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Debby always believed love lived in the small things.

It lived in the way Curtis reached for her in his sleep, not fully waking, just enough to make sure she was still there. It lived in the quiet mornings when the Australian sun spilled through the kitchen windows, warming the tiled floor as if the house itself were waking up alongside them. It lived in routines so familiar they no longer felt like habits, but instincts automatic, unspoken, deeply theirs.

Their home sat on a calm street not far from the coast, where the air carried salt even on days the ocean was only a distant shimmer. It wasn’t extravagant. White walls softened by years of living, a wide veranda Curtis had built with his own hands, and a garden Debby fussed over like a living thing that needed reassurance. It was a house shaped by laughter, arguments resolved before bedtime, and the kind of love that didn’t perform it simply existed.

Every morning, Curtis made the coffee.

He claimed Debby was so impatient with the machine that she bullied it into brewing faster. She claimed he liked the excuse to touch her waist as he passed behind her, and liked the way she leaned back into him as if gravity itself pulled her toward him. The truth was probably both.

“Milk first,” she said, as she always did, leaning against the counter.

Curtis snorted. “You say that every day.”

“And every day you pretend you don’t remember.”

He handed her the mug anyway, already prepared exactly how she liked it. Warm. Comforting. Reliable.

That was Curtis quietly attentive, deeply steady. He didn’t make grand speeches about love. He showed it in the way he kept their car fueled, in the way he remembered her meetings, in the way he always cut apples for her instead of handing her the knife. His love was a constant presence, not a performance.

Debby watched him over the rim of her mug, barefoot in one of his old shirts, her hair still tangled with sleep. She had fallen in love with him slowly, then all at once, years ago and somehow, impossibly, she kept falling.

“You’re staring,” he said.

“I’m appreciating.”

He stepped closer, kissed her forehead. A soft kiss. Familiar. Safe.

Their marriage wasn’t loud. It wasn’t dramatic. It was built from shared glances across crowded rooms and conversations that drifted long after midnight. From the way Curtis listened when Debby spoke, even when she rambled, even when her thoughts jumped ahead of themselves. From the way Debby could read his moods in the tension of his shoulders, could soothe him with a hand resting between them.

They had met years earlier at a friend’s barbecue, both pretending they weren’t looking for anything serious. Curtis had been standing alone near the fence, watching the ocean in the distance as if it had something important to tell him. Debby had thought he looked lonely, not sad, just... separate.

She’d handed him a drink and said, “You look like you’re thinking too hard.”

He’d smiled, surprised. “I do that.”

That smile, slow, slightly crooked, like it wasn’t used often, had undone her.

From that moment on, they were a gradual inevitability. Dates that stretched too long. Conversations that turned personal too quickly. The realization that silence between them never felt awkward, it felt full.

Years later, marriage hadn’t dulled them. If anything, it had softened the edges, made the love deeper, quieter, more profound.

They knew each other’s rhythms. Curtis woke before dawn and lay still, listening to Debby breathe, grounding himself in the reality of her beside him. Debby slept curled toward him, always seeking warmth. Sometimes she talked in her sleep half-formed sentences that made no sense and Curtis would smile in the dark, brushing her hair from her face.

Their intimacy was woven into everyday life, not confined to the bedroom. A hand at her lower back when they walked together. Fingers brushing as they passed in narrow spaces. The way Curtis leaned in to murmur something just for her ear, knowing the closeness alone would make her smile.

When they did touch fully, it was never rushed. Their bodies knew each other in a way that didn’t need instructions. Desire wasn’t sharp or frantic; it was slow, reverent, built on trust. Curtis loved the way Debby sighed when he kissed her neck, the way she melted into him like she had nowhere else to be. Debby loved the way Curtis looked at her as if she were something precious, something he was constantly grateful for.

Afterward, they always stayed close. Curtis’s arm heavy across her waist. Debby’s hand tracing idle patterns on his chest. They talked about everything and nothing, plans for the weekend, memories from childhood, hypothetical futures that felt less like dreams and more like quiet expectations.

They weren’t perfect.

They argued sometimes about money, about time, about Curtis working too much or Debby overthinking everything. But even in anger, there was a rule neither had ever broken: they never tried to wound each other. They fought to understand, not to win.

On weekends, they drove along the coast with the windows down, music low, Debby’s bare feet on the dashboard until Curtis scolded her gently. They stopped at small cafés, shared pastries, talked about books they hadn’t finished and places they might one day visit. Sometimes they said very little at all, comfortable in the shared silence.

It was in those moments Curtis drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on Debby’s thigh; the sun dipping low and turning the sky gold that Debby felt the full weight of their happiness. Not the fragile, dizzy kind, but something solid. Earned.

She didn’t believe in soulmates the way movies sold them. She believed in this: choosing each other daily. Showing up. Staying soft in a world that tries to harden you.

Curtis was her home.

That evening, they cooked together. Curtis chopped vegetables while Debby stirred the pot, stealing pieces from the cutting board when she thought he wasn’t looking.

“I see you,” he said without turning around.

She grinned. “You love me.”

“I do,” he replied easily, like it was the most obvious fact in the world.

They ate on the veranda, the air cooling as the sky darkened. Crickets hummed. Somewhere nearby, the ocean breathed steadily, eternal and indifferent. Curtis talked about work. Debby talked about an idea she had for the garden. Their legs brushed beneath the table, a constant, grounding point of contact.

Later, curled together on the couch, Debby rested her head on Curtis’s chest. His heartbeat was slow and steady beneath her ear. She traced the familiar lines of his arm, the small scar near his elbow from a childhood fall he’d told her about on their third date.

“Do you ever think about how lucky we are?” she asked quietly.

Curtis kissed the top of her head. “All the time.”

She smiled, content, unaware of how fragile moments could be. Of how memory, love’s silent partner, could be stolen in an instant. Of how the life they had built so carefully brick by brick, touch by touch stood unknowingly at the edge of something that would test every truth they believed about love.

That night, Curtis held her as he always did, arm secure around her, breath warm against her neck.

Debby fell asleep believing, without question, that this was forever.

And for now beautifully, heartbreakingly it was.

***
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THE MORNING UNFOLDED the way most of their mornings did slow, sunlit, unremarkable in the best possible way.

Debby woke first this time, stirred by the faint sound of waves carried on the breeze through the open window. The Australian coast had a way of breathing its presence into everything, even miles inland. She lay still for a moment, Curtis’s arm draped over her waist, his body warm and solid against her back. His breathing was deep, even. Safe.

She smiled to herself.

This was the happiness people overlooked while chasing bigger dreams. Not fireworks or declarations, but warmth. Belonging. The certainty of another body beside yours when the world was quiet.

Careful not to wake him, Debby slipped free and padded toward the bathroom. Sunlight spilled across the hallway, catching dust motes midair, turning them into something almost magical. She glanced at a framed photo on the wall, one of many. Curtis and her at the beach, windblown and laughing, his arm thrown around her shoulders. It had been taken without them noticing, a candid moment stolen by a friend. Those were always her favorites. Proof of joy unperformed.

By the time Curtis woke, the house smelled like coffee and toast.

He found her at the kitchen counter, hair twisted into a loose knot, humming quietly to herself. He stood there for a moment, watching her, that familiar rush of affection blooming in his chest. Even after years, the sight of her in their kitchen felt new like something he didn’t deserve but had somehow been trusted with.

“You’re up early,” he said.

Debby turned, smiled. “Couldn’t sleep.”

He crossed the room and kissed her soft, unhurried, a kiss meant to say good morning rather than what I want. She leaned into him, hands settling naturally at his waist.

“Beach?” he asked, pulling back just enough to look at her.

Her eyes lit instantly. “Absolutely.”

They packed without a list towels, sunscreen, fruit, water. Curtis slung the bag over his shoulder while Debby locked up, then they drove with the windows down, salt air tangling her hair and tugging a grin from Curtis she couldn’t help noticing.

The beach was already alive when they arrived. Families staked out spots under umbrellas, children shrieked as waves chased them back to shore, surfers dotted the horizon like patient birds. The sky was impossibly blue, the kind of blue that made worries feel small and distant.

They spread their towel near the waterline, shoes abandoned, toes sinking into warm sand.

Debby kicked off her dress, revealing her swimsuit, and Curtis couldn’t help the slow appreciation that passed through his gaze. She caught it, of course.

“What?” she asked, amused.

“Nothing,” he said, entirely unconvincing.

She laughed and shoved him lightly. “You’re ridiculous.”

They swam first, letting the ocean cradle them. Curtis dove beneath the surface, emerging seconds later slick and grinning, water streaming down his face. Debby followed, hair plastered to her cheeks, her laughter swallowed briefly by the surf.

He wrapped an arm around her waist, steadying her as a wave rolled past.

“Still cold,” she said, breathless.

“Give it a minute.”

“I always give it a minute. It’s never warm.”

Curtis smiled, brushing his thumb along her hip beneath the water. “You’ll survive.”

She leaned into him anyway, instinctively. Around them, the beach moved on voices, waves, wind but in that small space, it felt like only the two of them existed.

Afterward, they lay side by side on the towel, skin drying under the sun. Curtis propped himself on one elbow, watching Debby as she closed her eyes, face turned upward. He traced lazy patterns on her arm, not even aware he was doing it until she murmured contentedly.

“You’re doing that thing,” she said.

“What thing?”

“The absentminded touching. Means you’re thinking.”

He smiled. “Thinking how lucky I am.”

She opened one eye, skeptical. “You say that a lot.”

“Because it’s true.”

They shared fruit, sticky fingers and stolen bites. Debby talked about a book she’d just finished. Curtis listened, genuinely interested, asking questions that showed he’d been paying attention even when she thought she rambled. That was another thing she loved about him, he never made her feel like too much.

Later, they walked along the shoreline, hand in hand, letting the water lap at their ankles. Debby collected shells without really meaning to, passing the prettiest ones to Curtis as if he might want them too.

“You know these aren’t rare,” he teased.

“They’re ours,” she replied.

That shut him up.

They talked about small plans for dinner with friends next week, the leaky tap they kept forgetting to fix, and a possible trip north later in the year. Nothing urgent. Nothing heavy. Just life unfolding, one gentle moment at a time.

As the sun began its slow descent, Curtis suggested they head home. Debby agreed, tired in that pleasant way that came from salt and sun and laughter.
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