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        Knitting warms a body twice.

        – Eliza Carpenter

      

      

      Fiona leaned back and crossed her black cowboy boots over each other. If anyone had to make their way down the aisle, she’d draw her legs back, but right now this was the best seat in the house. No one in the City Hall council chambers was going anywhere.

      She should have brought popcorn.

      On the stage, Mayor Finley’s face was turning a deep purple, a stark contrast to her perennial all-yellow outfit. She spluttered, “Elbert Romo, this shouldn’t even be an issue. Nudity is something one indulges in on the way from one’s bedroom to the shower. Not at the corner of Main and Third.”

      Elbert Romo, his face as creased as his overalls, said, “You’re right, Mayor. But it’s the damn tourists.”

      Old ranchers like Elbert didn’t ever say the word tourists without prefacing it with damn. Fiona figured it was probably something they learned in the back room at Tillie’s, where they hung out most mornings drinking coffee and gossiping.

      The mayor said, “The tourists aren’t the problem here. What we’re talking about is outlawing public nudity on our public beaches.”

      Elbert clapped his hands together. “But they’re the ones that started this. They come, they decide Pirate’s Cove is the best place around to drop their skivvies. Then they put it on the internet! On those, you know, those websites.”

      Fiona watched the mayor take a deep breath and push the errant gray strands of hair back from her temples. “Make your point, Elbert.”

      “Once it went online, we got famous. Those sites even tell you where to park, did you know that? And they tell where the rope to climb to the bottom is hidden. You kidding me? That rope used to be a Cypress Hollow secret. You could get horse-whipped for givin’ that info to the wrong person. Now we got nudies comin’ from all over the state, just to get our sand stuck in their cheeks. And I ain’t talking about the ones on your face.”

      “We already know all this. That’s why we’re discussing the ban tonight.”

      Elbert said, “I know. But no disrespect, ma’am, the thing is—a lot of us have found out how right the damn tourists are.”

      A light laugh rippled around the room. Daisy, Fiona’s best friend, leaned over the arm of her wheelchair and whispered in Fiona’s ear, “Best show in town.”

      The mayor, even redder now, said, “Would you care to explain that, Elbert?”

      Elbert stuck a thumb under the strap of his overalls. “There are more’n a couple of us, ma’am, who’ve kind of seen the light, as it were, and it took the damn tourists pissing us off for us to figure it out. Pete Wegman, Jesse Sunol, and me, we went down the rope one day to shoo ‘em off for good.”

      That must have been something to see, thought Fiona. Three old men, climbing down that rope, kicking away from the cliff-face, dangling over the sand. It was something Fiona hadn’t done in years, and she was an easy forty years younger than the youngest rancher in question.

      “When we got down there, one nekkid damn tourist dared us to take off our clothes.”

      A light laugh went around the packed council chambers. Everyone else was enjoying this as much as Fiona was.

      Elbert shrugged. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it, is what I always say. And I’m here to say, the body is a beautiful thing.” He unclipped one strap of his overalls. “And to feel the sun where it don’t normally shine, to feel the ocean breeze caress your…well, lemme tell you, it’s nice.” He unfastened the other strap. Gasps rose to meet the sound of giggles in the room.

      Fiona whispered to Daisy, “He wouldn’t.”

      Daisy just shook her head.

      Elbert’s overalls hit the polished wooden floor of the city chambers. His faded, blue engineer’s cap was next to come off, his gray buzz cut standing at attention underneath. Then he started undoing the buttons on his blue, button-down shirt.

      One by one, the buttons opened. His chest hair was as gray as the hair on his head.

      Daisy held her hand over her eyes. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

      Fiona poked her in the shoulder. “You have to.”

      Elbert was now in front of the crowd, wearing only tighty-whities which were no longer either tight or white. His skinny, wrinkled body was surprisingly tanned. He held himself proudly and tucked his thumb into the elastic of his underwear.

      The mayor gripped the podium so hard it rocked on its base. “Mr. Romo. We will have our community discussion without visual aid assistance, thank you very much!” The microphone squealed with feedback.

      Elbert shook his head. “It’s a point I gotta make. We voted, and the boys picked me, seein’ as I have the biggest package.”

      Next to Fiona, Daisy squeaked, her hand still over her eyes. Someone did a drum roll with their fingers on the back of a chair.

      And then Elbert Romo dropped his last remaining piece of clothing.

      Chaos erupted. Some stood—others remained in their seats, immobilized by laughter. Some cheered, others clapped.

      Both hands over his head, Elbert turned in a slow circle. He waited for the room to quiet and then said, “My point is, well. Look at me. Eighty-nine and a half. And thanks to a life of good hard work and a bit of time in the sun, I’m looking fit as a fiddle. I’m proud of my body, ladies and gentlemen, and being in the great outdoors with it is probably gonna let me live forever. Down with the ban on public nudity.” He drove his fist up in the air. “Naked is good! Naked is right! Naked is good! Naked is right!” He marched down the middle aisle, chanting, pumping his fist. By the time he hit the back door, he’d been joined in the chant by so many people that the overhead rafters shook with the noise.

      It took Mayor Finley ten more minutes of gavel-rapping to get order restored, and even then it was clear she knew she’d lost. She directed her words to the line of city council members sitting to the left of the stage. “We don’t even need to put it to a vote, do we?”

      Laughter was the answer she got.

      “Fine. Public nudity—at Pirate’s Cove, and no place else—will not be prosecuted. Moving on.” She ignored the applause. “That’s enough for tonight. Grace, thanks for doing the minutes. They’ll be up on the website tomorrow, folks. In two weeks, we’ll be talking about the lighthouse.”

      Fiona stopped clapping. She glanced at Daisy and then back at the mayor.

      “Fiona Lynde, I’m looking at you.”

      Fiona gasped. She tugged on her earring, schooling herself not to take it off. What she really wanted was the soothing warmth of the metal between her fingers. But instead she folded her hands in her lap.

      “Yes, you,” continued the mayor. “I want to hear about that plan you keep pestering me about, the one to bring down the lighthouse and put in an accessible public garden.”

      It was just an idea. She hadn’t pestered the mayor about it. Not officially, not really. She might have mentioned it a couple of times. In person and in email. That was all.

      “And who was it talking about turning it into a museum? Abe Atwell, was that you?”

      Fiona’s stomach lurched. Abe Atwell? She turned in her seat and scanned the room.

      God, there he was.

      A man playing cat’s cradle.

      She would have bet that game couldn’t be sexy. Right? But if anyone could make something childish like that sexy, it would be Abe Atwell, damn him. There was just something about the rugged harbormaster, slouched back in his chair, boots kicked out ahead of him, his hands moving with that white piece of string—he could have been making nets or tying ropes. It looked right. And it made her heat up inside, in an embarrassing, alarming way.

      Concentrate, she told herself. This was about the old wooden lighthouse. About making things right. Not about the way her heart raced when she watched his fingers. He kept his eyes down, his face thunderous. He obviously wanted to be called upon as much as she did.

      Daisy whispered, “Maybe you’ll finally talk to him now.”

      Fiona shook her head once. Hard. No way. She hadn’t managed to have an idiotic crush without speaking to him for years for nothing. She couldn’t ruin her track record. She cleared her throat and said as loudly as she could, “It was only an idea.”

      The mayor didn’t hear her. “Fiona, what was that?”

      The room’s chat quieted. Fiona could feel Abe’s gaze on the back of her head. Had he ever even looked at her before?

      “It was just an idea,” Fiona said. She bit her bottom lip and said more quietly, “It’s a good idea, though.”

      “Great. Put together a proposal and present it at the next meeting. Abe, do the same.” She lowered her yellow-framed glasses and looked around the room. “They’re the only two so far who have approached me about the Coast Guard turning over the lighthouse to our local government, but the forum will be open. The council will decide in closed session after that meeting what we’re going to do with the building. That’s all, folks. Please keep your clothes on, at least until you get past the security of your own front door, and have a good night.”

      Fiona felt Daisy clutch her forearm. “You’ll be great! You can rehearse your pitch with me, and you’ll finally get that eyesore torn down.”

      Fiona, though, just drew her black cowboy boots back out of the way of Mrs. Luby, who stepped over them with small, pinched steps. What if people hated her idea? What if they ended up hating her? She tugged off her earring and worked the metal between her fingers.

      And the idea that Abe might also be presenting?

      The hook of the earring snapped between her clenched fingers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When asked if a knitter should plan her knitting, I always say, “Yes! Make a spreadsheet!”

        And then I laugh and laugh and laugh.

        – E.C.

      

      

      “Ready!”

      Abe’s coiled line played out over the post as the Rising Hope bumped alongside the dock. Zeke, excitable as always, grabbed the line and pulled, almost hurling himself off the dock into the water.

      Abe reached for the second line. “Easy there! No, use that cleat. Buddy, I got it, in case you’ve got better places to be.”

      Zeke rubbed his hands together and then tugged down the tiny, blue, knit beanie that wasn’t even beginning to cover his head. He waved at the seven disembarking tourists. “I know. I know. I don’t mind, though. I want to help, want to make sure she doesn’t go anywhere you don’t want her to.” He turned to a startled-looking woman wearing a red coat. “Hello. Good afternoon, how are you? Did you see any whales while you were out? You’re looking lovely today, aren’t you? Good captain, isn’t he? Good old Abe. Yep, I just think he’s the best.”

      The woman in the red coat started to answer him but Zeke ignored her as he stepped onto the boat’s gunnel. “Permission to come aboard, Captain? What say you? Can I come up? Walk the plank?”

      How many times had Abe told Zeke he didn’t need to ask? His vessel wasn’t part of the damn navy and he wasn’t going to deny him access just for the hell of it. But it gave his friend such a thrill, Abe only told him to knock it off every other time or so. Today wasn’t that day. “Permission granted.”

      “Nice day, nice day.” Zeke rubbed his hands together again—one of his many tics—and nodded hard. “Need a little help?”

      Zeke often helped out on Abe’s fishing charter vessel. An ex-pro linebacker turned jack-of-all-trades, Zeke was good at just about everything he did with his hands. He made his living doing odd jobs, since he’d long-since blown the big football money he’d made. Abe often got him to help out, either at the dock or on the sport-fishing and whale-watching trips he led.

      Today, though, Abe didn’t need the help. He was back from the only trip planned so it was an easy day, which was good since the pile of paperwork in his harbormaster office was threatening to topple over if he looked at it wrong. Winter was Abe’s slowest time—he ran the 53-foot yacht-fisher every day he could, but due to weather or lack of tourists he didn’t always go out. Only squid and crab were being caught now, the salmon and rock cod trips wouldn’t start till spring. Apart from the whale-watching trips and the occasional, chilly coastal viewing trips to the Farallon Islands, he was down to one run every couple of days.

      “I thought you were supposed to be working at the bait shop this afternoon,” Abe said to Zeke.

      Zeke snapped his fingers with a loud crack. On such a huge man, any small movement was large. “I don’t go in until tomorrow morning, but that’s gonna hurt, ’cause I’ve got karaoke at the Rite Spot tonight.” When Zeke had started hosting his Tuesday karaoke nights, there had been complaints from a group of regulars who liked to have prayer meetings in the back pool room of the Rite Spot. Tuesday nights had been their chance to pray for the lost souls of Cypress Hollow over a pint or two and maybe a quick smack of the pool balls. Karaoke, they said, wasn’t conducive to the prayerful setting they’d been hoping for, and they had taken it over the head of the bar owner, Jonas, all the way to city council. Mayor Finley had rapped her gavel three times briskly (it was rumored she used it at home to call her husband to the dinner table), declared that any usage of Jonas’s bar was up to him and didn’t even let it go to a vote. Jonas had responded by buying Zeke an extra microphone and adding a gospel CD to Zeke’s machine. Now, on any given Tuesday night, the preacher from Baptist Memorial could be heard freestyling “Baby Got Back” before adding his own quick prayer in the last couple of lines.

      Zeke said, “I won’t even get home till after 2 am and then I’ll have to be up early to sell bait. Joni wrote the schedule wrong. Can you believe that?”

      Abe could, actually. Perpetually distracted, Joni could be told flatfish and write down albacore. He moved toward the bow, picking up the trash his passengers had left behind. “So what are you up to now, then?” There was always something left behind—paper coffee cups, Snickers wrappers, broken pencils. Once he’d even found a used condom in the head—he’d tried very hard not to revise his image of the two middle-aged school teachers from upstate New York who had been on that trip. Hey, if people felt the need to get their freak on while whale-watching, at least his boat was getting some action. It sure wasn’t seeing it from him.

      “Just came by to talk to you about the city council meeting. Whatcha think, huh?” Zeke bobbed up and down in his size fifteen sneakers. Even after all the hits he’d taken as a professional football player, there was nothing wrong with Zeke’s mind. It was his body he couldn’t seem to control at times. “Elbert Romo sure was something.”

      Abe shook his head. “Someone I never wanted to see naked, that’s for sure.”

      “I always meant to climb down to Pirate’s Cove, but I thought if I did I’d see cute, naked girls playing volleyball,” said Zeke. “Maybe girls who needed help with their sunscreen. You know?”

      “Instead, now you’re picturing smearing the lotion on Elbert’s back?”

      “Dude,” Zeke said. “Okay, so you gonna do that proposal thing the mayor said? For the lighthouse?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Seriously?”

      Abe felt the scowl crawl across his face. “They should know better anyway. The lighthouse does have historical merit. Old thing like that deserves to be saved. What’s a city council for, if not for that? They shouldn’t need a proposal.”

      “Bull. You just hate getting up in front of people.”

      He hated it worse than a local oil spill. Zeke was on the mark, but damned if Abe was going to let on. “Waste of time, that’s all those meetings are. Full of the same people, yammering about the same things, all of them trying to change Cypress Hollow.” They were trying to take it from almost perfect and change it to a Silicon Valley suburb community. The very thought of a certain Seattle coffee-clone pushing its bossy way in next to Tillie’s was enough to make Abe’s blood boil, and at least once a meeting someone suggested trying to lure the coffee giant. But we have no extra-hot triple-vento mochaskinnychoos! Tillie’s just has plain old coffee!

      “That’s not why you don’t want to talk to them, though. Why do you hate public speaking so much?”

      It wasn’t the speaking, really. What he hated was being in front of people. He liked to be behind the scenes. Behind the steering wheel. Not lecturing people about something they should already want to do, like saving a landmark that meant something to everyone.

      “Is it because Rayna might be there?”

      “No.” He hadn’t even thought about her. Hell, yes, speaking in front of her would make it even worse.

      “Is it because you think Fiona has a better idea than you?”

      “Who?” Abe reached around Zeke—no easy feat given the man was as big as a tugboat—and put away the last vest.

      “That girl who owns the gas station. You know, the one who always wears that beat-up black cowboy hat. She wasn’t wearing it at the meeting, so you probably didn’t recognize her.”

      Oh, yeah. The woman who owned Fee’s Fill. The one who wanted to tear down the lighthouse. “You think her idea is better? I think it’s crap.”

      “So you better argue against her. Right?”

      The thought of getting up there in front of the town made Abe feel seasick, something he never felt. Maybe he could blame it on the gathering storm. “Shit.” Abe looked up. The mass of grayness above wasn’t fog—it was a cloud bank lowering ominously. It would rain tonight. He might have to cancel tomorrow’s tours. Not that he minded going out whale-watching in the rain, but tourists generally complained too much to make the money worth it. “It’s gonna pour.”

      Zeke ignored him. “You have to do something if you want to save the lighthouse.”

      “I know that.” Abe snatched at a tarp that was about to sail over the edge in the cool wind.

      “What about talking Fiona out of her idea, then? You think you could? Would it be better to talk to just one person? Get her to listen to you? Huh?” Zeke bobbed and swayed.

      It was a thought.

      Maybe it was a good thought. “Do you know her?”

      “How do you not know her? She’s got the only gas station in town. You know she lived at the lighthouse for a couple of years a long time ago, right? You’d think she’d be into saving it.”

      It wasn’t like he didn’t know who she was, he just never talked to her. Abe always used his debit card at the pump. The fewer people he conversed with, the better he liked it. “Do you think she’d listen to me?”

      “Give her something in return.” Zeke looked around the dock. “Offer her a fishing trip.”

      “If she was a fisher, I’d know it.”

      “A whale tour, then.”

      “Whale tours are for tourists.”

      “Yeah, well,” said Zeke. “So’s nudity, apparently.”

      Maybe sweet-talking could work.  Not that he’d ever been any good at that. But he could try.
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        Sometimes we think we want to knit a sweater when all our hands want is a simple scarf.  It’s okay to cast on for socks while you decide.

        - E.C.

      

      

      It rained the next day. Fiona spent the first part of the morning fixing three broken tiles on the roof. She could have sent Stephen up to do it—he’d offered—but they weren’t busy, and she wanted to get her hands dirty. Stephen was more than capable enough to handle doing both the Honda’s paint job (just a side door ding) and running the register at the same time.

      And even though the steady, cold rain kept dripping down her neck every time she tilted her head, Fiona enjoyed being on the outside of her business, looking in. On a dreary day like today, when the clouds were weighted and the light was dull, the view into the well-lit windows of the filling station was cheerfully warm. People had laughed at her when she’d done up the inside with hanging plants and welcoming couches. Like some kind of day-spa, they’d said. Not like old Roy had it, nope.

      Not like Roy. And unlike when he’d run the place—when it had only smelled of grease and gasoline—people actually enjoyed coming in to Fee’s Fill. The interior of the store still held the usual gas station things: water, soda, snacks, oil and antifreeze. But they were semi-hidden, tucked away in the dark wooden bookcases that the old library had been throwing out when they moved. The coffee Fiona sold was locally roasted and freshly ground, unlike the stuff Roy had peddled straight out of the bulk generic bucket. She swore she’d once seen him get paint transfer off with the oily brew.

      Peeking in from the ladder, Fiona saw the geraniums and begonias that lined the walls, hanging from hooks in the rafters, next to the wind chimes that Hazel Montrose made from driftwood. The African violets that lined the tops of the bookshelves were Fiona’s favorites—thanks to the skylights she’d put in a few years earlier, she could coax them to bloom all year round.

      Even the garage itself, a space only she and Stephen worked in, was clean and well-lit. They couldn’t work on more than two cars at a time, but doing body-work in a town as small as Cypress Hollow wasn’t where the money was. The real cash came from tourists stopping and filling up with gas, picking up a locally-made kite and some salt-water taffy at the register. The bestsellers in the shop were the pieces of jewelry Fiona crafted from scraps of auto-parts. The price of a steel bracelet tripled if she could mark it as part of a vintage Mercedes.

      Fiona finished climbing down and put away the ladder. She shed her jacket and dried her jeans the best she could with a shop towel. Then she waved at Stephen, who smiled back at her over his paint respirator mask. “I’ve got the register now,” she called and he nodded.

      Fiona took a long, deep breath as she hung her jacket on its hook. The smell of good coffee and Cora Sylvan’s cinnamon candles, mixed with the occasional acrid scent of diesel drifting in from the garage bay, was as comforting to Fiona as the smell of chicken soup. This was home. The last big decision—whether or not to repair the old neon sign that read Fill Here—had been hers to make, hers alone. She reached behind the shelf of maps to flick on the outside lights in the dim afternoon, and heard the buzz she loved. It had turned out the old sign had been too expensive to repair. The new one was still big and curved and old-fashioned, but now the words Fee’s Fill arched over the top of the building. Though she couldn’t see it from inside the station, she could see its red glow blinking reassuringly against the steel-fronted gas pumps.

      Home was just steps away, in the backyard on the other side of the herb garden, in the rundown cottage she’d spent the last three years redoing by hand. Home was here. This station, her garage, her house. It was enough.

      Usually this time of afternoon would bring people who wanted car washes. With them came the impromptu knitting circle that would form in the small seating area Fiona had created with two sofas and three wingback chairs. While Fiona and Stephen washed and detailed cars by hand, women chatted and knitted, making liberal use of the free stitch markers Fiona kept in a bowl on the low coffee-table. Just because she didn’t knit didn’t mean Fiona was clueless as to what industry drove the town. Cypress Hollow lived, breathed and ate knitting, and any place a knitter could sit and chat with another was a place that could turn a profit.

      Not, however, on a grey, drippy day like this. No one needed a car wash, no one sat in the comfy circle of chairs. So Fiona fell backward into her favorite green seat and fished out her cell phone, which had somehow stayed miraculously dry in her front pocket.

      She dialed. Waited. She wondered how he’d take the idea of the lighthouse being razed.

      “Hey!” Tinker’s voice boomed. “What’s new with my favorite daughter?”

      As if he had more than one daughter, as if anything ever changed in Cypress Hollow.

      “Not much. How about you, Pops?”

      Fiona’s father, on the other hand, could always be relied upon to have a new story to tell, even if it had been less than a day since they’d talked.

      “Well,” he said. “You’ll never guess how many we sold today.”

      “Where are you again?”

      “New York City! I told you that!”

      “It’s hard to keep track of you sometimes. Is it cold?”

      “The worst. Snow like you wouldn’t believe. At night we have to run that little propane heater.”

      “Inside the truck?”

      “It’s safe! Trust me!”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. Even if it wasn’t safe, there was nothing she could do about it. She heard a rustling in the background and then a grinding noise. “Gloria’s still working?”

      “You wouldn’t believe how many people want our pencils.”

      “Uh-huh.” Fiona pulled out the small drawer of the coffee table and lined up the tape measures, which were marked Fee’s Fill.

      “Nabbed a huge sale today,” said her father.

      Fiona cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder, trying to keep it from slipping. Her head tilted, she said, “Oh, yeah?” She could just imagine him—he’d be standing outside in the cold in that old, black parka he’d worn since she was a child, the one with the holes at the wrist. He’d be perched on the back bumper of the pencil truck, his black cowboy hat, which matched her own, pulled down so that his ears, never his best feature, stuck out at an almost ninety-degree angle. His heavy, white eyebrows would move with each word and his white teeth would flash with each grin. God, she missed him sometimes, so much it was like an ache in her bones.

      Tinker continued, “I said to myself, ‘Self, who needs to erase things?’ And there it was! The answer! Musicians!”

      That wasn’t what Fiona would have come up with. She shut the drawer softly and ran her fingers through the beaded stitch markers in the bowl.

      “Think about it,” he said. “What do they do?”

      “Play music?”

      “Write music. And the people who write those little notes down on staff paper—they need to be able to erase, right? So me and Gloria found the music school, you know, that big one they made that movie about. We set up the truck right in front.” Tinker and Fiona’s step-mother, Gloria, lived in the equivalent of a taco truck, only instead of carne asada, they sold sharpened pencils. Artisan pencils, Tinker said. Each one sharpened by hand with love. And it was true, Tinker loved everything about sharpening pencils. He actually had an honest-to-God mail-order website, and people ordered pre-sharpened pencils from him in bulk. He made money. It boggled Fiona’s mind on a regular basis.

      “So we set up, and they came pouring out between classes, and I’m telling you, daughter, the smell of freshly shaved wood blew right up their noses. I couldn’t take the dollar bills fast enough. New York, right? I gotta hustle. It’s cold, so they’re moving on if my line doesn’t roll. A guy selling roasted chestnuts wanted to beat me up—I was taking his customers. Gloria had to go right out there and give him a four-pack and show him how nice they write.”

      “A line for pencils,” Fiona clarified.

      “Artisan pencils.”

      “Of course. Good for you.”

      “And you? What are you doing today?”

      Fiona leaned back and looked out the window at the gas pumps standing idle under the canopy. Rain dripped from the roof to the sidewalk. “I went to the city council meeting last night.”

      “The wild chickens still living in the rosebushes there?”

      She’d seen them last night, three or four bedded down for the evening. “You know, you could come check on that yourself sometime. It’s not like your house doesn’t have wheels.”

      “Someday, daughter. Someday.”

      That’s what he always said. Fiona tried to believe him today. For once.

      “Hey, Dad. I’m going to work on getting the lighthouse taken down.”

      A silence met her words.

      “And a public park put in its place.” She waited to see if he’d say anything. When he didn’t, she continued. “With paths. Maybe a little playground.”

      “Torn down, huh?” A pause. “Guess it’s probably time.”

      Fiona gave a laugh that sounded empty. Should she mention…Oh hell, why not? “Mom would have liked that, huh?”

      Another pause. Fiona heard him cover the receiver and mumble something to Gloria. Then he said, “You know, your mother never understood what it meant to me to be the lighthouse keeper those few years.”

      “I know, you’ve told me⁠—”

      “You were young. You don’t⁠—”

      “I was a teenager. Of course I remember.” That, and so much more.

      “Why are you so stuck on that part anyway?”

      Fiona couldn’t remember anything else.

      Tinker went on, “So many other wonderful memories there.”

      She had the urge to hang up. To just hit the red button on her phone. Before he tried recalling the good times and not being able to come up with any.

      An old blue pickup with a white stripe pulled under the awning. A 1942 International Harvester, to be exact, a real beauty. Abe Atwell’s truck.

      “Like when we found the baby seal and brought it home. You remember that, Fee? How cute it was in its box?”

      “It died the next morning.”

      “Oh.”

      Abe got out of his truck, stretching long and tall, like he always did. He stuck his card in the machine, put the nozzle in the tank, and leaned on the open door, eyes facing across the road to the water. He was one of the few customers who used the time to look at the waves, not his cell phone. It was one of his oh-so-many attractive features. It was almost as sexy as the way his dark hair curled at the nape of his neck. His hair was more out of place than normal—maybe from the rain. If so, Fiona loved rain.

      “Well, don’t forget the view of the fireworks on the fourth. From the top?”

      Mom had been drunk three of the four years they watched the show from the top of the lighthouse, and Fiona had been so worried about her falling to her death on the rocks far below that she’d barely looked up at the overhead explosions.

      “And the way the foghorn sounded, so close.”

      Well. That had been nice. She could still hear it at night, of course, but not as clearly as they had from that spiteful little piece of land.

      Abe replaced the nozzle and punched the button for his receipt. Like always, he’d get back in the truck and drive away without even glancing at the shop. Not once had he ever come inside, not for a drink, not for one single Slim-Jim.

      Except that this time he didn’t get back in the truck.

      Abe headed for the front door. He’d been caught in the rain at some point, and his jacket was dark across his wide, heavily muscled shoulders.

      Holy hell.

      “Dad.”

      “And the smell of seaweed? Such a great smell. Almost as good as pencils, am I right?”

      “Dad, I have to go.”

      “Fee, honey, I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to bring up bad⁠—”

      “No,” she interrupted. “Customer! I have to go. Love you, Pops.” She’d never hung up on him for a customer before. Usually she either left the phone on the countertop for a moment or, more often, she just handed the phone over and Tinker said hello to the customer and caught up with whoever was in the store.

      Fiona caught a glance of herself in the convex security mirror over the door. Her hair was parted sloppily, which made sense since she’d barely run a comb through it this morning after her hasty—as always—shower. Where was her damn hat? Had she even put it on today? She couldn’t remember. Glancing down, she counted three separate oil stains on her jeans. Her steel-toed boots looked as if they’d been run over, which made sense given the number of tires she’d scuffed them against. Her mother’s voice rang clearly in her head. “If a woman’s wearing lipstick, she can get away with anything.”

      Fiona hadn’t even put lip gloss on this morning.

      God, if she stood here like this, staring like a guppy, he’d figure out about her crush for sure. She bent over to straighten the gum shelf, but her hand knocked a box of spearmint breath mints all over the floor.

      “Let me help,” said a voice above her.

      Abe bent to help her pick up the errant boxes.

      Only one word escaped her lips.

      “Yawwmmp.”
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        I thought once that when I became a master knitter, I’d quit being surprised by my stitches. Now I know the surprise is the best part.

        – E.C.

      

      

      The woman wasn’t speaking English, as far as Abe could tell.

      “’Scuse me?” he said.

      “Flamminjol.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” Abe was still worried. Had she had a stroke? He examined her face. Neither side gave the droop he would expect of a stroke victim. She straightened, and all her limbs seemed to be working. For a second, his glance got hung up on her rack—nicer than he would have predicted. Maybe he should have been a little less antisocial all these years instead of buying his gas outside. But—he could admit it—when she’d bought the filling station and body-shop, making it over into this…whatever it was, with all the flowers and candles and crap, he’d been a little bent out of shape. He’d liked the old station, with Roy who was deaf as a post and didn’t give a crap that the Twinkies on his shelf were seven years old and hard as rocks.

      Roy hadn’t said words that didn’t make any sense, either.

      The girl with the tangled hair said something like, “Phmlump,” under her breath.

      “I’m sorry, but could you repeat that, Felicity?” Didn’t hurt to be polite.

      Her eyes widened. “Did you just call me Felicity?”

      “Crap. Fiona, I mean…”

      She stared at him and then blew out a breath and spun on her heel, making her way behind the counter.

      “I know your name,” he said hurriedly.

      “Now you’re just covering your ass because you think I have a shotgun back here.”

      Abe’s spine jolted. “Do you?”

      “No. I’ve been robbed twice, and both times the robbers were very polite. I’d rather give my money to a dumb kid than shoot one.” She narrowed her eyes again. “Though I don’t know why I’m telling you that. I like people to think I’m armed.”

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Okay. Thank you.” Her cheeks colored prettily and Abe wondered again why he’d been stubborn about not coming inside the store.

      “Look,” he said, “I’m Abe Atwell.”

      Fiona of Fee’s Fill laughed.

      Jesus, the woman laughed. What the hell did she know about him that would make her do that?

      “Is everything all right?” He didn’t like this feeling, this not knowing which direction their exchange would take next.

      “Fine,” she giggled. “Fine. Yeah, I know who you are. I’m Fiona Lynde. Not Felicity.” She stuck out her hand. “You can call me Wrench.”

      Her small hand was cold in his. “Do people really call you that?”

      “No one. Not one single person. I’ve been trying to get it to catch on for years, but somehow it hasn’t yet.”

      “You don’t look like a Wrench.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed with a sigh.

      Still feeling off-kilter, Abe said, “So. I just came in to say hello.”

      Another giggle greeted this. “You did?”

      He nodded. “And to invite you out for a whale-watching trip.”

      She stopped laughing. “Excuse me?”

      Oh! Did she think…Hurriedly, he said, “Not like a date, not like that.”

      Fiona grabbed for a broom that stood behind the register and started jabbing at the floor with it. “Of course. I knew that.”

      “Just a trip out on my boat. I run tours, you know.”

      She met his eyes and something strange lurched under Abe’s feet, as if she’d jabbed his boots with her broom. Which she hadn’t.

      “I know,” she said.

      “Thought maybe you’d want to watch the whales. Maybe talk about the lighthouse proposal. You know, since we both have ideas.”

      She tilted her head, and for the first time was still.

      “Just to talk.”

      “About the lighthouse?”

      “Yeah.” He glanced down at his boots, noticing for the first time how dirty they were.

      “Not to state the blindingly obvious, but we have different ideas,” Fiona said.

      “We do. Guess I just thought it might be worth speakin’ about.”

      There was a pause.

      “Okay,” Fiona said.

      “Yeah?” Relief coursed through him. “Okay, then. Great. That’ll be great. I think you’ll like it. We’ll have a good time. Most of the tourists do. Not that you’re a tourist.” What, did he suddenly talk too much when he was nervous, also? “I’ll go now, I guess. Before you shoot me or something.”

      She had a great dimple when she smiled.

      As Abe left, he noticed he was smiling, too.

      Fiona Lynde didn’t look one little bit like Roy who used to own the filling station. Not one little bit. Abe was categorically opposed to unnecessary change, but this one might be okay. Might be just fine.
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        Wool is our water.

        – E.C.

      

      

      Whale-watching was such a tourist thing that Fiona had never considered doing it, not even once. For that reason, and the fact that she couldn’t trust herself not to fall overboard while anywhere near Abe from sheer nerves alone. Plus, she just wasn’t that great on boats. Once she’d spent four hours hurling over the wooden edge of a rowboat on a clear, flat day at the lake. That had been a pretty terrible first and last date with a doctor, who surprisingly turned out to be not so great with vomit.

      But she was going on this trip today, seasickness be damned. Boy howdy, how embarrassing would getting sick be? And in front of Abe. But the last time she’d tried taking a seasickness pill, she’d had a reaction and practically passed out on her friend’s dinghy, and Fiona didn’t want to miss this trip. She’d only ever seen whale spouts from shore, the faraway plumes of water that signaled their migration. In Tillie’s Diner, Fiona had often heard the tourists talking about the trips they’d just been on. “Oh, John, did you see it when it flipped?”

      “Breached, Martha.”

      “Whatever. I thought we were going to die. It was amazing.”

      They always looked electrically excited, eyes still bright, their hair and jackets blown askew. Fiona wanted to be one of them.

      She stood on the dock, reading Abe’s sign over and over, trying to get up the nerve to move forward. Instead of boarding, she pulled her black cowboy hat lower and stuck her hands into her jean pockets. She should have worn gloves, probably. It was a pretty day, clear and sunny after the rain that squalled itself out last night. But it was cold. Usually the fog that socked in the cove warmed the air just inland, but with the day’s clarity also came the chill. It had been freezing overnight, and when Fiona had pulled up her bay door at work this morning, she’d had to crack ice on the metal. She’d started the small space heaters and when Stephen arrived she’d instructed him to stay inside the store as much as possible. They had no body work scheduled, just two interior details which he could do between customers, so Fiona had been able to leave him in charge. He was a good kid. Fiona was glad every day she’d listened to her gut three years before when a skinny eighteen-year-old boy barely taller than her shoulders had turned up with a black eye, needing a job. “I can do anything with my hands,” he’d said, and he’d said it exactly the same way Fiona always had. “And I’m trustworthy.” Anyone who had to say that out loud hadn’t been thought so at one point.

      Fiona, using his deep-set dark eyes to judge by, had chosen to believe him. She’d given him the job—and the keys for the bank drop—on the first day. Those same dark eyes had telegraphed the gratitude he’d never found words for. He’d never needed to. She knew.

      Stephen had crashed on the couch in the garage for the first six months, always telling her he’d just worked too late on his sculptures the night before and hadn’t had time to go “home.” He wore one shirt while the other one hung drying in the bathroom. He was incredible with his hands, an ironworker from a family of giant men who hadn’t trusted the runt to work with them. The enormous items he made in the back—chickens with body armor and robots with microwaves for hands—sold so well on commission at the shop that they paid for his apartment now. He was saving for arts school. Fiona force-fed him tuna salad sandwiches and he always thanked her, even though he knew he didn’t have to anymore. Stephen felt more like family than an employee. And it was nice that she didn’t have to worry about the shop when she wasn’t there.

      Now, as Fiona stood on the dock reading Abe’s sign one more time as though it might have changed, waves smashed underneath her. The dock itself didn’t sway—the town had rebuilt it five years ago, so it was sturdier than the old pier Fiona had grown up fishing from—but each wave still thudded with a force that Fiona felt through her boots.

      “You going on this trip, too?” The male voice behind her was cheerful.

      Fiona turned, nodding.

      The tourist was short and stout, firmly in the latter part of his middle-aged years. He wore nothing but a brilliant blue and red Hawaiian shirt, a pair of long shorts and flip-flops. His belly was round and his short white hair stuck straight out from his head. Inwardly, Fiona groaned. He’d be the talkative kind. She could tell by the way he was already bouncing on his toes. He’d also be the frozen kind in about one minute. Tourist popsicle.

      “Us, too.” He gestured at the woman and young man behind him. “We’re going. Been waiting years for this. Junior here, he’s got a thing about whales.”

      “Huh.”

      “Did you have to wait a long time for reservations? Man, we were on the wait list for ages. This is the best ride, if you read the Yelp reviews. The captain’s supposed to be a hoot.”

      Abe? A hoot? With difficulty, Fiona kept her eyes from straying to the boat’s deck. Abe was so sexy it should be illegal, to protect the innocent. Tall. Oh, so broad. He had sadness lurking in the depths of his clear blue eyes.

      But a hoot? Abe Atwell didn’t seem the comedic type.

      “Bob,” the man said, sticking his hand out. His handshake was surprisingly emphatic. “This is my wife, Robin. And that’s the Beast.” He gestured at the teenager.

      “The Beast?” Fiona smiled in the boy’s direction, but he didn’t meet her gaze. Instead, he shuffled his feet in place, rocking slightly, keeping his eyes up and to the right.

      “His name’s Robert, but he answers to Junior, too. I call him the Beast because he’s horrible. A worse son, a man never had. Plagues me half to death. I might just chuck him overboard, I’m thinking. Go home without him.”

      His words were harsh, but Bob’s voice was warm and he chucked his son on the shoulder, earning a fierce smile that blazed across the boy’s face.

      “He’s developmentally disabled,” said the woman, slight and stoop-shouldered. There was no apology in her voice.

      Bob said, “I like to say he’s touched! It’s a much more useful term, don’t know why they won’t let us say it anymore.” He grinned at Fiona. “He’s touched by angels, that’s what I like to think. He sees and hears things that we don’t, that’s for sure, and what he sees seems pretty great.”

      Junior, who was as wide as his father but at least three inches taller, watched a seagull land on a light post overhead. As Fiona followed his gaze, she noticed for the first time how very white-blue a gull’s wing was. She’d always thought of them as dirty white, but the bird practically reflected the sky.

      “Look, there he is—the captain. I met him yesterday,” Bob said proudly.

      Fiona gripped the railing.

      Abe Atwell threw a length of rope around a post and drew the boat up more snugly against the dock. Zeke Hawkins was on his heels, skidding a long metal ramp onto the pier.

      A few more clusters of people joined the group waiting on the dock—most of them tourists carrying binoculars and cameras with telephoto lenses.

      “Welcome aboard the Rising Hope,” called Abe and unlocked the gate, swinging it open.

      Was it Fiona’s imagination or did his gaze linger a little longer on her than it did on the others?

      No. She was seeing things now.

      She would be cool today. Collected. Smart. Lightly humorous, but not obnoxiously so. Not like this was a date, duh. Abe Atwell, according to town gossip, hadn’t really dated anyone since Rayna Viera jilted him at the altar eleven years ago. Everyone knew that Rayna had moved on and that Abe hadn’t. It was part of town lore. While Abe waited at the top of the aisle, Rayna had already been on the back of hardware store owner Tommy Viera’s motorcycle, racing to Vegas for a quickie wedding.

      “Okay, y’all. Listen up.” Abe gave a short safety spiel. To Fiona’s surprise, he was funny. “When you put your life vest on, don’t forget to do up this clip on the side, see this right here?” He looked around the small group. “Pull it nice and tight. If you fall into the drink, you’ll look thinner in the water that way. See, compression can be a good thing.” He showed them where the life preservers were and how to hold on to the rail without falling over if the boat suddenly pitched.

      Junior was the only one with a comment. “I don’t want to wear this.” He plucked at the webbing that went across his chest.

      “You have to, honey,” said Robin.

      With a tug on the strap, Bob said to his son, “Hey, Beast, you fall in the water and you’re done for. I can’t swim and I didn’t buy the rescue package from the man. Can’t afford to get you back, so keep your vest on.”

      Junior continued clicking and unclicking the clasps.

      “Come on, Junior. You can do it.” His mother nervously patted the vest and pushed his hands down to his sides.

      Abe stepped forward and said, “Hey, buddy, who’s your favorite superhero?”

      Junior’s hands stilled and he said without hesitation, “Spiderman.”

      “Nice. I like him too. So your favorite colors are red and black, I bet.”

      Junior nodded hard.

      “Beast!” boomed Bob. “He’s got your number!”

      “Okay, hang on.” Abe lifted a seat and moved a life preserver, digging under it. “Here it is. Go ahead and take off that one you’re wearing, okay?”

      Robin unclipped Junior’s vest and handed it to Zeke.

      “Check this out.” Abe held up a red one with black webbing. “This is the most special one I have, and it makes you into an honorary Spiderman while you’re on board.”

      “Wow. Okay. Okay.” Junior reached for it and put it on without assistance.

      “That doesn’t mean you can climb anything, though,” Abe said.

      Fiona watched Robin’s face relax.

      Abe continued, “When Spiderman is on a boat, his web powers are deactivated because of all the water underneath. So you can’t climb, but that’s no biggee, right? You’re still protecting us?”

      Junior nodded again, that hard, certain nod.

      “Excellent.” Abe looked around. “Everyone ready to spot some whales?”

      Fiona liked the sound of his voice.

      Damn it, she liked it so much.
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        Knit outside. Let people watch you being so interesting and so clever.

        – E.C.

      

      

      The water was smooth on their way out of the bay, for which Fiona was grateful. She hadn’t been on many boats, but she’d been on enough to know she hated the lurching of her stomach and the sick hollow feeling at the base of her skull when the waves were set too close together. The farther apart the swells rolled in, the better she usually felt, and today the boat moved leisurely through the water.

      What was she actually doing out here, anyway? Abe had lured her with the promise they’d talk about the lighthouse—hell, he obviously didn’t know she’d have come on his boat if he’d asked her to swab the decks—but he’d been busy ever since they pulled out of the dock.

      Until now. “How you doing, Fiona?”

      She turned her head and felt her stomach swim up to her gullet. “Fine.” She swallowed hard. “Just fine.”

      “Zeke, let me take that for a minute. Fiona, come stand with me?”

      Abe took the wheel and Fiona had to wonder if there was a sexier thing for a man still wearing clothes to do. His hands were huge, his fingers long and strong around the wood. He stood with his legs apart on the deck, the wheel looking like an extension of his body, as though he were a tree and it was a limb.

      Fiona smiled and pushed her hat down more tightly onto her head.

      “Scared it’s going to fly away?”

      “That’s not what I’m scared of.”

      Abe gave her another of those looks. One hand on the wheel, he dug his other hand into his pocket and pulled out a strip of pills. “You’re green. Take a Dramamine.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I recognize that look. You wanna know where the barf bags are?”

      No. She did not. “Oh, all right, give it to me.” She swallowed the pill dry.

      “That should kick in quickly. Just breathe deeply through your nose till then, okay?”

      Abe didn’t make speeches as they moved farther out, he was just doing his job, steering the boat. His legs seemed to absorb the motion so that he was standing perfectly still as the boat moved around him, letting the group ooh and ahh over the view of the land behind them.

      “You used to live there, right?” He pointed at the lighthouse.

      “How did you know that?” He’d barely known her name the other day.

      “It looks good from out here,” he said, not answering the question.

      “Mmm,” said Fiona.

      “You don’t agree?”

      To her, it looked the same as it always had. A leaning, hazardous pile of wood that would eventually collapse, probably hurting someone on the way down. “It looks dangerous.”

      “Huh,” said Abe, the wind whipping back his thick, coal-black hair. “Looks solid to me. Looks safe.”

      A man and woman carrying a young baby held the child up for photo after photo. They asked Fiona to take a picture of them, saying it was the baby’s first boat ride. The way they stood, though, made Fiona wonder why they were together. They were careful about not touching one another while they practically fought to be the one to hold the child. Their eyes didn’t meet, and they didn’t speak to each other. They spoke, instead, through the baby. “Tell Daddy he needs to get out your hat.” “Mommy should probably see if you need to be changed yet.”
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