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You, my caffeinated confidant, are the MVP, 


turning ‘I can’t even’ into ‘Watch me go!’
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Chapter 1
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Maria





“COLE!”

I shout into the gusting wind, and just as I open my mouth, a wave crashes against the boat, filling my mouth with saltwater. Spitting and wiping my lips on my cold, bare arm, I can’t get rid of the bitter taste from the violent sea and toxic fear crashing over me.

No! This cannot be happening! How can a few hours transform the happiest day of my life to the worst day?

I was on a leisurely boating trip in Kachemak Bay, just outside my new hometown of Homer, Alaska. We were celebrating six months of marriage and a new chapter of our lives. 

Cole was teaching me about boating, his passion, and business on the calm ocean while I enjoyed his enthusiasm in showing me how to steer. I watched the harbor disappear as the minutes turned to hours on our Alaskan adventure. 

Cole’s so busy with the family ferry business, the Homer Harbor Hopper, that this boating lesson is one of our few intimate moments. Although I’m excited to learn about operating a boat, I’m more excited to share the news with him that we are starting our own family soon. I waited on the swaying boat for the perfect opportunity to tell him. 

I lost my family at a young age, and Cole is an only child. His parents had him at an older age, and they died years ago, which is something we share: missing family. Hence, being pregnant is a pretty big deal for both of us. Our dream! 

We want a big family and children running around, learning to sail on the ocean, and taking over the family business. Then we can happily retire in our big house overlooking the beautiful bay and wait for our grandchildren. 

Of course, Cole’s boating lesson and the good news on the tip of my tongue was my carefree life before the murderous storm and a rogue wave knocked Cole overboard. One moment, he was checking the sputtering engine to motor us out of the grey clouds rolling in. The next, he was no longer leaning over the railing. The waves swallowed his bright life jacket before I realized what was happening. 

I stood there, frozen and helpless. 

I shake my head. I should have done something, then!

The rain and wind hit my cheeks, wet and numb with tears, the ocean and the foul weather. My hands tremble as I clutch the side of our large boat. It seamlessly glided over the smooth waters when Cole was at the wheel, but the boat is tossed relentlessly in the dark, unforgiving bay without him. The waves batter it, leaving me wet. My cute summer dress is heavier than the weighty gold and diamond jewelry on my neck and wrists. The jaunty boating lesson transformed into a raging crisis.

I wrap my arms around my growing belly and grab the side of the boat, bracing for the next crashing wave threatening to flip it. My feet are numb with the water rising and sloshing on the deck over my sandals. Instead of enjoying my first outing to celebrate our marriage and the start of our family–I’m left alone, stranded!

“Cole!” I yell into the gray night. The deafening wind snatches my words and responds by throwing icy water at me. I continue clinging to the side of the boat. My voice is lost in the howling, furious storm.

“Cole! Cole! Where are you?” I cry out. The boat shudders with the relentless assault, and panic claws at my chest while I struggle to keep my footing on the slippery deck.

The Alaskan afternoon is turning dark and ominous with the storm closing in.

Terror surges through my veins. Never in my worst nightmares would I imagine myself in this situation. I stop yelling to rest my raw throat and shield my eyes from the ocean spray to search the dark water for any sign of Cole–anything! 

There’s only the miles of ocean with no land or boats in sight.

I try pushing away the suffocating panic. My jaw tightens with fear, and despite the water dripping off my face, I cough, swallowing the dry lump in my throat. I fumble blindly for the radio in the dusky light as my slippery fingers search.

My numb fingers touch the hard edge of the radio. My cold fingers can’t grip or make sense of the buttons in the cold, with my fear overshadowing my mind.

I can’t keep searching and yelling into the storm. I need help!

With the device firmly in my grasp, I twist the knobs with frantic desperation, hoping it’ll do something and send a signal to find someone—anyone to help find Cole.

“Help, HELP! Anyone? I need help!” I shout into the receiver with my wavering voice, but the storm’s furies louder than my pleas, and there’s no sound coming through the radio.

In frustration, I toss it aside. 

It’s just another thing I don’t know how to operate. I can’t start the motor. I can’t call for help. It’s hopeless!

Cole is gone. Even if I spot him, he’ll be frozen after being in the water this long. And the only way he couldn’t swim back to the boat were if he was knocked unconscious. 

Will I be able to pull him over the rail and back into the boat? Has it been minutes or hours since he fell overboard? 

Time stopped. I look at the swirling, angry ocean and try to determine where the current would have pulled him. 

I can’t drive the boat. I don’t know how to get to shore. Honestly, I don’t even know which direction the harbor is. I’m useless!

I’m frozen, clutching the rail, overwhelmed as the darkness and chaos erupt around me. I peer over the rail, looking at white-capped waves, but they offer no clue of Cole’s whereabouts. My tears are the only warmth as I shout his name over and over, my voice edged with desperation.

“Cole-COLE-Cole Cole Cooooole!”

I grip the rocking boat, my voice cracking—the relentless wind and rain punch me, blurring my vision, and saltwater is all I taste and smell. The futility suffocates me. 

I lost everything and everyone when he vanished. No one is left to save me—Cole is my only family.

I’m finished!

The boat bucks and lurches on the raging sea.

“Where are you? How could you leave me here?!” I whisper with a whimper into the abyss.

Each wave crashing over the boat threatens to wash me into the ocean with him. 

Maybe I should let go and let the ocean take me?

Sudden lightning shooting through the dark sky flashes against my colossal diamond wedding ring, costing more than everything I owned in the Philippines before I met Cole, alongside the simple gold band with the ancient Baybayin script, Pamilya, on it.  The Filipino word is for family, which reminds me of the family the ocean stole from me in the tragic hurricane. My grip tightens, and I stand taller. 

The ocean is not taking anything else today! I am going to survive!

I grip the boat for dear life. My fingers white-knuckled with terror but holding.

This time it’s different. I’m not a helpless child, and I have something to fight for. I bite my lip and widen my stance, using my elbows to protect my belly from hitting the boat with the pounding waves.

Minutes stretch into a never-ending night as I search the turbulent waters for any sign of Cole and keep my hands gripping the boat. The boat’s erratic jostling and the relentless storm are making me nauseous. 

The boat is like a toy thrown around in the waves, bobbing and staying afloat despite the storm. Every scream of the wind and crash of the waves erodes my hope of finding Cole and escaping the storm.

“Cole! Where are you?” I sob with rain-soaked words and a scratchy sound. 

Clinging to the boat, isolated and scared, my imagination smashes me harder than the waves. With each lurching movement of the boat, I fear it’ll be the last, and it’ll flip or crash into something and sink. 

Each second is a battle to stay afloat, to hold on, and to stay alive. The darkness of night mingles with the unrelenting storm shrouding me in black despair.

The man who promised me a family, a future, and a dream life is nowhere–gone! And I’m left alone, barely able to hang on in this horrible Alaskan ocean without the faintest idea of what to do.

Cole’s gone, and I’m going to die, too.

I grip my only lifeline, the radio.

“Please! Someone! Help me! Please,” I sob into the radio.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Jackie 





The storm changes the rolling ocean waves into walls of unpredictable breakers, pounding into my boat, The Sea Otter’s Pride. Hours earlier than expected, the storm hit, but that’s how the weather is at the end of summer in Alaska, unpredictable. 

I should head back to the shore, but my clients are waiting for a boat taxi across the bay, and I’m already halfway there. My heart hammers as I contemplate my options: complete the trip for my waiting clients or be realistic, turning back to the safety of Homer as the violent storm front grows more hazardous each minute.

“Stupid weatherman,” I grumble, the rain drops hitting my ball cap and the wind pulling my blonde hair from the messy bun stuffed under it as I drive directly into the gray storm.

I genuinely hate to lose the business–really the money– as I own and operate my one-woman water taxi service. The boating business is profitable in the touristy summer. Still, in the fall and winter, I can barely keep the business afloat while competing with the larger, established taxi service, the Homer Harbor Hopper.

There’s enough ferrying business in Kachemak Bay for all of us if they weren’t so damn competitive. I grind my teeth, thinking about their slogans, Ride with the Best or Float with the Rest, leaving our competition in our wake for over 40 years. 

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and shake my head. My trustworthy boat is over forty, but I’ve only started ferrying people in the last few years. Since the Hopper only hires men and my boat is my only source of income, doing my small ferry runs is a more reliable income than fishing with its unpredictable, dwindling annual salmon numbers.

Homer’s leading economy is fishing, but tourism is booming, and I pivoted despite learning a new business model. As long as I’m alone, on my boat, on the water, I’m living my dream.

Growing up in this tight-knit community, people trust my boating skills to ferry them and their cargo across the bay. Although the Hopper has larger vessels with many scheduled trips across the bay, I can make my own hours and accommodate last-minute, unscheduled cargo and passengers. I do my best to help others, even referring passengers to the Hopper’s boats when I’m overbooked, but they’ve never sent me a client–not a single one. 

Thus, I work solo without business partners or support from the Hopper ferry captains. I overhear them radioing they are too full to take all the passengers. In spite of knowing I can move their extra people, they avoid radioing me and instead make their passengers wait hours for their next trip across the bay. 

Consequently, each of my clients appreciates my immediate ferry service and the personalized service I provide. I appreciate their reviews and return business. I might not have a fancy boat or ten sailings a day, but I get the job done, and I’m a damn good sailor! 

The rain increases and I pull out my yellow rain jacket from the locker under my bench. If I can’t complete this trip to drop off cargo and pick up passengers across the bay, the clients may switch to using the Hopper’s evening ferry. I should’ve turned back when I saw the winds start kicking up two hours ago. Now, even if I make it across the choppy waters, I’m stuck over there since we can’t return until the storm passes.

“Dammit!” I slam my hand on the wheel and sigh, relenting to the storm and turning my boat around to go to Homer. I pinch my nose and push my hair back in defeat as the wind starts howling and the sky darkens.

It’s just my luck! I’m losing the fare, time, and the gas to get this far. Plus, I might lose the clients if I can’t make it across later tonight.

Since visibility sucks, I mess with the buttons to set my navigation system for Homer when my radio crackles. 

“Someone. . . HELP. .—one!” 

A desperate female’s voice pierces through the radio’s intermittent static with garbled pleas for help in the soupy gray evening. There’s no location attached to the distress call. 

I turn the knob to increase the volume, and the voice stops, eerily silent.

Scanning the dark waters with the brewing storm already causing choppy waves, I look. Without a doubt, someone is in danger out here, and I am the any other vessels on the water, I may be their only chance.

Surely, I can’t be the only one who heard their call, I think, my heart in my throat. I nervously lick my salty lips as I continue searching the rough water. My hands tighten, gripping the wheel, my eyes narrow at the horizon beyond the frothy crests for any sign of another vessel.

The first rule of boating is that rescuing is a priority, no matter what. And the closest vessel is required by maritime law to give aid.

Without hesitation, I slow The Sea Otter Pride’s engine to help locate the distressed vessel. My boat is solid as it plows through the fierce waves. I steer it into the oncoming waves and toward Homer, hoping to see the caller in distress.

Surely, they’d be en route to Homer, not navigating the storm in the middle of the bay.

However, no other vessels are in sight, and I certainly haven’t seen any Coast Guard vessels out here. If the mayday caller is here, I must find them before the storm traps them, giving them no chance of rescue until it passes.

I crack my knuckles and grip the steering wheel. A mayday from a boat in this kinda weather doesn’t end well.

Suddenly, a red ship bobbing inside the storm’s chaos catches my eye. The boat is battered and adrift, taking relentless blows from the ocean’s fury.

My pulse quickens. This must be the Mayday call!

I see the boat taking the full force of the crashing waves into its port side, jostling the vessel and causing it to tilt brutally, unbalanced in the violent waters. The wounded vessel must be water-logged with its engine off and unable to bow into the waves for protection. My jaw tightens at the boat’s situation, barely staying above the foaming sea.

I pilot the Sea Otter’s Pride with the singular purpose of reaching the boat to provide assistance and rescue if needed. My reliable skiff responds readily to steering through the waves despite being pushed and pulled by the storm.

As I approach, my eyes lock onto a lone, odd, pink-clad figure without a jacket or life vest on the foredeck, starboard side. 

A woman! 

Her petite frame is hunched from the cold, fear, or an injury. Either way, she needs to get out of this desperate situation.

She sees me and begins frantically waving both arms in the universal distress sign, with her shouts swallowed up by the storm.

Dammit! If she doesn’t hold on to the boat, I’m going to be rescuing her from the water!

“Hold on. I’m coming. Just keep holding tight,” I say uselessly, as one of my hands grips my steering wheel and my other signals high above my head in a nonverbal response that I am coming. The fragile woman won’t be able to hear me over the roaring of the storm.

I guide my boat as close as I dare in a position alongside the tilted drunken vessel. 

Quickly, I move to the side and extend my hand for her to take.

“Grab my hand!” 

My boat lurches as her larger vessel slams against the side of my smaller but sturdy boat. I don’t hear the boats crashing with the storm’s howling winds, but I feel the jarring with each wave.

Motioning frantically for her to grab my hand before the next wave hits us, my urgency thrusts the sopping-wet woman into action.

For a moment, she hesitates, looking back into the Bay behind her. Then, her brown eyes locking onto my eyes, she lets go of the rail and reaches for me. 

I’m close enough now to see her red lips trembling with her dark, wet hair in her eyes and mouth. 

And then, with a quick surge of determination, she lunges toward me, her fingers grasping mine.

I lock her hand in mine, the cold ocean dripping down our intertwined fingers. With all my strength, I pull her from the unstable deck of her boat onto the relative safety of mine. The boats collide in the turbulent waves, adding a chaotic dance to her rescue.

“I’m Captain Jackie. You’re going to be fine,” I reassure her, my voice firm despite the situation’s urgency. The wide red eyes that meet mine hold fear and gratitude. I want to wrap her in a warm blanket, shield her from the biting cold, and cocoon her in safety. But time is of the essence, and I have to move quickly. “You’re safe now. I’ve seen worse weather.” I manage a tight smile, attempting to convey confidence, but her stunning, albeit wet, appearance steals my breath, and my heart flutters unexpectedly.

Why is she alone out here? Who is this exotic beauty?

I furrow my brows and wipe the hand not holding hers over my face. I’m momentarily caught off-guard by the delicate touch of her hand and the intensity in her big eyes. I’m drawn to her, like a salmon swimming upstream, drawn to its innate spawning grounds. I find myself irresistibly pulled towards her amidst the Alaskan storm.

She’s dressed in a way that screams I’m a tourist in the harsh Alaskan weather—bedazzled flip-flops, expensive jewelry, a summer dress now clinging to her tan skin. The tropical flower pinned in her drenched black hair adds a touch of unexpected beauty to the grim surroundings. As she stands there, her tiny frame accentuated by the soft curves visible through the soaked fabric, I can’t help but imagine her fitting perfectly on my lap. 

I shake that enticing image from my head. Stay focused! This is an emergency, I scold my wayward thoughts.

“Are there any other people?” I shout over the roaring wind, pulling her closer to me to hear me and to shield her from being swept away by the rough waters. The urgency intensifies, but in the midst of the storm, a different kind of intensity simmers—a magnetic pull that goes beyond the immediate danger.

Her voice whispers with a plea, “Cole. . .He’s gone, he’s gone…” Her unfocused eyes look into the ocean, and she continues to whisper.

Colton Sanders? I was so focused on her that I didn’t recognize the Homer Harbor Hopper’s logo on the yacht.

Amid the raging Alaskan storm, I find myself grappling with the irony of rescuing none other than my business rival, Colton. Figures.

“Where is he?” I holler, pulling her closer to decipher her mumbled words over the wind. Her slender form melds into my solid frame, her pale face inches from my mouth. Despite my urgent inquiries, her wide eyes, fixated on the storm outside, show no comprehension.

“Did he fall overboard?” I ask louder, giving her a gentle jostle. She nods numbly, her legs giving way, and I instinctively catch her, cradling her cold, delicate frame in my arms.

I guide her to sitting on the deck, securing her safety with an extra life jacket and tethering her to the boat’s lifeline, a safety rope around the boat to keep her from falling overboard. Ensuring she won’t be tossed overboard in the storm’s chaos becomes my priority.

“How long has he been in the water? Is he wearing a life jacket?” I demand, desperate for information. She nods, eyes shutting.

“No! Stay awake with me! Tell me! What happened to Cole?” I lift her, slightly shaking her until her brown eyes flutter open.

“Where is he?” I shout, pulling her closer so she can hear my voice and I can try to decipher her mumbling. 

“How long has he been in the water? Is he wearing a life jacket?”

She nods her head, and her eyes shut.

“No! You need to stay awake with me! Tell me! What happened to Cole?” I lift her and lightly shake her until her eyes open.

Cole won’t survive in this Arctic water long. I have to find him NOW!

“I don’t…maybe…two hours…he has a life jacket,” she whispers with a cracked voice through her chattering teeth, her eyes brimming with tears.

I clench my jaw, my eyes softening. Maria isn’t whispering in shock. She’s exhausted, her voice lost from hours of yelling and searching for Cole.

“I’m Maria,” she whispers, closing her tired eyes.

A pang of guilt hits me for shouting and shaking her. She’s tiny, fragile, and exhausted. I can only enclose her in my arms, hug her into my warm body, and bury her against my chest. I want to comfort her and assure her that she’s safe.

Cole’s life is seriously in danger if he’s been in the icy water for so long. Prolonged exposure to Alaskan waters, even in the summer, can lead to hypothermia. Despite his life jacket, the longer he remains in the water, the slimmer his chances of survival become. The ticking clock amplifies the urgency, leaving us on the edge of hope and despair.

I snatch the radio to call in the mayday report and toss my life ring in the water to mark the spot for the Coast Guard to search. As I convey the information, I wrap Maria in a rain jacket and put a dry winter hat on her head while keeping her propped up next to me.

“Location? Over,” the Coast Guard radios back. 

I look at the coordinates and relay them back while scanning the waters once again for any sign of Cole.

“Captain, come into Homer. We’ve marked the location. The storm front is increasing, and the winds will be up to forty knots within the hour. Over.”

I glance at Maria, wondering if she understands the significance of what the Coasties relayed to me. The storm is worse, and they want us out of it, but to leave means Cole loses any chance at rescue. 

A cold wave crashes and washes us with icy water. 

Not that I think he’s alive. . . but leaving will decrease his chances of survival. I swallow. We can’t stay out here any longer and risk our lives in the storm.

“We are going back. The Coast Guard will take over searching for him,” I tell her.

The boats are still beside each other, rocking and slamming together in unison.

“Maria, what’s wrong with the boat?” I ask. I look at the expensive Bayliner; it seems fine, just waterlogged.

She shrugs, her eyes still shut, and replies, “Nothing. I don’t know.”

I’m close enough to easily tie my towline to Cole’s boat and drag it along.

I secure the larger vessel to mine because if she were my boat, I’d want someone to bring her in and not leave her to be destroyed by the weather. With the quick tow secure, I turn my attention to navigating back to the harbor, and Maria clings to me, her body trembling.

Gazing upon the stunning, delicate woman I’ve rescued, her eyes gently closed as she slumps against the deck, every instinct urges me to gather her into my arms, to shield her in warmth and safety. Yet, the pressing need is to remain steadfast at the helm, guiding us swiftly to the safety of the shore. The internal struggle between desire and duty intensifies, creating a yearning to cradle her fragile form despite knowing my duty to get us to shore.

With the quick tow secure, I turn my attention to navigating back to the harbor. Maria continues to cling to me, her body trembling.

“We can’t leave him. He’s my family. He’s all I have,” she whispers, her voice heavy. 

I hold her closer and look down at her, my lips tight, unable to give her false hope. I tighten her hug against me, watching the water, looking for him in the waves, and navigating silently to the harbor. Then, I set her down, increasing the throttle to get us back to safety.

Amidst my driving, a muffled sob reaches my ears. Her warm, honey-brown eyes lock onto mine. The tension is heavy, yet we share a quiet understanding. I give her a small smile of hope, and her uncertain eyes lock onto mine with raw emotion.

She stands and wraps her arms around me, her warm breath grazing my neck. The storm rages around us, pushing and pulling at us. Our connection is the only solid, warm place to grasp. Our bodies are pressing together, and my heart races with a determination to survive and to save her.

Instinctively, I move my face closer to hers, leaning in, my mouth pressing tenderly against her salty forehead. As I pull back, her head tilts up, and her lips, soft and parted, draw me in. Her warm breath tickles my cold lips, making my stomach clench. A raw desire explodes in me.

Before I can taste her and wrap her into my arms to give her more, the boat lurches with a bang, throwing us hard into the steering wheel. I let go of her to yank the wheel back on course to Homer.

Something is off! The boat isn’t powering into the waves but dragging backward. I look back, and the back of the Sea Otter’s Pride is gone—Destroyed! 

The ocean quakes underneath us, making the boat tip, and the gray sea swallows us whole.

The cold water jolts me into action, and I grab her life vest, unclipping the lifeline, before she is dragged underwater with my sinking boat.

“Swim,” I shout towards her wide, dazed eyes, dragging her along as we swim a few feet to the larger vessel we were towing.

My arms and legs are already numb by the time we reach the side of the boat. I grab the taut tow line coming off the boat and roll myself aboard, then reach down and hook her life vest to throw her on deck with me.

Miraculously, we made it aboard Cole’s boat. Maria’s dazed and barefoot but appears unharmed.

I crawl over, immediately unhooking the tow rope that was attaching it to the Sea Otter’s Pride. My boat is almost invisible, sinking beneath the waves from the ripped-out tow shaft.

Damn! My boat! I shake my head, my insurance premium is going up, for sure.

There’s no time to worry or do anything about that—we need to get ashore before we are killed by the storm or freeze to death.

I turn the key of the Harbor Hopper’s boat, and the motor sputters, roaring to life. Thank God!

Increasing to full throttle, we bump over the waves to shore, leaving my sinking boat and Cole behind in the bay.
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