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​Chapter 1: Ordinary Lives
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Jack Moretti’s knuckles had more texture than a cinder block, and right now they were blanched white, crushing the plastic handle of a bait bucket as if the solution to his life was somewhere between the ice cubes and dead squid. Six-thirty a.m., Naples Marina: already bright, already hot enough to vaporize the top layer of piss out of the water. The dock stank of sun-warmed tar, bird shit, and salt—a perfume Jack preferred over whatever floral stuff Lisa sprayed on the upholstery at home. Today was supposed to be a getaway. “Supposed to be” had a short shelf life in Jack’s universe.

He slung the bucket onto the deck of The Lucky Strike, his proud little midlife-crisis boat, and was about to give her hull a loving slap when he caught sight of Lisa’s lemon-faced scowl blitzing toward him over the crushed oyster shells that lined the parking lot.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Jack muttered, though he’d known she was coming—Lisa moved like a hound after a pork chop when she had a bone to pick.

Her wedge heels click-clacked on the dock as she barrelled past a pair of retirees ogling their own troutless lines. She wore sunglasses bigger than her anger but not big enough to hide the set of her jaw.

“I told you, I got this,” Jack said as soon as she was within hissing range. “Why are you here?”

Lisa ignored him, fixing her focus instead on the backpack at his feet. “Is this what you spent three hundred on? And don’t say it was on sale, Jack. If it was on sale, I’d get an alert.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Jesus Christ, Lis, can we not do this right now?”

Lisa wrenched the zipper open, exposing neat rows of lures and a collapsible flask. “How many bounced checks do you want me to field this week?” Her voice pitched up, so the question bounced off the aluminum hulls for maximum audience participation.

Jack could feel the eyes of Miguel and Terry, posted twenty feet down the dock, pretending to debate fishing line but really watching his drama unfold. Some brotherhood.

“Can we talk about this later?” Jack tried. “Or never?”

“‘Never’ is why the Chase account is at negative seven hundred, Jack.” Lisa looked like she could chew fiberglass. “You think running off for three days is going to—what? Magically fix everything?”

He ran his hand through his hair—thick, graying, cut short to hide the bald patch that only Lisa still saw. “Lis. I said I’d handle it. I will. Go home. Please.”

She glared a second longer, searching his face for something to hate less. “I swear to God, if you come back broke and hungover—”

He grinned, practiced as a politician. “I won’t.”

“You will.” She jammed the backpack into his gut, hard enough to wind him. “Take your damn bait. And if you ignore my texts, don’t bother coming home.”

Jack watched her heels storm off the dock, wondered if he was supposed to feel guilty, then settled for hungry. He slouched onto the deck, unwrapped a power bar with dirty fingers, and took a bite so enormous it made his molars hurt.

Miguel sidled over, hands in the kangaroo pocket of his windbreaker, Ray-Bans on despite the hangover’s obvious refusal to yield. The man looked like he’d slept inside a bag of tortilla chips.

“She always this pleasant in the morning?” Miguel’s accent only came out when he was wrecked or worried. Today: probably both.

“Lately, yeah,” Jack replied, chewing. “You good?”

Miguel’s eyes flickered toward the horizon—beyond the marina, beyond the Gulf—then down to his phone. “One sec.” He unlocked it and stared, thumb skittering through a series of panic-colored stock apps. His shoulders, always tight, were now practically fused to his jaw.

Jack craned his neck to read the tiny ticker tape of doom. “You losing money again?”

Miguel flashed a dry, desperate smile. “Depends if ‘again’ means ‘still.’”

“Put that away, man. The whole point is to pretend we don’t exist for three days.” Jack popped the cap on a Gatorade, offered it to Miguel, who refused with a small shake. “Or at least not exist on land.”

Terry was last to appear, head shaved so close you could see the pink geography of old scars. He wore a polo so new it still had the creases from the package. In his right hand: a battered tackle box; in his left, a water bottle that clinked with something metallic. He had the steady, medicated calm of a guy who did yoga but still chain-smoked on the porch after.

“You guys fighting already?” Terry asked, easing himself onto the cooler. “It’s not even seven.”

“Only if you count foreplay,” Jack replied. “You ready?”

Terry shrugged, examining his cuticles like a man already bored with the world’s offerings. “Born ready.”

The three men stood together, not quite facing each other, not quite looking away. It took a minute for the rhythm to settle, but soon the twenty-year friendship pulled tight around them like shrink wrap. Jack scratched at the shark tattoo on his forearm—the one he, Miguel, and Terry had gotten together in 2003, when they thought they’d be pirates or rock stars or maybe just unkillable.

Now all three had the same shark, fanged and ugly, the line work blurring more every year. Jack was the only one who’d ever regretted it, and only after Lisa pointed out the anatomical inaccuracies.

He pulled the tarp off the rest of The Lucky Strike with a dramatic flourish. The hull, faded by a decade of Florida sun, glowed like a bad tooth. The deck was scattered with evidence of their last trip: two empty IPA cans, a crumpled paper map, and a lighter that may or may not have survived the last thunderstorm.

“We’re running the same course?” Miguel asked, scanning the sky like an amateur meteorologist.

“Unless you want to go farther,” Jack said. “I could use the distance.”

Terry snorted. “What you need is an offshore account and a passport.”

“Don’t give him ideas.” Miguel gripped his phone until the case creaked. “My cousin tried that. He’s now an influencer in the Cayman Islands. That means ‘broke’ but with better photos.”

Jack grinned. “See? We’re already more successful than half the Caribbean.”

He lifted the bait bucket and started loading it into the well, his hands moving with more confidence than his voice. He wanted to say something about how today felt different, maybe important, but sentiment always curdled on his tongue. Instead he said, “You bring the sandwiches?”

Terry nodded, jerking a thumb toward the cooler. “And Red Bulls. I’m not blacking out before noon again.”

“Lightweight,” Jack mocked. “Miguel, you bring tequila?”

“I brought everything.” Miguel held up a satchel rattling with bottles. “It’s all that stands between us and the horror of male vulnerability.”

Jack howled, laughing with the open-mouthed bray of a guy who didn’t give a shit who heard. “God bless America.”

He turned to the console, checked the gas tank, then ran through the starter routine—battery, kill switch, choke. The engine sputtered once, twice, then roared to life, a beast with three heartbeats.

“Let’s go, boys,” Jack barked, his captain’s hat askew and the vein in his temple pounding with anticipation.

They all piled in, the movement practiced and wordless, three men so well-worn they barely noticed the creaks in each other’s armor. The early light cast long shadows over the water, and for a moment, it looked like they were already out to sea—just the way Jack wanted it.

But as he angled the boat away from the dock, Jack caught a flash of yellow in the corner of his eye: Lisa, standing by the parking lot, arms folded, watching. For a second, Jack thought she’d raise her hand in some kind of farewell. She didn’t.

He powered forward, grinning harder than necessary. “Next stop: oblivion,” he shouted, and the only answer was Miguel’s laugh, shrill and hungry, and Terry’s slow, deliberate salute.

By the time they cleared the breakwater, Jack’s hands had finally unclenched. For the next three days, the world could get fucked. He was busy.

The moment the marina’s breakwater receded behind them, Jack dropped the throttle and let The Lucky Strike’s two-stroke roar smother the last shreds of civilization. Spray punched the hull. The wind stripped away the stink of Naples and replaced it with something rawer, saltier, the kind of air that hurt to breathe if you weren’t used to it. Jack was. He licked his lips, tasted the ocean, and grinned through the snarl.

Miguel was hunched at the portside bench, arms clamped to a drybag and legs braced against the roll of the boat. He’d kept his phone out all the way past the speed limit buoys, flicking the screen, even after Jack’s third, then fourth, not-at-all subtle reminder: “Signal’s shit out here, bro. Even the satellites can’t find you.”

Miguel shot him the finger, eyes glued to his phone, thumb still working. When they hit a swell, his phone shot from his grip, bounced off the cooler, and landed with a thud. “Fuck!” He scrambled after it, wiped saltwater off the face, checked it again. Only one bar, blinking like a dying pilot light.

Jack barked a laugh. “Told you. Only good reception out here is when a marlin hooks itself.”

“Shut up,” Miguel growled, but the fight was already gone from him. He slid the phone into the drybag, zipped it up, and cinched the strap so tight his knuckles flashed white. “Maybe a blackout is what I need.”

Terry had the aft deck staked out like an undertaker laying out a body. He’d lined up three rods, each rigged for a different species, all reels checked and double-checked. His tackle box was a symphony of neatness, little compartments filled with lures that looked like candy for sea monsters. He’d even taped a schedule to the inside of the cooler: who got which bunks, who was on watch, which shifts were reserved for drinking and which for “active fishing.”

Jack almost admired the psychosis. He watched as Terry lined up a trio of Dramamine pills, counted them, then palmed one like it was a communion wafer and washed it down with Red Bull.

“Dude,” Jack said, voice just shy of mocking, “how many of those you taking?”

Terry shrugged, not looking up. “Just enough to keep breakfast where it belongs.”

“Hell of a pharmacist,” Miguel chimed in. “Let’s hope you brought enough for the whole class.”

Terry didn’t smile, didn’t frown. “Miguel, you get seasick?”

“Only when I’m sober.”

That landed. Even Jack cracked up, and the sound carried for half a mile over the churning blue. He cut the engines to a lazy idle and let the boat rock, feeling the shift from control to drift. Out here, the Gulf didn’t care how important you thought you were.

Jack took off the captain’s hat, wiped sweat from his brow, then put it back on at a sharper tilt. “Gentlemen,” he said, grabbing two beers and tossing them—one to each. He kept the third, popped it, and raised it in salute. “Here’s to three days with no spreadsheets, no contractors, and absolutely zero fucking health inspectors.”

They clinked cans, Terry with a dignified tap, Miguel with a scowl that cracked into a real smile. The beer was warm, tasted of aluminum and something not quite legal. Jack let it sit in his gut, heavy and alive.

“You know,” Terry said, scanning the horizon, “statistically, one in five fishing trips ends in catastrophe.”

Miguel arched an eyebrow. “That a fact?”

“I read it.” Terry never bluffed. “Boating accident, hurricane, food poisoning, suicide pact—doesn’t matter. Five guys go out, four come back.”

Jack snorted. “We’re only three. Odds are even better.”

“Or way worse,” Miguel said, leaning over to spit into the wake.

Jack finished his beer in three brutal swallows, then climbed up to the flybridge. He liked being higher, seeing farther, even if all it bought him was an extra thirty seconds to spot trouble. From up there, the marina was already a stub of concrete, Lisa’s Prius a matchstick in the parking lot.

She’s still watching, Jack thought, even though he knew she’d be gone. He liked to picture her standing with arms crossed, half worried, half furious, both halves wanting him to screw up so she could say she told him so.

He flicked on the GPS, pretended he knew what all the waypoints meant, and punched in the first destination. Three hours west, straight into open water.

Below, Terry started laying out bait. “You want the blue runners or the squid?”

“Squid,” Jack called down. “Biggest and ugliest you got.”

“You are what you eat,” Miguel muttered, but he was already eyeing the rods, hunger and excitement cutting through whatever garbage he’d left back on shore.

Within minutes, Terry had the first line out, trailing bright and obscene behind the transom. The gulf reflected the sunrise, relentless and gold. For the first time that morning, nobody was talking.

Jack settled into the rhythm, one hand on the wheel, one on the radio that he never actually used but liked the feel of. Every few minutes, he’d glance at the fuel gauge and do some imaginary math about how far they could go before things got interesting. He pictured the trip as a math problem with only one variable: how long before they all admitted what they were running from.

Half an hour passed in near silence, interrupted only by the occasional splash as Terry set another line or Miguel shifted position to glare at his drybag.

Eventually, Jack leaned over the rail. “Anybody wanna bet who gets the first strike?”

Miguel stretched, popped his neck. “If it’s a barracuda, it’s you. They go for the ugly bait first.”

Terry didn’t look up. “We’re all the bait,” he said, deadpan.

Jack liked that. He made a show of scanning the horizon, putting a palm to his brow like a pirate. “Any signs of mutiny yet?”

“Give it a day,” Terry said, but the line of his mouth softened. “Or until you drink all the good beer.”

They drifted farther. Naples vanished, replaced by unbroken blue and a sky with nothing but angry gulls. There was an almost religious clarity out here, but Jack wouldn’t have called it that; he didn’t call anything religious except for steak and playoff season.

When they broke out the sandwiches at ten a.m., they ate in silence. Terry handed Jack his—turkey, mustard, nothing green—and Jack nodded approval. Miguel picked at his ham and cheese, then tossed the crusts overboard.

By noon, the sun was a torch. Sweat ran into Jack’s eyes, stung, but he didn’t blink. He adjusted the throttle, then leaned down to Miguel. “So, you going to tell us what’s up with the phone, or do we all have to guess?”

Miguel let out a sound between a sigh and a snort. “It’s just... shit. My accounts are tanking, the firm’s probably cutting heads. I needed to get out before I started stabbing people with salad forks.”

“You shoulda said something,” Jack replied. “We could’ve started a pool.”

Terry didn’t miss a beat. “Loser jumps overboard.”

Miguel looked at him, then at Jack, then actually smiled. “If I go missing, it’s on you assholes.”

Jack slapped his shoulder, harder than necessary. “That’s what friends are for.”

There was a sudden tug on the starboard line, the rod bending almost double. Terry was on it in an instant, hands sure, feet planted. “We’re on!” he shouted.

Jack scrambled down from the flybridge, Miguel right behind him. Terry worked the reel, sweat pouring down his scalp, biceps flexed and pale. The line screamed, something big and pissed off on the other end.

“Holy shit, that’s gotta be a king!” Jack roared, grabbing for the gaff.

Miguel steadied Terry, who leaned back and reeled, reeling with everything he had. The line went taut, and for a second, Jack thought it would snap, but Terry’s grip held.

The fish breached—a silver missile, all muscle and hate. It twisted, fought, but Terry was relentless. Inch by inch, he brought it in, until Jack could reach with the gaff and haul it over. It hit the deck, flailing, blood and scales everywhere.

They stared, panting, at the beast.

Jack grinned, his teeth bared. “Told you. We’re unstoppable.”

Miguel bent down, poked the fish. “You think it’ll solve your problems?”

Jack snorted. “It’s a start.”

They all laughed. This time, it sounded less desperate.

They iced the fish, wiped their hands, and cracked new beers. The boat drifted, the world shrank to salt, sun, and sweat. For a while, it was enough.

But as Jack watched the sun climb higher, he knew the trip was just getting started. Out here, every man was bait, every day another chance to get reeled in. He raised his beer, offered a silent toast to the horizon, and waited for the next strike.
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​Chapter 2: The Storm
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Three days late and the bed still smelled like his deodorant—a smell Lisa always compared to pool chemicals and regret. She stabbed Jack’s contact photo and paced her living room, phone pressed to her cheek so hard the cartilage in her ear hurt. Three rings, Jack’s bored-out-of-his-skull voicemail, the beep, then nothing. She hung up, dialed again, because hope is a disease that keeps spreading until you cut out the organs. Voicemail again.

Out the window, Naples sat in its permanent vacation: palm fronds limp in the gutter, a plastic pink flamingo glowering at her from the neighbor’s weed-choked lawn. Somewhere, a lawn crew was chainsawing a palmetto, the thrum of the engine exactly in time with the thump of Lisa’s heel on the tile.

She threw the phone onto the sofa, missed, and let it ricochet off a half-empty bottle of Jack’s favorite bourbon—he’d left it capped, like he was coming back any minute to finish it. Staring at the bottle was worse than staring at the phone.

Lisa pulled up Miguel’s number, hit Call. She’d known his wife, Elena, in the way coworkers know the women behind the men in the cubicle across the aisle: Christmas parties, one forced girls-night at Cheesecake Factory, that was it. Two rings and a voicemail, in Spanish and then English. The English was cheerful, the Spanish clipped and annoyed. Lisa left no message, hung up, and dialed again.

When Elena answered, her voice was just above a whisper. “Hola?”

“Elena? It’s Lisa Moretti. Jack’s wife.”

A beat. Then: “They’re not back yet.” Statement of fact, zero panic, less inflection than a checkout robot.

Lisa pinched the bridge of her nose, staring at the time. 8:24 AM. “He was supposed to text when they got near shore. That was two days ago. Maybe three.”

“Maybe they ran out of batteries,” Elena said. No trace of worry, just logistical, like maybe they’d run out of milk. “Or maybe the boat broke and they’re floating.”

“Or maybe they’re—” Lisa bit it off. The “dead” didn’t need saying.

“I’m going to the marina,” Elena said. “I can call if you want.”

Lisa couldn’t breathe for a second. “Yeah. Please. If you hear anything.”

She hung up. Her hand shook so hard she almost dropped the phone.

Elena Rodriguez, on the other hand, was not a woman who panicked. She lined up the situation on her granite kitchen island: Miguel was missing, the boat was not back, and their teenage daughter had spent the night texting her own contacts for news. Elena had made her kid breakfast at five, fed the dog, and then, in a gesture she considered poetic, alphabetized the home office before searching for clues.

She booted up Miguel’s laptop, found it logged in and already running four browser tabs: three with Florida weather and tide schedules, one with a local fishing forum titled “THREE MEN GONE.” Nothing in Miguel’s email, which annoyed her—she knew his passwords, had known them since he first started drifting in their marriage. She tried his work account and struck gold: an automatic message from his secretary, responding to some question about a “return ETA.” He’d written, “We’ll be back Monday. If I don’t surface, tell my wife to remarry someone richer.”

Elena did not smile. She dug through his desk, checked the drawers, found the Ziploc baggie where he kept all the emergency “last will” papers, and saw it untouched.

She put the phone on speaker, dialed his cell. Voicemail. She tried again. She tried texting the other two, then their wives. Nothing.

She went back to the marina email, then googled “Gulf current late May.” Her searches spiraled out: “How long survive at sea,” “Lost fishing boat what to do,” “Coast Guard search probability.” Each answer was more hysterical than the last, so she pulled up her calendar, wrote herself a note to pick up more dog food, then stared at the screen until the letters blurred.

Diane Wilson did not handle stress well, but the restaurant helped. “It’s just three days,” her sous chef had said, the second morning, when Terry still wasn’t answering. “Probably they found a sandbar and got shitfaced.” Diane had laughed, but it sounded wrong, so she told him to take over and fled to the walk-in fridge, where she hyperventilated beside the caddies of chopped celery.

When the third day came and there was still nothing, she closed the kitchen at 1 PM, kicked out the crew, and sat at the end of the bar with a glass of Pinot and Terry’s last paycheck, which she’d forgotten to cash. She stared at it until the zeros looked like little pairs of staring eyes.

She tried calling Lisa and Elena, but every call was an exercise in humiliation. None of them had answers. “Maybe they just lost track of time,” Lisa said once, but Diane could hear the lie straining in every syllable. Elena, when she answered, simply said, “We wait,” as if she had any experience in patience.

At 3 PM, Diane called the hospitals. At 4:20, she called the police, who told her politely to go fuck herself until it’d been seventy-two hours. At 4:21, she called her mother in Michigan and cried like a child while her mother listed the names of saints in alphabetical order. None of it helped.

By sunset, the only thing left to try was the marina. She threw on a hoodie, left the kitchen lights on, and drove twenty miles in the direction of the only place Terry seemed happy.

The parking lot at the marina was empty except for three Priuses, one of which was Lisa’s, as evidenced by the crooked parallel parking and the pile of preschool drawings scattered across the dashboard. Elena was already there, standing at the end of the dock in her running shoes and a pair of shorts that made her look like a high school coach. She turned and watched Lisa approach, said nothing.

The office was closed, but the harbor master, a waxy-skinned man named Brian, was out back smoking a cigarette. He saw them and flinched, as if the sight of three married women at dusk meant trouble. He was correct.

“Can I help you?” Brian asked, with the posture of a man ready to blame the weather for anything.

“Our husbands went out on The Lucky Strike,” Lisa said. “They’re three days overdue.”

Brian made a noise like a dying cat. “What, you want to call the Coast Guard? Storm rolled in Sunday night, nobody’s heard a word.”

Diane’s voice was ragged. “Have you looked for them?”

“We filed the overdue report yesterday. Coast Guard’s protocol is to run a drift prediction—see where they might’ve gotten pushed. But with this kind of current, they could be anywhere.”

Elena’s tone was chemical: “Show us the report.”

Brian shuffled into his office and produced a single page of bureaucratic misery. Diane read over his shoulder: location, boat name, owner, time of last contact. She didn’t see Terry’s name anywhere except as “Guest #2.”

Lisa found the number for the local Coast Guard station, dialed, and explained the situation to a bored-sounding man named Yeager. “Is it possible they just extended their trip?” he asked, as if she hadn’t considered the possibility that Jack was a bastard who’d rather drown than return a call.

“They wouldn’t,” she said.

Yeager told her to sit tight, they’d escalate the search. When she hung up, her hands were shaking so hard the phone nearly fell to pieces.

Elena looked at the two of them, as if trying to measure their usefulness. “Tomorrow,” she said. “I bring my daughter. You should come too.” She stared at Lisa, then at Diane. “We will find them.”

Diane didn’t have words, so she nodded and left. She drove home with the window down, listening for sirens, but the only thing that drifted in was the mosquito buzz of other people’s lives.

By midnight, Lisa had nothing left to call. She poured bourbon into a glass and sat in Jack’s recliner, feet not quite touching the floor, and replayed every argument they’d ever had, including the last one. She remembered how she’d thrown his backpack at him, how she’d said, “If you don’t come back, don’t bother at all.”

It sounded less like a threat and more like a spell.

She walked to their bedroom, turned down his side of the comforter, and lay there, eyes wide, not blinking. The only sound was her own breathing, and the echo of her last words, bouncing around inside her skull like a bullet.

She waited for the phone to ring, but it never did.

Day four began with the sound of helicopters. Not the clean, mechanical chop you hear in movies, but a stuttering rumble that made Lisa’s fillings buzz and the dead bougainvillea branches on her porch tremble. She dressed in the same jeans she’d worn three days running and was at the marina before sunrise, even though the Coast Guard guy on the phone had told her not to bother.

Marina headquarters at 6 a.m. was a drunk tank of the soul: strip-lit room with folding chairs, reek of burned coffee, posters on the wall advertising old boat shows and safety seminars. Lisa counted nine people crammed into a space meant for three: two Coast Guard officers, a pair of marina guys who looked like they’d failed out of pawn shop school, three women—herself, Elena, and Diane—and a Coast Guard lieutenant who looked like he was twelve but probably carried a sidearm.

The lieutenant’s nametag read Torres. His hair was the kind of high-and-tight that suggested either extreme discipline or just a bad barber. He offered them seats, said, “We have some updates, if you want,” and waited for someone to blink.

Lisa took the chair closest to the window, because she needed to see the dock even though there was nothing on it but seagulls and the kind of wind that made the flags stick straight out. Elena sat to her left, back so straight it looked like she might snap in half if she turned too quickly. Diane slumped across from them, head in hands, a spent lipstick-stained Starbucks cup beside her.

Torres started in on the briefing like he was reading from a script. “We have two HH-60 helicopters and one C-130 in the air as of oh-six-hundred. We have four cutters running parallel search patterns from Marco Island to Sanibel. We have SAR techs using side-scan sonar, which basically lets us see anything bigger than a lobster trap under water.”

He waited. Nobody said anything, so he continued.

“We’re prioritizing drift patterns based on the weather event that occurred Sunday night. The Gulf Stream is strong this week. If they were adrift, they could be more than seventy nautical miles west. We’re working with NOAA and the local fishing charters to coordinate sightings.”

Lisa tried to picture seventy miles of ocean, and her mind just blanked. She stared at Torres, not because he was handsome (he was) but because she wanted to see if there was any evidence he’d ever been scared in his life.

“There’s a possibility they found land,” Diane said, voice raw. “Like, maybe they’re on an island or something?”

“Absolutely,” said Torres, not even blinking. “We’ve got the barrier islands covered. A lot of people end up on some sand spit with a dead radio. It’s more common than you think.”

Lisa could have kissed him for that. Instead, she drummed her fingers on the cheap laminate desk. “Did you find their EPIRB?”

Torres nodded. “Boat’s registered ELT. It never went off, which sometimes happens if it’s not set to auto. We’re doing sweeps with radar and IR just in case. They teach us to say this, but: no news is good news.”

Across the room, Elena hadn’t moved. In her hand, she gripped Miguel’s smartphone case—found yesterday, floating in a bundle of seaweed off Venice Beach. The phone was long gone, but the case still stank of tar and salt and chemical dye. Every few seconds, Elena’s thumb flicked the case open, then shut. Open. Shut. A Morse code for rage.

A crewman ducked in, carrying a clear plastic bag. He held it up like a prize. “We got some debris, sir.”

Torres waved him over. The contents of the bag looked like trash at first: a waterlogged duffel, a fishing rod with the tip snapped off, a first-aid kit with the lid torn off and the inside empty except for a couple of bent band-aids. Torres laid everything on the table, hands gentle like he was afraid it would bite.

Lisa recognized the duffel. It was Jack’s—a cheap gift from some charity golf scramble, the logo nearly gone but the zipper pull shaped like a fish hook. Inside were three things: an empty can of Coors, a pair of ruined sunglasses, and a plastic sandwich bag with a crumpled receipt.

Lisa picked it up. It was for “Hank’s Bait and Brew,” dated the day they left. “This is Jack’s,” she said, and felt the weird, stupid urge to hug the bag.

Diane stared at the fishing rod, her fingers worrying at the edges of a white plastic pill bottle she’d pulled from her hoodie pocket. It was empty, label scraped off. She set it on the table and pushed it with her thumb, back and forth, until Lisa wanted to slap her hand.

Torres gave them a look Lisa recognized from Jack’s high school wrestling days: the “I’d rather get punched than have to talk about feelings” look.

“We’re not giving up,” Torres said, to the room in general. “We know the boat, we know the drift path, and every hour that goes by narrows the search grid. I promise you, if there’s anything left of that vessel, we’ll find it.”

Lisa needed to believe it, but when she looked out the window, all she saw was rain. A kid in a Coast Guard jumpsuit jogged up and handed Torres a printout. He read it, nodded, then turned back to the group.

“Storm was more severe offshore than on land,” he said. “It’s possible they took a rogue wave, maybe even capsized, but boats this size are designed to self-right. There’s precedent for people surviving weeks on drift.”

Elena’s voice was a whisper, so dry it barely made it across the table. “What’s the longest anyone’s ever survived?”

Torres said, “In the Gulf? Twenty-seven days. Guy drank rainwater and ate seaweed.”

Elena didn’t respond, but the smartphone case in her hand snapped open and closed, a tiny gun cocking over and over.

“Do you have children, Lieutenant?” Diane asked, and the question was so abrupt even Elena’s hand paused mid-click.

He hesitated, then shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

Diane nodded, as if this explained the whole situation.

“Listen,” Lisa said, and her voice sounded like a cheese grater, “I don’t give a shit about the grid or the storm. These guys, they were too dumb to die. You understand? They’d fight.”

Torres smiled, but it was the kind of smile you give a rabid animal. “We’re counting on it.”

The meeting ended in an anti-climax. The wives were left to stare at the table and the pathetic evidence of their husbands’ existence. Lisa picked up the duffel, Diane palmed the pill bottle, and Elena left the phone case behind, as if it was suddenly too heavy for her to carry.

Outside, the rain had stopped. The sky was the color of a dying TV screen, and the chopper’s noise was now just a thump in the background.

They stood together for a second, three women who had nothing in common but missing men and the stink of dead hope. Then Diane said, “I need a drink,” and Elena said, “I need to be with my daughter,” and Lisa just stood there, clutching the wet duffel to her chest, feeling the weight of every inch of ocean between her and Jack.

She wasn’t going to stop searching, not ever.

She marched back inside, interrupted a different Coast Guard officer, and said, “I want you to look harder. I want you to find them.”

Her voice cracked, but she didn’t care. “They’re out there. They have to be.”

The first warning was not the wind, not the churn in the air, but the barometric hiss in Jack’s ears that said get ready. He gunned the throttle, scanning the horizon for clouds, but all he saw was flat gray ocean and the pinprick beacon of a tanker twenty miles north.

Miguel came up from below deck, face the color of skim milk, clutching a plastic bag to his mouth. He dry-heaved, wiped his lips, and tried to light a cigarette, hands trembling so badly the lighter clicked and clicked but never caught.

“It’s getting worse, Jack,” he said, voice vibrating with a terror that sounded more like disgust. “We should be heading in.”

Jack gripped the wheel tighter. The spray coming off the bow was so dense you could have filled a swimming pool with it. The Gulf had turned black, rolling with the kind of waves that made you question whether the world was still round.

“We’re fine,” Jack said, and spat over the rail, just to show he wasn’t scared.

Miguel staggered forward, grabbed a stanchion. “You don’t get it. There’s a wall of water coming behind us. I saw it on the goddamn radar.”

“Then shut the hatch and pray,” Jack shot back. “We ride it out or we get nothing.”

Terry emerged, hands jammed in the pockets of a windbreaker so orange it looked radioactive. He stood at the stern, bare-headed, his shaved scalp glistening with rain. He stared at the sky with the steady, glassy-eyed concentration of someone waiting for a sign.

“This is bad,” Terry said, so calmly it chilled Jack more than the weather. “We’re in the shit now.”

Jack looked back at him, expecting the usual wisecrack or at least a quip about the size of his balls, but Terry just stared, expressionless.

A flash of lightning lit the boat, then the instant crack of thunder so close it set off the dash alarms. The panel started blinking warnings: water in the bilge, comms failure, GPS error. Jack ignored them and stared ahead, willing the next wave to flatten, to not be as bad as it looked.

Miguel heaved over the side, then braced himself on the cooler. “We should have turned back an hour ago, but no, Jack wants a goddamn marlin for his wall!”

He said it in English, but the swearing came out in Spanish, tight and hot.

Jack’s answer was lost in the next wave—it hit the hull broadside, knocking all three men to their knees. Saltwater sluiced over the deck. The rod holders ripped out of their sockets, lures and beer cans and half a sandwich swept clean off into the dark.

Jack forced himself upright, fingers glued to the wheel. “This is nothing!” he screamed. “We’re not even at category one! Hold on!”

Another flash. Jack caught Terry’s face, a grim mask of resolve.

Miguel huddled by the portside rail, trying to anchor himself, eyes darting between Jack and the horizon. “This is suicide,” he said. “What are you trying to prove?”

Jack sneered, half drunk on adrenaline. “That I can win for once. That I’m not just—” He bit it off.

Miguel bared his teeth. “You pushed us out here. For your little ego trip! You want to die in a hurricane, fine, but I have kids. You asshole.”

Jack turned, anger finally punching through his fear. “Fuck you, Miguel. You knew what this was. You came because you’re as tired of your life as I am.”

Miguel lunged, but the next wave hit, shoving them apart like children. The boat tilted at a nauseating angle, all three of them smashed to the deck in a heap. When they scrambled up, everything had changed: the wind was wailing, the ocean was white-tipped chaos, and every warning on the dash was now a solid red.

Terry didn’t even flinch. He just held onto the railing, eyes never leaving the roiling black. “Jack, the radio’s dead.”

Jack glanced at the radio, saw the dark screen, and cursed. “Backup?”

“Battery’s fried. Lightning, maybe.”

Jack banged the dash with his palm. “Shit. I’m getting us through. You watch.”

Miguel wiped snot from his face. “You’re not God, man. We need to throw anchor, ride it out.”

Jack set his jaw. “If we drop anchor, we get rolled. We need headway.”

Terry’s voice was steady, almost bored: “What about the money, Jack?”

Jack whipped around. “What?”

“You said you handled it. That we’d be square. But I saw the letter from the bank. You’re in it deep, right? You lost your job, your house is toast. Lisa doesn’t know.”

Jack’s stomach did a slow, sick spin.

Miguel looked at him, realization dawning. “You’re serious. All this, for a fucking payout? If we die, Lisa gets paid.”

Jack didn’t deny it. He stared at Terry, hating the steady way he stood, as if he’d been expecting this confrontation all along.

“It’s not about the money,” Jack lied. “It’s about dignity.”

Terry smiled. “Nobody dies with dignity, bro. Not out here.”

A monster wave reared up, forty feet at least. The Lucky Strike climbed it, nose tilting so high the props left the water and screamed. At the crest, for a heartbeat, all was still. Then gravity kicked in, and they surfed down the far side at suicidal speed, hull slamming so hard Jack’s teeth snapped together.

Miguel shrieked as seawater blasted the deck. He scrambled aft, slipping, shouting, “Life vests! Now!”

Jack pulled the throttle back, but it was too late—the next wave slammed from the side, spinning the boat, tearing away the flybridge. Jack fell against the console, ribs cracking, the world turning slow-motion.

He clawed his way up, blood in his mouth, and saw Terry tangled in a mess of fishing line, arms pinwheeling for purchase. Jack lurched over, yanked him free.

Terry’s face was wet with rain and something else. “Jack—listen to me—forget the boat. Just survive.”

Jack wanted to scream that he’d spent his whole fucking life surviving and what good had it done? But another burst of lightning blew out the world. In the strobe, Jack saw his own shark tattoo, ugly and bleeding where it’d scraped against the throttle. The same shark on all their arms, the one from their dumb post-college pact.

He looked at Miguel, who’d managed to get a life vest over his head but was fighting with the clasp. Jack fumbled his own, swearing at the numbness in his hands, until Terry helped him. In the chaos, the emergency beacon broke loose from the helm and tumbled across the deck, gone in a blink.

Then the engine cut. The sudden silence was almost as terrifying as the noise.

“We’re dead in the water,” Jack whispered.

Miguel’s eyes went wide. “It’s sinking.”

Water gushed up through the deck scuppers, pooling around their feet, then knees.

Terry shouted, “Raft! Get the raft!”

Jack wrenched open the emergency locker, but the raft bag was half ripped and waterlogged. He flung it onto the deck, kicked it open. The canister was intact but the pull cord had snapped off.

Miguel dove for the cord, hands slippery with rain. “I can fix it—” he started, but a wave washed him off his feet and nearly overboard. Jack lunged, grabbed Miguel by the collar, dragged him back. “Hold on, damn it.”

Terry had the radio’s manual emergency battery, trying to jerry-rig the wires. “I can maybe get a ping out—if we have thirty seconds.”

Jack sawed at the raft cord with his teeth, then spat it free. He jammed the CO2 canister, heard the blessed hiss of inflation. The raft bloomed yellow on the deck, half in the water already.

“GO!” Jack screamed. He shoved Miguel in, then turned for Terry. But Terry was fiddling with the battery, eyes focused and determined.

“Leave it!” Jack yelled.

Terry shook his head. “Somebody needs to know where to find us.”

A wall of water hit then, the sound like a car crash. The boat went vertical. Jack felt himself fly, the world gone white, then the impact of salt and cold and black.

He surfaced, sputtering, arms flailing. The raft bobbed nearby, upside down. Miguel’s hand waved above the water, then disappeared.

Jack fought toward the raft, lungs burning. A second hand—Terry’s—grabbed his shirt and dragged him up. Together, they clawed atop the slippery surface, coughed, retched, clung.
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