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PROLOGUE
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George, 2023

IT’S GOOD THAT THE sea is raging tonight. It will welcome me in its storm-tossed waves, roaring onto the shore, smashing against the rocks. Its foamy arms will seize me. I will be swallowed by the freezing water. Once I am dragged into the darkness of the deep sea, I will never return to the light, to the surface. And that is exactly my intention, because my world is dark, thick as mud.

Three decades. Loneliness has claws that kill its victims slowly. Sinking, sinking into the mud, giving up the fight. My time is long past. Who will care about an old man with a soul even older? I avoid looking at my face in the mirror. The skin is parched, furrowed from the alcohol mixed with my blood, which I forced myself to drink so many times. It’s what numbs me, dulls the constant ache in my heart. No one sees it. In the rush to get through another day, people pass me by as if I were invisible. Well, maybe that’s not entirely true. I chose to isolate myself, back when I still had them close to me. What reason do I have to stroll through the streets, to celebrate, to shop at the market?

I’ve seen more of this life than I should have. All of it alone, like the court jester of Orca Island. I laugh with people, but inside I cry. Has anyone ever heard that crying? I don’t think so. God stopped listening to me. Maybe it’s the constant roar of the sea that confuses my pleas. I have no strength left to fight, to walk, to live. I stopped believing, long ago, that I was ever young. That man who lived in a happy time, another version of me, introverted and content. The dreamer who knew deep love and friendship, who chased storms for fun, who gazed at the starry sky with a heart full of gratitude. Him, before. Me, after. After the tragedy. After the storm. After my heart was ripped from my chest, and everything turned to darkness. And I keep struggling, as if the waters never stop pulling me under. So, all that’s left is to surrender my soul.

Or the dust that remains of it.

[image: ]

GEORGE LIFTED ONE OF the hangers and brought the floral dress close to his body. He covered his face with the mothball-scented fabric. One sob, then another, shook his frail frame, his skin weathered by the wind, the sea salt, the sun, and the cold. The frayed wool beanie left a few strands of greasy white hair exposed. George pressed his eyes against the dress sleeve, which soaked up his tears.

The smell of the past. Because it had a smell. Imprinted on George’s memory like pitch on oakum—thick, viscous, pungent. The dress saturated with memories.

With reverence, as if it were an artifact of great historical value, he lifted the hanger.

“I can’t do it, my love, my great love.”

The body that should have filled the emptiness of the dress felt real to George, transporting memories. Ah, yes, happy ones, but smothered by anguish.

“I tried. Yes, I tried all these years.”

In a ritual repeated for years, George kissed the hem of the dress and returned it to the old wardrobe, one of its doors hanging from a broken, rusty hinge. He turned to the double bed, covered with a white bedspread stained yellow with age. Not a single wrinkle or crease on the bedspread that had witnessed words of tenderness and harsher ones spoken over decades, especially when the box of bottles was visible on the high shelf of the wardrobe. Not bottles filled with alcohol, but empty, dusty ones, each with a single folded piece of paper inside. In each one, the same message:

Keiko-san, doko ni iru no?

George was guilty. He insisted on keeping the bottles and clinging to their meaning. A story for nothing. The bottles had been the spark for the last argument, until the accident happened. George knelt beside the bed, stretched out his hands, and caressed the bedspread. He let out a desperate roar, like an animal with a fatal arrow in its chest. The cry echoed through the house. No one came to his rescue.

George stood up. With his shoulders sagging as if he carried a bale of hay, he closed the peeling wooden window after peering at the rain outside. The drops drummed on the roof, and many streamed through the corner of the room, some falling into an empty paint can, some onto the dull parquet floor. The smell of dampness was intense—from the sea, from the rain, from the seepage in the walls.

George crossed the hallway to the sound of the rain drumming, his legs heavy, though thin. His worn-out slippers dragged across the dull floor, leading George to the next room. A smiling doll with glassy eyes greeted him as it always did. George looked away from the plastic girl in children’s clothes with dried-out yellow hair and went to the wardrobe. He repeated the ritual from the other room. He took out a dress, this time a small one, polka-dotted, and breathed in the mothball smell.

“I tried, my love, but I couldn’t.”

George’s tears fell onto the dress fabric, staining the full skirt. Soon, the man hung it back next to the other dresses. He closed the wardrobe door and turned to the bed, where the doll kept smiling at him. That was the only smile that captivated him, even on that little artificial rose-pink mouth shaped like a heart. The smiles outside were out of place. They laughed at the drunken man, better known as the Pirate of Orca Island. Every community had its eccentric and pathetic characters, and George was one of them on the damp island, receiving the waters of the Pacific Ocean, always cold and turbulent like himself. He was a caricature of a joy that didn’t exist unless fueled by alcohol. He was an attraction on Orca Island, like the killer whales, the sea otters. Children pointed when he walked through the village streets, with his frayed wool beanie and clothes too big for his thin body. He told tall tales, as was expected of a pirate. The children laughed; the parents, not so much.

George checked if the bedroom window was closed, though the loose latch did little to guarantee the house’s security. Then he went to the kitchen and the living room, doing the same. Symbolically, he closed the windows of his heart as he passed through the two bedrooms and blew a kiss to each.

For a moment, he stopped in the middle of the living room, with its furniture that brought the 1980s into his life. On the brown and orange chenille sofa, a worn blanket and a crumpled pillow betrayed sleepless nights. George fluffed the pillow and folded the blanket, placing them on the sofa arm. He sat down for a moment and looked up. A window to the dark sky showed the shadows of leafless trees. The thick raindrops pounded on the skylight, blurring the image outside. How many times had he lain there with his wife in his arms? What enchanting movie could show a more perfect image than the skylight showed on sunny and rainy days, by day or night?

Slowly, George stood up and pulled the yellow raincoat from the coat rack. He laughed at his own inconsistency. He was about to surrender to the dark sea and was worried about getting a little wet from the rain? But life had its inconsistencies. How else to explain that his two greatest joys had been taken from him? On the fishing boats, the drunken men complained about their wives and children. The constant tossing of the boats was reason enough for the men of the sea to curse the day they were born. Not George. Sober, he’d haul the nets with strength when the wind snatched them back to the sea, and he’d think all the effort and danger were worth it because of the women in his life. Back then, he considered himself the most blessed man in the universe. How many men had found true love in all of human history? George had. And how many men had prayed for an even greater miracle, and that miracle had happened? George. So he’d whistle songs while hauling the nets on the raging sea, which always gifted him with its best fruits.

But that had been the other George.

He shoved one arm, then the other, into the yellow sleeves. He adjusted the frayed beanie on his head and opened the door, closing it behind him. The wind pushed him with icy hands on his chest. George crossed his arms and lowered his head. He knew the path to the beach like the back of his calloused hands. Besides, the pitch-black had erased all images outside. Everything was a vast darkness.

George descended the two wooden steps of the porch, and the soles of his galoshes touched the muddy ground. The raindrops thickened and hammered on the hood of his raincoat. George’s nostrils recognized his favorite perfume immediately: salt and wet earth. No alchemist could ever reproduce that smell. George took one step, then another. He inhaled, recording the scent for the last time.

With slow steps, George felt the sticky mud trying to pull the galoshes from his feet. Resisting, he continued along the path between the cedars, which were nothing more than silhouettes of giants in the forest fog. The relentless wind shook them with fervor. George pressed on, challenging his strength. In a few minutes, his feet felt the sand of the beach, and his ears perceived the fury of the sea in a constant roar.

In an instant, Orca Island would lose its drunken fool. It wouldn’t be a problem for anyone else.

The sea would take care of his funeral.

George was thrown backward by the fury of the wind. He planted his feet in the sand and leaned his body forward. He dragged his legs against the wind, the raincoat like a large parachute insisting on pulling him back onto the sand. But the first waves crashed against his shins, then his thighs, the freezing water of the Pacific Ocean numbing them.

George looked at the black sky. “I’m coming, my loves, I’m coming.” He opened his arms and challenged the wild waves, which soaked his long pants. A fierce wave knocked him backward and covered him like a freezing blanket.

George surrendered his body to the sea. Everything turned to darkness.
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Noelle, 2023

NOELLE ZIPPED THE RED suitcase closed on top of the bed and checked the time on her phone. Under her sister’s watchful eye—Lila, seated in the armchair by the window—Noelle ran her fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair, approving of the uneven cut one more time. She grabbed her cross-body bag and slung it diagonally over her shoulder. “I have to hustle if I don’t want to miss the eight o’clock ferry.”

Lila stood up and pulled the car keys from her parka pocket, shooting her sister another reproachful look. “I still don’t get why you can’t gather this information over a weekend.”

Noelle hauled the suitcase off the bed and dragged it across the carpet. “I told you. I need time for observation.”

Lila followed her sister to the elevator, which slid its metal doors shut. “You’re going to stalk Uncle George like he’s a lab rat? You barely know him.” She zipped up her parka and tossed her long ponytail back over her shoulder.

Noelle tapped the square heel of her boot against the elevator floor and watched the blue numbers climb on the metal panel. “It’s the last part of my research. I need to focus on observation. My advisor is breathing down my neck for the final section of the thesis.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened to let an elderly man step in with an obese beagle that was clearly arthritic. Noelle jabbed the garage button several times, and the man looked at her over the brown frames of his glasses.

“He doesn’t even know you’re coming,” Lila said.

“He doesn’t have a phone or a computer. I’d rather talk to him in person.”

The elevator dinged again, and the man tugged on his dog, who had dozed off between floors and refused to leave his spot.

“Come on, Rex,” the man said.

Noelle pulled her phone out of her bag and checked the time again. She muttered something to her sister, who shook her head to show she hadn’t caught it.

Rex finally got up and waddled out into the building’s lobby. Noelle hit the garage button, the doors closed, and they opened again on the lower level. She ran between the cars, pulling her rolling suitcase, the noise echoing through the concrete underground. Lila followed close behind and, with the remote, popped open the trunk of her Toyota Yaris.

The two sisters got into the car, buckled their seatbelts, and were soon on the neighborhood’s main avenue heading toward the Horseshoe Bay Terminal, on the north end of Vancouver.

The sun had made an appearance, but it smiled weakly through gray clouds—typical weather for the region this time of year. Or for most of the year.

“I know you’ve already considered the possibility that Uncle George might turn down your invitation to do the interview. What will you do?” Lila signaled and merged onto the highway, which cut through a temperate forest thick with lush vegetation.

“On an island like Orcas Island, there must be plenty of isolated, lonely people. A lot of retirees go there. I’ll find someone else.”

Lila glanced at her sister as she stopped at a red light. “For someone who plans absolutely everything, that doesn’t sound like you.”

Noelle let out a weak laugh. “I’m not perfect, especially with this tight deadline.”

Her younger sister laughed and went with the flow of heavy traffic. “Now that’s a first.”

“That I’m not perfect?” Noelle looked at herself in the rearview mirror and adjusted her hair, taking care to cover her forehead with her styled bangs.

“No. That you actually consider the possibility you’re not perfect.” Lila threw her head back with a laugh as she passed a truck hauling a shipping container.

Noelle looked at her sister with a furrowed brow. “That time has passed.” She sighed and turned toward the passenger window. She resisted the temptation to run her fingers across her forehead. Noelle felt her sister’s hand press against her thigh through the velvet of her ochre pants.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Lila said.

Noelle turned to her sister. “I know.”

In the silence of the slow crawl through heavy traffic, Noelle felt her anxiety build. The past had left her vulnerable. The next few days on Orcas Island could either intensify that vulnerability or ease it. Noelle wanted to feel whole again. The success or failure of her mission would have a major impact on her life.

The sisters said goodbye in the car. Noelle got out and pulled her suitcase from the trunk, dragging it across the wet sidewalk toward the terminal. The massive ferry horn blasted, and a woman’s voice over the loudspeaker made the final call for passengers to board.

When Noelle finally settled into the soft seat of the enormous ferry that would take her on the first leg of her two-hour journey, she considered the risk of betting everything on an interview with her reclusive uncle without even giving him a heads-up about the plan.

Uncle George was her mother’s brother. The two hadn’t spoken since he’d become the family drunk—at least according to the family’s version of events. Noelle had never met her uncle. What she knew came from her mother and other relatives, though no one had said anything about him in recent years. Her widowed uncle, apparently, preferred the company of bottles.

When her master’s thesis in psychology led her to investigate loneliness and the mental damage it causes, Noelle became convinced that her Uncle George would make an interesting case study. Sure, it hadn’t been prudent to structure an entire interview around a gut feeling that her uncle would be the perfect subject. Her advisor had been worried, but Noelle, with her considerable powers of persuasion, had convinced him she could extract valuable information from the old man. The lab rat, as Lila had put it. The success of her thesis would guarantee Noelle admission to the doctoral program. Noelle Mallet, Ph.D. She already dreamed of a university office with a gold nameplate on the door. Earned on her own merit. Especially after the year she’d lost following the accident. Medicine didn’t have answers for everything. She was living proof.

The ferry, a leviathan of a ship, sounded its horn and glided across the calm gray waters of the Strait of Georgia. Noelle opened her suitcase and pulled out her laptop. A noisy group of friends passed by with trays of food from the cafeteria, and Noelle wrinkled her nose at the stale smell of grease. A coffee would be nice, but not nice enough to convince her to face the line that had probably already formed at the ferry’s food court.

Once the group had passed, Noelle opened the laptop on her lap and took her eyes off the enormous window in front of her, which displayed the vast sea through rain-streaked glass. She opened her calendar and made notes about which appointments she’d have to cancel next week. Then she opened the email with her reservation confirmation at the Orcas Island Inn. Noelle trusted the word of the owner, Alessia, that Uncle George still lived nearby, even stopping by the inn for coffee a few times a week. Apparently, the man was something of a local character, though Alessia spoke of him with respect.

Noelle disembarked around ten in the morning and took a taxi to the nearby coastal village to catch the second ferry, which would dock at Orcas Island. An hour later, Noelle dragged her suitcase down a crescent-shaped wooden boardwalk that led to the entrance of the Orcas Island Inn. The photos she’d seen of the place definitely didn’t do justice to the beauty of the well-kept garden and the charming two-story house that held the guest rooms. The salty, humid air, free of the pollution of big-city Vancouver, brought an inexplicable calm to Noelle. The anxiety from hours earlier vanished. Her gut told her everything would go smoothly—that she’d see her uncle, and he’d be happy to see a relative after years of isolation. What lonely person wouldn’t welcome a visitor? Maybe her mother was wrong. Maybe Uncle George wasn’t the old buffoon from the past, just an old man who’d grown reserved after years of solitude.

Noelle studied the negative effects of loneliness. Her uncle’s antisocial behavior could be one of those effects. His drinking, according to the family, had started after he isolated himself. Noelle wondered how much the family really knew, since they’d lost touch with him. She hoped her uncle’s physical and emotional state would allow him to interact with his niece—she needed a lot of material for her research.

Parking the red suitcase upright at the inn’s reception desk, Noelle smoothed her hair, which was now genuinely disheveled from the wind and excess humidity, and rang the bell on the counter. A young man with a patchy beard emerged from the back door of the cozy little room and smiled, revealing his braces.

“Good afternoon. I’m Rafael.” The young man pointed to a small metal nametag on the pocket of his white shirt. “Do you have a reservation?”

Noelle took her bag off her shoulder and set it on the counter, pulling out her wallet. “Noelle Mallet.” She handed the young man her credit card.

He tapped at the computer keyboard, registered the guest, and handed her the room key card and her credit card. “Welcome to the Orcas Island Inn. Planning to stay long?”

Noelle put her wallet back in her bag and grabbed the handle of her suitcase. “Not sure yet. A week or two, maybe.”

The inn’s front door opened, and a couple walked in. They were carrying a huge ceramic pot with a plant. They laughed as they maneuvered to set the pot down in a corner of the reception area.

The woman, her hair windswept, brushed her hands off on her jeans and approached Noelle. “Alessia. Welcome to our inn. This is my husband, Killian.”

Noelle nodded to the red-bearded man with the friendly smile. She introduced herself. “I’ve already checked in.” She held up her room key card.

Rafael watched the scene with interest. Killian excused himself and left through the same door he’d come in, leaving a gust of salty air to fill the room.

Alessia stepped closer to the guest, and a crease appeared between her eyes. “Ah, you’ve arrived at a bad time, Noelle. There’s been a terrible accident involving your uncle.”

Noelle’s stomach clenched. Her gut had betrayed her. Chastising herself for the selfish thought, she asked:

“What happened to Uncle George?”

Alessia looked at Rafael and then back at Noelle. “Leave your luggage in your room and meet me out back of the inn.”

Noelle rushed to her room and dropped her suitcase on the wide-plank floor, allowing herself only a fraction of a second to take in the comfort of the space. She passed the mirror and ran her fingers through her hair. Then she closed the door behind her and followed Alessia through the inn’s dining room and out the back door of the kitchen. Noelle’s words were stuck in her throat. What she wouldn’t give for a glass of water.

The innkeeper opened the door of a jeep and gestured for Noelle to get in on the other side. The car drove down a dirt road full of puddles, flanked by towering trees. Where were they going, and what had happened to her uncle? If he’d been in an accident, were they headed to the hospital? That was a place she didn’t want to visit—not after the weeks she’d spent in a room that smelled of ether, with the sounds of hospital machines hammering constantly at her eardrums. Seeing a white coat, hands covered in latex gloves, needles, clipboards, prognoses, diagnoses, hopelessness... The anxiety sent a chill through Noelle’s body, making her heart race. She tried to breathe steadily, focusing on the real sensations around her: tall cedars outside, the sound of the windshield wipers, the smell of wet earth. Her brain started working again, reasoning that there wouldn’t be a hospital out in the middle of nowhere. But a terrible feeling crept through Noelle’s body. What if her uncle had keeled over after years of pickling his liver in alcohol?

Noelle gripped the seat of the jeep, bracing herself for the blow.
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Noelle, 2023

IT WASN’T A HOSPITAL. Nothing that smelled of ether and beeped with heart monitors. Quite the opposite. The scent was cedar, and the sound was birdsong. The freshness outside swept in through the door on a current of wind that stirred the white curtains.

Noelle followed Alessia through the small, comfortable room where a low fire crackled in the hearth. Alessia tapped on the half-open door, and a weak male voice mumbled the syllables of the word come in with a long pause between them.

In the dim light, the room gave off scents of cedar and fabric softener. The short curtain was half-closed, keeping the weak sunlight from filtering through the glass. The thin figure of the white-haired man lay propped against two white pillows. A plaid blanket covered his long, skinny legs. Noelle stopped at the door and watched Alessia approach the bed, fill a glass of water from a white pitcher, and hand it to the man.

“I think I’ve had enough water,” he said, his voice slurred.

For some reason, Noelle felt the comment meant more than just thirst, judging by the worry on Alessia’s face.

This was her Uncle George, the family drunk. By her calculations, he was around sixty-five, but he looked like a man past seventy. The drinking must be the reason for the premature aging. Or the loneliness. Noelle waited for him to finish his slow sips and hand the glass back to Alessia.

“Pirate, you have a visitor,” she said.

The man looked at Noelle with a vacant stare. She was a stranger. Had Alessia mentioned anything to her uncle about a niece coming to visit? The answer came a moment later.

“Remember I told you about a niece who wanted to get in touch with you? Well, this is Noelle.”

Noelle’s face flushed. This whole situation didn’t make much sense. Lila was right. Her mother was right. How could she drag a nearly unknown uncle into such an important research project? He looked very sick. What kind of accident had he had? A stroke? A boating accident? The sleeves of his white pajamas seemed to swallow his arms.

Noelle shed the shame that urged her to go back to her Vancouver apartment, to her orderly, disciplined life, and leave the poor man in peace. She moved toward the bed, quickly choosing the right words so she wouldn’t build an even higher wall between herself and the family’s black sheep of an uncle.

“I’m sorry for showing up unannounced. I couldn’t find any other way to contact you except through Alessia. I can only imagine how surprising my visit must be.” Noelle managed a faint smile. If she could have seen herself in a mirror, she would have confirmed that the smile was far from sincere.

The man, with eyes as deep and dark as the Salish Sea, kept his wrinkled face impassive. Alessia mumbled something and headed for the door.

“Alessia, stay,” George said, without taking his eyes off Noelle. “I don’t know this young woman. She says she’s family. I don’t have a family. The one I had is gone.”

Noelle could hear Lila’s reproach in her mind. She remembered her suitcase, still unpacked, in the room at the inn. As things stood, it would stay packed and go back the same way it had come from Vancouver. Her idea of seeking out another lonely soul on Orcas Island dissolved like a soap bubble. She would go back to the university with her tail between her legs and tell Professor Zoltan that she would have to interview someone else from the list of volunteers he kept in his files.

“I’m sorry for this trouble and misunderstanding, Uncle.” Noelle waited for a favorable reaction, but all she got was his face turned toward the window.

Noelle followed a visibly flustered Alessia outside the cottage. For the first time, she looked around and noticed three other cottages identical to her uncle’s. Behind them, a little white chapel had a tower with a cross.

As if she had noticed Noelle’s curiosity, or maybe to break the awkwardness, Alessia spoke.

“My mom and her new husband, Max, live just over there past the trees. This land belongs to Max. The chapel has been here for a long time. My husband renovated it recently. My stepfather built these cottages for seasonal rentals. The same company manages the inn. My mom and I take care of everything around here.”

While Alessia spoke, Noelle looked at the cross on the chapel. Then she turned to the innkeeper. “It’s a very peaceful place.” She tugged the sleeves of her light blue sweater down over her fingers, which were starting to feel cold from the damp breeze. “My uncle... what happened to him, anyway?”

Alessia kicked a pebble on the gravel path. “Pirate... he’s a lonely man. His house is nearby. He doesn’t open up much. We stay in touch because he comes to the inn for breakfast a few times a month. Last week, he...”

Noelle felt a shiver. She thought of her coat, thrown on the bed at the inn. She waited. Alessia continued.

“My husband and Max found him unconscious on the beach in front of his house. Killian thought he was dead. They called an ambulance. His lungs were full of water. Pirate was unconscious for two days. When he was discharged, the doctor said he shouldn’t be alone until he had a mental evaluation. We brought him here, even though he insisted on going home. Max has a special way with Pirate. He’s been here five days now. He just stares into space. We only found out about his story recently. Very sad.”

Noelle studied the woman’s intense gaze. “What story?”

They were interrupted by a jeep pulling onto the semicircular dirt road in front of the cottages. Alessia waved at the driver, who waved back. The man stopped the car next to one of the cottages and got out. From the back seat of the mud-splattered jeep, he took a bag full of compartments and a tripod. He pushed his light brown hair behind his ears as he adjusted the bag strap with his other hand. He was solid as the trunk of the surrounding cedars.

“Conor, how are you? This is Noelle, a guest at the inn.”

A guest for a few hours, Noelle thought, as she accepted the rough hand Conor extended to her. “Nice to meet you.”

Conor’s dark eyes fixed on Noelle’s face for a moment. “Welcome to Orcas Island.” His voice was deep and devoid of warmth, like the wind that kept blowing.

“Good photos?” Alessia asked him.

He pulled his gaze away from Noelle like a bandage being ripped from skin and turned to Alessia. “The weather report says the storms start tomorrow. I picked a strategic spot for the shots.”

If her experience as a student of the human mind counted for anything, Noelle would say Conor was an intense man, not one for small talk. Though she was beginning to doubt her skill at reading people, thinking of her uncle lying in that bed.

Alessia looked at the sky, and Noelle did the same. Maybe the innkeeper and Conor saw something she didn’t, because the sky didn’t look particularly heavy with clouds. But here in this archipelago, the weather could change in a matter of hours, from pleasant to furious. Noelle studied Conor’s clothes: a brown vest with bulging pockets over a gray wool sweater. He seemed to carry his photographic arsenal in those stuffed pockets.

“Oh, and thanks for the photos of the lighthouse. They’re a big hit on the inn’s social media.” Alessia shoved her hands into her jacket pockets.

“I’ll take some more of the storm from your deck to attract storm chasers.”

As a resident of Canada’s Pacific region, Noelle knew that sea storms were a common attraction in the fall and winter months. She couldn’t imagine spending her precious time watching a raging sea. Noelle ran her fingers through her hair and realized the sea breeze had ruined her casual hairdo. She’d take a shower before catching the ferry back to Vancouver. At least in appearance, she wouldn’t show Lila her defeat.

“Well, I need to finish some things in the cottage.” Conor pointed to one of them, scratched his beard, raised a hand in a quick farewell, and marched off in his sand-filled boots along the gravel path.

“As for me, I think this is the end of the line.” Noelle followed Alessia to the car.

“I’m sorry about that. Pirate is very reserved.”

Noelle buckled her seatbelt. She took one last look at her uncle’s cottage as Alessia turned the car around on the small road. The sky was starting to close in. Thick raindrops hit the windshield. Noelle let her body sink into the jeep’s seat and watched the wipers swish back and forth.

Five o’clock ferry. Phone call to Lila. Back to square one.
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Noelle, 2023

NOELLE LET OUT A SIGH through pursed lips, a perfect little beak of pure frustration. She set the hair dryer down on the bathroom sink and used the thin tail of the comb to arrange her strands, covering the fine scars on her forehead. She took a few steps back, lifted her chin, and adjusted her red cardigan. She wasn’t going back to Vancouver looking defeated. This year of loss was already enough. The year her brain had been shrouded in clouds, just like the weather outside the Orca Island Inn. A time of erasure, like a computer crashing. Slowly, with persistence and stubbornness, her mind had started recovering its memories, but it still lagged behind, outdated as Aunt Gilda’s computer.

At first, Noelle wrote down everything she read and saw. The notebooks in her file cabinet at her home office were proof of just how dependent on paper she had become. Her mother, well-meaning, would say her eldest daughter could enroll in an office assistant course, that not everything was lost. The doctors suggested Noelle could do a one-year technical program since her grades had plummeted in her first year of psychology. But she had other plans. Plans she had mapped out before her mind went dark. The ideas were all in her journal. Her brain had plasticity; Noelle knew that. She had read about it. She had written it all down in her notebooks.

The remaining three years of college stretched into four. Despite the frustration, graduation day proved her family and the doctors wrong. If it hadn’t been for Professor Zoltan’s constant encouragement, Noelle might have drowned under the superhuman effort of swimming against the current of disbelief from the people around her. Still, she not only graduated, but she started her master’s, which she was now finishing. Her peers already had established careers or were pursuing doctorates. Noelle had fallen behind, but her grit wouldn’t let her give up. One day, she would see her name on a plaque in the university office.

The failed mission to interview her uncle didn’t mean total defeat. She couldn’t let herself get discouraged. She would start over with someone else, somewhere else. It was just another delay in her already delayed career.

Noelle put the inn’s hair dryer back in the bathroom cabinet drawer. In the bedroom, she zipped her suitcase shut. Then she pulled her phone from her cardigan pocket and tapped Lila’s contact. This was the hardest part. Noelle swallowed hard and walked to the window, staring out at the storm taking shape, with round clouds, cylindrical ones, and other menacing formations.

A knock at the door made her slide the phone back into her pocket. Noelle opened the door and found Alessia, a curious smile on her face.

“I have a message from your uncle.”

Noelle raised an eyebrow. “Is something wrong?”

“He wants to talk to you.”

“I have to catch the ferry back.” She checked the time on the digital clock by the bedside table. She hadn’t even called a taxi yet.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Alessia pushed her hands into the back pockets of her black pants.

“A suggestion?”

“Since you’ve already paid for the night, stay until tomorrow. The weather isn’t great for crossing on the smaller ferry anyway. Who knows—maybe the talk with your uncle will be a surprise?”

Noelle considered it. It wasn’t worth dismissing. She honestly didn’t find the idea of crossing the sea on the smaller ferry in the middle of a storm very appealing. She knew she’d feel like clothes tumbling in a washing machine. She’d had that experience before, and the result was her stomach giving back her last meal. Granted, Noelle’s stomach was empty—she hadn’t eaten since early morning. The two granola bars had been digested hours ago.

“Not a bad idea.”

“Listen, we don’t serve lunch or dinner at the inn, but Killian and I eat in the kitchen. You’re our guest. Afterward, I’ll take you to the cabin.”

Noelle’s stomach growled like it was joining the conversation. “If it’s not too much trouble.” Better than calling Lila right away. The phone call could wait. She’d be less embarrassed if she called the next day and explained to her sister that their uncle’s health wasn’t good.

The simple lunch Killian prepared was quick and delicious. Within an hour, Noelle was heading to the cabin with Alessia.

“Why don’t you talk to your uncle alone? I have some things to go over with Conor.” Alessia shut the jeep door.

Noelle pulled the hood of her white waterproof jacket over her head. “All right.”

Alessia walked toward the next cabin, where smoke rose from a small chimney. Noelle knocked on the door, and a voice, steadier now, told her to come in. Her uncle was sitting in an armchair with his feet up on a footstool. Noelle closed the door behind her and sat where he pointed, in the armchair facing his. The firewood crackled in the hearth, and the low flames danced, casting a play of shadows across the room. The dark robe Uncle George wore swallowed his thin frame. His white, fine hair was pushed back, but one strand fell over his forehead.

Who exactly was the family he said he had lost? He certainly wasn’t talking about the Mallets. Noelle vaguely remembered a conversation between her parents about Uncle George’s wife. But his niece knew nothing about her—whether she was alive, dead, or had left her husband. She didn’t even know her name.

“If you’d like some tea, there’s hot water in the kettle.” He jerked his chin toward the kitchen on the other side of a wooden counter with two high stools.

“Thanks. I’m fine.” Noelle scanned the open kitchen shelves. The few dishes were neatly arranged next to clear jars of dry goods. No alcohol. In fact, Noelle didn’t smell any booze, and her uncle didn’t seem drunk, just weak.

“So, what’s this about an interview? Alessia told me about you.” He pointed to his head. “My mind... it’s not doing well.”

Noelle thought about all the lessons from her psychology courses and the complexity of the mind. The more she studied it, the more aware she became of its mysteries. That didn’t make her give up on challenges. Just like the challenge of reclaiming her own mind. She smoothed her hair with the gesture that had become automatic—covering the scars on her forehead.
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