This was his uncle? This... surfer-dude caricature standing in front of him?

Nathan’s expression softened, and he took a small step forward, lowering his voice. “I’m really sorry about your parents,” he said, his tone sincere.

The words hit Joe like a punch to the gut, and the anger he had been holding onto for so long threatened to break free. He did not even think that this man also felt the loss. It was his brother after all, his twin brother. But all he could do was stare, his mind spinning in a whirlpool of disbelief, resentment, and the aching pang of loss. This wasn’t the welcome he had expected, but then again, nothing about his life had gone according to plan lately.

“Hi... me too.” Joe finally managed to say, his voice barely above a whisper as he reached out to shake Nathan’s hand. The grip was firm—too firm—and Joe felt a shudder run through him under the sheer strength of it. He tried not to wince but suspected Nathan noticed anyway.

“Can we go?” Nathan asked, his tone light, almost teasing. Then, with a mischievous chuckle, he added, “Or did you see a nice girl in the airport you’re waiting for?”

“Let me help you with that,” Nathan said, reaching for Joe’s bag before he could protest.

Joe opened his mouth to object, but it was too late. He shook his head, a flicker of embarrassment rising as his cheeks flushed. He wasn’t used to this—this easy familiarity, the casual banter. Not now. Not here. Not when everything felt like it was splintering beneath him.

But Nathan either didn’t notice or chose not to acknowledge it. He simply turned and began walking toward the parking lot, carrying the bag as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

Joe followed, dragging his suitcase behind him as they approached a row of vehicles. Among the dusty sedans and well-worn trucks stood an old camper van, its faded paint covered in chipped daisy decals. It looked exactly like the kind of thing he’d imagined Nathan would drive. He stepped toward it, stretching out his hand to open the door.

Nathan turned towards him and gave him a curious look, tilting his head like a bemused dog. “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice tinged with amusement.

Joe stopped, blinking. “Isn’t this your van?” he asked, nodding toward the camper.

Nathan let out a hearty laugh that echoed through the lot. “No, no. Not a chance.” His grin widened, and he gestured a few spaces over. “We’re in that one.”

Joe’s gaze turned towards where Nathan was pointing, and his breath caught. There, gleaming under the bright South African sun, was a cherry-red Jeep. Its oversized tires jutted out from the sides, giving it a rugged, almost cartoonish appearance. A surfboard was strapped to the roll bars, its edges glinting like polished glass. The whole thing looked like it had rolled straight out of an action movie.

Joe’s suitcase slipped from his hand as he took in the sight. He could already picture the roar of the engine, the rush of the wind as it tore down coastal roads. It was nothing like the vehicles he’d grown up around in New York—practical sedans, crowded taxis, and the occasional delivery truck. This Jeep was wild, untamed, and unapologetically bold.

“How do you even park something like this in New York?” Joe muttered, half to himself.

Nathan clapped him on the back, grinning from ear to ear. “You don’t, kid. That’s the beauty of it. Out here, the roads are wide, the parking’s free, and the adventure never ends.”

Joe didn’t know what to say. The Jeep was massive, almost intimidating, but there was something undeniably exciting about it. It was beautiful in a way that made his chest ache—a reminder that maybe, just maybe, this place wasn’t all bad.

Nathan grabbed Joe’s suitcase and tossed it behind the seat of the Jeep with ease, then motioned for Joe to get in. It wasn’t like getting into a regular car—no, this was more like climbing up into a small fortress on wheels. Joe hesitated for a moment before he awkwardly hoisted himself up, the height of the Jeep making him feel small and out of place. Nathan half-jumped into the driver’s seat, his movements as casual as ever, and twisted the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life with a deep, throaty growl that sent a shiver down Joe’s spine.

“V8,” Nathan said, glancing at Joe’s wide-eyed expression. The sound of the engine alone was enough to make Joe’s heart race with excitement. This was no ordinary car—it was power, untamed and unapologetic.

“You drive?” Nathan asked, his eyes glancing over.

Joe stuttered, his mind racing. “Yes,” he answered, but the lie felt heavy on his tongue. He could hardly admit to Nathan that he had never been behind the wheel of a car in his life.

Nathan didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he just didn’t care. He gave Joe a reassuring smile. “Cool, we can work with that.” Then, without another word, he threw the Jeep into gear and navigated out into the light traffic.

As they drove, the landscape began to shift—slowly at first, then all at once. The cityscape of George faded behind them, swallowed by the rhythm of the road and the hush of the forest. Towering trees flanked the old N2, their trunks thick and weathered, their canopies arching overhead like cathedral vaults. The air grew heavier, fragrant with pine and damp earth, and the light dappled through the leaves in golden shards that flickered across the windshield.

Joe leaned against the window, watching the world unfold in layers. There were no skyscrapers here. No honking taxis or flashing billboards. Just the hum of the engine and the wind threading through the open Jeep. It felt like driving through a dream—one stitched together by time and silence. The forests were dense, ancient, and alive with secrets. Yellowwood trees rose like sentinels, their bark gnarled and furrowed, their roots gripping the soil like memory.

Nathan glanced over, catching Joe’s expression. “Most of these trees are endangered,” he said, his voice quieter now. “Yellowwoods. Some of them are older than any building in New York. There’s one deeper in the forest they say is between six and eight hundred years old.”

Joe blinked, trying to imagine that kind of age. “Wow,” he breathed. The word felt small. These trees had survived storms, droughts, generations. They had stood while empires rose and fell. He wondered what they had seen.

The silence stretched between them, filled only by the low groan of the tires and the occasional Loerie call echoing through the canopy.

“Where do you and Grandma stay?” Joe asked finally. “In the forest?”

Nathan gave a soft chuckle, half-surprised. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I know we didn’t talk for a long time, but your dad never told you where he grew up?”

Joe shrugged, unsure how to answer.

“It’s just outside a small town nearby,” Nathan continued, his voice tinged with something wistful. “Nothing fancy. But it’s home.”

Joe nodded, letting the words settle. He didn’t press further. The scenery was too overwhelming, too rich. The road wound through valleys and over gentle hills, past grazing cattle and weathered farmhouses. The Outeniqua Mountains loomed in the distance, their ridges softened by mist. Every turn revealed something new—a burst of wildflowers, a glimpse of the ocean, a sudden drop into shadow.

He was lost in thought. Everything had changed—his life, his future, even the man beside him. Nathan was a stranger, yet somehow familiar. And this place... it felt like it was waiting for him.

Then, just as the forest began to thin, the view opened up.

Below the cliffs, nestled between land and sea, was the town. Jonders Bay.

It lay cradled on the north-facing slope of the peninsula, its rooftops cascading down toward the shoreline like scattered terracotta tiles on a painter’s canvas. From this vantage, the town looked almost sculpted into the landscape—its older buildings perched higher up, their whitewashed walls catching the late afternoon sun, while newer homes stretched eastward along the curve of the bay, hugging the coast like a quiet procession.

The harbour glinted in the distance, a cluster of boats bobbing gently in the water, their masts swaying like reeds in the breeze. Beyond them, the ocean stretched wide and blue, its waves rolling in slow and steady, kissing the shore with a rhythm older than memory. The scent of salt and mussels hung in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of woodsmoke and seaweed.

The town itself looked peaceful, almost protective—as if it had been built to guard the water’s edge. A lighthouse stood sentinel on the far bluff, its silhouette stark against the sky, and the cliffs behind it rose like ancient guardians, weathered and wise. It was a place that felt both timeless and tender, where history lingered in the stone and stories whispered through the wind. “Welcome to Jonders Bay,” Nathan said, his voice laced with pride.

Joe turned to him, surprised by the warmth in his tone.

“That’s where we grew up,” Nathan added. “Those streets are lined with many secrets.”

Joe raised an eyebrow. “What kind of secrets?”

Nathan smiled, eyes twinkling. “That you’ll find out in due time.”

A few miles before the town, Nathan turned the Jeep off the main road. The tires bounced lightly as they veered onto a narrow-tarred path that wound down toward the ocean, away from the town’s centre. The salty air grew thicker, clinging to Joe’s skin. He could smell the sea before he saw it—briny, wild, and familiar in a way he couldn’t explain.

The road curved again, and then the gates appeared: two stone pillars flanking a paved drive, the sign between them reading Jonders Cove Resort and Hotel. Above it, a golden falcon stretched its wings wide, mid-flight.

Joe squinted toward the horizon. Jonders Bay was just over the next hill. He could almost feel the pull of the water—the promise of something waiting beyond the cliffs. Something old. Something true.

Nathan steered the Jeep toward the ocean once again, tires crunching over the gravel as the trees gave way to open sky. And there it was.

The house.

Joe sat forward, momentarily stunned into silence. It wasn’t grand, not in the way city mansions tried to be. But it had presence—solid, timeless, and quietly proud. Built from weathered stone, its single-story walls bore the same rough texture as the cliffs behind it, as if the house had been carved from the land itself. The roof was low and sloped, tiled in faded terracotta that glowed softly in the late afternoon sun. No turrets, no towers—just a wide, welcoming structure that seemed to breathe with the rhythm of the sea.

The lawns stretched out from the front steps in gentle waves of green, rolling down toward the beach like a soft sigh. Frangipani trees dotted the edges, their waxy blossoms perfuming the air with hints of citrus and honey. Hibiscus shrubs bloomed in riotous colour—scarlet, coral, lemon, and violet—spilling over stone borders in a wild, joyful tangle.

The ocean lay just beyond, close enough that Joe could hear the waves folding onto the sand. The house didn’t fight the landscape—it belonged to it. The salt had etched its walls, the wind had shaped its corners, and the sun had warmed its bones. It felt like a place that had always been there, waiting.

Joe exhaled slowly, still searching for words. The house was simple. But it was also something else—something rooted. It didn’t need grandeur. It had history. It had heart.

And somehow, it already felt like part of his story.

Nathan brought the Jeep to a stop in front of a huge garage, the tires crunching on the paving. Without hesitation, he jumped out and grabbed Joe’s luggage from the back, motioning for him to follow. “Come on, let’s get some coffee. Mom’s very excited to see you again after all these years.”

“Again?” Joe asked, raising an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure what Nathan meant, but it sounded odd.

“Yeah, she last saw you when you were two,” Nathan explained. “She went to visit your parents in New York, but you were still too small to remember.”

Joe was silent for a moment as the weight of Nathan’s words sank in. He had never heard about his grandmother visiting New York. The idea seemed so far away, like a piece of a puzzle he’d never been given. For a brief moment, the feeling of being lost in this new world washed over him again. But Nathan’s warm, easy-going demeanour seemed to erase some of that discomfort, and with a deep breath, Joe followed him inside

“Go through to the kitchen,” Nathan said, gesturing toward a doorway. “I’ll drop your luggage in your room. Mom should be in the kitchen.”

Joe hesitated in the hallway, his heart pounding. The thought of meeting his grandmother—a woman who existed more in stories than in memory—felt like stepping into a chapter he hadn’t agreed to read. His body tensed, but his feet moved on their own, drawn by the rich, comforting smells drifting from deeper inside the house. Something warm. Familiar. Uninvited, but strangely magnetic.

He followed the scent, each step heavier than the last, as if the walls themselves were pressing in on him.

As he stepped into the kitchen, a burst of light made him squint. The room was enormous and filled with sun, the air bright and clean. Wide windows lined the far wall, offering a breathtaking view of the ocean—so close it felt like it could spill into the house at any moment. He hadn’t realized the house sat right on the edge of the shore.

From the sink, you could watch the waves roll in, gentle and rhythmic. Further out, he caught a flicker of movement—dolphins, arcing and splashing in the warmth of the bay. The kind of scene that would’ve felt magical once.

But now, it only reminded him how far he was from home.

But Joe’s awe at the view quickly shifted as his eyes fell on a short, older woman standing by the counter. She had a kind, familiar smile on her face, her warmth radiating across the room like sunlight. Her grey-streaked hair was neatly pinned back, and her eyes, soft and sparkling, were locked onto him.

“Hello, Joey,” the woman said, her voice trembling with emotion. “Come here and give me a hug.”

Before Joe could react, she had crossed the room and enveloped him in the most loving hug he’d felt in a long time. Her arms wrapped around him tightly, and she kissed his cheeks in quick succession. The unexpected surge of affection brought a lump to Joe’s throat, and he blinked hard, fighting back tears.

“Stop fussing over him, Mom,” Nathan’s voice called out from behind them, a teasing edge to his tone.

She finally let him go, stepping back but not before Joe noticed the tears brimming in her eyes. She turned away briefly, dabbing at her face with a handkerchief she pulled from her apron pocket. Then, with surprising agility, she spun back to face them, her smile as bright as ever.

“Coffee?” she asked cheerfully, as though nothing had happened.

“Yes, please,” Nathan said quickly, before Joe could answer. “And some of that carrot cake you baked this morning.”

Joe, still overwhelmed, nodded silently. His grandmother’s warmth and the sight of this idyllic kitchen had momentarily stolen his voice. As she bustled around, preparing the coffee, Joe felt the smallest flicker of something he hadn’t felt in a long time—a sense of belonging.

Joe’s grandmother carried a tray to the table with three steaming mugs of coffee and a towering carrot cake that could have been a centrepiece at a bakery. She placed the cake in front of Joe with a warm smile.

“Nathan, grab some plates and forks, please,” she said, her tone affectionate but firm. “Joe, will you do the honours and cut the cake for us?”

“Don’t cut it too thin,” Nathan said as he handed Joe the knife.

Joe raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. He glanced at Nathan, then carefully sliced into the cake.

“That’s fine for starters,” Nathan said with a grin, holding out a plate toward Grandma.

She took it from him and placed the thickest slice on it before handing it—not to Nathan—but to Joe.

Nathan let out a mock gasp. “Hey! That was my piece!”

“Not anymore,” Grandma replied with a small smile.

Joe watched them, feeling strangely detached, as if observing a scene from someone else’s life. The way they moved around the kitchen, the ease between them—it felt almost unreal. His thoughts were foggy, slow to catch up with the rhythm of the moment.

“Thank you,” Joe mumbled, still distracted, and took a bite. The cake was moist, spiced just right, and the cream cheese frosting melted on his tongue. He chased it down with a sip of coffee, the warmth calming his frayed nerves.

“Welcome home, son,” his grandmother said softly. Her voice had a strange tremor, and Joe sensed the tension in Nathan, who sat stiffly beside him.

Before Joe could respond, his grandmother stammered an apology. “I’m sorry, Joey. You must be tired after such a long flight. Nathan will show you to your room so you can shower and rest. Later, he can give you a tour of the estate.”

Joe blinked, his fork halfway to his mouth. “Estate?” he repeated, his astonishment evident.

His grandmother tilted her head, surprised at his reaction. “Yes, the estate. It’s not as grand as the ones your father built and developed, but it’s our home.”

Joe froze, processing her words. “I never saw any of my dad’s estates,” he admitted in a quiet voice. “I didn’t even know what he really did. Mom and Dad always said they didn’t want me to get involved too early. All I know is there’s money, and I’ll inherit it when I turn twenty. The rest will be in a trust until I can prove I can manage it myself.”

Nathan leaned back in his chair; his expression unreadable. “That’s a bridge we’ll cross later,” he said with a casual shrug, though his eyes held a hint of something deeper. “For now, let’s get you settled in.” Nathan said looking at him. “Do you surf?” he asked in an almost lazy laidback tone.

Joe’s eyes widened at the question. “No,” he replied, startled.

Nathan grinned, an almost mischievous glint in his eye. “We’ll have to change that. Your dad’s old surfboard is still in his room. You can use that.”

His grandmother chimed in; her voice softer now. “We’ll talk more later, Joey. For now, rest and settle in.”

Nathan led Joe down a hallway and opened the door to a spacious room. The walls were lined with bookshelves, surf posters, and a few faded photographs.

“This was your dad’s room,” Nathan said, his voice quieter. “Mom thought it’d be best for you to use his room. Keep what you want, toss what you don’t. No pressure.”

He turned and left, shutting the door behind him. Joe stood in the centre of the room, taking it all in. His dad’s room. His dad’s surfboard. His dad’s life, which felt like a mystery he was only now beginning to uncover.

Joe sat down on the bed, the exhaustion of the journey finally catching up to him. He stared at the ceiling, his emotions swirling—anger, confusion, curiosity, and maybe even a small flicker of excitement.

Joe got up from the bed and wandered around the room, his curiosity outweighing his exhaustion. He stopped to examine the trophies neatly lined up on a shelf. Surfing competitions, local school championships—each engraved with his dad’s name, Jonathan J. Smith. Joe’s fingers traced the edges of the polished plaques as he imagined his father at his age, living a life so different from Joe’s in New York.

He turned his attention to the bookshelves. The titles were a mix of surf culture, philosophy, and local South African history. At the bottom shelf, stacks of old Zig Zag magazines caught his eye, their glossy covers worn and curling at the edges. As he crouched to examine them, something black and inconspicuous under the shelf caught his attention.

Joe reached out and pulled the item into the light. It was a book with a black leather cover, dusty but intact. He flipped it open, and the words on the title page froze him:

“My Diary – Jonathan James Smith, 1992.”

His breath caught. His father’s diary. The year he finished school. Joe’s hands trembled as he flipped to the first page. He stared at the handwritten words, the ink faded but legible. He felt a surge of emotions—curiosity, sadness, and something unnameable.

But then, a question clawed at his thoughts: Should I read this?

The idea of delving into his father’s private thoughts felt invasive, almost like a betrayal. What would his father think? Would he approve of Joe learning about his life this way? The uncertainty churned in his stomach.

Joe slammed the diary shut and shoved it back onto the shelf. Turning away, he opened the door and made his way to the kitchen, drawn by the warm, inviting smells wafting through the house. Spices, freshly baked bread, and a sweetness he couldn’t quite place hit him like a wave of nostalgia. It reminded him of home, of his parents. The thought made his chest tighten painfully.

Unable to face his emotions, Joe turned sharply and headed out the door. The beach called to him, its vastness offering a chance to clear his mind.

He strode toward a cluster of rocks and climbed onto the highest one, overlooking the ocean. The waves crashed against the boulders with a rhythmic power that seemed to mirror his turbulent thoughts. Joe sat down; his eyes fixed on the foaming surf. With each wave that crashed, a sliver of his anger seemed to ebb away, though he couldn’t explain why he felt so enraged.

As he followed an incoming wave, his gaze caught movement—a figure riding the wave. Joe squinted in amazement as the person seemed to glide effortlessly, balancing with perfect grace. The surfer rode the wave almost to the shore, then leapt off the board with a fluid motion.

Joe watched as the surfer, wet hair gleaming in the sunlight, unstrapped a leash from his ankle and picked up the surfboard. As the figure drew closer, Joe felt a sudden panic. No, no, no... Don’t come this way! his mind screamed.

Scrambling, Joe ducked behind one of the rocky outcrops, his breath catching as he peered around the edge to watch the approaching stranger. The surfer strolled up the beach with effortless confidence, dropped his board in the sand, and gave his head a sharp shake, sending droplets of seawater flying.

Then, to Joe’s silent horror, the man unzipped his wetsuit and casually peeled it off. Beneath it, he was completely naked—his skin sun-kissed and his body lean, athletic, effortlessly carved by time in the ocean. The man grabbed a towel and began drying off without the slightest hint of self-consciousness, as if baring it all was as natural as breathing.

Joe’s face went hot. He jerked his gaze away, fixing his eyes on the waves, pretending to be engrossed in the ocean’s rhythm. But the hammering in his chest told another story.

Why am I reacting like this?

Maybe it was just the shock—he hadn’t expected to see anyone here, let alone... that. Maybe it was just the discomfort of having to speak to yet another stranger.

But deep down, he knew those were lies. Comfortable lies.

This wasn’t just surprise.

And it wasn’t just nerves.

It was something else. Something that stirred, uninvited and undeniable.

“I know you’re up there,” the man’s voice called out, startling him.

Joe froze.

“You must be Joe,” the voice continued, friendly and casual.

“Y-yes,” Joe stammered, his face still flushed. “But how did you know?”

The stranger chuckled as he walked closer, now wearing a pair of loose board shorts he must’ve grabbed from a bag nearby.

“Your gran told me you’re coming today.” he said easily.

Joe turned toward him, his gaze hesitantly trailing up the stranger’s muscular legs, over his lean, toned abs and chest, to his sun-kissed blond hair and piercing blue eyes—deep and inviting. A bright, mischievous grin tugged at the man’s lips, sending a fresh wave of embarrassment through Joe.

Why did he feel like this? His heart stuttered wildly as their eyes met.

“I’m Alex, Alex Burgess” the surfer said, extending a hand.

Joe hesitated before shaking it, still stunned. “Uh, hi,” he managed, his voice barely audible.

Alex gave him an amused look. “Welcome to Jonders Bay. You’re going to like it here. Trust me.”

“Well, I need to head back,” Alex said casually, breaking the silence as he moved to his surfboard and slung it under one arm. “Do you want to join me? I need to pick up something from Aunt Edith anyway.”

Joe nodded, feeling awkward but not wanting to refuse. “Sure,” he mumbled.

For a while, they walked in silence, the rhythmic sound of the ocean filling the gaps between their footsteps. Joe’s mind raced, struggling to make sense of his thoughts and these new feelings. He couldn’t stop the vivid memory of Alex’s naked, wet body from resurfacing. His cheeks flushed, and his hands clenched into fists as if to physically push the thoughts away.

What’s wrong with me? Joe wondered, his heart thudding even harder in his chest. He’d never felt this way about another guy before—never anything even close to the flutter of nerves and heat coursing through him now. It was confusing. Unsettling. Frustrating. A tangle of emotions he couldn’t make sense of, couldn’t explain away.

And yet, beneath all that... there was a pull. Something real. Something he wasn’t ready to name.

Alex’s voice sliced clean through Joe’s spiralling thoughts.

“Do you surf?” he asked casually.

Joe nearly jumped, yanked back into the present. He turned to find Alex looking at him with a relaxed grin, completely at ease—seemingly unaware of the emotional storm raging just beneath Joe’s skin.

“Uh... no. Why does everyone keep asking that?” Joe replied, rubbing the back of his neck as the flush crept up his cheeks again.

Alex raised an eyebrow, his grin widening with a mischievous glint. “No? That’s practically a crime around here. We’ve got perfect waves and sunshine year-round.” He gave a small shrug. “Don’t worry, though—I could give you a few lessons.”

Then, with a wink and a smirk: “And who knows? Maybe I’ll even let you watch me take off my wetsuit again.”

Joe’s brain short-circuited. His breath caught, his thoughts scrambled like they were trying to escape. He let out a laugh—too quick, too forced—and immediately looked away, eyes locked on the waves as if they held all the answers.

His face turned crimson, the blush creeping down his neck. “I—uh... what?”

Alex burst out laughing, shaking his head as he waved a hand. “Relax, man! I’m just messing with you.”

But even as Alex grinned, carefree and playful, Joe’s heart was pounding for a whole different reason—and it had nothing to do with surfing.

Joe let out a nervous, shaky laugh, but he avoided meeting Alex’s eyes. He could still feel the heat in his cheeks as they continued walking, crossing the beach and heading toward the lawn that led to his grandmother’s house. The tension in Joe’s chest was nearly unbearable, but Alex seemed completely unfazed, chatting about the surf and the area as if nothing had happened.

When they reached the door, it opened before Alex could knock. Joe’s grandmother stood there, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.

“Oh, you’re back! I see you’ve met Alex,” she said warmly, her eyes sparkling with familiarity as she looked between the two of them.

“Hi, Mrs. E,” Alex said cheerfully. “How are you doing?” He asked before Joe could reply to his grandmother’s comment.

“I’m well, thank you. And you?”

“Great, thanks. The waves are thundering today,” Alex replied, his enthusiasm lighting up his face.

“I saw you catching that last one,” Joe’s grandmother said with a knowing smile. “I almost came down to join you.”

Joe’s mouth fell open as he turned to his grandmother, utterly stunned. “Wait—what?”

“Oh, don’t look so amazed, Joe,” Alex said with a grin, clearly enjoying his reaction. “Your gran was a surfing champion in her day.”

Joe stared at her, trying to reconcile this image of his gentle, kind grandmother with the vision of her shredding waves on a surfboard.

“I haven’t seen you out there for a while, Mrs. E,” Alex added, his tone genuinely curious.

“Well,” she said, smiling wistfully, “life’s been busy, and I’m not as agile as I used to be.”

“You’ve still got it, though,” Alex said confidently. “I bet you could show us all up if you wanted to.”

Her laughter filled the space, warm and full of life. “Maybe one day, Alex. Maybe one day.”

Joe looked between the two of them, utterly bewildered but oddly comforted. For the first time since he arrived, he felt a spark of curiosity—about his family.

They both laughed, the sound of their mirth filling the kitchen.

“Are you staying for dinner, Alex?” Joe’s grandmother asked, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

“That would be great, thank you, Mrs. E,” Alex said, his smile as warm as the afternoon sun.

Just then, Nathan walked into the kitchen, tossing the mail onto the counter. “Hey, Alex! How are you doing?”

“Great, thanks, Nathan. And you?”

“Always good,” Nathan said with a teasing grin, “though I’d be better if I could loaf on the beach and ride waves all day like you.”

Alex chuckled. “It’s not every day, Nathan. Besides, I am done with my gap year and the marine biology course only starts in January.”

Nathan nodded, leaning against the counter. “Well, the resort will start picking up soon, especially with the holiday rush. Busy season ahead.”

“The first bookings are coming in over the weekend,” Mrs. E added as she set plates on the table. She glanced at Alex with a twinkle in her eye. “I hope you’ll help keep Joe busy during the season if you don’t mind.”

“Definitely,” Alex replied without hesitation. “My mom doesn’t want me working in the restaurant this December since it’s my last summer before heading off to university. I’ve got some extra free time.”

Joe sat in silence, listening to the easy banter between Alex and his new family he was only just beginning to reconnect with. Their voices rose and fell with a rhythm he couldn’t follow—comforting, familiar, threaded with memories he wasn’t part of.

His mind drifted again.

Back to New York.

Back to the internship at his father’s company he was supposed to start in January. The first real step toward the future he’d spent years preparing for.

And now... now he was here.

Learning to surf. Sleeping in a stranger’s house.

It felt surreal. Absurd.

Then there was Alex.

Alex, who would leave eventually—just like everyone else. Just another face passing through the story of his life. Joe felt his jaw tighten, a flicker of anger rising.

Why?

Why was he angry at Alex of all people?

Someone he’d just met.

Why did it feel so personal?

Maybe it was the way Alex carried himself—confident, easy, rooted. Like he belonged here. Like he’d already found his place in the world, while Joe was still spinning, untethered.

Maybe it was because Alex’s life was moving forward...

and Joe’s had hit pause.

He looked around the kitchen, at the unfamiliar people now orbiting his life. His grandmother, humming softly as she stirred a pot on the stove. Nathan, arms folded, laughing at something Alex had said. And then Alex himself, perched at the kitchen island, flipping through a surf magazine like he had all the time in the world.

Joe swallowed hard, the knot in his chest tightening.

It was grief, maybe. Resentment.

Or something else entirely.

Something he wasn’t ready to name.

“So,” Nathan said, looking at Alex with a sly grin, “do you think Joe’s got what it takes to learn to surf? Or is he going to be one of those guys who just sits on the beach and watches?”

Alex smirked, looking over at Joe. “Oh, he’s got it. We’ll have him standing on a board in no time.”

Joe flushed slightly but managed a small smile. 

Joe couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed dinner this much. The food was fantastic, and the kitchen was filled with laughter as Nathan and Alex swapped jokes. His grandmother, vibrant and animated, told stories about her younger years surfing. The way she described her competitions and the sheer joy of riding waves was captivating, but Joe noticed something peculiar—any story that might involve his father was carefully avoided.

Maybe they were trying to protect him.

The meal ended on a high note with an incredible milk tart his grandmother had made. Joe savoured each bite, its creamy, cinnamon-dusted sweetness unlike anything he’d tasted before. His father had mentioned it once, but Joe had never imagined it could be this good.

As he was taking his last bite, Alex leaned over with a mischievous grin. “So, I’ll meet you at six tomorrow morning?”

Joe nearly choked on his milk tart. “Six? Why... so early?”

Alex smirked. “Best time to catch the waves. It’s either early morning or late afternoon with the tide at the moment, and morning’s always better—quieter.”

“Six,” Joe repeated, disbelief colouring his voice.

“Don’t worry,” Alex said, patting him on the shoulder, “you’ll survive. I’ll meet you at the spot. You’ll see.”

Joe almost blushed again. The casual way Alex spoke, like they were already friends, felt strangely reassuring.

His grandmother, who had been quietly watching their exchange, spoke up. “There should be some board shorts in one of the boxes in the cupboard in your room,” she said, her voice soft. “They should fit. You and your dad had the same build at nineteen.”

She stood abruptly, turning toward the sink. Joe caught a glimpse of her wiping her eyes.

The room fell quiet for a moment. Nathan, sensing the mood, began stacking plates to clear the table, and Alex gave Joe an encouraging nudge.

“Get some rest,” Alex said, his tone light. “You’ll need it,” as he got up and thanked Mrs E for dinner and headed of.

Joe’s thoughts swirled as he made his way to his room, after Alex had left. The mention of his father earlier, left a hollow ache in his chest. He couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite the warmth and kindness of this new family around him, his father’s shadow lingered in every corner of this house.

Joe lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling as the soft crashing of waves filled the night air. The rhythmic sound seemed to echo the ebb and flow of his thoughts, pulling him back to everything that had happened over the last few days—leaving New York, the long flight, the chaotic airports, and finally arriving here, in this strange yet beautiful corner of the world.

His mind lingered on the image in the surf, the glowing sun, and Alex’s sun-kissed figure cutting through the waves with effortless grace. Something stirred inside him, a feeling unfamiliar and confusing.

He thought about Alicia, the girl who had consumed his thoughts back in New York. The way she laughed, the way she fitted so perfectly into his life—until she didn’t. But not even Alicia, with her charm and familiar warmth, had ever made him feel this way.

His chest tightened, unsure if it was discomfort, curiosity, or something deeper. It was an unease that came not from fear but from discovery.

As the waves lulled him further into the quiet of the night, his thoughts melted into images. Flashes of light on the water, the distant sound of laughter, and the endless horizon stretched out before him. The sun’s golden rays illuminated the edges of his fantasy, and there, in the shimmering glow, stood Alex, smiling and carefree, like the tide itself—both calming and untamed.

Joe turned over, his mind tangled in emotions he couldn’t yet name, as sleep finally overtook him.

Joe groaned and buried his face in the pillow. He felt as though he had only just drifted off to sleep. The knock came again, louder this time.

“Wake up, dude! You’ve got 20 minutes to get ready and meet Alex,” Nathan’s voice boomed from behind the door. “Mom left some muffins in the kitchen for you two. Take some with for Alex. Don’t make him wait!”

Joe reluctantly swung his legs over the edge of the bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. His room was bathed in soft morning light, the sound of waves crashing outside more insistent now. The air smelled faintly of salt and... muffins?

He checked the clock on the wall. It was 5:43 a.m. Too early for anything civilized, but he had agreed to meet Alex, hadn’t he? He groaned again, but a flicker of curiosity spurred him forward.

Joe stumbled to the closet and pulled out the pair of board shorts and a T-shirt, just as his grandmother had suggested the night before. Sure enough, there was a box in the corner containing clothes that must have belonged to his dad. As he rifled through it, he found a pair of well-worn board shorts with faded colours and frayed hems. They were old, but they fit perfectly.

Grabbing a towel and his dad’s surfboard, Joe headed to the kitchen, his stomach rumbling at the smell of freshly baked muffins. He found a small basket covered with a cloth, along with a note written in his grandmother’s neat handwriting:

“Enjoy the waves. Be kind to yourself. Love, Gran.”

Joe smiled and grabbed a muffin, barely tasting it as he wolfed it down. Nathan passed by the kitchen, grinning.

“Don’t look so grumpy. The ocean’s the best place to wake up. Now, get moving before Alex thinks you’ve chickened out.”

Joe rolled his eyes but couldn’t help smirking back as he grabbed a couple of muffins and headed out the door. The morning air was crisp and invigorating, and he could see Alex waiting on the beach, his silhouette framed by the soft hues of dawn.

Joe smiled as he jogged down to the beach, meeting Alex. “Morning, Alex!” he called, still feeling a bit nervous but excited.

Alex waved with his free hand. 

“Gran sent you some muffins! Best way to start the day,” he said through a mouthful, laughing as he chewed. “

“Thanks, taking one from Joe. “We’re going to need all the energy we can get today.” Alex said, feeling grateful. 

Joe was still trying to wrap his mind around everything, but there was no denying the excitement bubbling up inside him.

“Alright, let’s get started,” Alex said, finishing the last of his muffin. “First things first, grab your board, and let’s make sure it’s ready. Showing Joe how to attach the leash Nathan had given Joe. Their hands brushed each other and Joe felt his insides shiver. 

“It’s this thing that keeps your board from drifting away when you wipe out—which, spoiler alert, you will that is once you get to stand on it,” Alex said with a smile.

Joe nodded, taking a deep breath. “I still can’t believe I’m doing this.” His dad’s old surfboard felt heavier than expected in his hands, or was it just the new situation he found himself in. This was part of his dad’s life, and now it was part of his.

Alex grinned. “You’ll do great, trust me. Surfing’s all about fun and feeling the waves. Let me show you how to attach the leash to your leg so it doesn’t slip off in the middle of the ocean.”
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