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Chapter 1 — Ripples of Summer
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The salty tang of the ocean drifted through the coastal air as Ethan stepped off the bus and onto the sun-baked pavement. He stretched, feeling the tension in his shoulders loosen, and let his gaze wander across the familiar stretch of the city’s harbor. It had been three long years since he’d last set foot here, but the memories came rushing back—long swims at dawn, the smell of chlorine and sunscreen, and afternoons spent walking along the boardwalk with friends who were now scattered across the country.

Ethan’s stomach twisted with anticipation. This summer wasn’t just about training or improving his lap times. No, this summer had the potential to change everything. Or, at least, that’s what he told himself. He shoved the thought down as he hoisted his duffel bag over his shoulder and started toward the club’s gates.

The swimming club was bustling with life—coaches shouting instructions, swimmers sprinting down lanes, the constant splash of bodies cutting through water. Ethan’s boots crunched against the gravel path leading to the pool, each step steady, measured. He preferred order and control; chaos always made him uneasy. He’d built his life around routines and discipline. Swimming had been the one constant, the one place he could escape from doubts and expectations.

“Ethan Carter?” a voice called, warm and easy.

He turned and found a man approaching him, clipboard in hand, eyes sharp but welcoming. Dark hair fell slightly into his eyes, which were an arresting shade of green, like sea glass glinting under sunlight. He was wearing a fitted polo and shorts, casual but crisp, and carried himself with an ease Ethan didn’t recognize in this competitive environment.

“Yes, that’s me,” Ethan replied, offering a polite nod.

“I’m Leo Martinez, the new physiotherapist here for the summer,” the man said, extending his hand. “I’ll be helping you and the team stay in top form—and keeping injuries at bay.”

Ethan shook it, noting the firm grip, the warmth of Leo’s hand. “Physiotherapist,” he repeated, as if tasting the word. “So... you’re the one keeping us all from pulling something in the shoulder or the hamstring, huh?”

Leo chuckled, a sound that seemed to ripple through the air around them. “Exactly. Don’t worry. I’m gentle... mostly. But I do push when I need to. You swim a lot?”

Ethan hesitated, suddenly self-conscious. He wasn’t used to casual conversation, especially not with someone whose eyes seemed to look right through him. “Yeah,” he said, keeping it short. “Competitive. I’m here for the summer season.”

“Good,” Leo said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “I like ambitious swimmers. Makes my job interesting.”

There was something magnetic about Leo—something that drew Ethan’s attention even though he tried to ignore it. The man moved with effortless confidence, but his gaze didn’t carry judgment. Instead, it was sharp and attentive, like he could read every tension in a muscle or the hesitation in a smile. Ethan felt both exposed and intrigued, and he didn’t like how quickly his chest began to race.

“Come on,” Leo said, turning toward the pool. “I’ll show you to your lane and get you settled. We’ll start with a warm-up and see where your body’s at.”

The water glimmered under the late afternoon sun, golden and inviting. Ethan stripped down to his swim trunks, his nerves buzzing, and stepped onto the starting block. He gripped the edge, inhaled sharply, and dove in.

The water enveloped him, cool and familiar. Everything outside—everything except the rhythm of his strokes and the sound of his own breathing—faded away. It was just him, slicing through the lane, the sunlight reflecting off rippling waves, the faint scent of chlorine and salt mixing in the air.

When he finally climbed out, chest heaving, he found Leo waiting, clipboard at the ready. “Good form,” Leo said, leaning slightly against the poolside railing. “Strong pull, clean turns. But you’re holding something back, aren’t you?”

Ethan froze. The words were simple, casual, but they felt like an undercurrent pulling at him. How could this stranger, this physiotherapist, know?

“I... I guess I’m just warming up,” Ethan said, trying to sound nonchalant.

Leo tilted his head, studying him like a scientist observing a specimen, but there was kindness in his gaze. “Maybe. Or maybe you just don’t trust anyone enough to let them see what’s really going on.”

Ethan’s stomach flipped. He opened his mouth to respond, but no words came. Instead, he found himself wondering what it would be like to trust someone like this—someone who didn’t just see the swimmer, but the man beneath the strokes, beneath the disciplined exterior.

Leo smiled softly and handed him a towel. “We’ll take it slow. The water reveals everything eventually, doesn’t it?”

Ethan wrapped the towel around his shoulders, heart still racing—not from the swim, but from the man who had managed, in just a few words, to unravel part of him he didn’t know he was hiding. He looked out over the pool, at the sun glinting on the water, and wondered how many summers it would take before he learned to let someone in.
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