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Chapter 1

Across the narrow bay, the gray water of the harbor churned against the blackened pilings of the municipal dock, throwing up a fine, salt-bitten spray that clung to the windshield of the rental car. Steering the sedan through the potholed gravel of Front Street, Susan Flores gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned the color of the overcast sky. The air coming through the vents smelled of decaying kelp, low tide, and the cold, diesel-soaked mud she had spent half her life trying to forget. Every landmark she passed—the shuttered bait shop with its peeling turquoise paint, the rusting bulk of the old cannery, the gravel lot where the fishermen used to park their trucks—seemed designed to shrink her world back down to the size of a postage stamp. It was an immediate, physical constriction that tightened around her throat like a damp collar.

A sudden bounce over a deep rut sent her purse sliding off the passenger seat, spilling its contents onto the floor mat. Peering down at the mess of brass house keys, leather-bound planners, and city transit cards, she felt a sharp prickle of irritation. She was a woman who built her life on clean lines, digital calendars, and air-conditioned high-rises three hundred miles to the south. In her office, things were cataloged, filed, and predictable. Here, the salt air seemed to corrode order itself, eating away at the edges of things until everything became a uniform, moss-dripping gray. She pulled the car to the shoulder, killed the engine, and let her forehead rest against the steering wheel for three long breaths, listening to the ticking of the cooling radiator and the rhythmic cry of a lone gull perched on a nearby light pole.

Leaving the car, she stepped into the damp wind that swept off the water, instantly regretted not wearing a heavier coat. The thin wool of her city trench offered little protection against the coastal chill, which carried the distinct, biting dampness of a Pacific Northwest winter. She walked up the gravel path toward her father’s house, her heels sinking into the soft earth. The small cottage sat on a low rise overlooking the mudflats, its cedar shingles weathered to a dark, moldering charcoal. Blackberry vines, thick as wrists and armed with wicked thorns, had crawled over the remains of her mother’s old hydrangea beds, choking the garden into a tangled wilderness. It looked abandoned, save for the thin wispy trail of gray smoke rising from the rusted tin chimney pipe.

On the small front porch, Susan hesitated, her hand hovering over the tarnished brass knocker. She had not stood in this spot for nearly seven years, since the brief, strained weekend following her mother’s funeral. That visit had ended in silence and an early departure, a pattern she had repeated with her father for most of her adult life. Taking a deep breath of the woodstove smoke and salt air, she turned the handle and pushed the door open, not bothering to knock. The door had never been locked in her childhood, and apparently, her father’s stubbornness on that point had not wavered with age.

Inside, the heat of the wood stove hit her like a physical blow, thick with the scent of dry cedar, old newspapers, and the stale, medicinal musk of a house where an old man lived alone. The living room was dark, the small windows shadowed by the overgrown laurels outside. She stepped into the hallway, her boots clicking loudly on the worn fir floorboards. In the corner by the hearth, a mountain of split alder wood was piled haphazardly, shedding dry bark and sawdust onto the braided rug her mother had made forty years ago.

“Dad?” she called out, her voice sounding thin and unfamiliar in the cramped space.

From the high-backed armchair near the stove, a figure stirred under a faded green wool blanket. Henry Cook turned his head slowly, his eyes clouded by cataracts but still holding a faint, watery blue spark. His face was a map of deep-set wrinkles, the skin paper-thin and spotted with age, clinging tightly to the sharp ridge of his jawline. The broad-shouldered, barrel-chested shipwright who had once carried heavy oak timbers on his shoulder was gone; in his place sat a shrunken, frail man whose hands trembled as he pulled the blanket up to his chin.

“You’re late,” Henry said, his voice a dry, rasping rattle that sounded like gravel sliding down a chute. He did not rise, nor did he offer a hand. Instead, his gaze drifted to her leather shoes, then back to her face, assessing her with the same critical, measuring eye he used to reserve for warped planks of timber. “The tide turned an hour ago.”

Suppressing a sigh, Susan set her handbag on the cluttered dining table, which was covered in plastic amber pill bottles, dirty teacups, and stacks of unopened mail. She walked over to the stove, extending her hands toward the warmth to dispel the chill that had settled in her fingers. “The highway was backed up near the bypass. They’re doing construction. You should have told me you were letting the laurel bushes grow over the windows, Dad. It’s like a cave in here.”

“Keeps the wind out,” Henry muttered, his chest heaving with a shallow, wet cough that made him wince. He reached for a plastic cup of water on the side table, his fingers slipping twice against the slick surface before he managed to secure a grip.

Watching him struggle, Susan felt a cold spike of alarm pierce her administrative armor. She had known he was ill—his doctor had been blunt enough on the phone to prompt this sudden leave of absence—but seeing the physical reality of his decline was different. This was a man who had once worked twelve-hour shifts in the freezing cold of the boatyard, whose grip could crush a pine knot. Now, his wrist looked no thicker than a dry broom handle, the veins rising in blue, twisting cords beneath his translucent skin. She took a step toward him, her hand instinctively reaching out, but stopped herself when she saw the defensive tilt of his chin. He had always hated pity, and she had never known how to offer comfort without it feeling like an admission of defeat.

“I spoke with Dr. Evans on Tuesday,” Susan said, her voice dropping into the professional, neutral tone she used when delivering difficult project reports. She pulled a wooden chair from the dining table and sat across from him, crossing her legs and smoothing the fabric of her trousers. “He said the treatments aren’t doing what they hoped. He said we need to start discussing home care, or perhaps moving you closer to the clinic in the city. I can look into some assisted living facilities near my apartment. They have very good medical staff, and I could visit on weekends.”

Henry let out a short, harsh laugh that turned into another fit of coughing. He spat into a tissue, crumpled it in his fist, and glared at her. “The city. You want to put me in a box with a bunch of dying accountants so you can feel good about yourself when you drop off some flowers once a month. I’m not leaving this hill, Susan.”

“You can’t manage this house by yourself anymore, Dad,” she replied, her voice rising slightly despite her effort to remain calm. She pointed toward the pile of wood by the hearth. “How are you even getting the wood inside? Who is hauling this for you?”

“Daniel,” Henry said simply, the name hanging in the warm, dusty air between them like a sudden drop in barometric pressure.

Susan stiffened, her fingers curling into the palms of her hands. The mention of her ex-husband was a sharp, unexpected blow. She had assumed, or perhaps merely hoped, that Daniel Thompson had moved on from this town, that he had taken his tools and his quiet, maddening silence somewhere else after their divorce ten years ago. Hearing that he was still here, still stepping across her father’s threshold, made the walls of the room feel even closer than before.

“He comes by twice a week,” Henry continued, his eyes watching her closely, tracking the subtle shift in her posture. “Splits the wood. Stacks it. Doesn’t complain about the drive. He’s got more respect for this place than the people who grew up here.”

“I have plenty of respect for this place,” Susan said, her voice tightening as she fought back the old, familiar rush of defensiveness. “I left because there was nothing for me here. There still isn’t. I have a career, Dad. I have responsibilities that don’t involve hauling firewood.”

“A career,” Henry repeated, the word sounding flat and useless in his mouth. He leaned back into the cushions, his eyes drifting toward the window where the gray light of afternoon was already beginning to fade. “You spend all your time arranging papers for someone else’s building. You don’t build anything yourself. When I’m gone, what are you going to point to and say you made?”

“That’s not fair,” she whispered, looking down at the worn floorboards. The old anger, the resentment she thought she had buried under years of city life, came flooding back, hot and sharp. “I didn’t come back here to argue with you about my life choices. I came because you’re sick.”

“I didn’t ask you to come back to nurse me,” Henry said. He reached down beside his chair, his hand searching for something on the floor. He pulled up a thick, yellowed manila envelope and laid it across his lap, his palms resting on the paper as if it held some great weight. “I asked you to come back because there’s a job that needs doing. A job only you can finish.”

Susan looked at the envelope, her brow furrowing. “What is that?”

“The registration,” Henry said, his voice dropping into a lower, steadier register that carried a ghost of his old authority. “And the title. She’s still in my name. But she won’t be for long if we don’t get her in the water. The harbor master’s been hovering like a vulture, wanting to clear out the old shed. Sixty days, Susan. That’s what they’re giving me before they lease the slip to some yacht broker from Seattle. Sixty days to get her finished and afloat.”

A cold dread pooled in Susan’s stomach. She knew exactly which vessel he was talking about. It was the unnamed wooden boat, the thirty-foot double-ended troller her father had laid the keel for when she was a teenager. The boat that had sat in the dark, unheated harbor shed for nearly thirty years, a skeleton of white oak and cedar that had swallowed her father’s spare time, his savings, and her own childhood weekends. It was the project that had always come first, ahead of her school events, ahead of her mother’s illness, ahead of everything else. It was the physical manifestation of her father’s stubbornness, an anchor that had kept their family chained to this damp, decaying harbor.

“You’re joking,” Susan said, her voice dropping to a whisper as she stared at him. “You want me to restore that boat? Now? Dad, you can barely stand. It takes teams of shipwrights months to do that kind of work. It’s a ruin.”

“She’s not a ruin,” Henry snapped, his hand coming down sharply on the envelope. “The frames are sound. The planks are caulked, mostly. She needs the cabin finished, the rudder hung, and the engine aligned. I’ve got the parts. I’ve got the lumber. What I don’t have is the strength.”

“Then hire someone,” she said, leaning forward, her hands spreading in a gesture of appeal. “Sell the hull. Use the money to pay for a proper nurse. There are collectors who buy old projects like that. You don’t need to do this.”

“I’m not selling her,” Henry said, his voice rising in a rare flash of passion that brought a flush of dark color to his sunken cheeks. He leaned forward, his eyes locking onto hers with an intensity that made her shrink back. “She’s the only thing I have left that hasn’t rotted away. If you want my signature on those power of attorney forms you’ve been emailing me about, if you want me to cooperate with your doctors and your plans, then you do this for me. You get that boat in the water before the sixty days are up.”

The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the distant, low rumble of a fishing boat heading out past the breakwater. Susan stared at her father, searching his face for any sign of hesitation, any crack in his resolve. She found none. He was the same stubborn man who had once refused to leave the boatyard during a gale because he hadn’t finished sealing a deck seam. He was bargaining with his own life, using his compliance with his medical care as a weapon to force her back into the world she had spent decades escaping.

“And if I say no?” Susan asked, her voice quiet, almost lost in the drafty room.

Henry looked down at his wrinkled hands, his expression hardening into a mask of grim determination. “Then you can get back in your rental car and drive back to your city. I’ll stay right here. No doctors. No nurses. I’ll let the fire go out when the wood runs out, and that’ll be the end of it.”

Susan closed her eyes, a wave of exhaustion washing over her. She felt the trap snapping shut around her, its iron jaws cold and familiar. She had spent her entire life trying to run fast enough to outrun this town, but no matter how far she went, the harbor always found a way to drag her back. She looked at the old man sitting in the armchair, his breathing shallow and labored, and realized she had no choice. She couldn’t let him die out of sheer spite in an unheated house.

“I don’t know anything about boatbuilding anymore, Dad,” she said, her voice flat, drained of all emotion. “It’s been twenty-five years.”

Henry let out a slow, rattling breath, the tension leaving his shoulders as he leaned back into the chair. He slid the manila envelope across the table toward her, his fingers leaving faint smudges on the dusty paper. “You know enough. You were my apprentice once. And you won’t be doing it alone.”

Susan reached out and took the envelope, the paper cold against her palms. “What do you mean?”

“Daniel knows the boat,” her father said, his voice dropping back into a tired mumble as his eyes drifted shut. “He’s got the keys to the shed. He’ll be there tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock. Don’t be late.”

Susan stood up, holding the envelope tightly against her chest as if it were a shield. The thought of working alongside Daniel, of facing the silence of their shared failure in the damp dark of the harbor shed, made her stomach twist into a tight, hard knot. But as she looked at her father’s pale, exhausted face, she knew there was no path back to her clean, structured life that didn’t go through that water. She walked to the window, pulling back the heavy, dust-covered curtain. Outside, the harbor was disappearing into the evening fog, the gray water swallowing the light until nothing remained but the distant, blinking red eye of the channel marker.




Chapter 2

Clutching the heavy manila envelope to her ribs, Susan navigated the narrow, unlit staircase where every wooden tread groaned under her weight. The bedroom door resisted at first, swollen with decades of coastal humidity, before yielding with a sharp scrape against the floorboards. Inside, the stagnant cold of a room long uninhabited pressed against her cheeks like wet linen. She did not turn on the overhead light, choosing instead the small brass bedside lamp that cast a low, amber pool across the faded patchwork quilt.

Sitting on the edge of the mattress, she let the weight of the envelope settle onto her lap. The paper felt thick, slightly damp from the salt air that leaked through the loose window sashes. Her fingers trembled slightly as she loosened the metal clasp, pulling out a stack of yellowed papers, legal pads, and hand-drawn schematics.

On top lay a blueprint, its blue lines faded to a pale lavender. It was the lines drawing of a thirty-foot double-ended cutter, her father’s neat, draftsmanship-trained hand evident in the precise curve of the bilge and the sweep of the sheer line. Below the drawings were sheets of lined paper covered in Henry’s unmistakable script—once bold and angular, now showing the shaky, truncated strokes of his failing motor skills.

Task List: Hull #4

1. Fair the rudder pintles and hang the blade.

2. Align the propeller shaft (two-cylinder diesel sitting in the shop crate).

3. Lay the cabin sole and seal the mahogany trunk cabin.

4. Caulk the remaining deck seams (pitch and oakum).

Tracing her index finger along the edge of the blueprint, she found the spot where the propeller shaft emerged from the sternpost. A sudden tightness gripped her chest. She had spent three summers of her youth helping her father loft these exact lines on the painted plywood floor of the lofting room. She remembered the smell of the pine shavings, the white chalk dust on her hands, and the quiet satisfaction of seeing a flat drawing transform into a three-dimensional skeleton of oak and cedar.

But that was before the boat became an obsession that swallowed their family whole.

Beneath the technical drawings lay a small, black-and-white photograph. It was a picture of the hull shortly after the planking had been completed, the raw cedar strips gleaming under a coat of linseed oil. Standing beside the bow, holding a caulking mallet, was Daniel. He was twenty-four in the photo, his hair dark and unruly, his shoulders broad under a grease-stained canvas shirt. He was looking toward the camera, but his expression was unreadable, masked by the shadow of his cap.

Susan flipped the photograph over. On the back, in her own youthful hand, were the words: July 14th. The hottest day of the year. He won’t stop till the port side is finished.

A sudden wave of exhaustion washed over her, forcing her to lean back against the thin pillows. The mattress smelled of cedar shavings and old wool, a scent that had remained unchanged for nearly three decades. She closed her eyes, but the images from the envelope remained burned into her eyelids. She was forty-nine years old, a woman with a structured life in a glass-and-steel city three hundred miles away, yet she was being dragged backward into the mud of her own history by a dying man’s stubbornness and a pile of rotting timber.

The night wore on, marked only by the rhythmic rattle of the windowpanes as the wind shifted to the northeast. Sleep came in fitful, shallow fragments, broken by the distant, deep-throated horn of a coastal freighter navigating the outer channel. Each time she woke, the cold in the room seemed to have deepened, settling into her joints like a physical weight.

By six in the morning, the light filtering through the curtains was a pale, watery gray. Susan slid out of bed, her limbs stiff and aching from the cold. She dressed quickly in the heavy work clothes she had brought in her duffel bag—a pair of thick canvas utility pants, a thermal undershirt, and a dark wool sweater that had survived her transition to city life.

Downstairs, the house was quiet. She crept past her father’s bedroom door, pausing to listen to the dry, rattling whistle of his breathing. He was still asleep, his frail frame lost beneath a mountain of heavy blankets. On the kitchen counter, she found her keys next to a rusted flashlight. Resolving to face the shed before Daniel arrived, she slipped out the back door into the dawn.

The air outside was sharp and wet, stinging her lungs with the smell of low tide and decaying bladderwrack. A heavy mist hung over the harbor, obscuring the breakwater and turning the moored fishing boats into dark, ghostly shapes that bobbed silently in the swell. The gravel road crunching beneath her heavy boots was the only sound in the early morning hush.

Descending the hill toward the cooperative shipyard, she felt the familiar constriction in her throat. The town had not changed. It had only grown older, its edges rounding and rusting under the relentless assault of the salt air. The bait shops, the marine supply stores, and the shuttered seafood processing plant all bore the same gray, weathered patina that she had spent her adult life trying to scrub from her skin.

At the edge of the waterfront stood the “Dead Shed,” a massive, corrugated iron structure that sat on a concrete pier jutting out into the darkest corner of the harbor. The metal siding was orange with rust, patches of it peeling away like dead skin to reveal the dark timbers underneath. Above the double sliding doors, the painted sign—Cook & Son Boatbuilders—was so weathered that the letters were barely visible against the graying wood.

Approaching the doors, she saw the thick iron chain wrapped around the wooden handles, secured by a heavy brass padlock. The metal felt ice-cold against her bare fingers. She gave the chain a tug; it rattled loudly, the sound echoing off the metal siding of the building.

There was no key in her pocket for this lock. Henry had said Daniel had the keys.

Turning her back to the door, she leaned against the rough wood and pulled her collar up against the wind. The tide was all the way out, exposing the black, mud-slick rocks of the shoreline and the rotted pilings of the old pier. The scent of diesel oil and wet iron drifted up from the slipways, a sensory reminder of the years she had spent here, scrubbing grease from engine parts and sweeping up mounds of mahogany sawdust.

Across the gravel yard, a pair of headlights cut through the gray fog. The low rumble of an old diesel engine vibrated through the damp air, growing louder as a battered blue Ford F-150 bounced down the potholed lane.

Susan’s stomach tightened. She watched the truck park near the edge of the pier, its exhaust pluming in white clouds against the gray water. The engine died with a heavy thud, and for a long moment, nothing happened.

The driver’s side door opened with a metallic squeak. A man stepped down onto the gravel, his boots splashing into a shallow puddle. Daniel had changed. His hair was heavily salted with gray, cut short and neat beneath a faded wool watch cap. He wore a dark, oil-stained canvas work coat over a flannel shirt, his large frame slightly more slouched than she remembered, but still carrying the thick, powerful shoulders of a man who worked with his hands every day.

He did not call out. He didn’t smile. He simply walked toward her, his eyes fixed on the path ahead of him, his hands buried deep in his pockets.

Stopping a few feet away, he pulled one hand free to reach into his pocket, producing a brass key on a short loop of tarred twine. The metal key caught the dim morning light.

“You’re early,” he noted, his voice low and gravelly, the dry timber of it instantly familiar.

“I wanted to see what we were dealing with before the work started,” Susan replied, her tone deliberately flat, devoid of any warmth. She stepped aside to give him room to reach the lock.

Daniel slid the key into the padlock. The lock popped open with a heavy metallic click. He unlooped the chain, letting it clatter against the wood, and then grabbed the recessed handle of the sliding door. With a grunt and a lean of his shoulder, he slid the heavy door open, the rollers screaming along the rusted overhead track.

A gust of stagnant, freezing air rushed out from the interior of the shed. It smelled of dry rot, old copper paint, and the bitter, sharp scent of pine tar.

Susan stepped inside, her eyes adjusting slowly to the gloom.

In the center of the dirt-floored shed, resting on a cradle of heavy pine timbers, sat the hull.

The boat was massive in the confined space, its high bow towering over them like the breast of a giant, sleeping bird. In the dim light filtering through the dirty clerestory windows, the wood looked dry and silvered, the long cedar planks showing gaps where the seams had shrunk during its decades of storage. The deck structure was incomplete, the raw oak deck beams exposed like ribs, showing the dark, empty cavern of the cabin below.

Daniel walked to the side of the hull, his hand reaching out to touch the wood. His palm ran flat along the turn of the bilge, his fingers tracing the edge of a butt block.

“She’s held her shape,” he muttered, almost to himself. “The keel hasn’t hogged.”

Susan walked to the stern, looking up at the massive transom. The wood was white oak, thick and heavy, but the surface was rough, covered in a fine layer of gray dust and the white tracks of saltwater woodworms that had died long ago.

“The seams are wide enough to put a finger through,” she observed, tapping a cedar plank near the waterline. The sound was hollow, dry.

“That’s just the shrinkage,” Daniel said, walking around the bow to join her. “The wood’s dry. Once she’s in the water, she’ll swell up tight. But we have to caulk her first. Every foot of it.”

“And the engine?” Susan asked, turning her head toward the darkened corner of the shed where several wooden crates lay covered in a rotted tarp.

Daniel walked over to the crates, pulling back the heavy canvas. The movement released a fresh cloud of dust that made Susan cough. Inside the largest crate sat a pristine, green-painted diesel engine, its brass fittings gleaming under the film of protective grease that had preserved it for twenty years.

“Your father bought it the year after you left,” Daniel said, his voice level, eyes fixed on the iron block. “He never had the heart to uncrate it. He said he was waiting for the right time.”

Susan looked away from the engine, her gaze drifting back to the high, unfinished deck. The weight of the task felt immense, an impossible mountain of physical labor that she was expected to climb in sixty days.

“We need a plan,” she said, her voice dropping into her professional, office-trained register. “We can’t just start hammering oakum into the seams. We need to inventory the lumber, check the fastenings, and make sure the shaft log isn’t rotted out.”

Daniel looked at her, his dark eyes steady under the brim of his cap. There was no mockery in his expression, only a quiet, patient observation that made her feel suddenly transparent.

“There’s a clipboard in the office,” he said, gesturing toward a small, glass-fronted shack built into the corner of the shed. “Your dad kept the logs there. Everything’s written down.”

Susan walked toward the office, her boots crunching on the dried wood shavings and bits of copper slag that littered the floor. The office door was unlocked. Inside, the small space was freezing, the air smelling of kerosene and old paper. A small oak desk sat under a window that looked out onto the harbor, its surface covered in rusted brackets, brass screws, and several jars of dried-out caulking compound.

On the wall hung an old calendar from nineteen ninety-eight, the page still showing the month of October, a red circle drawn around the twenty-fourth.

Susan reached for the wooden clipboard hanging from a nail beside the desk. The paper on top was yellowed, the ink faded but legible.

Hull #4 - Draft and Displacement Specs.

Her father’s handwriting was clear here, written during the years when his hands were still strong enough to swing an adze. She turned the pages, finding detailed notes on the moisture content of the cedar planks, the spacing of the bronze screws, and the alignment of the keel bolts.

As she read, the physical reality of the work began to settle into her mind. This wasn’t just a transaction to buy her freedom; it was a resurrection. Every plank, every seam, every bolt represented a choice her father had made to keep his world from falling apart after she had left it.

She walked back out into the main bay of the shed, holding the clipboard against her chest. Daniel was standing by the bow, using a pocketknife to scrape a small section of the seam compound from between two planks. The dried gray putty flaked away, falling into the dirt like dry skin.

“The old compound is completely dead,” he said, without looking up. “We’ll have to reef out every seam before we can drive the new cotton in.”

“That’s hundreds of feet of seams,” Susan remarked, stepping closer to the hull. “It’ll take a week just to clear them.”

“Then we better get started,” Daniel replied. He closed his pocketknife with a sharp click and dropped it into his coat pocket. “I brought the reefing irons. They’re in the truck.”

He walked toward the open sliding doors, his boots echoing in the drafty space. Susan watched him go, her mind racing with the logistics of the project. She needed to arrange for a lumber delivery, buy seam compound, and find a way to heat the shed enough for the paint and glue to cure.

She walked to the edge of the hull, reaching out to touch the raw wood. The cedar felt rough and dry, but beneath the surface, she could feel the strength of the frames, the solid oak ribs that held the shape of the boat together.

“We’re going to need a heater,” she called out as Daniel returned, carrying a wooden toolbox and a heavy electric cord.

“I’ve got a kerosene heater in the truck,” he said, setting the toolbox down on a pair of sawhorses. “But we can’t use it while we’re using the solvents. We’ll just have to dress warm.”

He opened the toolbox, revealing an array of hand tools that looked as old as the shed itself. There were caulking mallets with split hickory handles, reefing irons of various sizes, bronze scrapers, and several rolls of white cotton caulking yarn.

Daniel picked up a reefing iron—a hook-shaped piece of iron with a wooden handle—and handed it to her.

“You remember how to use this?” he asked.

Susan took the tool, her fingers fitting naturally into the worn grooves of the wooden handle. The weight was familiar, balanced and heavy in her hand.

“Keep the angle low,” she muttered, her mind pulling up the memory of her father’s voice from thirty years ago. “Don’t gouge the wood. Just pull the old cotton out.”

“You haven’t forgotten,” Daniel said, a faint, fleeting trace of something soft in his voice before his face hardened back into its usual mask.

He took his own iron and walked to the starboard side of the bow. He positioned the hook in the seam near the stem and pulled. A long, dry noodle of old, oil-soaked cotton came out of the seam, dry and crumbly, falling to the ground like a dead worm.

Susan went to the port side, choosing a seam near the waterline. She set the iron into the gap between the planks, braced her shoulder against the hull, and pulled.

The tool resisted at first, the old compound hard as stone. She increased the pressure, her shoulder muscles tightening under her wool sweater. With a sharp crack, the old compound gave way, and she dragged the iron along the seam, clearing a six-inch section of the gap. The smell of old linseed oil and dry cedar rose from the freshly opened wood, sharp and familiar.

For the next two hours, they worked in near stillness. The only sounds in the shed were the scraping of the iron tools against the dry wood, the occasional rustle of the wind against the metal roof, and the distant, rhythmic slap of the tide against the pier pilings outside.

Susan’s hands began to ache within the first thirty minutes. Her fingers, soft from years of office work and typing, were already developing red hotspots where the wooden handle rubbed against her skin. Her shoulders burned from the constant, overhead strain of pulling the tool along the seams.

She did not stop. She refused to be the first one to ask for a break.

Each time she glanced across the bow, she saw Daniel working with a slow, tireless rhythm. He didn’t rush, but his movements were continuous, his iron clearing foot after foot of the old seams with a steady, mechanical precision. He seemed completely unaffected by the cold or the strain, his body moving in perfect sync with the work.

By mid-morning, the mist outside had begun to burn off, replaced by a cold, pale sunlight that entered through the high windows, illuminating the millions of dust motes dancing in the air of the shed.

Susan paused, leaning her forehead against the cool cedar of the hull. Her breath came in short, white puffs.

“The wood’s soft near the sternpost,” she said, her voice sounding thin in the large space.

Daniel stopped his tool, the scraping noise ceasing instantly. He walked around the bow, his boots clicking on the concrete apron of the cradle. He stood beside her, looking down at the area she was pointing to.

A dark stain ran down the white oak of the sternpost where the rudder gudgeons were meant to attach.

Daniel reached out, his thumb pressing into the dark wood. It didn’t yield, but the sound it made when he tapped it with his iron was dull, lacking the bright ring of healthy oak.

“It’s not rot,” he said, after a long moment of examination. “It’s just iron sickness from the old galvanized bolts. The wood’s still structurally sound, but we’ll need to drill out the old holes and plug them with oak dowels before we run the new bronze bolts through.”

“That’s more time,” Susan said, her shoulders sagging. “We don’t have time to rebuild the sternpost.”

“We’re not rebuilding it,” Daniel countered, his voice steady and calm. “It’s a half-day job. I’ve got the oak plugs in the shop. We’ll do it tomorrow after we finish reefing the bottom.”

He looked at her, noting her pale face and the way she was cradling her right hand.

“Your hands are blistering,” he remarked.

“I’m fine,” she snapped, tightening her grip on the reefing iron.

“You’re not fine,” Daniel replied, his voice dropping into a firmer register. “If you tear those blisters open today, you won’t be able to hold a caulking mallet tomorrow. Go up to the office. There’s a tin of Bag Balm and some leather work gloves in the bottom drawer of the desk.”

Susan opened her mouth to argue, but the throbbing pain in her palms told her he was right. She dropped her hand, the reefing iron dangling from her fingers.

“I’ll get them,” she said, her voice tight.

She walked back to the small office, her legs feeling heavy and stiff. The office was slightly warmer now, the sun having beaten down on the glass window for several hours. She pulled open the bottom drawer of the old desk.

Inside, beneath a stack of old marine hardware catalogs, she found a square green tin of Bag Balm and a pair of heavy, yellow leather work gloves. The leather was stiff and dry, smelling of old grease and sweat.

She opened the tin, the thick, petroleum-and-lanolin scent instantly filling the small room. She scooped out a generous portion of the yellow ointment and rubbed it into her red, aching palms. The cooling grease offered immediate relief to the burning skin.

As she pulled on the stiff leather gloves, her gaze fell on the window. Through the dusty glass, she could see the harbor, the gray water now sparkling under the cold sunlight. A lobster boat was making its way toward the co-op dock, its engine a low, rhythmic thrum that she could feel in her chest.

She had spent her entire youth trying to escape this view, yet here she was, her hands covered in grease, preparing to spend the next two months in a cold shed restoring a boat that had already destroyed so much of her family’s peace.

Returning to the main bay, she found Daniel standing on a wooden ladder, checking the deck beams near the cockpit.

“The carlins are clear,” he said, without looking down. “No soft spots in the deck frame. We can lay the plywood subdeck as soon as we finish the cabin trunk.”

“Where is the mahogany for the cabin?” Susan asked, standing at the foot of the ladder.

“It’s in the loft above the shop,” Daniel replied, pointing toward a wooden trapdoor in the ceiling at the back of the shed. “Your father bought it twenty years ago. It’s been air-drying up there ever since. It should be perfect.”

He climbed down the ladder, his movements slow and deliberate. He stood close to her, the smell of sawdust and old wool radiating from his coat.

“We need to get the bottom reefed before the temperature drops tonight,” he said, looking toward the open doors. “The weather’s turning. We’ll have frost by evening.”

“Then let’s get back to it,” Susan said, holding up her gloved hands.

They returned to their positions on opposite sides of the hull. The work resumed, the rhythmic scrape of the irons filling the space once more.

As the hours passed, Susan found herself falling into a trance-like state, her mind emptying of the anxiety that had gripped her since her arrival. There was only the wood, the tool, and the seam. Each pull of the iron was a tiny clearance of the past, a physical dismantling of the years of neglect that had gathered on the hull.

By three in the afternoon, her shoulders were numb, her lower back screaming from the constant bending. But the port side of the hull was nearly clear, a long line of white cedar seams running from the bow to the sternpost, free of the old, dead compound.

Daniel stopped his work, setting his iron down on the cradle timber. He walked to the open doors and looked out at the sky.

The sun was low over the hills behind the town, the light turning a cold, brilliant orange. The wind had picked up, whistling through the gaps in the corrugated siding of the shed.

“That’s enough for today,” he said, turning back to her. “The light’s going, and the temperature is dropping.”

Susan stopped her tool, her body instantly registering the full weight of her exhaustion. Her legs shook slightly as she stood up straight, her fingers locking around the handle of the iron before she could force them to release it.

“We made good progress,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

“We did,” Daniel agreed. He began gathering the tools, placing them back into the wooden box with practiced neatness. “We’ll finish the bottom tomorrow. Then we can start drilling out the sternpost.”

He looked at her, his expression still closed, but his eyes lingering on her face for a moment longer than usual.

“How is he?” Daniel asked, his voice dropping into a quieter tone.

Susan knew who he meant. She looked down at the floor, her fingers tracing the edge of her leather glove.

“He’s weak,” she admitted. “He’s using his medical care to force this project. He won’t see the doctor until the boat is finished.”

Daniel nodded slowly, showing no surprise. “That sounds like Henry. He always was a stubborn old bastard.”

“He’s dying, Daniel,” Susan said, her voice rising slightly, a flash of her internal frustration breaking through her fatigue.

“I know,” Daniel said, his voice level and quiet. He picked up his toolbox and headed toward the sliding doors. “He’s been dying for a long time. This boat is the only thing keeping him from realizing it.”

He walked out into the cold evening air, his boots crunching on the gravel.

Susan stood alone in the darkening shed for a long moment, the shadow of the massive hull loom over her like a monument to things left unsaid. She walked to the sliding doors, her body aching with every step, and pulled them closed, the heavy iron rollers rumbling along the track until the lock aligned.

Outside, the harbor was turning a deep, cold blue, the first stars beginning to blink through the clear evening sky. She walked toward her rental car, her hands stiff inside the leather gloves, knowing that tomorrow would bring the same cold, the same physical pain, and the same long, slow return to the water.




Chapter 3

The morning air carried the sharp, metallic sting of early frost, biting through Susan’s woolen scarf the moment she stepped out of her father’s house. Mist hung thick over the harbor, a heavy white shroud that muffled the low, rhythmic clanking of rigging against aluminum masts in the marina. Driving down the winding gravel road toward the old commercial dock, she watched the gray surface of the water slowly resolve through the fog. The rental car’s heater groaned, blowing lukewarm air that did little to thaw her stiff fingers. Driving here felt like a descent into a forgotten pocket of her own life, a place where time had pool-like qualities, thick and slow. Parking near the rusted chain-link fence, she switched off the ignition and sat in the sudden silence, staring at the weathered green corrugated iron of the boat shed.

A thick layer of frost coated the heavy padlock hanging from the wooden latch. Pulling off her leather gloves, Susan touched the cold iron, her skin sticking slightly to the frozen metal before she jerked it away. The key, cold and heavy in her pocket, slipped into the keyway with a dry, scraping sound. It took the full weight of both hands to turn the lock, the internal tumblers protesting with a dull click that echoed across the deserted gravel lot. Grasping the recessed wooden handle of the sliding door, she braced her boots against the gravel and leaned her weight into the wood. The iron rollers overhead shrieked, a high-pitched protest against the cold, before the massive door slowly rolled back just enough to allow her passage into the dark interior.

Inside, the shed held the deep, trapped cold of a tomb. The air was thick with the scent of damp mold, peeling dry varnish, and the faintly sweet, resinous odor of the white cedar shavings they had carved from the seams the previous day. Shivering in the gloom, Susan stood still, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim light filtering through the dirty clerestory windows high above. The massive hull of the unnamed boat loomed before her, a dark shadow suspended in the wooden cradle like some prehistoric skeleton unearthed from the harbor mud. Touching the rough, dried-out cedar planks near the bow, she felt the deep ridges of the grain under her fingertips. The wood felt lifeless, dry as bone, stripped of the moisture that once gave it flexibility and strength. It was hard to believe this dry shell could ever hold back the pressure of the sea.

A pair of work lights sat on the workbench, their yellow cords snaking across the sawdust-covered floor. Flipping the switch on the power strip, Susan watched the harsh halogen light flood the port side of the hull, casting long, dramatic shadows against the corrugated walls. The stark illumination revealed the true scale of the work remaining. Yesterday’s progress, while exhausting, felt like a mere scratch on the surface of a monument. The long cedar seams they had cleaned out ran like pale scars along the dark, weathered planking. Beneath the turn of the bilge, several areas of planking looked dark and spongy, suggesting water had trapped behind them during the decades of neglect. Running her hand lower toward the keel, she felt the dampness that never quite left the lowest timbers of the shed.

Stiffness settled deep into her shoulders, a dull ache that flared whenever she lifted her arms above her chest. She rotated her neck, listening to the dry click of her vertebrae in the silence of the shed. Yesterday’s repetitive scraping had left her forearm muscles tight and trembling, her fingers curled into a permanent, semi-closed grip. Climbing the wooden ladder to inspect the sternpost, she had to grip the rungs with her palms to avoid straining her fingers. The sternpost, a massive block of white oak that formed the structural backbone of the boat’s rear, loomed at eye level. Here, the wood was checked with deep, black cracks where moisture had penetrated the end grain over thirty years of seasonal freezing and thawing.

Close inspection revealed the old iron bolts securing the sternpost to the horn timber were heavily corroded, their heads swollen into distorted lumps of rust. Her father had always insisted that iron fasteners were superior for certain structural joints, claiming they swelled and gripped the oak better than bronze, but looking at the weeping red stains bleeding down the wood, she doubted his wisdom. To replace these bolts, they would have to drill them out, a delicate and physically demanding process that required perfect alignment to avoid ruining the surrounding oak. The smell of old rust and wet wood clung to her hands as she touched the lowest bolt. It was cold enough to make her joints ache, a reminder of the relentless ticking of the sixty-day clock her father had set.

The sound of tires crunching on gravel outside broke the stillness, followed by the heavy thud of a truck door closing. Footsteps approached the half-open sliding door, rhythmic and unhurried. Daniel stepped into the shed, carrying a large metal toolbox in one hand and a heavy-duty electric drill in the other. He wore his faded canvas work jacket, the collar turned up against the wind, a grease-stained wool cap pulled low over his forehead. He stopped near the workbench, setting the heavy tools down with a metallic clink that shattered the remaining silence.

Descending the ladder, Susan wiped her dusty hands on her thighs. “The house was freezing. I couldn’t sleep past five.” She stood at the base of the scaffolding, watching him unpack a set of long, industrial-grade auger bits. “I was looking at the sternpost bolts. They look like they’ve grown into the oak.”

Daniel selected a thick, high-speed steel bit, running his thumb along the spiral flute to check its sharpness. “They have. Rust expands to twice the size of the original iron. It locks them in like concrete.” He hoisted the heavy drill, checking the side handle to ensure it was locked tight. “We’ll have to use a guide jig to keep the bit straight, or it’ll wander into the softer wood and ruin the sternpost.”

He walked to the back of the shed where a stack of scrap timber lay under a dusty tarp. Pulling a thick block of seasoned maple from the pile, he brought it to the workbench and secured it in the iron vise. The screech of the vise handle turning was loud in the cold space. He began marking the center of the block with a grease pencil, his movements slow and deliberate, showing no sign of the rush that consumed her every waking thought.

“My father doesn’t have sixty days,” Susan muttered, stepping closer to the bench. She watched the black pencil line divide the maple block. “He looked worse last night. His breathing is shallower. He sat by the stove all evening and barely spoke.”

Daniel didn’t look up from his work. He lined up the tip of a smaller pilot bit with his mark and squeezed the trigger of the drill. The high-pitched whine of the motor filled the shed, followed by the deep, resonant groan of the bit cutting into the hard maple. Pale, curly ribbons of wood erupted from the hole, falling onto his boots like dried orange peel. When the motor finally died, he blew the sawdust from the hole, exposing the clean, bored channel.

“He’s been stubborn his whole life, Susan,” Daniel murmured, his voice barely carrying over the ringing silence left by the drill. He loosened the vise, rotating the block to check the alignment from the other side. “You can’t force him to go to the clinic any more than you can force this wood to dry faster. The only way he goes is if we finish this hull. He made his terms clear.”

A surge of resentment, familiar and sharp, tightened her chest. “It’s a hostage situation, Daniel. He’s using his own life as leverage to make me do what he wants. To make me stay here.” She crossed her arms, her knuckles white inside her jacket pockets. “And you’re helping him do it.”

Daniel paused, his hand resting on the handle of the drill. His eyes, steady and unreadable under the brim of his cap, lingered on her face as the muscle in his jaw twitched once. “I’m helping him build his boat. What you do with your time here is your business.” Lifting the maple block, he fitted a steel sleeve into the bored hole to act as a drill guide. “Now, hold this against the sternpost while I set the clamps.”

Climbing back up the scaffolding, Susan took the heavy maple guide block from his hands. The wood was cold, but it carried the faint, warm friction heat of the drill. She pressed the block against the curved surface of the oak sternpost, lining up the steel sleeve with the topmost corroded bolt head. Her arms immediately began to ache from the overhead reach, the muscles in her shoulders protesting the strain. Daniel climbed up beside her, the smell of damp wool and stale coffee filling her senses as he leaned in to position a heavy iron C-clamp.

“Hold it steady,” Daniel commanded, his voice muffled by the close quarters. He turned the clamp’s screw thread, the iron shaft groaning as it tightened against the maple block and the back of the horn timber. “Don’t let it twist when the drill bites.”

The weight of the heavy electric drill was immense as Daniel hoisted it, bracing his shoulder against the motor casing to apply maximum pressure. When he triggered the power, the sudden roar of the motor was deafening inside the hollow chamber of the stern. The drill bit contacted the rusted iron bolt head with a horrific, screeching squeal that vibrated through Susan’s entire body. She braced her feet against the creaking wooden planks of the scaffolding, her fingers white-knuckled as she held the maple jig in place, fighting the immense torque of the drill.

Hot iron shavings and red rust dust began to shower down, stinging her exposed cheeks and sticking to her eyelashes. She shut her eyes tight, turning her head away from the cascade of hot debris, but the smell of scorched iron and burning oak was inescapable. A suffocating, industrial stench coated the back of her throat, dry and metallic. Beneath her hands, the maple block vibrated violently, threatening to shake loose from her grip as the drill bit chewed through the hardened outer crust of the seventy-year-old iron bolt.

Suddenly, the drill bucked, the motor screaming in protest as the bit jammed in the hole. Daniel cursed under his breath, his boots slipping slightly on the dusty scaffolding as he fought to maintain his balance. He reversed the drill, backing the long steel bit out of the hole with a high-pitched whine. A thick cloud of gray smoke drifted from the bore, smelling intensely of charred oak.

Taking a deep breath of the cold air near the floor, Susan wiped her face with the sleeve of her jacket, leaving a streak of red rust dust across her forearm. The scent of scorched oak carried her back decades, to the summers when her father had first begun collecting timber for this project. He had spent months sourcing the white oak for the keel and sternpost, driving her to remote sawmills inland where the air had smelled of fresh sap and damp sawdust. She had been twelve then, sitting on the tailgate of his old truck while he negotiated with silent, weathered men over the straightness of the grain. He had promised her then that they would build a vessel capable of crossing the Atlantic, a boat that would carry them away from the narrow confines of the harbor. But the timber had simply sat in the shed, drying, aging, while their lives had slowly drifted apart.

Inspecting the tip of the tool, Daniel pointed to the rounded cutting edges of the steel flute. “The bit is dull. This iron is harder than I expected. Probably old carriage bolts or salvage from a local pier. Your father never bought new when he could find something old and heavy.”

“He called it character,” Susan murmured, stepping down from the scaffold to ease the burning tension in her shoulders. She leaned against the workbench, her fingers tracing the cold metal of a chisel. “He used to say that old wood and old iron had already proven themselves against the world. He thought modern materials were cheap, lazy.”

Daniel climbed down after her, his boots hitting the concrete floor with a heavy thud. He walked to the bench, retrieved a flat bastard file from the rack, and began sharpening the auger bit with quick, practiced strokes. The rhythmic, scraping sound of the file against the steel bit was a grating, metallic tone that filled the cold shed. “He wasn’t entirely wrong. Modern boats are mostly fiberglass and glue. They don’t have a soul. But they don’t rot in the shed for thirty years either.”

Watching his hands work the file, she felt the old, familiar weight of unexpressed questions pressing against her chest. When she had left the harbor twenty years ago, she had assumed Daniel wanted nothing more than to stay rooted in this damp, decaying town, content with the slow rhythm of the tides and the seasonal boat repair work. He had seemed so integrated into the landscape, as permanent as the granite ledges of the harbor. Yet, looking at him now, she realized how little she actually knew about his choices. He had never explained why he had stayed, nor why he had let her go with so little resistance.

The file stopped rasping against the steel. Daniel blew a fine dust of metal shavings from the bit, his eyes fixed on the sharpened tip. “You’re staring,” he noted, his voice quiet, devoid of accusation.

“I was just thinking about how much you’ve changed,” Susan lied, her voice tight. She pulled her gloves back on, the stiff leather resisting her swollen fingers. “Or maybe how much you haven’t. You still do everything exactly the way Henry taught you.”

Setting the file down, Daniel picked up the drill. “Your father taught me how to do things so they stay done. In this harbor, if you don’t do it right the first time, the sea will find the weakness. It doesn’t give you a second chance.” He headed back toward the scaffolding, the heavy drill swinging at his side. “Let’s finish this bolt before the lunch whistle.”

Climbing back up to the platform, Susan braced herself against the cold timber. The second attempt at drilling was smoother, the sharpened bit cutting through the iron core with a steady, grinding hum. After several minutes of intense pressure, a sudden, sharp crack echoed through the hull as the bolt finally sheared. The drill plummeted forward a few inches, Daniel catching himself against the sternpost as the tension released. A long, rusted iron pin tumbled out of the bottom of the guide block, clattering onto the concrete floor below.

Examining the pitted, red-streaked iron pin that had fallen, Daniel rolled it between his gloved fingers. The metal was worn thin in the middle, corroded to less than half its original diameter where water had seeped through the seam between the sternpost and the deadwood. Holding it out to her, he pointed to the narrow, rusted waist of the bolt. “Look at this. If your father had put this boat in the water five years ago, the sternpost would have torn right off the keel the first time she hit a heavy sea. The wood looked fine from the outside, but the metal was completely rotted through.”

Taking the rusted metal pin from his hand, Susan felt its surprising lightness. The corrosion had eaten away the core of the iron, leaving a brittle, porous shell that crumbled slightly under her touch. A cold realization settled in her stomach. Her father’s obsession with this boat had been a blind faith, a belief that the beauty of the cedar planking was enough to hide the structural decay beneath. She wondered how many other hidden weaknesses were buried deep in the frame, waiting to destroy the vessel the moment it faced the real ocean. “He really didn’t see it, did he?” she murmured, her voice lost in the drafty height of the shed. “Or maybe he just didn’t want to look.”

Daniel didn’t answer, instead picking up the drill to prepare for the second bolt. The mechanical focus of his work was a barrier, a shield he erected to keep her at a distance. He set the guide block over the second bolt, his shoulders squaring as he prepared to lift the heavy tool again. “Brace yourself,” he warned, his tone flat and professional. “This one’s closer to the keel. The wood is wetter here, so the bit is going to grab.”

Pressing her shoulder against the maple jig, Susan felt the immediate vibration of the drill as the bit contacted the iron. The sound was different this time—lower, a deep, grinding growl that shook the scaffolding beneath their feet. Water, black and foul-smelling from decades of stagnation in the oak, began to weep from the seam, running down her sleeve and staining her arm. The stench of anaerobic rot, like old swamp mud, filled the air, making her gag. She kept her grip tight, her fingers screaming in protest as she fought the violent kicking of the drill.

Through the deafening roar of the motor, her mind drifted back to the final months of their marriage. They had spent their evenings in a silence very much like this one, separated by a wall of unspoken grievances and unfulfilled expectations. She had been so sure that leaving the harbor was the only way to save herself from becoming like the weathered, silent women of the town. She had believed that Daniel’s refusal to leave was a sign of his indifference toward her dreams. But watching the steady, quiet determination in his movements now, she began to see the quiet dignity in his commitment to the craft, a quality she had once mistaken for simple stubbornness.

The third bolt proved to be a grueling ordeal, the iron having bonded with the oak in a rusted weld that resisted the drill bit at every turn. Twice, Daniel had to climb down to resharpen the steel flutes, his face growing increasingly grim as the afternoon light began to shift from bright white to a pale, wintry yellow. Susan’s arms felt like lead, her muscles burning with a lactic fire that made every second of holding the guide block an act of sheer will. She watched the dust accumulate on her boots, a mixture of gray iron filings and white oak shavings that looked like salt and pepper on the leather. When the third bolt finally broke free with a dull clank, she had to lean against the hull for several minutes just to catch her breath, her chest heaving in the freezing air.

By noon, the high whistle of the fish processing plant across the harbor sounded, its lonely, wailing tone drifting through the gaps in the shed walls. Daniel switched off the drill, hanging it from a wooden peg on the scaffolding. “Lunch. My hands are too stiff to hold the trigger anyway.”

Climbing down, Susan felt her knees buckle slightly as her feet hit the flat concrete. She walked to her bag, retrieving a thermos of black coffee and a wrapped sandwich she had bought at the small bakery near the harbor entrance. Sitting on an upturned wooden crate near the small wood-burning stove, she cradled the warm metal thermos in her hands, greedily absorbing the heat. The stove was cold, its iron belly dark and lifeless; they hadn’t taken the time to split wood or build a fire, prioritizing every second of daylight for the boat.

Daniel sat on the edge of the workbench, unwrapping a sandwich of thick-cut ham and yellow mustard. He poured coffee into the plastic cup that served as the thermos lid, the steam rising in thin, twisting ribbons before vanishing into the rafters. “How is your mother’s old garden?” he asked, his tone casual, almost conversational. “I saw the weeds had taken the stone wall when I drove by last week.”

The question caught her off guard. She took a sip of the bitter coffee, the heat burning her tongue. “It’s gone. It’s been gone for years. She gave up on it after she moved to the apartment in town, and since she passed, nobody’s touched it.” She stared into her coffee cup, watching the dark liquid swirl. “My father certainly didn’t care about flowers.”

Daniel took a bite of his sandwich, his gaze drifting toward the high windows. “He cared about things that could survive the winter. He always said flowers were a waste of good soil. He wanted everything to have a purpose.”

“And what was my purpose, Daniel?” Susan’s voice was quiet, but it carried a sharp, sudden edge that cut through the space between them. She hadn’t intended to ask, but the exhaustion and the cold had stripped away her usual defenses. “To sit in this harbor and wait for the wood to dry?”

Daniel stopped chewing. He looked down at the sandwich in his hand, his thumb tracing the crust of the bread. For a long moment, the only sound was the wind whistling through the corrugated iron siding, a lonely, hollow sound that seemed to emphasize the vast emptiness of the harbor. When he finally looked up, his eyes were flat, shielded by the shadow of his cap. “You made your choice, Susan. Nobody forced you to leave, and nobody forced you to stay. You decided this town wasn’t big enough for your life.”

“Because it wasn’t.” Tightening her fingers around the thermos until the plastic creaked, she stared at him with a flare of the old, burning anger. “You all acted as if wanting something more was a betrayal. You, my father, everyone. You were content to let the world pass you by while you patched up old tubs that should have been scuttled decades ago.”

Setting his sandwich down on the clean wrapping paper, Daniel stood up. He didn’t raise his voice, but the sudden movement had a heavy, imposing physical presence that made her catch her breath. “We patched them so they could keep working, Susan. Some of us found value in keeping things afloat. Not everyone has the luxury of throwing things away when they get old or difficult.”

The accusation hung in the cold air, thick and heavy. She wanted to argue, to list the sacrifices she had made, the long hours she had worked in the city to build a life independent of this harbor, but the look in his eyes stopped her. Instead of anger, his face held a profound, weary indifference that hurt far worse than any shouting match. He believed she was a coward who ran when things got hard, and nothing she could say would change that conviction.

Without another word, Daniel picked up the flat file and began working on the auger bit again, the harsh scraping sound resuming with a vengeance. Susan stood up, wrapping her half-eaten sandwich and putting it back in her bag. The cold had settled back into her bones during the brief pause, making her muscles feel even stiffer than before. She climbed the scaffolding first, not waiting for him, determined to show him
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