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To my friends, past and present.



Beneath the Surface

LUNA

The weather app on my phone promised a clear, sunny day—perfect for summer. Visitors would be thrilled, but for those of us in Sea Glass Beach, every day felt like summer. The sun blazed high, the breeze rolled in strong off the water, and the waves were as perfect as ever.

I parked behind our store and glanced back at my nephew, Beau, in his car seat. His babbling had faded into sleep a few minutes earlier, and I hoped he wouldn’t wake up too soon. His cries echoed like a siren down the boulevard.

The cooler on the passenger seat had started to leak again. I made a mental note to carve out time to buy a new one. Just as I reached for the door, Beau let out a cranky cry. The sunlight had landed on his face. You’d think that after two years living by the beach, he’d have made peace with the sun. But no—he was as grumpy about it as ever.

“Just a minute, and you can lie down once we’re inside,” I whispered, shifting into full soothing-aunt mode.

I carried him around the building, arms loaded, and cursed under my breath when the cooler slipped and hit the pavement with a heavy thud. If it hadn’t been broken before, it was definitely broken now. I juggled the door open, turned on the main lights, and rushed to lay Beau in his cot. He settled quickly, and I prayed for a solid hour of quiet to get a jump on the sales report.

The rest of the morning routine followed on autopilot: flipping on lights, checking displays. Kalani, our family’s beach store named after our surname, had made it through the years here on the Sea Glass Beach boulevard. Skye and I had been managing it full-time for the past two years.

At the register, I paused to admire the old, slightly crooked photo taped beside the monitor: Dad, Ash Kalani, his best friend Jaxon Hale, and some random guy Dad only ever referred to as ‘some dude.’ The photo had been there for as long as I could remember. It was our lucky charm. This place had been Dad’s dream, built with sweat, sacrifice, and equal parts saltwater and stubbornness. Now we sold beach apparel, rented out surfboards, and taught surf lessons. I repaired boards. Skye and our friend Kay did the teaching.

Mom and Dad met in high school, married when Mom found out she was pregnant with Skye, and spent their early years juggling jobs and dreams. Mom studied and waited tables while Dad patched boards out of a ramshackle beach hut and worked part-time on a fishing boat. Through decades of hustling, that tiny business grew into Kalani Surf.

Around the time it moved into this building, our parents divorced. Mom eventually remarried a kind man, Alberto Díaz. Dad, meanwhile, stayed wild and reckless until a heart attack knocked the wind out of his sails. His doctor urged him to retire, and so the business passed to us—technically. Even from his mountain bed-and-breakfast, Dad still found ways to micromanage.

I swung the front door open wider, letting the salty air wash through the space. Outside, three figures lounged on the sand near the water, boards upright beside them—boards I’d crafted myself. Dax sat in the middle, the tallest of the three, flanked by Skye and Kay. With the early morning light and rolling waves, the scene looked almost poetic. On Saturdays, they rose at five to surf before the beach filled with tourists. Serious surfers didn’t like company in the water.

I wrestled the sunscreen display outside. It resisted me, as always. Another mental note: oil for the wheels, and don’t forget the damn cooler. Then I ducked behind the counter to boot up the system. Beau snored softly in his cot, a line of drool soaking into the pillow.

The agenda for today: Skye and Kay’s lessons, a few repair jobs, and reviewing supplier contracts. I’d already forwarded two new ones to Dax. As I pulled up the sales report, I frowned at the numbers. Not bad, but we could do better. I had ideas—good ones. But Dad still made all the final calls, and his default answer was no.


When I turned on the speakers, the Beach Boys’ Surfin’ U.S.A. exploded at full volume, making my heart stutter. I fumbled with the dial, fingers trembling as I slammed it down.


“Fucking hell, are you deaf? Turn that down!” Skye barked as he sauntered inside, trailing sand and saltwater.

“Get the hell out and go change!” I snapped, glaring at him.

We had showers and lockers right next door, but Skye always walked in dripping and crusted in seafoam, as if he owned the place.

“Seven lessons today. I can’t shower and change every single time,” he shot back. “Brace yourself—we’re about to track in buckets of sand. And cut the damn music. It’s too early for that nonsense.”

“Didn’t you just come back from vacation? Why are you so pissed?”

He didn’t answer, just disappeared into the back room, leaving puddles in his wake. Skye could be so irritating. I didn’t get why everyone along the boulevard drooled over him. Sure, he was good-looking—muscular, bronzed from the sun, with soft brown curls always falling just right and green eyes sharp enough to stop conversations. But he was also a walking, talking ego trip.

A burst of laughter drew my attention back outside. Dax and Kay entered the store, thankfully dry and clean. Kay’s eyes scanned the space, searching for Joan. When he didn’t find her, his expression dimmed slightly.

Everyone adored Joan. Beautiful, sharp, warm. Kay had been nursing a crush on her for years but had never made a move. He was a patient, sweet guy—the kind who probably waited for a lightning bolt to strike before asking someone out. I’d never seen him in a real relationship.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, handing Dax a bag of cookies.

“A kook put hair wax on his surfboard,” Dax said, barely suppressing a giggle. “Kept wiping out and had no idea why.”

Kook was local slang for a wannabe surfer. We saw plenty around here. Skye hated them. Dax and Kay mostly found them amusing.

“If he shows up at the library, I’ll pull him a few books on what not to put on your board,” Kay said with a grin as he took a bite of the sandwich I handed him.

“Be nice,” I said, tossing a sandwich toward Skye, who’d finally returned from the back, still damp and broody. “You all made dumb mistakes when you were starting out.”

“Tell me about it,” Kay muttered, flushing. “In my first month, I sent an event invitation to the wrong list. It was supposed to be 20 people. Two hundred showed up. They spilled into every room in the library.”

Dax burst out laughing, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “Sandwich Lawyer,” I reminded.

Kay chuckled while Skye looked up from his magazine, smirking. Dax had once copied his lunch order into a legal contract. The name stuck.

“Come on, Skye. You’ve definitely messed up. Tell Luna something dumb you did.”

He rolled his eyes and went back to reading.

Before anyone could press further, Beau whimpered. Dax crossed the room quickly and scooped him into his arms. They looked so much alike, both with blonde curls and big blue eyes. Growing up, Skye teased Dax, saying he must’ve been the milkman’s kid, since no one else in the family had blue eyes. Meanwhile, Skye and I could pass for twins.

“Ready to go home?” Dax asked, pressing a soft kiss to Beau’s cheek. The baby buried his face in his dad’s neck, sniffling.

“I left your breakfast in the fridge,” I told him. “He refused to eat. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

“Thanks. We’ve got a checkup soon—I’ll mention it to the pediatrician. See you at home.”

Skye gave him a quick nod, and I waved. Then I noticed the mess: crumbs and torn napkins littered the counter in front of my brother.

“Did you inhale your food?” I asked. “At least clean up after yourself.”

Skye shrugged, unbothered, while Kay reached over and swept the mess into his hand. Then Skye pulled a juice bottle from the mini-fridge, chugged it like a frat boy, and let out a loud belch.

Seriously. A pig.

“Why on earth do women like you?” I muttered.

Another shrug.

Kay glanced at his phone. “No way… Did you know about this?” He handed it to me.

I read the email on the screen. “Amateur surfing competition at Sea Glass Beach,” I said aloud. “Sponsored by Oceancrush?”

“Look at the sponsor list,” Kay added. “All big names. No one from the boulevard.”

“Maybe they reached out to Ash Kalani instead of us,” Skye muttered. I knew what he meant, and I also knew Dad would’ve said no either way.

“Blue Smith is coming!” Kay nearly shouted. “We have to sign up for the team competition! We were amazing in high school. Remember that, Skye?”

Skye rubbed the back of his neck—a nervous habit I recognized. “I don’t know. I haven’t competed in years. And I won’t have time to train with all the lessons and store hours.”

“Dude, surf lessons are training,” Kay said. “I’ve seen what you can still do out there.”

Skye looked at me, hesitating. I could see the flicker of something in his eyes—fear, maybe. Or longing.

“It’s just for fun,” I said gently. “It’s also great promotion for Kalani.”

He sighed. “I’ll do it, but only if Dax joins.”

Kay whooped and immediately pulled out his phone to call Dax.

Skye stared off toward the ocean, lost in memory. His past competitions still cast a long shadow.

But maybe this time would be different.


A New Tide Rising

DYLAN

Everyone had advised me to follow the main road south to reach the beach without issue. I hoped this was the place I had been looking for. Some time ago, the navigation system in my car lost its signal, and the maps app on my phone failed to connect.

After recently moving to the west side of Sea Glass Beach, I wanted to explore the village. Over the past few weeks, I’d driven thirty minutes to Bridgeport for anything I needed. Today, I was determined to get to know the place I now called home. I also craved a break from my monotonous routine, so I booked a surfing lesson.

After the last turn, the road ended at a boulevard with a large parking lot. Colorful signs welcomed me to the beach, and I pulled into a spot. The buildings looked recently refurbished. As I checked the directory at the entrance, I realized the place offered much more than I expected.

The boulevard featured long buildings along a wooden boardwalk, lined with shops selling beachwear and local products, as well as restaurants and souvenir stores. According to the map, the surf shop was located at the end, right in front of the beach. Luna Kalani’s email had instructed me to head straight to the counter to check in.

A radio station occupied the first shop, its music booming toward the beach. I had imagined this place as peaceful, accompanied only by crashing waves. Instead, lively chatter blended with the DJ’s voice and pulsing beats from nearby shops.


“You’re listening to Radio 101, bringing the best hits to Sea Glass Beach! We’re counting down to the surfing festival—just twelve weeks away! We can’t wait to welcome Blue Smith to our shores!”


The DJ’s enthusiasm was infectious. It had been ages since I’d attended an event, and this one was practically in my backyard.

The scent of fried fish made my stomach grumble. People walked by with bags of fries, beer holders slung around their necks, melting ice cream cones, and pastries dusted with sugar. After my lesson, I promised myself something greasy and delicious.

Ahead, I spotted white sails dotting the beach. As I approached, I saw a beach bar surrounded by glass tables, beach loungers, and sofas packed with sun-kissed vacationers. A small pool nearby offered a chance to dip one’s feet and relax.

The longer I walked, the more out of place I felt. I didn’t own beachwear. My idea of casual was jeans and sneakers. My pale skin practically glowed next to the bronzed bodies, and I worried I might blind someone with my chalky legs.

My reflection in a window made me pause. My hair had grown out and darkened to a dirty blond. I looked different—older. I had reached the peak of my career as a real estate investor, a path I’d pursued to please my family. I’d accumulated everything I thought I wanted, until a leukemia diagnosis turned my life upside down.

The last two years had been grueling. But now that I was regaining my strength, I realized I wanted more. I wanted joy, peace, purpose. So I left Greenwood behind in search of a slower, more meaningful life—and landed here, in Sea Glass Beach.


At the end of the boardwalk, I spotted a row of colorful surfboards and a hand-carved sign reading Surfing Lessons. I had arrived.


Inside, surfboards lined the walls like works of art. A woman stood at the counter, speaking into the phone. She looked like she belonged on a postcard—sun-bleached hair, golden skin, and striking gray eyes. When she noticed me, she held up one finger to indicate I should wait.

“Yup… that one… in large… I know they run small. Otherwise, it would’ve been a medium… Add the black-and-white one too… When can you deliver them? Great! I’ll let our customer know. Thanks.”

She hung up and turned toward me with a smile that could light up a room.

“Good morning! How can I help you?”

“I’m here for a surfing lesson. Dylan Harris,” I said.

“Yup, found you. You prepaid already, so you’re good to go. Skye’s just wrapping up a session. You can change in the dressing room next door. Here’s the key for room number two. There’s a small safe inside for your valuables—just set a four-digit code after closing it. Lock the room and tie the key around your wrist.”

A wave of embarrassment hit me. “Oh… I forgot my swimsuit.” I’d left it folded with a towel on my kitchen counter.

She didn’t even flinch. “No worries. Happens more than you’d think. You look like a medium, right?”

I nodded sheepishly. She pulled a pair of blue floral swim trunks from a bin and grabbed a towel.

Not what I’d pick for myself, I thought, eyeing the loud print.

“Don’t forget to take off your underwear,” she teased. “I assume you didn’t bring a spare either.”

“And you probably don’t have extras?” I grinned.

Her laughter was bright and warm. “I’m Joan.”

“Nice to meet you, Joan. I’ll get changed.”

Inside the dressing room, I swapped into the trunks—which, to be fair, weren’t too bad. I stored my things, locked the door, and headed back to the shop.

That’s when I heard it—a deep male voice, half growl, half rant.

“A fucking bachelorette party. They must’ve told Luna something when they booked. Six of them!”

“Come on, Skye,” Joan said calmly. “It’s not like Luna knew they’d partied the night before. And you’ve taught groups before.”

“Yeah. Kids. Sober people. Half of them were drunk, the rest hungover. They giggled every time I said ‘stiff board.’ The bride wiped out while sitting. I had to call the lifeguard just to get her back to shore. It was a hazard.”

He dropped his head onto the counter. Joan stroked his hair, then glanced my way.

“Skye, your eleven o’clock is here.”

He looked up, his green eyes meeting mine. He exhaled heavily. “Hey. Joan, get him a rash guard and a fifty… no, make it a hundred.”

Joan grabbed a long-sleeved shirt and a bottle of sunscreen, tossing both to me.

“Wear this and lather up. Face, neck, legs—don’t forget your ears and the tops of your feet.”

I followed instructions. As we headed to the beach shed, he turned to me.

“I’m Skye. You?”

“Dylan.”

“Nice to meet you, Dylan. You’re already winning points—most people complain about rash guards and sunscreen.”

“My skin glows in the dark,” I joked. “I’m just trying not to burst into flames.”

He laughed. “Smart. I take sun safety seriously. You’ve got fair skin—you’re more at risk. Ever surfed before?”

“Nope. Haven’t done much of anything athletic in a long time. I even forgot my swimsuit—Joan lent me this.”

He looked down at my shorts. “We call those baggies. Probably mine or my brother’s. Do you live nearby?”

“Just moved in, actually. Three weeks ago. West side of the village.”

“Nice area. Beach cottages, right? Welcome to Sea Glass Beach. Hope we see more of you.”

“If I don’t drown,” I joked. “I overheard the story about your last group.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, that was a mess. You’re sober, so we’re already off to a better start. We’ll go over safety and basics on the sand before heading out. Any medical conditions I should know about?”

I hesitated. “I had leukemia. A few months ago, the doctor gave me the green light to resume intense activities.”

Skye froze mid-motion, his hand hovering over a surfboard. His face softened.

“Everything okay?” I asked, nervous he might cancel the session.

“Yeah. More than okay. I had leukemia too—diagnosed at eighteen. Been in remission for seven years.”

I blinked, stunned. Skye looked so strong and healthy.

“I… I don’t know what to say.”

“Then don’t,” he said, handing me a board. “Let’s just enjoy this. We’re here. We’re alive. That’s enough.”


Where the Currents Meet

SKYE

Pride. That’s exactly what overwhelmed me. I barely knew this guy, but watching what he accomplished with just a few simple instructions filled me with pride. Dylan had caught three waves and managed to stand on the board for a decent stretch. He was a natural—patient, focused, and strong in the water. His paddle skills were solid, which was key. He still needed practice and confidence to stay up longer before wiping out, but the foundation was there.

If only all my students were like him. He listened closely, made no assumptions, and asked thoughtful questions to make sure he got it right. He seemed to genuinely enjoy the experience—something I always hoped for in a beginner.

After catching a small wave from the lineup, I rode into the whitewater near the shore. Dylan sat in the sand, panting but grinning ear to ear.

“This is better than going to the gym. Not that I’ve been to one in years, but this feels like the biggest workout of my life. I’m sore all over,” he said, chuckling as he rubbed his arms.

“You think you’re sore now? Just wait until tomorrow,” I laughed, dropping beside him.

A comfortable silence settled over us as we watched the waves break. It was close to noon. Families were beginning to arrive at the beach, filling the central stretch with umbrellas and laughter, but this section remained peaceful, with only a few scattered surfers gliding across the water.

“I thought I’d be terrified,” Dylan whispered. “You always see those pictures of surfers with this giant wall of water behind them.”

“That can happen, but not in this part of the beach,” I replied. “This coast is divided into sections. Near the radio station at the start of the boulevard, the water’s super calm—perfect for families with little kids. You can walk way out, and it barely hits your knees. Here, in front of the boulevard, the beach break gives us just enough swell for beginners and casual surfers. Then, over there,” I said, pointing to the dunes on our left, “we call that The Reef. There’s a coral reef just under the surface that creates some serious waves. When conditions are right, the heavies there are off the hook.”

“Heavies off the hook?” Dylan tilted his head, confused.

I laughed, realizing I’d slipped into surf slang. “It means the waves are big, clean, and rideable. Air tunnels form—some people call them tubes or barrels. That’s what surfers chase.”

“I’ve seen photos of that. It must be incredible,” he murmured, eyes on the horizon.

“It is,” I said quietly. “When storms roll in, the waves can get massive—walls of water.”

A rush of nostalgia and sadness hit me. I used to love surfing The Reef before storms. I hadn’t been back since Natalie, my best friend and Dax’s late wife, drowned there.

“Thanks, Skye,” Dylan said as he stood, groaning. “This was amazing. I never thought I could do this. You’re an excellent instructor.”

“You’re welcome. It’s almost lunchtime. Want to grab a bite upstairs at Hibiscus? We’ve got time before my next class at one.”

“Sure,” he said, smiling.

We stowed our boards in the shed, and I grabbed my bag from the car. I usually just picked up fries along the boulevard, but something about my time with Dylan made me want a real meal.

“You showered!” Luna said, clearly surprised when I walked in.

“Yeah. So?”

“You never do. Where’s the girl?”

“What girl?” I snapped.

“I mean, the one you must be trying to impress.”

“I’m ready,” Dylan said, entering with his rash guard and trunks folded neatly.

“A guy?” Luna whispered, raising an eyebrow. “Your newest conquest?”

“Oh, fuck you, Luna,” I muttered, trying to keep my voice low as Dylan gave her a wary glance. “Let’s go.”

I loved my sister, but she could be so damn irritating. Being stuck together at the store and at home amplified every little thing. I had come back from my mountain getaway hoping to feel reset. But after getting rejected for a teaching job—again—because I lacked two college credits and experience, I’d fallen right back into my old, frustrated rhythm.

“I hope everything’s okay,” Dylan whispered as he matched my pace. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

“We’re good,” I said. “Luna just enjoys teasing me.” I realized I was nearly jogging and slowed down.

“I don’t get it. Why did she call me your latest conquest?”

“Some of the guys who work around here hit on me. I’m not interested in men.”

“Oh…” He looked away. “I—I’m sorry, Skye. I misunderstood your kindness for interest. I should go…”

“No! Why?” I reached out and grabbed his arm, lowering my voice. “Are you into dudes?”

He nodded, his cheeks flushing.

“So what? We can still be friends.”

He looked at my hand on his arm, then at me. “You want to be my friend?”

I nodded. “I didn’t think guys in their thirties made new friends either, but spend enough time around the Kalanis and the Hales, and you’ll be more than a friend—you’ll be family.”

He smiled, and we continued toward Hibiscus. Jaxon Hale greeted us at the entrance. Jax was like a fifty-year-old version of his son Kay, except for the streaks of gray in his dark hair. I’d known the Hales my whole life. Jax and my dad were best friends. Dad always said Jax had been a phenomenal surfer, though I’d never seen him in the water. He claimed his glory days were behind him, and it was time for the next generation.

“Jax, this is my new friend Dylan. He’s new in town and a natural. Caught three waves on his first day.”

“Impressive! Glad to hear something other than wipeouts and kook stories,” Jax said, shaking Dylan’s hand with his giant palm. “Welcome to Sea Glass and to Hibiscus.”

“Jax and his wife are like second parents to us,” I added. “Kay—his son—is my best friend and also teaches surfing. And he’s a librarian.”

“My Kay loves his books,” Jax said proudly.

“He really does. The guy’s brilliant. You can’t even see his bedroom walls anymore—they’re buried under stacks of books. Jax, I’ve got a one o’clock class. Could you whip up something quick? Unless you want to check the menu, Dylan.”

“I’m good with surprises. I eat everything.”

We sat on the beach terrace, sipping sodas. Dylan still looked uneasy.

“Something bothering you?” I asked, leaning back and letting the fan’s breeze hit me.

“I’m just… surprised you want to be friends.”

“Why’s that weird? Don’t people make friends where you’re from?”

“More like acquaintances. Back in my world, everything was about who you knew and what they could do for you. A few years ago, rumors about me started spreading, and they shut me out.”

“Can I ask something? Sounds like you come from money.”

“My parents are wealthy. But I built what I have on my own.”

“And out of all the places you could afford, you picked Sea Glass Beach?”

“No regrets. I think the realtor accidentally sent me the flyer for this place. But when I read it, it just felt… right. Like fate.”

“Well, it’s not a resort,” I joked, “but your family might like it when they visit.”

“I haven’t spoken to my parents in over ten years. No siblings either.”

That hit me. I couldn’t imagine life without my family or the Hales.

“Do they even know you were sick?” I asked.

“No.”

“Who took care of you?”

“A team of lovely nurses. What about you?”

“Pretty much the whole village. I’d just graduated from high school. Kay visited every day. Friends stopped by whenever they were home from college. People dropped off food, stocked our freezer. We were never alone.”

“You were only eighteen,” Dylan said softly.

“And I got diagnosed right before a surfing competition. Scouts were supposed to be there. I thought I might land a sponsorship and tour the world. Never made it to the starting line.”

“Not the surfing career you envisioned?”

“Had to settle for instructor.”

“You’re an excellent teacher, Skye. I’m sure your friend is great too, but you… you were born for this.”

His words stung, even though I knew he meant well. I wanted to teach—in a classroom. Not one made of sand and seawater.

Jax soon returned with an incredible spread: fish tacos, potato cakes, and hot noodle soup. We devoured everything, swapping stories and laughing.

And for the first time in a long while, I was glad I’d made a new friend.


The Weight of the Waves

DAX

Beau felt unusually warm when I held him at the store, so instead of heading home, I drove straight to pediatric emergency care. Kay called me several times, but I couldn’t answer. My head wasn’t in the space for conversation—my son’s well-being came first.

The diagnosis came quickly: a fever and a tummy bug. Nothing too serious. It explained why he’d thrown up in my car on the way home. After cleaning him up, changing his clothes, and putting him to bed, I spent a long time scrubbing the inside of my car.

While Beau slept, I sat at the dining table and checked Luna’s emails. The quotes and contracts looked fine, so I gave my approval to move forward. Even on weekends, I didn’t really take breaks. That was when I stepped into my second role—as the store’s lawyer and the go-to legal advisor for our family and friends.

My phone buzzed. A message from Kay popped up. It was a blurry, half-cropped image of an ad for the Sea Glass Beach Surfing Festival, chopped off just above the event details. A second message followed:

U in?

Kay was brilliant, but technology wasn’t his strong suit. The poor image crop proved it. I couldn’t even tell what he was inviting me to, so I called him instead. He picked up on the first ring.

“Dax, this is off the hook!” Kay’s voice practically shouted through the phone. “You have to join us! It’s a team competition! We need to do this together!”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about yet,” I replied. “I need more details.”

“I tried forwarding you the email, but your inbox is full,” he said. “In twelve weeks, Oceancrush is sponsoring a surfing festival right here in Sea Glass. Complete with an amateur team competition. Are you in?”

His excitement caught me off guard. It had been years since I’d even thought about joining a competition. Sure, Skye surfed for a living—but I hadn’t competed since before Beau was born.

“I don’t know, Kay. I’m rusty. Plus, I have a full-time job. If I compete, I want to be prepared. I don’t want to make a fool of myself.”

“Are you kidding me? What’s with the Kalani men and this sudden wave of insecurity? Nobody does snaps like you, man!”

Back in the day, I could pull off some tight, clean turns—snaps at the top of the wave. I was also a decent tube rider. But the truth was, I wasn’t as lean or as agile as I used to be. Desk life had taken its toll.

“What does Skye think about this?”

“He said he’d do it if you did. If not, I’ll beg him. He’s great at aerials and those crazy cutbacks. If I train hard, maybe I’ll finally nail the hang five like my dad used to.”

Kay always idolized his dad’s stories—how Jaxon Hale could balance five toes over the nose of his board and charm everyone on the beach. We’d never seen it ourselves, but the legends lived on.

“Where’s this all happening?”

“At The Reef. Where else? The Boneyard’s too small, and the other sections are too flat. I checked the website before it crashed—this event’s getting huge. It’s not even mobile. And since we’re locals, we’ve got the home turf advantage.”

“The Reef is a bad idea…” I muttered.

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

“Oh… shit,” Kay whispered. “Dax… I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to forget. I just got excited…”

I hadn’t been to The Reef in two years and three months. That was where I lost Natalie.

After spending the last month of her pregnancy on bed rest, and then caring for Beau, Natalie had been aching to surf again. One day, with Luna babysitting Beau, we went out together. The yellow flag—the flying meatball—was up, signaling dangerous conditions. We knew better, but we ignored the warnings.

The current was brutal that day. We struggled just to reach the lineup. We should’ve turned back, but we took it as a challenge.

Skye and I were already onshore when Natalie wiped out. She got caught in the lip of a crashing wave and didn’t come back up. I dove in after her, panicking. Her board floated near the coral rocks—and then I saw her, barely conscious, drifting nearby. I screamed at her to grab the board, that I’d help her, but it was too late. The current dragged me under too, slamming me into the reef over and over.

Kay called for emergency services. Skye rushed across the rock wall to help, but he slipped and shattered his leg in multiple places. Still, he managed to drag me out of the water.

I woke up in the hospital that evening—body broken, wife gone. A part of me died with her.

Most of the village attended Natalie’s funeral. She’d been a beloved artist, her work displayed all over town. It took over a year before I could face the ocean again. And I never imagined I’d stop grieving her.

I glanced at Beau, asleep and peaceful, still too young to understand his loss. Was risking my life again really worth it? Could I do that to him?

“Kay… I can’t do this to Beau.”

“I get it, man. I do,” he said gently. “I know he’s your priority. Just… think about it, okay? The day we went out there—it was just us. No lifeguards, no support, nothing. This event will have trained staff, safety protocols, medical teams. Oceancrush wouldn’t let it happen otherwise. They’d never risk their name.”

I sighed. I used to love these competitions. Out of respect for Skye, I stopped competing while he was sick. Once he recovered, I entered a few amateur events—not because I was the best, but because I loved the ride.

“I guess I could ask Skye to train with me in the mornings. Before work.”

“I’ll join too!” Kay said, practically vibrating through the phone.

“Alright… Let’s do it.”

“YES! Okay, okay, we need to figure out team clothes, boards, maybe even a logo! If Kalani or Hibiscus sponsor us—”

“Maybe we should sign up first?” I cut in.

“That’s why you’re the lawyer. Always thinking of the details. I’ll send you the site—if it’s back online. You can handle the fine print. Let me know if you need anything. You already know everything about us, so that part’s easy.”

I smiled, despite the knot in my stomach.

Was this the right call?

Part of me felt selfish. Part of me felt alive.

And all of me missed her.


The Face of the Brand

ANTHONY

As I walked through the lobby of Oceancrush’s head office, people smiled and greeted me by name.

“Hi, Blue,” the receptionist said softly.

“Nice to see you again, Blue,” a guy I didn’t recognize added as I passed.

It wasn’t surprising. My face was plastered on their ads, social media, and half the windows of beachwear shops across the country. Being the face of a surf brand was part of the deal—even if it wasn’t what I signed up for. When I accepted the Oceancrush sponsorship, I expected to wear their gear, not model it in full-blown photo shoots.

The top floor was where all the meetings happened—the kind that made me feel like I didn’t belong. I took a deep breath in the elevator. Boardrooms, fluorescent lights, and dress codes weren’t my comfort zone. Give me sand, sea spray, and my parents’ farm over polished marble floors any day.

Vacation had been a blessing. I helped my dad on the farm, devoured my mom’s cooking, and spent real time with my sister, Ava. I’d missed so much while I was away—her drawings on the fridge, her new favorite songs, the way she rearranged her entire room. When I saw her wall covered in the postcards I’d sent over the years, the guilt hit hard.

I first stood on a surfboard when I was fifteen, during our one and only family vacation. We were celebrating my dad’s first real profit from the dairy business. That year, we rented a small beach shack and spent five days living like royalty. I’d never seen the ocean before—and the moment my feet touched the sand, I knew everything had changed. I was hooked.

My first surfing lesson felt like magic. When the instructor called me a grommet, I felt like I belonged somewhere for the first time. Back home, I was just the quiet farmer boy. But in the water, I became someone else. Someone lighter. I spent every cent I earned from odd jobs taking buses to the beach to train. When I was eighteen, I entered my first real competition—and that’s when Oceancrush found me.

“Hello, Anthony.” Camila’s voice pulled me back to the present.

She was one of the few people at Oceancrush who used my real name—and the only one here I trusted. Camila, the CEO’s personal assistant, had looked out for me since day one.

She pulled me into a hug. “How was your vacation? How’s the family?”

“Restful,” I said, smiling. “Everyone’s good. Mom sent you something.”

I handed her a cloth bag filled with dairy goodies—cheese, butter, and her favorite: homemade yogurt.

“They spoil me!” she laughed. “Tell them I said thank you. I’m so glad you could make it to today’s meeting in person. I picked up your tailored outfits for the new collection. Don’t forget them before you leave.”
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