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Second Tide
 
  By T. Cimarron
 
Dedication
 
To those who chase the horizon, who brave the unknown, and who find home not just in a place, but in the people who matter most.
 
For the tides that carry us, the winds that guide us, and the hearts that anchor us home.
 
To my family—my compass, my safe harbor, and the reason every journey matters.
 
For those who dare to lose themselves in the unknown, only to discover who they truly are.
 
To the ones we leave behind, and the ones we find along the way.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1: The Weight of Success
 
The alarm screamed at 4:47 a.m., three minutes before it was supposed to. Ethan Cole’s hand shot out from under Egyptian cotton sheets to silence the intrusion, muscle memory guiding him through the darkness of his penthouse bedroom. The city sprawled below through floor-to-ceiling windows, Chicago’s skyline piercing the pre-dawn gloom like accusatory fingers.
 
He was already mentally rehearsing the Hartwell presentation as his feet hit the cold hardwood. Coffee first—Ethiopian single-origin, ground fresh, black as his mood. The machine hummed to life with Germanic precision, a wedding gift from three years ago that cost more than most people’s monthly salary. Claire had picked it out, back when she still believed expensive appliances could somehow purchase more time together.
 
His phone buzzed against the marble countertop. Text messages cascaded down the screen like digital rain: Marcus from Singapore about the Chen Industries merger, Sarah from London with quarterly projections, Rodriguez from São Paulo with shipping delays that would cost them millions if not resolved by noon. Each notification was a small weight added to the mountain already pressing against his chest.
 
The coffee burned his tongue, but he drank it anyway. Pain was clarity. Pain was focus.
 
“You’re up early,” Claire’s voice drifted from the bedroom doorway. She stood silhouetted against the soft glow of their bedside lamp, auburn hair falling in waves over the silk nightgown he’d bought her for Christmas. When had he stopped noticing how beautiful she was?
 
“Beijing conference call at five-thirty,” he said, not looking up from his phone. “Time zones are murder.”
 
She padded into the kitchen, bare feet silent on the imported tile. The espresso machine hissed as she made her own cup—decaf, two sugars, a splash of cream. Her ritual, learned over fifteen years of marriage, adapted to accommodate his schedule.
 
“The kids want to know if you’ll be home for dinner tonight.”
 
Ethan’s thumb paused over an email from the legal department. “What’s tonight?”
 
“Thursday.”
 
“I meant—”
 
“Sophie has her violin recital tomorrow. Noah’s got that college interview prep session.” Claire’s voice carried the weight of a thousand similar conversations. “We talked about this, Ethan. Family dinner. Together. At the table.”
 
He looked up then, seeing the careful way she held her shoulders, the practiced smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. When had she started looking at him like he was a stranger?
 
“The Hartwell deal is—”
 
“The Hartwell deal will survive one evening without you.” She set her cup down with deliberate gentleness. “Will we?”
 
The question hung in the air between them like smoke from a fire neither wanted to acknowledge. Ethan’s phone buzzed again. Marcus, urgent. His finger hovered over the notification.
 
“I’ll try,” he said, the words automatic, hollow even to his own ears.
 
Claire nodded, the same nod she’d given him a hundred times before. Understanding without acceptance. Love wrapped in resignation.
 
“I made reservations for the cruise,” she said quietly. “Brazil. Two weeks. I know you said you’d think about it, but the kids are excited, and we need—”
 
“Two weeks?” Ethan’s head snapped up. “Claire, you can’t be serious. The Morrison acquisition is heating up, and if the Beijing deal falls through—”
 
“Then someone else can handle it.” Her voice carried an edge he hadn’t heard in years. “Marcus can handle it. Sarah can handle it. For once in your life, let someone else handle it.”
 
“That’s not how it works.”
 
“That’s exactly how it works.” She moved closer, and he caught the familiar scent of her perfume—jasmine and something else, something that used to mean home. “You’ve built an entire company of capable people. Trust them.”
 
“It’s not about trust. It’s about responsibility.”
 
“Responsibility to whom?” The question came out sharper than she’d intended. She softened her tone, reaching for his hand. “When’s the last time you and Noah had a real conversation? When’s the last time you heard Sophie play the violin? When’s the last time you looked at me—really looked at me—and saw something other than another item on your to-do list?”
 
Ethan wanted to argue, to list all the reasons why his work mattered, why the deals and mergers and conference calls were the foundation that kept their world stable. But the words felt like ash in his mouth. When had providing for his family become an excuse for abandoning them?
 
His phone rang. Marcus. Beijing couldn’t wait.
 
“I have to take this.”
 
Claire’s hand slipped away from his. “Of course you do.”
 
She left him standing in the kitchen, surrounded by appliances that could make perfect coffee but couldn’t brew a perfect marriage. He answered the call, letting Marcus’s voice fill the space where meaningful conversation should have lived.
 
 
The morning dissolved into a blur of meetings, each one bleeding into the next like watercolors in rain. The Hartwell presentation went well—too well, actually. They wanted to expand the deal, add components that would require Ethan’s personal attention for the next six months. Success tasted like victory and felt like prison.
 
By lunch, he’d consumed three more cups of coffee and exactly zero food. His assistant, Jennifer, tried to slip a sandwich onto his desk, but it sat untouched beside a stack of contracts that needed his signature.
 
“Your wife called,” Jennifer said, hovering in the doorway with the particular brand of wariness reserved for delivering personal messages during work hours.
 
“What did she say?”
 
“Something about confirming the cruise. She wanted to know if she should book your flight or if you’d prefer to handle it yourself.”
 
Ethan stared at the contract in front of him—a joint venture with a manufacturing firm in Detroit that would net them twelve million in the first year alone. His signature could secure his family’s financial future for generations. His absence might secure their emotional future for years to come.
 
“Tell her to book it,” he heard himself say.
 
Jennifer’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Should I clear your calendar for the dates she mentioned?”
 
“All of it?”
 
“Two weeks in Brazil, she said. Starting this Sunday.”
 
Sunday was four days away. He had seventeen meetings scheduled, three international calls, and a presentation to the board that could make or break the Morrison deal. Clearing his calendar would be like performing surgery on his own heart.
 
“Do it,” he said.
 
By the time he made it home, the house felt like a museum of his own life. Family photos lined the hallway—images of Christmas mornings, birthday parties, summer vacations he barely remembered attending. In most of them, he was checking his phone.
 
The dining room table was set for four, but only three chairs were occupied. Claire looked up when he entered, surprise flickering across her features.
 
“You made it.”
 
“I said I’d try.” He kissed the top of her head, catching the scent of whatever she’d cooked. Something with garlic and wine that smelled like effort and tasted like hope.
 
“Dad!” Sophie launched herself from her chair, eleven years old and still young enough to believe her father was capable of miracles. “Mom said we’re going on a cruise! To Brazil! Are we really going to see dolphins?”
 
“If we’re lucky,” he said, lifting her onto his lap. When had she gotten so tall? When had her hair started curling like Claire’s?
 
Noah, fifteen and already showing signs of Ethan’s own stubborn jawline, remained seated. “What about your work?”
 
“What about it?”
 
“Mom said you never take time off. She said the last family vacation we took, you spent the whole time on conference calls.”
 
The accuracy of the observation stung. “This will be different.”
 
“Will it?” Noah’s skepticism was palpable, inherited from too many broken promises and rescheduled plans.
 
Ethan met his son’s gaze, seeing his own eyes staring back at him with the kind of clarity that only comes from disappointment. “Yes. It will be.”
 
They ate dinner together, all four of them around the table like a real family. Claire talked about the cruise itinerary—stops in Rio, Salvador, and some small coastal towns she’d researched. Sophie chattered about swimming with dolphins and building sandcastles. Noah remained skeptical but engaged, asking practical questions about currency and language barriers.
 
Ethan found himself actually listening, his phone face-down on the sideboard, forgotten for the first time in months. The conversation flowed around him like warm water, familiar rhythms of family life he’d forgotten he missed.
 
Later, after the kids had gone to bed, he and Claire stood in the kitchen cleaning dishes like they had when they were newlyweds in their tiny first apartment.
 
“Thank you,” she said quietly, scrubbing a wine glass with unnecessary care.
 
“For what?”
 
“For dinner. For listening. For the cruise.” She paused. “For trying.”
 
He dried the glass she handed him, noting how the overhead light caught the gold in her wedding ring. When had he stopped seeing these small details?
 
“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Maybe it’s time to promote Marcus to senior partner. Give him more responsibility.”
 
Claire’s hands stilled in the soapy water. “Are you serious?”
 
“Dead serious. The company will survive two weeks without me. Maybe it’s time to find out if it can survive longer periods too.”
 
She turned to face him, hope and caution warring in her expression. “What are you saying?”
 
“I’m saying maybe our son is right to be skeptical. Maybe I have made promises before that I didn’t keep. But this time…” He set the glass down and took her hands in his, soap and all. “This time, I want to be the kind of man who comes home for dinner. The kind of father who remembers his daughter’s recitals. The kind of husband who looks at his wife and sees the most important thing in his world.”
 
Tears gathered in Claire’s eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. “It won’t be easy. Changing, I mean. You’ve been running at full speed for so long, I don’t know if you remember how to slow down.”
 
“Then teach me,” he said. “We have two weeks on a boat. No meetings, no conference calls, no contracts to sign. Just us.”
 
She smiled then, the first real smile he’d seen from her in months. “Just us.”
 
That night, they made love for the first time in weeks, rediscovering each other’s bodies like teenagers sneaking moments between parental supervision. Afterward, Claire fell asleep in his arms, her breathing soft and steady against his chest.
 
Ethan lay awake, staring at the ceiling, his mind already racing toward Brazil. For the first time in years, the anticipation wasn’t about closing deals or beating competitors. It was about the simple, radical act of being present for his own life.
 
He thought about the ocean, vast and unchanging, patient enough to wait for him to remember who he’d been before ambition had consumed him. Soon, he would stand on the deck of a cruise ship with his family, watching dolphins play in the wake and feeling something other than the weight of endless responsibility.
 
He fell asleep to the sound of Claire’s breathing, dreaming of blue water and second chances.
 
The next four days blurred into a frenzy of rescheduled calls and half-packed suitcases, Ethan delegating deals he’d once guarded like family heirlooms. By the time they boarded the flight to Miami, the weight in his chest had shifted—not lighter, exactly, but redistributed, like cargo lashed down for rough seas ahead.
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Into the Blue
 
The port in Miami thrummed with organized chaos. Families dragged wheeled suitcases across sun-bleached concrete while cruise ship employees in white uniforms directed traffic with practiced efficiency. The Star of the Atlantic rose from the water like a floating city, seventeen decks of balconied cabins and swimming pools gleaming under the Florida sun.
 
Ethan stood at the terminal’s entrance, briefcase in one hand and Noah’s duffel bag in the other, trying to reconcile his mental image of “cruise ship” with the massive vessel before them. He’d imagined something quaint, perhaps romantic in an old-world way. This looked more like a mall that had learned to swim.
 
“Holy crap,” Noah breathed, then glanced guiltily at his mother. “I mean, holy ship.”
 
Claire laughed, the sound carrying years of suppressed joy. “That’s better. And yes, it’s enormous, isn’t it?”
 
Sophie pressed her face against the terminal’s glass wall, leaving a small nose print on the surface. “Do you think it has a movie theater?”
 
“Three of them,” Claire said, consulting the brochure she’d memorized. “Plus a rock climbing wall, miniature golf, and something called a flow rider.”
 
“What’s a flow rider?” Ethan asked.
 
“An artificial wave machine. For surfing.”
 
Ethan tried to imagine himself on a surfboard, salt spray in his face, and failed completely. The closest he’d come to surfing was watching Point Break on an airplane.
 
The check-in process moved with surprising efficiency. Their cabin was on Deck 9, a family suite with a balcony overlooking the ocean. Claire had splurged, using money she’d been quietly saving for three years—what she privately called her “private savings fund,” though she’d never told Ethan it existed. She hadn't used their joint business account; she needed to know that this one thing was truly hers, a decision he couldn't overturn with a single email.
 
The cabin was larger than Ethan had expected but smaller than any hotel room they’d stayed in during their European anniversary trip. Two narrow beds for the kids, a queen bed for him and Claire, and a bathroom designed by someone who clearly believed personal space was overrated.
 
“It’s perfect,” Sophie announced, bouncing on one of the narrow beds. “Can I have this one? It’s closer to the window.”
 
“That’s a porthole,” Noah corrected. “And it’s not a window, it’s a—”
 
“It’s Sophie’s bed,” Claire interrupted diplomatically. “Noah, you get the other one. And yes, that’s a porthole, which is a window designed specifically for ships.”
 
Ethan set his briefcase on the small desk built into the wall, then caught Claire watching him with a raised eyebrow.
 
“Just checking email,” he said.
 
“The ship hasn’t left port yet. Your phone still works.”
 
“I know, but—”
 
“Ethan.” Her voice carried the weight of their kitchen conversation, the promises made over dirty dishes and good intentions. “Two weeks.”
 
He looked at the briefcase, then at his family unpacking around him, claiming spaces in this floating world that would be their home for the next fourteen days. With deliberate ceremony, he closed the briefcase and slid it under the bed.
 
“Two weeks,” he agreed.
 
The ship’s departure was marked by a horn that seemed to vibrate through the steel deck plates and into Ethan’s bones. They stood on their balcony, watching Miami’s skyline shrink into the distance as the Star of the Atlantic turned southeast toward open water.
 
The ocean stretched endlessly in all directions, blue upon blue until it met the sky in a horizon that seemed impossibly far away. Ethan had flown over water countless times, but he’d never truly considered its vastness, its fundamental otherness from the concrete and steel world he inhabited.
 
“Look,” Claire said, pointing toward their wake. “Dolphins.”
 
Three gray shapes cut through the churning water behind the ship, their dorsal fins breaking the surface in synchronized arcs. Sophie squealed with delight while Noah tried to capture video on his phone, chasing the perfect shot as the dolphins played in the ship’s disturbance.
 
“They’re following us,” Sophie said.
 
“They like the waves we make,” Ethan found himself explaining. “The ship pushes water around, creates currents they can ride.”
 
“How do you know that?” Claire asked.
 
Ethan realized he didn’t actually know how he knew that. Somewhere in his education or reading, the fact had lodged itself in his memory, waiting for this moment to emerge. “Discovery Channel, maybe?”
 
“You watch Discovery Channel?”
 
“I used to. Before…” He gestured vaguely, encompassing the career and responsibilities and endless urgency that had consumed his life. “Before everything got so complicated.”
 
 That first night at dinner, they sat at a table for four in the ship’s main dining room, surrounded by families in various stages of vacation adjustment. The couple at the next table was arguing quietly about the day’s activities schedule. Across the room, a multigenerational group was celebrating what appeared to be a golden anniversary, complete with cake and a mariachi trio.
 
“So what do we do tomorrow?” Sophie asked, attacking her chocolate dessert with the focused intensity of a surgeon.
 
Claire pulled out the daily activity schedule. “We dock in Nassau at eight a.m. There’s a dolphin encounter, snorkeling at Rainbow Reef, or a historical walking tour of the old city.”
 
It’s a brief Caribbean detour—a warm-up hop through the Bahamas before the ship charts the longer course south to Brazil’s shores.
 
“Dolphins!” Sophie voted without hesitation.
 
“Snorkeling,” Noah countered. “The dolphins are probably drugged or something. At least snorkeling is real.”
 
“The dolphins aren’t drugged,” Claire said mildly. “But we could do both. The dolphin encounter is in the morning, snorkeling after lunch.”
 
Ethan found himself nodding along, caught up in the simple pleasure of planning without considering profit margins or quarterly projections. When had family decisions become so refreshingly straightforward?
 
“What about you?” Claire asked him. “Any preferences?”
 
“Whatever you all want to do,” he said, then caught himself. That was his old answer, the response of someone too busy to engage with the details of his own life. “Actually, I’d like to try snorkeling. I’ve never done it.”
 
“Never?” Noah looked genuinely surprised. “But you lived in California when you were my age.”
 
“San Francisco. More fog than beach weather. And your grandfather wasn’t exactly the outdoor adventure type.”
 
It occurred to Ethan that his children knew remarkably little about his childhood, his parents, the man he’d been before he became their father. How could he share those stories when he was never home to tell them?
 
“Tell us about Grandpa James,” Sophie said, as if reading his thoughts.
 
Ethan’s father had died when Sophie was three, too young for her to retain clear memories. Noah remembered him better—the serious man who wore suits to family barbecues and checked his watch during children’s birthday parties.
 
“He was a banker,” Ethan began, then realized how inadequate that summary was. “He worked eighteen-hour days, traveled constantly. I barely saw him during the week.”
 
“Sounds familiar,” Claire said quietly.
 
The observation stung because it was accurate. Ethan had sworn he’d be different from his father, more present, more engaged. Instead, he’d simply found different ways to disappear into his work.
 
“He missed most of my baseball games,” Ethan continued. “School plays, parent-teacher conferences, everything. But when he was there, really there, he was…” Ethan searched for the right word. “Intense. Focused. Like nothing else in the world mattered except that moment.”
 
“Did you hate him for it?” Noah asked.
 
The question caught Ethan off guard. “I thought I did, for a while. But later I realized he was trying to provide for us the only way he knew how. His father had lost everything in the Depression. Work was security. Work was love, expressed in mortgage payments and college funds.”
 
“Is that why you work so much?” Sophie asked with the devastating directness of childhood.
 
Ethan looked at his daughter, seeing Claire’s eyes in her face, his own stubborn chin. “I think maybe it was,” he said. “But I’m learning that there are other ways to show love.”
 
That night, he and Claire walked the ship’s upper decks under a sky scattered with stars. The ocean stretched away on all sides, black water meeting black sky at an invisible horizon. The ship’s lights created a bubble of human warmth in the vast darkness.
 
“I can’t remember the last time I saw stars,” Ethan said.
 
“Light pollution,” Claire replied. “You can see them from our bedroom window, but you’re never home before midnight.”
 
They leaned against the railing, listening to the whisper of water against the ship’s hull. Other passengers strolled past them, couples holding hands, families pointing out constellations, teenagers discovering that romance was more interesting than video games.
 
“I’m sorry,” Ethan said suddenly.
 
“For what?”
 
“All of it. The missed dinners, the forgotten recitals, the way I’ve been living like work was more important than you and the kids.” He turned to face her. “I know saying sorry doesn’t fix anything, but I want you to know that I see it now. I see what I’ve been doing.”
 
Claire was quiet for a long moment, studying his face in the soft light from the ship’s windows. “I know you’re sorry. I’ve always known you didn’t mean to hurt us. But intention isn’t the same as impact, Ethan. We’ve felt abandoned for years, even though you were providing for us.”
 
“How do I fix it?”
 
“You don’t fix it,” she said. “Showing up day by day feels like waiting out the ebb—exhausting in the drag, but promising a flood of ease if you hold the line.”
 
 A shooting star streaked across the sky, there and gone in an instant. Sophie would have made a wish. Noah would have explained the physics of meteors burning up in Earth’s atmosphere. Ethan simply watched it disappear and felt the weight of all the moments he’d missed while staring at computer screens.
 
“I want to change,” he said.
 
“I know you do. And I’ll help you, if you let me.”
 
They kissed then, salt air and starlight and the promise of days spent together. The ocean surrounded them, vast and patient, carrying them toward whatever waited in the blue expanse of tomorrow.
 
 
Chapter 3: The Deep
 
Day three dawned gray and choppy, the horizon obscured by low-hanging clouds that made the ocean look like hammered pewter. The Star of the Atlantic rolled gently in swells that had passengers reaching for Dramamine and gripping handrails.
 
Ethan stood on the balcony, coffee cooling in his hands, watching the water change color as morning progressed. The sea that had seemed so welcoming yesterday now looked serious, purposeful, like it had work to do that didn’t involve entertaining tourists.
 
“Rough water today,” Claire said, joining him with her own cup.
 
“The captain announced it at breakfast. Something about a weather system moving through.” Ethan had actually paid attention during the announcement instead of checking his phone. Small victories.
 
“Are you nervous about the excursion?”
 
Today’s stop was a small fishing village called Coroa Vermelha, north of Porto Seguro. Instead of the usual tourist attractions, Claire had booked them on a small-boat tour with a local operator—whale watching and coastal exploration
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