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  Chapter one
The Ferry


He was rowing. That was all he knew. Oars biting into black water, cold spray stinging his face, voices shouting a name that might have been his. The boat heaved beneath him. Somewhere ahead, a woman’s pale hand reached through splintered wood— 
The ferry horn shattered the dream. 
Deep. Resonant. A vibration that rolled across the water and through the steel structures of the Cedar Island terminal, stirring the heaviest sleepers inside their vehicles.
Inside a weathered pickup truck at the front of the line, Jesse Dixon startled awake. The horn’s call pressed through the fogged windows, pulling him from the remnants of the dream into this gray coastal dawn. For a moment, he couldn’t remember where he was—only that the air smelled different. Salt instead of pine. Diesel instead of wood smoke.
His heart was still racing—oars, black water, a hand reaching. He knew he had lived that dream before.  It was one of those dreams that kept resurfacing.
He rubbed his face, felt the stubble he hadn’t bothered to shave before they’d left. His reflection in the rearview was a blur—dark brown hair flattened on one side, shadows under eyes that usually carried more confidence than he felt. Wiry frame, his mother always said. Built for rivers, not football fields.
His grandfather’s cabin flickered through his half-sleep—the way morning light fell through hemlock branches onto the porch where he’d learned to tie flies at seven years old. That smell of woodsmoke and coffee. Gone now, the cabin sold, the land subdivided. Some things you only get to keep in your chest.
He blinked into the dimness. The windshield was opaque with condensation, the world beyond it erased by fog. Sadie curled in the passenger seat beside him, hoodie pulled over her face, one hand resting on Scout’s fur.
Behind closed eyes, she was somewhere else—the French Broad in late spring, water high and fast, Jesse’s voice calling out the line as they dropped into a rapid. The canoe bucking beneath her. Boone whooping from the stern. Cold spray on her face, and the last thing she remembered saying before the horn pulled her awake: Nothing can stop us.
The yellow Lab mix slept curled in the footwell, chest rising and falling in slow waves. Boone sprawled across the backseat at impossible angles, long legs tangled in discarded jackets.
Before dawn had fully broken over Cedar Island, the world lingered in that delicate hush between the last breath of night and the first whisper of morning. Fog slid across Pamlico Sound in slow, unhurried ribbons, drifting over the asphalt and curling around pilings as though the island itself were stretching awake beneath a gray blanket. Through the moisture-thick air, amber terminal lights glowed like lanterns half-sunk in a dream, revealing trucks and trailers and early risers only in fragments.
Jesse wiped condensation from the glass with his sleeve. Out there, somewhere in the haze, the Sound moved with a slow, unbothered rhythm—gentle laps of water against wooden pilings that came and went like the breathing of something enormous and unseen.
Their truck sat loaded with gear from the mountains—a johnboat and canoe strapped to the roof and bed, their hulls scraped from riverbeds far from the coast. Knotted ropes curled across coolers and dry bags. No motors. Just paddles and oars strapped alongside—the way they’d always preferred it.
Three summers on the Nantahala. Two on the French Broad. One ill-advised overnight on the Chattooga that none of them talked about but all of them remembered whenever rain hit a tent fly. The gear told the story of who they were together.
A sharp knock hit the driver’s window.
The sudden sound sliced through the quiet interior like the snap of a branch in a dark forest. Scout was on her feet instantly, nails scraping the floor mat as a low growl rumbled in her chest. Jesse jerked more fully awake, settling into something steadier but alert. Sadie blinked into the dimness, pulling the hoodie off her face as shapes outside began to assemble into something human.
A ferry worker’s face emerged from the amber light, features blurred at the edges.
Middle-aged, with a thick red beard and a Down East accent worn as naturally as his vest.
His reflective vest glowed faintly, droplets of moisture collecting on its fabric as he leaned closer to the window.
“Mornin'. Got a reservation? And I need to see an ID.”
Jesse’s voice cracked with sleep as he answered, his fingers fumbling briefly toward his wallet. The windows still held the night’s chill, and his breath formed a faint mist on the glass as he leaned closer. “Yes sir… under Dixon.”
“What time is it?” Sadie muttered, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand.
“Time to board the ferry,” the worker smirked, tapping the side of the truck with two knuckles before stepping back into the fog.
Boone groaned from the backseat, shifting himself upright with exaggerated effort.
He squinted at the fog, then at Jesse. “Tell me again why we couldn’t take a trip somewhere with, I don’t know, actual roads? Maybe a Waffle House?”
He unfolded himself from the backseat—taller than Jesse, broader through the shoulders, four years hauling lumber and framing houses. Smart in ways that had nothing to do with classrooms.
His phone sat dark in his pocket. Three days now since he’d texted her back. He wasn’t ready to explain why.
“Man, they act like we’re boarding a cruise ship.”
“Just doin’ his job, Boone,” Jesse murmured, though a sleepy smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Scout settled again, head between her paws but ears twitching as the worker moved on.
They pulled forward, the truck rolling slowly as headlights carved narrow tunnels through the fog. The beams fractured on droplets in the air, drifting shards of light that swirled like the dust of some waking dream. The ramp ahead rose from the mist like a piece of old machinery forgotten by time—steel grating wet with condensation, rails slick and dark, the Sound murmuring below.
As the tires clanged over the ramp, vibrations thrummed up through the truck’s frame. Jesse felt them in his ribs, a reminder of metal meeting metal, of motion shifting from land to water. Boone pressed a hand to the ceiling as if steadying himself, though the ferry had barely begun to accept them.
Halfway up, a silhouette formed through the fog—broad-shouldered, still as a piling, but with an easy familiarity to the deck beneath him.
Caleb O'Neal stood waiting, waving them aboard.
Tall, sun-worn, blond hair catching what little early light existed. He looked like someone the wind itself had shaped—steadfast, patient, at ease with the tide’s moods. His deckhand uniform clung to him with the casual naturalness of someone who didn’t just work on the water, but belonged to it. The fog curled around him, parting as though it knew him.
Sadie noticed immediately. Her posture lifted, a spark kindling behind her sleep-blurred eyes. “Okay… that deckhand is fine. Someone should’ve told me the ferry came with scenery already on board.”
Boone stiffened beside Jesse, rolling his shoulders with a sharp exhale.
Jesse said nothing. He’d seen Boone react this way since they were kids—anytime some guy caught Sadie’s attention. Protective. Territorial. Predictable. Jesse had learned long ago to let it pass without comment.
But something else nagged at him. Something about the way that deckhand stood there, easy and confident, like he belonged to this place in a way they never would. The way Sadie’s eyes had lingered a second too long.
Jesse pushed the thought down and parked the truck. Boone could handle his own feelings. Jesse would handle his.
He’d been handling them for years. Since the summer before college, when she’d fallen asleep against his shoulder on his grandfather’s porch and he’d stayed perfectly still for two hours rather than wake her. He’d known then. He just hadn’t known what to do about it.
Jesse nearly laughed, biting back the sound as he cut the engine.
The moment the doors opened, the air wrapped around them—rich with brine, diesel, damp rope, and rusted metal. Scout hopped out eagerly, nails clicking across the ferry deck, tail wagging in curious sweeps as she trotted ahead, snuffling the smells of rope, salt, and the oily tang of machinery warming to life.
The ferry hummed beneath them, engines low and steady. The fog shifted lazily across the bow, revealing slivers of the Sound. The muted morning light gave everything a soft edge, as if the world were still deciding what kind of day it wanted to be.
Scout trotted ahead, but Sadie lingered by the truck, stretching. Her back cracked. She winced, then laughed.
“Six hours in a truck will do that,” Jesse said, moving beside her.
“Worth it though.” She tilted her head back, breathing in the salt air. When she opened her eyes, Jesse was already looking out at the water, profile sharp against the gray morning.
She studied him for a moment—the way he always went quiet when he was working through something. She’d seen that look a thousand times growing up. On riverbanks. Around campfires. Late nights on his porch when they were supposed to be studying.
“You okay?” she asked.
He glanced at her, and for a moment he was back on his grandfather’s porch, her head on his shoulder, the smell of woodsmoke in her hair. “Yeah. Just glad you’re here.”
“Where else would I be?” She bumped his shoulder with hers as they walked toward the rail. “You’d get lost without me.”
“Probably true.”
“Definitely true. Remember that time you tried to read a map upside down for nearly an hour?”
“That was one time,” Jesse protested, but he was grinning now.
“One very memorable time.”
She reached over and straightened his collar where it had folded wrong in his sleep—an automatic gesture, the kind that comes from years of proximity. He let her.
Scout circled back, tail wagging, and nosed between them as they reached the bow. Sadie rested her hand on the rail near Jesse’s—not touching, but close enough to feel the warmth.
Boone followed with reluctant steps, hands in his hoodie pockets. At the bow, the fog parted just enough to show layers of gray-blue stretching across the water, the horizon vanishing and reappearing as if breathing.
Jesse leaned against the rail, inhaling the sharp salt air. “Sun’s coming up. Pretty time.”
Scout pressed against Jesse’s leg. Her head swiveled, nostrils flaring as she catalogued everything: the diesel exhaust from the ferry’s engines, sharp and oily; the salt spray coming off the Sound; the fish smell clinging to ropes and deck planks; another dog somewhere onboard, its scent mixing with the vinyl and coffee smells drifting from the parked vehicles. Her tail wagged faster.
Jesse rested his hand on her head, feeling her body quiver with the effort to process it all. Every smell told a story she was trying to read.
“She’s going crazy,” Sadie said, watching Scout’s nose twitch.
“Everything’s new,” Jesse said. “Back home it’s hardwoods, creek water, and deer. Here it’s—”
“Fish and boats and seagulls,” Sadie finished, laughing as Scout pulled toward the rail, desperate to get closer to whatever she was smelling.
Sadie stepped beside him, fingers brushing the cold metal. “Was it like this last time you were here?”
The hull’s steady rhythm against the water felt as old as tides themselves. Jesse didn’t answer immediately; he watched the Sound wake in its own slow rhythm, the haze rolling across it like breath from a slumbering giant. He swallowed, his chest rising with a quiet heaviness.
“It wasn’t this pretty then,” Jesse said, voice softening. “But it’s the sound of the water splashing that I remember most. That sound… sounds like a waterfall back home in the mountains.”
Sadie nodded, the corners of her eyes warming with the memory he offered her. “It really does.”
He exhaled, grounding himself in the moment. “The last time I rode this ferry was right before college. Tryin’ to figure out where I wanted to go. State or Carolina… We hung out that whole summer—you helped me make the list of pros and cons. Remember?”
“I remember.”
She watched him more carefully now, sensing something shifting beneath the surface. The haze wrapped around them like a thin veil, the horizon fading in and out.
“Now that college is over… I’m hopin’ this trip helps me figure things out again.”
Sadie squeezed his hand. “Your dad called again, didn’t he?”
Jesse exhaled through his nose. “Three times yesterday. About the teaching position in Raleigh.”
The voicemails sat in his phone like stones. His father’s voice in each one—calm, reasonable, disappointed in that quiet way that cut deeper than shouting ever could. They need your answer by Friday, Jesse. This isn’t something you can paddle away from. As if Jesse didn’t know that. As if running was all he’d ever done.
His father was ready to co-sign the apartment lease in Raleigh. If Jesse said no, he’d be saying no to more than a job. He’d be saying no to the only safety net he had left.
“And?”
“And I told him I’d think about it.” He watched the water, jaw tight. “It’s a good job. Good school. But it’s the city, Sadie. Traffic and noise and… I don’t know.”
“You could go back to the mountains,” Sadie offered quietly.
“I could. But that feels like moving backward, not forward.” His voice dropped. “And then there’s this.” He gestured at the Sound, the fog lifting, the endless water. “I love it down here. The way it feels. The way it breathes different. But I don’t know if that’s real or if I’m just running from having to make a choice.”
Sadie was quiet for a moment. He knew that silence—she was thinking, choosing her words carefully the way she always did.
“City, mountains, coast,” Jesse said. “And I don’t know which one could actually home. If any of them.”
Sadie leaned closer, her shoulder brushing his. “We’ve all got things to figure out, Jesse. Maybe I’ll figure some things out too… maybe we’ll figure some things out together.”
The words hung between them, a contrast to the cool wind tugging at her hoodie. Boone stepped up behind them with a grunt, his presence breaking the moment.
“View’s over-rated.”
Scout pushed her head against Sadie’s leg as if disagreeing, the warmth of her fur grounding them in the present.
Footsteps approached along the deck—steady, sure, unhurried. The kind of stride that came from knowing the water better than the land.
“Pretty mornin’ to cross.”
Caleb approached with an easy gait, the last remnants of the fog curling away from him as though granting him passage. He paused a few steps from them, his posture relaxed, hands resting lightly on the railing.
“Some days the Sound’s like a lamb… some days a lion. Today? She’s a postcard.”
“We’ll take a postcard day,” Jesse said, his breath misting faintly between words.
Scout trotted toward Caleb, tail wagging in a slow, hopeful arc. Caleb knelt, scratching behind her ears with a practiced gentleness. The dog leaned into him instantly, her body melting into his touch as if she’d known him for years.
Boone’s expression tightened into something he didn’t quite mask. Sadie’s eyes lingered a heartbeat too long on Caleb’s easy smile.
Sadie tilted her head, her hair catching a faint breeze. “Your accent… does everybody down here all talk like you do?”
“Some of us do,” Caleb said with a grin. “Depends how long your folks been on the island.”
“It almost sounds… Australian,” Jesse said, studying him.
Caleb’s laugh was short but warm. “Yeah, I hear that a lot. Ain’t Australian, though. It’s old stuff—Elizabethan English. Been spoken on these islands for over three hundred years. Way my granddaddy talked… and his before him.”
Sadie’s expression softened. “It sounds older. Kind of beautiful.”
“We were raised on the water from the time we could walk,” Caleb replied. “Some folks learn to talk from books. We learned from the tides. I'm Caleb. Caleb O'Neal from Ocracoke."     
Jesse felt the words settle somewhere beneath his ribs. What would it be like to belong somewhere that completely?
"I'm Jesse Dixon and this is Sadie Whittaker.  And this is our best friend Boone."  
Caleb's gaze drifted toward their truck, taking in the boats strapped to the top. “Y’all ain’t got no shortage of equipment.”
“We’re from the mountains,” Sadie said. “Always outdoors. We like to be prepared.”
Caleb lifted a brow, an amused tilt of curiosity. “Plannin’ to paddle ’round the harbor?”
“Actually, planning to paddle over to Portsmouth Island,” Jesse said. “I was over there four years ago, it's a special place.”
Caleb’s expression tightened subtly—his eyes narrowing by a fraction before he masked the reaction.
“It’s special, alright. But it’s farther than it looks. Wind, tide, current—might make it difficult. And we’ve got King Tides this week.”
Sadie’s stance lifted, her interest sharpening. Boone crossed his arms, his eyes darting between Caleb and Jesse as though weighing their confidence against the islander’s warning.
“Last year ’round this same time…” Caleb continued, his voice lowering. “Couple folks tried to beat a storm comin’ back from Portsmouth. Didn’t make it. Storm caught 'em. Waves swamped ’em… drowned ’fore anyone could reach ’em.”
Jesse’s chest tightened. He knew what it meant to swamp—water rushing over the gunwales, the boat turning sluggish beneath you, that instant when you realize you’re not paddling anymore. You’re swimming.
Sadie’s hand found Jesse’s sleeve—not grabbing, just touching. Boone’s jaw worked once, the skepticism in his posture flickering. Scout pressed harder against Jesse’s leg, reading the shift in the air.
The Sound held its breath.
Sadie broke the silence, her voice thinner now. “Are you saying the passage to Portsmouth will be dangerous?”
“Not sayin’ dangerous… on a purty day… if folks know what they’re doin’,” Caleb said. “But definitely a challenge… ’specially with the boats y’all got.”
His eyes drifted briefly to Jesse, locking with a quiet, measured weight—one that carried warning, and respect, and something else Jesse couldn’t quite name.
“Portsmouth’s one of those places that draws people in,” Caleb said. “Some say the veil’s thin out there.”
Jesse stopped mid-breath. A subtle hum filled his ears. The Sound seemed to hush, or maybe it was just something inside him.
“That’s it,” he said slowly. “That’s the way the old village made me feel. Only place I’ve ever felt that.”
He’d been seventeen, wandering alone through the abandoned village while his dad fished the inlet. The church with its empty pews. The cemetery where names had weathered to whispers. He had noticed his family name, Dixon, spread throughout the tombstones there. He’d stood in the doorway of an abandoned house and felt, for one breath, like someone was standing just behind him. Waiting. Watching.
“Whatever you felt there… I want to feel it too,” Sadie said, voice low but sure.
Boone scoffed, shifting his weight as if shaking off the seriousness. “Veils, spirits… come on, man. It’s an island, not a séance.”
“Don’t be an ass,” Jesse said, but there was no heat in it. Just the practiced rhythm of friends who’d been needling each other for years.
“I’m not. I’m being a realist.” Boone glanced at Caleb, then back at Jesse. “Portsmouth’s what, three or four miles across open water? In a canoe? That’s a long paddle when you’ve got tides working against you.”
Caleb’s expression shifted—something between respect and surprise. “You're right 'bout that.”
“Rivers have current,” Boone replied, “but the current never switches like tides do.”
Caleb nodded slowly. “Exactly. River takes you one direction. Tide’ll pull you in, pull you out, spin you sideways if you ain’t payin’ attention.”
“We’ve paddled Class III rapids,” Jesse said. “We can handle some open water.”
“Different beast entirely,” Caleb said, but there was respect in his voice now.
Boone had studied the tide charts before they’d left. Learned what a King Tide was. He did that—prepared quietly while everyone assumed he was just along for the ride.
A sudden flutter of wings filled the air, and a gull swooped overhead. Boone didn’t notice until it was too late.
A wet splat landed directly on his shoulder.
Sadie gasped. Jesse choked back a laugh. Caleb’s grin widened.
Boone’s eyes widened with disbelief. “Oh come on—why are they targeting me today?”
Caleb let out a low chuckle. “Sound’s got a sense of humor, ole boy.”
“Boone’s got an opinion about everything,” Jesse added with a grin.
“Says the guy dragging us across open ocean to find himself.” But Boone was almost smiling as he flicked at the mess with the edge of his sleeve.
Boone muttered curses under his breath while Sadie tried—and failed—not to laugh. Scout wagged her tail as if the whole thing was a game designed for her amusement.
Above them, Captain Riggs stepped out from the wheelhouse, leaning on the rail as he breathed in the softening fog. His weathered face angled toward the horizon. He’d listened to the weather radio earlier; today promised calm waters and a gentle wind—a good crossing. But he’d also noted a Nor'easter building out at sea, slow and steady. Men like him learned to respect the quiet signals long before the storm arrived.
His gaze slipped toward Caleb below. “Looks like Caleb’s got his eye on ’nother one of them pretty tourist gals. Boy just cain’t help himself,” he chuckled under his breath.
Then his eyes shifted to the boats strapped to the truck. “If they gonna take them boats out… they best keep ’em close to shore,” he murmured. “Good chance we gotta Nor'easter rollin’ in a few days.”
The ferry ride stretched into the morning as time seemed less and less relevant out here.
The ferry bumped lightly against the Ocracoke dock, the fog peeling upward in unraveling strands that revealed pastel porches, humming golf carts, sandy walkways, and the warm stirrings of island morning. The colors felt soft at first—muted pinks, worn blues, sun-washed whites—the haze had lifted, letting the day brighten around them.
Caleb opened the gate, his hand steady on the chains. “Safe travels now. Keep an eye on that weather—she’ll change her mind quick on ya.”
“Hey—anywhere you’d recommend for dinner?” Jesse asked as he stepped back toward the truck.
“Dajio,” Caleb replied. “My aunt and uncle own it. Freshest seafood on the island. And that’s where us locals’ll be tonight.”
“Locals and seafood? We’ll be there,” Sadie said, brushing a loose strand of hair from her cheek.
Boone muttered something into his hoodie, his gaze lingering on Caleb a moment longer.
As Caleb stepped away, Sadie watched him—not drawn to him, but to the ease he carried. The way people here seemed anchored to their place in the world. She felt a tug of longing, quiet but clear. Maybe that was part of why she’d come. Maybe the island held something she needed.
She climbed into the truck but didn’t close the door yet. Let the salt air sit with her a moment longer.
Four years at Appalachian State. Ecology and Environmental Biology. She’d built her whole future around those peaks—grad school, Forest Service, a life in the high country. It had felt so certain.
Then last summer happened. The Duke Marine Lab internship. The researchers there studied coastal wetlands the way she studied cold-water streams. Something had cracked open in her that she hadn’t been able to close.
A pelican glided low across the water. She tracked it until it disappeared.
She’d been looking at marine science programs. Coastal ecology positions. Places that felt nothing like home but called to her anyway. She hadn’t told Jesse—hadn’t wanted to add weight to whatever he was already carrying. But standing here, she let herself feel the question she’d been circling for months:
Not where do I belong?
But where could I belong if I let myself try?
The truck rolled forward into the village. Sunlight warmed the edges of cottages and oak branches, glinting off windows and sandy pathways. The sight tugged at Jesse—a filtered glow reminding him of dawn hitting pine needles back home. Different world, same quiet reminder: he stood on the edge of something new.
The truck rolled slowly through the village’s main stretch. Gift shops crowded both sides of the narrow road—airbrushed t-shirts in windows, hand-painted signs advertising bike rentals and ghost tours, an ice cream shop with a line of sun-flushed tourists. Ocracoke Coffee Co. had its doors propped open, the smell of roasted beans drifting into the street. Everything felt carefully curated for visitors, bright and welcoming.
Jesse felt the performance of it—the island wearing a mask for tourists.
But as they turned onto a side street, the island’s other face revealed itself. Live oaks arched overhead, their branches twisted and gnarled, draped with Spanish moss that swayed in the breeze. Cedar trees clustered near older cottages—weathered structures with screened porches where fishing nets hung drying, crab pots stacked like cairns, and faded buoys dangled from railings. A fig tree sprawled against one house, its broad leaves catching morning light. Yaupon bushes lined sandy yards, their small leaves dark green against sun-bleached wood.
An old man sat in a rocking chair on one of these porches, coffee mug in hand, watching them pass with mild curiosity.
A golf cart puttered by, driven by a woman in a floppy hat with a golden retriever riding shotgun, tongue lolling in the breeze. The dog barked once at Scout, who responded with an interested whine.
“I love it already,” Sadie said, leaning forward.
The air smelled different here—less diesel, more salt and sun-warmed wood and something green from the cedars and oaks. Somewhere nearby, someone was cooking breakfast. Laughter carried from a porch. A child squealed.
The mountains held history, roots, expectation. This place held possibility.
“Tourist trap,” Boone muttered, though the edge of his voice softened just slightly as he tried to clean the remaining gull mess from his hoodie.
“Maybe so. But it’s our tourist trap today,” Jesse replied, drifting into a smile.
Boone tapped his fingers on his knee, irritation flickering into something quieter before he hid it again.
Scout stuck her head out the window, letting the wind ruffle her ears as the rising sun painted the village gold.
The truck disappeared into the waking island.
Scout lifted her nose to the wind one last time, ears flattening against her skull. A small whine escaped her throat. She smelled something on that breeze. Something coming.







  
  Chapter two
Ocracoke Village


Late morning light filtered through the swaying limbs of live oaks and cedars, their branches stretching crooked and ancient across the Ocracoke campground. Sunlight broke into restless ribbons as the wind rustled the leaves, scattering gold and shadow across the sandy ground like shifting pieces of a mosaic. The air warmed quickly, salt rising from the Sound and mingling with the sweetness of marsh grass and the earthy scent of roots buried deep beneath the sand. The island was waking, stretching, pushing heat into the day. Somewhere unseen, a heron croaked from the marsh, its call tangled with the low hum of far-off boat engines. 
Cicadas buzzed like distant static, threading through the stillness and settling into the background. The day felt as though it had already stretched into its full stride—a warm exhale settling over the campground, heavy with the taste of salt and sun-baked pine needles.
The truck sat tucked beneath a veil of shade, tailgate open, gear spread out with the purposeful disarray of people who’d done this many times before. Sleeping bags, dry bags, food totes, coils of rope, tent poles, spare clothes—the deliberate chaos of a trip balanced between adventure and survival. A faint breeze lifted the edges of tarps and nylon, making the gear seem to breathe in and out alongside the trees.
Jesse worked steadily, organizing equipment with quiet competence. He moved with the muscle memory of someone who had pitched tents and set up camp more times than he could count. Each stake landed with a sure, measured strike. Each strap was tightened, checked, then checked again, the tug confirming his certainty. His focus anchored him, as familiar as a trailhead back home, the sound of metal against damp ground pulsing steady at his core.
Sadie moved around him with light precision—quick steps, fast hands, sunlight catching in her hair each time she leaned or turned, rogue strands shining gold. She paused now and then to scan the campground: tents and RVs like colorful shells scattered in the sand, families arranging coolers, kids darting between the trunks of live oaks grown in shapes only the wind could explain. Every shiver of wind lifted the tent fabric, making it ripple like a living thing in the quiet grove.
Scout wandered the perimeter, nose close to the ground, tail swaying in rhythm marking the calm. She inspected shells, the grass, a stranger’s forgotten flip-flop, then circled back toward the truck to ensure her people remained where she’d left them. Her loyalty walked the bounds of the campsite, paws leaving faint impressions in the sand that the wind would soon erase.
Their gear had changed over time. Jesse’s tent: lightweight, expensive. Sadie’s pack: new, technical. Boone’s tent: same one from high school, duct-taped seams. His sleeping bag, one of Jesse's hand-me-downs.
Not that Jesse made him feel bad about it. Jesse just quietly paid—camping fees, food, gas. Always “splitting” costs that only one of them actually paid.
Sadie paused, looking up at the live oak overhead. Branches twisted in impossible shapes, bent by centuries of wind yet still growing. Spanish moss swayed though there was barely a breeze.
The tree had been here when the first settlers arrived. Was still watching.
Jesse felt it too—that sense of being observed. Not threatening. Just… noticed.
Sadie paused and looked down the narrow road that led toward the village. The island’s rhythm was already finding its daily stride: golf carts humming past in clusters, tires whispering over sand; families biking with towels flapping behind them; joggers slipping in and out of yaupon-lined paths that swayed like green tunnels. The distant chime of a bell from a nearby bike echoed briefly, vanishing into the hush beneath the trees.
“We should get a golf cart. Be easier than hauling this truck all over.”
Her voice carried a hint of mischief and possibility, as if she could already picture them laughing as they cruised through town, hair tousled from salt wind, sunlight flashing off the cart’s roof, nothing important waiting on the other side of the day.
Boone crouched near the gear pile, sorting rope and gear. His movements were sharp, tension visible in the tightness at the corners of his mouth. He yanked at a knot harder than needed, the rope biting into his palms, shoulders rigid with effort.
“Why? We got wheels already.”
Sadie shrugged as she tightened a strap on a dry bag, the nylon creaking softly in her hands. “It’s the way folks get around here. Easier to park, fun, and we can go anywhere without worrying about the truck.”
Boone snorted, rope fibers rasping between his fingers. “Yeah, well, they’re probably fifty bucks an hour or something. Waste of money.”
The words came out rougher than he intended, but he didn’t correct himself. It was easier to let irritation pose as reason than admit the truth about what he couldn’t afford.
Jesse drove a tent stake into the sand with a practiced, even rhythm—the thunk of metal into damp ground steadying everything it touched. “Boone, go get us a golf cart. We’ll be done here by the time you get back.”
Boone straightened, squinting over the truck bed. “You’re serious?”
Sadie smiled at him, eyes bright. “Yeah. You’ll love it.”
Jesse slid folded bills into Boone’s hand. The cash felt heavier than it should have. Pride flickered in Boone’s eyes, followed by embarrassment as he pocketed the money. He hated needing it. Hated that Jesse always seemed to have more steady footing.
“Fine. But if they try to rob us blind, I’m walking back.”
He tried to sound joking. It landed closer to a warning.
He headed down the sandy trail, boots kicking up fine dust that sparkled in the sunlight. Scout watched until he disappeared into the brightness, ears tilted forward as if waiting for him to turn back.
Jesse scratched

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***





