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The cursor hadn't moved in two hours.

Nathan Voss knew this because he'd been watching it — that thin, blinking line at the top of an otherwise empty document, patient as a metronome, indifferent as a judge. Outside his apartment window, Manhattan moved the way it always did: loud, purposeful, relentless. An ambulance screamed down West 74th. A cab laid on its horn. Somewhere below, two people were arguing about something that probably didn't matter. The city had no interest in his silence.

He pushed back from the desk and walked to the window.

Two years. That was the number he kept returning to, the one that sat in his chest like a stone he couldn't cough up. Twenty-four months since his first novel had landed on shelves and briefly made him the kind of writer people talked about at dinner parties. Twenty-four months of opening blank documents, staring at them, and closing them again without a single usable sentence. He wasn't blocked, exactly. Blocked implied something was trying to get through. This was different. This was silence all the way down.

His phone buzzed against the desk.

Claire Novak.

He let it buzz twice more before picking up. "Hey."

"Don't 'hey' me." Claire's voice had that particular quality he'd come to recognize over four years of working together — tired, precise, and underneath it all, something that hadn't quite given up on him yet. "I'm still waiting on pages, Nathan. You told me November. You said, and I'm quoting you directly here, 'two weeks, Claire, I just need two more weeks.'"

"I remember."

"November was three months ago."

He turned back to his laptop. The open document held exactly four words: Chapter One. Beneath them, nothing. He'd typed the heading seventeen days ago and hadn't touched it since.

"I'm working on it," he said.

"No, you're not." She wasn't cruel about it — that was the thing about Claire. She could say the hardest things without cruelty, the way a doctor delivers a diagnosis. "I've known you long enough to know the difference between you working and you sitting very still in a room. Manhattan is eating you alive. You know when you write best? When you're somewhere that doesn't care who you are."

He didn't argue, because she wasn't wrong.

"Check your email," she said. "Tonight. Before you open that document again." A pause. "And Nathan — I'm not giving up on this book. Don't you give up on it either."

She hung up. He stood there a moment with the dead phone in his hand, then opened his laptop and navigated to his inbox.

Her email was four lines long.

Maine coast. Mohegan Island. Lighthouse complex, cottage included. Monthly rental, reasonable rate. Ferry twice a week. No neighbors. No reliable wifi. No excuses left.

Below the text, a link.

He clicked it.

The photograph stopped him cold. A white lighthouse tower rising from dark granite, wind-bent spruce trees clinging to the hillside behind it, and beyond everything, the Atlantic — grey and enormous and completely indifferent to human problems. It wasn't pretty in any postcard sense of the word. It was raw. Isolated. Stubbornly, uncomplicatedly real in a way that nothing in his current life managed to be.

He stared at it for a long time.

Then he opened the rental page. Read it twice. Looked at the photo again. Thought about the blank document, the blinking cursor, the three months he'd lost to a city that kept moving whether he did or not.

He entered his credit card number before he could talk himself out of it.

The confirmation email arrived in under a minute. Mohegan Island Lighthouse Cottage — 30-day rental confirmed. He read it twice, half expecting the decision to feel reckless. It didn't. It felt, for the first time in longer than he could clearly remember, like a decision made by someone who still believed something was possible.

He closed the laptop and went to the closet for his duffel bag.

He didn't pack much. A few sweaters, his worn copy of Winesburg, Ohio, the battered portable typewriter he'd bought at an estate sale the year his first book came out — back when he thought objects could carry luck. And the manuscript folder: eighty pages that ended mid-sentence, the unfinished wreckage of the book he owed Claire, the book he owed himself.

He was on the first northbound bus out of the city before sunrise.

New York dissolved into the grey morning behind him — the skyline shrinking, then the suburbs thinning, then nothing but bare trees and frozen fields and the particular quiet of a highway in winter. Nathan watched it all through the smeared glass and tried to remember the last time he'd felt something other than the low, grinding pressure of expectation.

He couldn't place it.

But somewhere past the New Hampshire border, with the sky turning the dull silver of an overcast morning, he opened the manuscript folder in his lap. Stared at the last sentence he'd written — that unfinished sentence, hanging in the middle of the page like a bridge that stopped above open water.

He didn't write anything. Not yet.

But he read it. And for the first time in months, it didn't make him want to close the folder and pretend it didn't exist.

That was something. Maybe that was enough to start.

The ferry was exactly as advertised: small, old, and completely unforgiving.

Nathan had arrived at Rockland Harbor before six in the morning, duffel bag at his feet, typewriter strapped to his back, the manuscript folder wedged under one arm like something he wasn't entirely sure he wanted to keep. The dock was empty except for a rusted bench and a handwritten schedule tacked to a wooden post, its edges curled from salt and weather. The cold here was different from New York cold — it had direction, purpose, came off the water with a kind of authority that the city's wind-tunnel gusts never managed. This cold meant something. He wasn't sure what yet.

He was the only passenger.

That bothered him more than he expected. In Manhattan, solitude was theoretical — you were surrounded by eight million people even when you felt utterly alone, and the noise filled the spaces where loneliness might otherwise settle. Standing on that empty dock, watching a gull work the grey current above the harbor mouth, he felt the absence of all that noise like a physical thing. Solid. Waiting.

The captain was a broad man in his sixties who checked Nathan's ticket without introducing himself, looked at the luggage with the expression of someone doing math, and said only: "Mohegan?"

"That's right."

A nod. Then the man disappeared into the wheelhouse and didn't come back out.

The crossing took fifty minutes. Nathan stood at the stern rail for most of it, watching the mainland dissolve into the low winter haze — the harbor, then the tree line, then just a smudge on the horizon, and then nothing. The water changed color as they moved into open ocean, going from the murky green of the harbor to a deep, cold slate that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The swells were modest but relentless, lifting and dropping the hull in a rhythm that was either calming or nauseating depending on how he thought about it. He chose calming.

Somewhere around the halfway point, he unzipped his bag and pulled out the manuscript folder.

Eighty pages. Two years of effort compressed into something he could hold in one hand. He read slowly, not skimming the way he'd been doing for months but actually reading, the way he'd read other people's work — looking for the living tissue beneath the surface. And it was there. The characters breathed. The dialogue had its own logic, its own music. The first thirty pages had a momentum he'd forgotten existed.

Then, somewhere around page thirty-five, everything went rigid.

He'd identified this before, intellectually. The story had simply stopped believing in itself. But reading it now, with the Atlantic underneath him and Manhattan three hours behind, he found himself asking a different question than usual. Not why did this fail but what does this need. The distinction felt important, though he couldn't yet say why.

No answer came. The wind picked up instead.

He saw the island first as a dark mass low on the water, barely distinguishable from a cloudbank. Then it resolved — granite shoreline, wind-tortured spruce trees climbing the hillside, and above everything, unmistakable against the grey sky, the white tower of the lighthouse. It wasn't illuminated. The morning was too bright for that, even overcast as it was. But the structure had a presence that the photograph hadn't fully captured. It sat on the rock like something that had decided, a very long time ago, that it wasn't going anywhere.

Nathan closed the folder.

The ferry eased against a small wooden dock, and the captain appeared just long enough to make a gesture that clearly meant off you go. Nathan hauled his bags onto the planking — salt-bleached, slightly springy underfoot, every board a different shade of grey — and by the time he'd gotten both feet on the dock, the engine had already reversed. He turned to watch the ferry pull away. It did not slow. It did not circle back. It simply left, growing smaller against the open water until it was just a white shape in the mist.

He stood there for a moment, bags at his feet, the dock swaying faintly beneath him.

Then he turned around.

The path up from the dock was marked with a rusted iron post and nothing else. He found it by process of elimination, following the only break in the shoreline brush, dragging his duffel over loose stones while the typewriter made its presence known with every step. The path climbed steadily, switching back once through a stand of spruce that smelled intensely of cold resin, and opened onto a flat clearing with two structures: a weathered cottage set back from the cliff edge, and above it, connected by a worn footpath, the lighthouse itself.

Beside the cottage door, hanging from a small iron hook, was a key.

Beneath it, a slip of paper held down by a flat stone: Cottage. North side. — E.M.

Two initials. Nothing else.

He took the key, folded the note into his coat pocket, and let himself in. The cottage was cold but clean — a narrow bed, a writing desk positioned in front of the single window, a woodstove with a stack of split logs beside it, two shelves of water-warped paperbacks. Spartan in a way that felt intentional rather than neglected. Someone had thought about what a person actually needed and provided exactly that, nothing more.

He set his bags down and went to the window.

On the rocks below, perhaps forty yards out, a figure stood with her back to the cottage. Short dark hair pressed flat by the wind, a heavy canvas jacket, something in her left hand that might have been binoculars. She was looking out toward the lighthouse, completely still, in the way that only people who have made serious peace with a particular place can be still.

E.M.

He watched her for a moment — this woman who hadn't come to meet the ferry, hadn't knocked on the door, had left two initials and a key and nothing else. She didn't turn. Didn't seem to register that anyone had arrived at all.

And then it happened.

A faint prickling in his fingers. The specific, physical sensation he associated with wanting to write something — not obligation, not discipline, but actual wanting, the animal pull toward a blank page. He hadn't felt it in so long that it took him a full second to identify it.

His hand moved to his coat pocket.

The pen was there.

Nathan was losing a argument with the woodstove.

The instructions had seemed straightforward enough — logs, kindling, a damper lever on the left side of the flue. He'd done this before, or something like it, at a rented cabin in Vermont three winters ago when he'd still been the kind of person who did things like rent cabins in Vermont. But the third match burned down to his fingers without catching, and when he finally coaxed a small flame from the kindling, smoke began rolling into the room instead of up the chimney. He yanked the damper. The smoke thickened. He waved it away with the manuscript folder and backed toward the window, eyes stinging, feeling like precisely the kind of person who had no business being on an island.

One knock. Then the door opened.

She didn't wait to be invited. She simply came in — stepping over the threshold with the ease of someone entering a space they've known far longer than any tenant, which Nathan supposed was accurate. He recognized her from the rocks: the dark hair cut blunt at the jaw, the canvas jacket, the quality of stillness that had struck him even from forty yards away. Up close it was more pronounced. She moved through the cottage the way water moves around stones — without hesitation, without apology, finding the path of least resistance not because she was passive but because she already knew exactly where everything was.

She looked at the stove. At the smoke. At Nathan. Back at the stove.

Then she crossed the room.

She checked the damper first — pushed something on the underside of the lever that Nathan hadn't noticed — and the flue opened with a soft clunk. She restacked the logs in about fifteen seconds, positioning them at an angle he wouldn't have thought to try. Took the matchbox from the sill without asking, struck a single match, and held it to the base of the kindling.

The fire caught immediately. The smoke reversed direction and went where smoke was supposed to go.

She stood up and looked at him.

"Damper was half-blocked," she said. Her voice was level — not flat, exactly, but economical. The voice of someone who had decided at some point that words were most useful when they were doing actual work.

"Thank you," Nathan said. "I'm Nathan, by the —"

"I know." She was already moving toward the door. "Supply list is on the table. Water tank is behind the cottage — close the valve evenings in winter or it'll freeze by morning. Don't go into the lighthouse or the equipment room."

He waited a beat. "Anything else?"

She paused at the door. Turned back, and this time she looked at him with more attention — a brief, calibrated assessment, like someone checking the weight of something before deciding whether to carry it.

"Stay off the rocks after dark," she said. "The tide doesn't announce itself."

Then she was gone. The door closed behind her — not slammed, not eased shut with exaggerated care, but closed at exactly the right speed for a door that fit its frame properly. The latch caught with a clean, final click.
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