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​Chapter One: The Departure
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The port at the Gulf of Maine was still that morning, except for the groan of dock lines and the hollow knock of hulls against weathered wood. Ethan Parker stood on the deck of the Wanderer, his thirty-two-foot sloop, staring across the water as though it might answer the question that had been chasing him for months: Why am I doing this?

He had told everyone the reasons—adventure, the test of skill, the challenge of solitude. But beneath the neat explanations was something messier, something he rarely spoke aloud. He wanted to know who he was when the noise of the world was stripped away. He wanted to prove to himself, and maybe to his late father, that he wasn’t just drifting through life.

The duffel at his feet carried only the essentials: weather gear, rations he’d measured and re-measured, his logbook, and a photograph of Marissa Stephens. Her smile, frozen in that picture, had steadied him through long shifts at the hardware store and through nights when he lay awake wondering if he was enough. She hadn’t fought him about this trip, but she hadn’t exactly encouraged it either. That last conversation was still raw in his memory.

“Ethan, two months alone on the ocean isn’t a vacation. It’s a risk.”
“I need this, Marissa. I need to see if I can stand on my own.”
“You already do. You just don’t see it.”
She hadn’t said goodbye with tears. She had kissed him softly, held his hand longer than usual, and whispered, “Come back to me.” It was both blessing and plea.

Now, as the sun eased up over the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of rose and gold, Ethan cast off the last line. The Wanderer shifted, free of its tether, and the harbor slid behind him with each pull of the tide. He felt a surge of exhilaration and fear—two emotions braided so tightly together he couldn’t separate them.

The first hours were all work. Adjusting the sails, checking bearings against his charts, setting the autopilot to ease his nerves. He moved with the practiced rhythm his father had drilled into him as a boy. “A boat is honest,” his father used to say. “It tells you what it needs, and if you listen, you’ll live. If you don’t, you won’t.” Simple. Unforgiving. Just like his father.

On the chart table inside the cabin, his course was clearly drawn: from the Gulf of Maine to Miami, a 1700 nautical mile journey in 16 days, then across open waters another 48 miles to Bimini in the Bahamas in 3 days, and finally the last 900-mile passage to Bermuda in about 9 days. A straightforward 2,648 nautical-miles. Two months roundtrip or so if the winds favored him, longer if they didn’t. He had studied weather patterns for weeks, mapped out waypoints, and noted safe harbors along the edge of the Bahamas where he could rest if things turned rough. This wasn’t just a whim—it was supposed to be the first leg of something larger. If he made Bermuda, he would know he could take on greater distances. He would know he wasn’t just playing sailor—he was one.

The water stretched endless ahead, a plain of shifting silver. Behind him, the coastline grew faint, then hazy, then gone. Ethan’s chest tightened. This was it—the point of no return. He was alone now, and the silence pressed against him like an unfamiliar companion.

Hours passed. He ate sparingly, more out of discipline than hunger, and wrote the first entry in his logbook. His handwriting wavered with the roll of the boat: Day one. Clear skies. Smooth winds. Course set for Bermuda. Heart unsettled. He hesitated before adding: I wonder if she’s thinking of me now.

That night, lying in his narrow berth with the boat rocking beneath him, Ethan stared up at the darkened cabin ceiling. The sea whispered against the hull, a sound that was both soothing and ominous. He thought of his mother—gentle, enduring, worn down by years of loving a man who gave little warmth but taught his son the language of tides and ropes. He thought of Marissa’s eyes, green-hazel and searching, the way they seemed to see the parts of him he tried to keep hidden. He wondered if he was running toward something or away from it.

When he finally drifted into sleep, it came with dreams of home—a clink of tools in the hardware store, Marissa’s laughter over coffee, his father’s hand gripping the tiller of a boat not unlike this one. The dreams were tangled, bittersweet. And when he woke, the sea stretched in every direction, endless and waiting.
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​Chapter Two: First Days at Sea
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The first morning at sea was brighter than Ethan expected. He brewed coffee on the small gimbaled stove, the smell filling the cabin as the Wanderer leaned gently under a steady breeze. Steam curled into the air, mingling with the salty tang that seeped in through every seam. For a moment, it felt almost like he was back in his apartment kitchen—except the floor tilted under him, and the horizon stretched unbroken in every direction.

He sipped carefully, balancing the mug against the sway, and stepped out into the cockpit. The sails bellied full above him, creaking softly. The wind was steady, pushing him along at a modest five knots. On paper, the numbers were clean: speed, direction, distance. In practice, he felt each detail in his bones—the hum of the rigging, the pull on the tiller, the way the waves slapped with a rhythm just slightly faster than his heartbeat.

He reminded himself of the plan. Gulf of Maine to Miami. Sixteen days if the weather stayed kind. His father’s voice echoed as if carried by the wind: “Don’t just trust the compass. Trust your eyes. Trust the sea.” Ethan scanned the horizon as though he might see some hidden truth in its emptiness.

By midday, the novelty began to wear thin. The sun bore down mercilessly, bouncing off the water until his eyes ached. He tugged the brim of his cap lower, applied sunscreen with sticky fingers, and reminded himself that this was part of it—the grind, the discomfort. He ate a sandwich he had packed the night before, though the bread was already losing its softness.

It was in these hours that the difference between theory and practice struck him hardest. Books had prepared him for tacking angles, for rationing, for reading clouds. But no book had warned him how lonely the ocean felt when there was nothing but water, water, water. The sky stretched too large, the silence pressed too heavy, and the thought slipped uninvited into his mind: What if I don’t come back?

He shook it off, busying himself with the small rituals of sailing. Adjusting lines. Checking bearings. Recording his progress in the logbook. He found comfort in the neatness of it—miles traveled, coordinates noted, wind direction logged. Numbers didn’t waver. They didn’t judge.

That night, the stars blazed like lanterns across the black sky. Ethan leaned against the coaming, wrapped in his jacket, staring up at constellations his father had once taught him. Orion. Cassiopeia. The North Star, constant and steady. He felt both infinitesimal and privileged—like the sea had let him borrow its secrets for a little while.

He pulled the photograph of Marissa from his pocket. The corners were already soft from handling. Her smile was a tether, anchoring him in a way no line or cleat could. He whispered into the night, his voice stolen quickly by the wind:
“Am I proving something, or am I just running from you?”
Sleep came in broken intervals. Every creak of the hull, every flap of sail dragged him from slumber. He set alarms to wake every two hours, scanning for ships or changes in the wind. His body protested, muscles aching from tension rather than labor. By dawn, he was hollow-eyed but alive, and the sea was still there, vast and patient.

On the second day, he began to find a rhythm. Coffee. Log entry. Adjust sails. A sparse meal. Rest in short bursts. The loneliness didn’t fade, but he learned to wear it like an extra layer of clothing—something heavy, but manageable. And with each passing mile, Bermuda drew closer.

Still, whenever he let his mind wander, it drifted inevitably to Marissa. Her laughter in the hospital corridors when she told him about absurd patients. The way she tied her hair back without thinking, efficient and beautiful all at once. The scent of her perfume lingering on his jacket long after she left. Each memory was a comfort, but also an ache.

By day sixteen, he began to understand why sailors named their boats. The Wanderer wasn’t just fiberglass and wood—she was his only companion now, groaning and whispering like she had her own moods. He spoke to her once, feeling foolish:
“Just you and me, huh?”
The wind whistled in reply, and he almost smiled.
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​Chapter Three: Storm Approaches
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A day after departure from a small port in Miami, Ethan woke to silence—an unnatural kind of silence that set his teeth on edge. The Wanderer still moved, but sluggishly, as though reluctant. The air was heavy, damp, and the horizon blurred where sea met sky.

He brewed coffee, but it tasted flat, metallic. The wind had died to a whisper, sails sagging as if exhausted. Ethan adjusted them anyway, unwilling to sit idle. He told himself it was just a lull. Weather shifted all the time. But deep inside, unease coiled like a rope too tightly wound.

By midmorning, the light changed. Clouds thickened, not in playful puffs but in long, bruised bands rolling low and fast. Ethan’s father had once warned him about skies like that: “They don’t look like much at first, but they’re wolves. They hunt in packs.”

Ethan checked the barometer. Falling. Faster than it should. He noted it in the log, his handwriting tighter than usual. He trimmed the sails again, reefing them down to reduce surface. His hands shook, though he told himself it was just the adrenaline.

By afternoon, the sea itself seemed restless. Small swells rose and fell with no rhythm, slapping the hull from odd angles. The Wanderer creaked in complaint. Ethan clipped his safety harness to the jackline, a precaution he had drilled into his habits but rarely felt the weight of until now.

He kept glancing at the photograph of Marissa taped inside the cabin, as if her eyes might anchor him. You’d tell me to keep calm, he thought. You’d laugh at how dramatic I’m being. But there was no laughter here—only the whisper of wind growing sharper, higher, like a knife sliding out of its sheath.

By dusk, the sky had turned the color of old iron. Lightning flickered deep within the clouds, not yet breaking free but promising it would. Thunder rolled faint and low, too far away to be danger yet—but close enough to be heard. Ethan set the storm sails, tightening lines, double-checking knots until his palms burned raw.

Night came early. The horizon disappeared. Alone in the cockpit, Ethan forced himself to breathe slow, steady. The Wanderer rocked harder now, waves slapping as though something enormous stirred beneath. He checked his GPS again, confirming his course, though the numbers no longer comforted him. They were proof only that he was very small in a very large ocean.

The storm wasn’t here yet. But it was coming. He could feel it in the taste of the air, metallic and sharp like blood in his mouth. He could feel it in the pressure against his skull, as though the sky pressed downward.

And in a whisper too soft for anyone else to hear, Ethan said the words that had been circling unspoken all day:
“God, if You’re out there, don’t let me die out here.”
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​Chapter Four: Miscalculations
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Ethan crouched in the cabin, flashlight beam flickering across the narrow shelves where he had stowed his provisions. The storm sails were up, the Wanderer steadying against the growing chop, and for the moment there was nothing to do but wait. Waiting always gnawed at him, so he turned to the inventory.

He opened the second crate of food. A few cans had already rusted along their edges, salt air eating into them quicker than he had realized. He tapped one with his knuckle. It thudded hollow. Useless. He set it aside with a frown and opened another box.

The bread he had packed—sealed in plastic—was mottled green with mold. He cursed under his breath, shoving it back as if the sight alone offended him. Next came the rice and pasta: still intact, but far less than he remembered. His careful lists had been neat, precise, but he had been too optimistic, too generous in his estimates of how long everything would last.

The water situation was worse. He pulled out the containers, heavier than food but finite in a way that turned his stomach. He had written down ten gallons, enough to see him to his first portage in Miami. Now, lined up, there were five full—and one of them sloshed with a suspicious lightness, a slow leak seeping from a hairline crack.

He did the math in his head. Five gallons. One man. One week if he rationed brutally. Maybe. He stared at the containers, his throat suddenly dry as though his body had conspired against him, reminding him of thirst.

Ethan leaned back against the bulkhead, closing his eyes. His father’s voice whispered again: “The ocean doesn’t care if you make mistakes. It only teaches by punishment.”

He exhaled hard, trying to steady himself. He wasn’t lost. Not yet. Bermuda was still within reach if the storm passed quickly. He would tighten his rations, stretch the supplies. But the weight of his miscalculations pressed on him, heavier than the storm clouds.

When he finally looked up, his gaze fell on Marissa’s photo taped near the navigation table. Her smile was steady, unbothered. He touched the corner of the picture, his thumb lingering. You’d tell me I always overlook the small details. You’d laugh and say I rush too much. And you’d be right.

He wanted to believe he would get the chance to tell her she was right. That this wasn’t the last mistake he’d ever make.

Above deck, the wind began to whistle harder, the first long fingers of the storm stretching across the sea. Ethan put the food and water back, lashed everything tight, and braced himself. The storm was near, and now he knew: survival wasn’t going to be about comfort. It was going to be about endurance.
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