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​Chapter One
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The Miami sun hovered low over the horizon, casting long ribbons of gold across the Atlantic Ocean. Waves rolled in steadily, patient and endless, as if they had been practicing this motion long before the beach house was ever built. The house stood slightly elevated on weathered wooden stilts, its pale exterior faded by decades of salt, sun, and storms. Yet it remained sturdy and unyielding in its place much like the love that had lived within its walls for over fifty years.

Janice stood barefoot on the deck, one hand resting on the railing, the other holding a folded dish towel she had forgotten to put down. At seventy two, her movements were slower now, but there was nothing fragile about her. Her posture remained upright, her presence calm and grounding. Her silver hair, streaked with the soft white of age, was tied neatly back, revealing a face shaped by kindness, resilience, and memory. Janice had the kind of eyes that saw deeply not just what was happening, but why.

Behind her, through the open sliding doors, Jack moved quietly through the living room. At seventy five, he still carried the remnants of the man he had once been tall, broad shouldered, steady. Time had softened him, curved his spine just slightly, slowed his steps, but it had not taken his strength. His hands were large and rough, marked by years of work and provision, and his face bore deep lines earned from laughter, stress, and perseverance. Jack was not a man who spoke often, but when he did, his words were deliberate and sincere.

“They should be here any minute,” Janice said without turning around.

Jack smiled faintly. “You’ve said that three times.”

She laughed softly. “I know. I just want everything to be right.”

Jack stepped beside her, slipping his arm around her waist as naturally as breathing. Together, they looked out at the ocean. They had shared this view through decades through youth and exhaustion, through arguments and reconciliations, through joy so sharp it had once brought them both to tears.

The sound of tires crunching against gravel pulled them from their thoughts.

Janice straightened. “That’s them.”

A large SUV rolled into the driveway, its windows darkened, its presence immediately disrupting the stillness of the late afternoon. Doors opened almost at once.

Marcus was the first to step out.

At nineteen, Marcus was already tall and self assured in the way only someone just learning independence could be. He wore dark jeans, clean sneakers, and a fitted Tshirt, his posture confident but guarded. His face was serious, thoughtful, with eyes that always seemed to be analyzing the world rather than accepting it. Marcus believed in logic, in plans, in protecting himself from disappointment. Romance, to him, was an idea better suited for movies than real life.

Next came Ariana, seventeen, vibrant and expressive. Her laughter spilled out before she even reached the porch. She wore a loose sundress, her curls bouncing freely around her shoulders, her eyes alive with curiosity and emotion. Ariana deeply loved music, art, people but she feared heartbreak almost as much as she desired connection. She hid her vulnerability behind humor and dramatic flair.

Jordan, sixteen, exited the car quietly, pulling his suitcase behind him. He was observant, introspective, and reserved. Jordan rarely spoke unless he felt his words mattered. His eyes missed very little, though he often kept his thoughts to himself. Where Marcus questioned and Ariana felt, Jordan watched.

Last came Leah.

At fifteen, Leah still carried an openness the others were slowly losing. She had a hopeful face, curious eyes, and a gentle spirit. She believed in love not because she had proven it, but because she wanted to. Still, even she had begun to sense the world trying to convince her otherwise.

Their parents followed close behind, already buzzing with anticipation.

“Mom, Dad,” their daughter said as she hugged Janice. “Thank you again. We really needed this.”

Jack clapped his son in law on the shoulder. “Vegas better treat you kindly.”

Everyone laughed. Instructions followed phone numbers, reminders, quick kisses on foreheads. Then, just as quickly, the parents were gone. The SUV disappeared down the palm lined street, leaving behind a sudden quiet filled only by ocean wind and the murmur of waves.

***
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THE PLATES SAT STACKED at the center of the long table, the last traces of grilled fish and warm bread still clinging to the air. Outside, the ocean murmured steadily, its rhythm steady enough to be ignored until it wasn’t. The teenagers leaned back in their chairs, phones forgotten for the moment, their earlier energy softened by food and the slow comfort of the afternoon.

Jack stood first.

He reached for his keys from the counter, turning them once in his palm. “I’m going to take the car over to the shop,” he said. “Just want to check something before it turns into trouble.”

Janice looked up. “You just drove it.”

“That’s usually when problems introduce themselves,” Jack replied mildly.

––––––––
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HE SLIPPED ON HIS CAP and stepped outside. Moments later, the sound of the car starting carried briefly through the open window before fading down the street. The house felt different after that, still full, but quieter, as if one steady note had dropped out of a chord.

Janice rose and began clearing the table. “All right,” she said, tying her apron loose at the waist. “Let’s go to the beach before the afternoon slips away.”

Ariana didn’t hesitate. “I’m in.”

They moved easily through the house grabbing towels, sunscreen, and sandals. Jordan slid the glass door open, letting the breeze wander in. The sunlight still poured down generously, though a thin veil of clouds hovered far out over the water, barely noticeable.

Outside, the sand was warm and pale beneath their feet.

The beach stretched wide and open, quiet except for a few distant figures near the shoreline. The ocean reflected the sky in muted blues, calm but watchful. Janice followed a few steps behind the teenagers, content to let them spread out while keeping them close enough to call back if needed.
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