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Chapter 1: The Dock
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RAIN HIT THE PIER IN sheets, turning the string lights above the ferry terminal into blurred smears of gold. Maya Hendricks ran the last thirty yards with her duffel bag banging against her hip, her grandmother's memorial program already softening in her jacket pocket.

"Wait!" she shouted, though the wind swallowed half the word.

The deckhand glanced at her, then at the gangway already lifting. For a moment she thought she'd lost it — lost the last boat to Pine Harbor, lost the chance to say goodbye to the one person who'd never once made her feel like she needed fixing.

Then someone's hand shot out and grabbed the rail, holding the gangway a few extra seconds.

"Come on," the deckhand called. "Last one tonight. Storm's coming in fast."

She scrambled aboard, breathless, dripping, grateful — and looked up to thank whoever had held the door.

It was Jake.

Of course it was Jake.

He looked older in the way that made her chest ache instead of just noticing it — a little more weight in his shoulders, a beard he hadn't had at twenty-three, rain darkening his hair to a shade closer to hers. Six years dissolved and reassembled themselves in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

"Maya." He said her name like he was testing whether it still fit in his mouth.

"Jake." She matched his tone, careful, flat, giving nothing away. "I didn't know you were—" She stopped. There was no polite way to finish that sentence. I didn't know you still existed in the same world as me.

"My dad's cabin," he said, answering the question she hadn't asked. "Selling it. Figured I'd come say goodbye before some stranger repaints the shutters."

"Right." She nodded, glancing past him toward the cabin doors, the dry warm light spilling out, anywhere that wasn't his face. "I'm going for my grandmother. The service is tomorrow."

Something shifted in his expression — real feeling breaking through the careful surface. "Eleanor passed?"

The way he said her grandmother's name, like an old friend's, undid something in Maya's chest she'd spent six years bracing shut.

"Last week," she said.

The horn sounded, low and final, and the ferry shuddered as it pulled from the dock. Behind them, the lights of the mainland began to shrink, swallowed by rain and distance. There would be no turning back now — not from the crossing, and, she suspected, watching Jake's jaw tighten as he looked out at the water, not from whatever this night was about to become.

Over the intercom, the captain's voice crackled through the static: "Folks, we've got a system moving in faster than forecast. Might be a rough one. Sit tight — this could be a long ride."

Maya gripped the rail and did not look at Jake again.

She didn't need to. She could feel him there anyway, the way you feel a storm coming before the first drop falls.
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Chapter 2: Small Talk, Big Silence
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THE FERRY'S MAIN CABIN smelled like coffee and wet wool. Rows of vinyl benches faced each other under buzzing fluorescent light, and the handful of other passengers had scattered to opposite corners, leaving Maya and Jake with no good reason not to sit together.

So they did. Careful, a foot of space between them, like the bench itself might report back on how close they'd gotten.

"You cut your hair," Jake said.

"Four years ago." She almost smiled. "You've had time to notice something else."

"I noticed plenty." He caught himself, cleared his throat. "How's your mom?"

"Good. Remarried. Lives in Asheville now." Maya turned the question back before it could settle anywhere real. "Your sister still doing the vet thing?"

"Running her own clinic. Two years now."

"That's great, Jake."

"Yeah."

Silence pooled between them again, thick as the rain streaking the windows. It was easier, she thought, when they were children of small talk — safe questions with safe answers, nothing that could touch the six-year-old bruise still tender beneath her ribs.

She let her eyes drift shut, and the cabin dissolved into another one, another light — fluorescent then too, in the gymnasium where they'd held graduation the year everything fell apart.

"You're just leaving? That's it?" She'd stood in her cap and gown, feeling ridiculous and furious in equal measure.

"It's a job, Maya. The kind of job you don't say no to."

"You didn't even ask me. You didn't even—" Her voice had cracked, and she'd hated herself for it. "I would have come with you."

"No," he'd said, so quietly she almost hadn't heard it. "You wouldn't have. Not really."

She'd spent six years telling herself he was wrong. That she would have gone anywhere, if he'd only asked. That the not-asking was the whole point — proof he hadn't wanted her to.

"You still do that," Jake said now, and she startled back into the present.

"Do what?"

"Go somewhere else behind your eyes." He almost smiled, sad around the edges. "You used to do it during exams. Scared me half to death, actually — thought I'd bored you into a coma."

"You did bore me into a coma. Once. During your entire explanation of tidal currents."

"That was fascinating information."

"It was forty minutes, Jake."

He laughed — a real one, low and a little rusty, like he hadn't used it in a while — and something in Maya's chest loosened before she could stop it.

The boat lurched, hard, throwing her sideways. Her hand landed on the bench, an inch from his.

Neither of them moved it away.

Overhead, the lights flickered once, then steadied, and outside the wind screamed higher, like the storm itself had noticed and did not approve.
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Chapter 3: The Storm Worsens
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THE CAPTAIN'S VOICE came over the intercom again, tighter this time, stripped of its earlier calm. "Folks, we've got engine trouble on top of the weather. We're going to anchor in the cove near Miller's Point and ride this out. I need everyone to move down to the lower cabin — it's warmer, and it's safer if we take on any rough water."

A ripple of unease went through the dozen passengers as they gathered coats and bags. Maya's stomach dropped somewhere past her knees. Anchored. Waiting. No dock, no island, no distraction from the one person she'd spent six years trying not to think about — now sitting eighteen inches away in a life vest someone had handed him, looking, infuriatingly, like he still knew exactly how to survive a crisis.

The lower cabin was smaller, warmer, and far too intimate — a narrow room with padded benches along both walls and one bare bulb swinging gently with the boat's motion. The other passengers clustered near the door, an older couple murmuring to each other, a teenager gripping his phone like a lifeline with no signal.

Maya and Jake ended up wedged near the back, knees almost touching in the cramped space.

The boat pitched hard, and she grabbed the bench edge, breath catching.

"Hey." Jake's hand found her shoulder, steady, warm even through her soaked jacket. "We're anchored. This is the safe part."

"Doesn't feel safe."

"I know." He didn't move his hand. "But it is."

She let herself believe him
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