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Curious Child
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Looking back on the timeline of my life it’s hard to pinpoint the inception of events, the story lines blur and swirl to such an extent that the beginning is hard to say, really. After navigating its course, after fighting the relentless currents of time and station, any linear construct of how I arrived here, or even who I am now, feels impossible to capture. It’s like trying to mold water into a shape, of course you can hold it in your hand, but the slightest manipulation creates cracks and holes, and the water slips right through your fingers. Like water and my will, there was no amount of force or determination that could bend either to conform to the holder’s designs— they flowed without regard for other’s notions of what they ought to do. And any observer would be hard pressed to characterize the shape of the water, as it evaded and schemed and fought for its independence through the hands of its captor. I suppose the most sensible place to start is back in Virginia, some 2,500 miles away from the island that would almost claim my life and would also breathe life back into me. 

We had come to our new duty station of Portsmouth, Virginia only eight months prior. My mother had settled the house in record time, improving her domestic efficiency score with each new duty station. We had been assigned officer’s housing on post and had accepted a large red brick brownstone on the end of Liggett Street. The house was deceptively large and seemed to swallow up the mixture of heirloom pieces from my grandmother’s family, along with furniture we had purchased when we arrived in Portsmouth from San Diego. My father had recently been promoted, and the house was more formal and imposing than the previous military housing assignments we had accepted. Our former home in California was a newer style and had felt breezy and modern, in stark contrast to the formal East Coast grandeur that came with my father’s new position. My mother had been disappointed when my father told her about Virginia, although no one in the family knew about her disappointment, aside from me.

My father had been second in command of a Coast Guard vessel off the coast of California that monitored the border between Mexico and the United States. He was often gone for days at a time, sometimes weeks, and it was during this time that I developed a new appreciation for my mother. Perhaps it was the newfound lens of adolescence that I was viewing her through, or the absence of my father, that illuminated her finally as a person to me and not just a mother. Regardless of the mechanism, it was there in California that I witnessed the initial glimmers of hope and sadness and real life behind her perfectly coifed hair and pink stained lips. She transformed that year into more than a mother, personified under the hazy orange and soft pink glow of West Coast summer evenings. We spent most of our time, nearly two summers ago, walking the sandy coastline and dipping in and out of the waves. There was a lightness about her then, or maybe that isn’t the right word, an easiness was there, between us that I had never seen in her before, and for that matter, seldom saw after leaving California.

My mother had always had a sense of urgency about her, a military-like precision in conducting the business of running a household, she would always be the last person to bed and the first one to rise in the morning. She was one step ahead of everyone in the house, anticipating a need before one of us even knew we had it. I learned to see past my mother from an early age and mistake her precision for something machine in nature. It wasn’t until that summer that I experienced the heartbeat and the lightness and the humanity of her. I remember fondly those sunset stained evenings where the light hangs out over the water, fending off the day’s end, suspending time. A far cry from the frost filled windowsill of November in Virginia where my room felt heavy and dark. The cold wood beneath my feet brought the weight of the present sharply back to the forefront of my mind, and the water and the lightness and memory of color faded.

The rhythmic click of my father’s boots echoed down the hallway. His cadence was forceful and deliberate, and his brisk steps created a wake of soft rattles and glass clinking from the hutch as he marched past it. My father had risen particularly early that morning, and my parent’s muffled voices carried up the stairs. The sun was just coming up through the window of my room and the smell of breakfast wafted under the small slit of light visible along the door’s edge. The hum of morning activities was beginning to thrum outside my door, and I begrudgingly accepted the inevitability of my circumstance, outstretched my arms, and drew in a resolved breath.

I slipped into my neatly pressed school uniform that my mother had carefully laid out. The cold buttons and starched fabric slipped over my skin as I dressed in the dark. My father’s steps repeating more aggressively now as he moved throughout the house below. The clinking of dishes intermittently interrupted the chorus of muffled conversation and the cadence of my father’s step. I hurriedly gathered my things, ensuring I was not a source of delay and disruption to the household morning routine.

Descending the stairs the overpowering odor of my father’s aftershave enveloped the living room. It permeated the entire downstairs and smothered the kitchen air like a persistent fog. The sun was now just over the horizon and was reflecting through the frosted kitchen window. My father looked up at me only briefly before resuming his stiff stance near the fireplace. My mother whirled past me to the other side of the kitchen where she was assembling lunch bags for my brother and me.

“Good morning, Willow.” She rattled off the greeting automatically as she assembled sandwiches next to an array of sliced fruit for lunches. I slid into my chair and spread bits of butter and jam onto my toast. My father approached the table and sat down across from me. He looked up at my mother as he sat, expectantly staring at her to serve him. My mother dropped the cheese slices and hurriedly shuffled to pour his coffee and deposit the morning paper on the table. My father sighed as she approached and began reading the paper intently. I knew better than to remove my gaze from my toast, let alone speak in the morning. The toast crunching in my mouth and the paper rustling across the table filled my ears and the void. I chewed faster knowing it was the only thing standing between me and a release from the tension, a tension I was all too familiar with in the morning. I gulped my orange juice and thanked my mother for breakfast. I grabbed my lunch and quietly slipped out the door into the cold Virginia air.

The school was located a few streets down. I had been granted permission to walk to school as it was located on the military base and deemed safe by my father. He seldom approved of me going anywhere alone, even though I was graduating that year and would be fully on my own by autumn. I had come to cherish the short walk and time alone, despite the bitter winter weather. The tension of the morning slipped slowly away the further I walked from home. I wondered about my mother and if she felt the same when my father departed for work each morning.

The school was an old brick building built sometime after the war. Its architectural lines were harsh and more fortress-like than a school ought to be. They were a reminder of another time and another mindset that I didn’t fully understand at the age of eighteen. The thick walls and small windows of the facade suggested an impending attack, and the imposing structure was a constant reminder of the harsher nature of men and power. The only visible sign of children were the outlines of a few art projects taped haphazardly to a small corner window on the far side of the building.

School was a kind of escape for me, but never a fully satisfying one. I immersed myself in books and my studies, but attending school on military bases my entire life meant the pressures of rank structure and military expectations were always looming. My friend choices were limited as my father was an officer, and fraternization with children of enlisted ranks was not done, regardless of the base we were on. I felt the weight of my father’s career in every test question, introduction, and interaction. He had impressed upon us at a very young age that everything we did was a reflection upon him and his ability to lead and command. Every B earned was a dirty smudge on his otherwise perfect record, every social interaction an opportunity to climb the class order for future promotion.

I hadn’t made many friends this go-round, much to the anguish of my father who knew I was in the same grade as his commanding officer’s daughter, Inez. Each day he would inquire at the dinner table, not so subtly, if I had secured a relationship with her and if she would be coming around the house soon. I resented his bleed into everything in my life. He was everywhere, permeating every part of my life and I couldn’t bring myself to befriend someone in such a disingenuous way. I knew the sooner I invited her over, the more cause my father would have to insert himself in my daily routine.

I ascended the stairs to the school and pulled the heavy double doors open into the building. The soft yellow light gave a dingy glow to everything it illuminated. You could always tell a military school from any other old building; they had a certain bleakness to them that became familiar and almost comforting if you weren’t careful. As I walked toward the classroom, the warm dry air felt like an assault to my senses, and I fought the urge to inhale. I quickened my pace, not wanting to be late, unknowingly picking my nails down to the quick as I walked.

“That’s all I need,” I muttered to myself.

I pushed past the interior steel door and found my seat. My eyes traveled around the room, taking in the same people doing the same things, the same voices, clambering over one another to be heard. My mind slowly drifted, lulled by the predictable pace of the morning, and I wondered how truly happy they were. I thought about the happiest person in the world, and if they still had moments of sadness. I think they must feel some sadness, right? Would the world then dismiss their inevitable moment of sadness by simply knowing they had reached the zenith of happiness? And then how terribly alone must they feel at the inescapable gaslighting about being human— expressing an emotion every other person is allowed to feel… except them. And I found myself feeling sad for the happiest person in the world, and I hoped that they never knew it.

The scream of the morning bell snapped me out of my existential spiral, and I was reoriented into the fluorescent light of the yellow classroom. The people in the room now visibly apparent, leaving me aware of my body, cheeks flushed and exposed. Nobody seemed to notice I had been someplace else, or even in the room for that matter. I tucked that flicker of light, the truest part of myself back into its neatly pressed shell and kept it safe from the prying eyes of Virginia teenagers. The morning announcements creaked through the loudspeaker, and I steeled myself for another day of formal learning and calculated interactions.

That afternoon I walked home from school in the cool winter air and felt life slowly seep back into me. I lingered for a few moments near a pine tree and rubbed the needles and slowly breathed in their scent. I was happy, I thought to myself… Definitely not the happiest person in the world though… Thank God. I smiled at the absurdity of that relief and knew it to be entirely true at the same time.

As I passed the front hedge of the property I drew in my last deep breaths like a diver before their descent into the cold underwater world, wrapped in armor against the elements. The outdoors was life, and I clung to each inhale before going inside. A long gasp of fresh air entered my lungs, and I resolved to be the brave, front line soldier in the family army. I wasn’t entirely sure I knew what I was fighting for these days, other than my father’s reputation and my sanity, often on two opposites sides of the spectrum.

Dinner was routine in that my father seemed preoccupied with anything other than his family and my mother pretended not to notice. I retreated to the confines of my room and waited out my time in the safety of my own space. The cold rushed in as I cracked the window for a moment. If I looked hard enough, I could see the shimmer of the moon reflecting off the water in Batten Bay and I wondered if anyone else was looking out at the water from their window tonight.

The weather had been bitterly cold this season and its icy impression made remembering the way the outside world looked in the summer harder and harder to recall. It seemed mythical that the endless sea of barren sticks rising from that void of white could ever return to life. I held on to the idea that buried beneath the harsh and jagged landscape was the certainty of lushness and green— that dormant color and light lay patiently waiting to awaken. I clung to the faint whispers that the bleak landscape held a secret of future warmth and life, and the promise of spring would be renewed again. That seemed like something I remembered.

The first few days of spring passed by much like the last few days of winter. You could feel something happening in the air, a palpable change, but everything looked the same on the surface. I first sensed the change in my father. He was always gruff and preoccupied, but he seemed to possess a harrowed look to him these days as if something had its grip on him and the pressure wasn’t releasing. My father was always an absolute force; he had a way of making people and things bend to his will and seeing him grapple with distress was foreign to me.

There were only glimpses at first, stolen moments he quickly rectified and covered when he sensed I was on to him. It made me pity him and then resent the pity immediately. I wanted very much to hate him, but it felt too simplified when I attempted it. I admired the way he took what he wanted, and I also despised him for it. He was ruthless and imposing, but so are bears and I know I would still cry at the sight of one struggling in a trap unable to free itself.

My mother was better at concealing her emotions; to be fair, she had also had much more practice. I could always tell when my mother was troubled because she threw herself into her daily tasks with an intensity that rivaled a drill sergeant. The less my mother sat down, the more worried I became and the more cracks I saw in the ice that this family was nestled on. Both of my parents were shaken by something, but other than the uneasiness that grew in the house, they hadn’t disclosed the source to me.

That ice finally broke one afternoon in March of 1926. It had been particularly warm for the last few days and the air was heavy and damp. It made the school building smell like an old book that had long been abandoned in a musty basement. The sun shone through the dingy windows and landed in geometric patterns on the desks and floor. Through the rays of scattered light, dust particles suspended in the air were illuminated and quickly vanished once they cascaded past the speckled beam of light. I saw a small note on the floor that was folded into a haphazard rectangle, and I wondered how long it had been there amongst the other shapes in the sunlight. I looked around the classroom scanning for the author or recipient to lay claim. Most of the class was engrossed in their workbook, eyes averted from me or the note. Quickly, I slid my foot past my chair and over the top of the note. I drug it back to within my grasp and slid it up from the floor. I gently unfolded the note and instantly felt my heart sink and my throat tighten. It read:



“L-,

Can you believe it? I am so mortified for her. Her father’s career is over, and she doesn’t even look scared. Their family is so strange! Glad I never became friends with her; she certainly didn’t last around here. Where did they come from? California or something? 

-Inez”



My heart quickened and a lump began growing in my throat. My mind raced to a hundred different scenarios and my heart pleaded with my head to make it stop. This message was about my family, but I fought that idea with every fiber of my being. This note was the point of no return; I had left the safety of land and was now floating in a sea of unknown depth and distance. My life was on the precipice of change and as much as I wanted my life to change, I couldn’t bear the thought of what was to come. The devil I knew was just fine, thank you. My thoughts began to spin. But what had my father done? Did he break the law? Was it an affair? Thoughts ebbed and flowed through my head, surfacing rapidly. The room swallowed me up and swirled me around with each passing scenario. I felt weightless then heavy and tossed around like a boat in a squall. As I processed the possibilities, my stomach sank and rose rhythmically, but to a rhythm I was unfamiliar with. Fear swelled uncontrollably and snatched my insides, only to release its hold and drop me back down to reality. I spent the rest of class being pulled into the rip tide of my father’s situation, fighting it, knowing full well the only way to escape it was to let it take me out to sea.

My mother never wavered from her initial explanation that my father was reassigned and had the ‘opportunity’ to fulfill a duty assignment at an outpost in the Pacific Northwest. She kept it simple, and technically never lied to her children; I just hope she never lied to herself. I secretly wondered if they knew that we understood that something big had happened, or if they thought they had spared us from the truth… but when you are young, everyone assumes that you know nothing. We packed up our belongings and fled the Virginia cold before April and the promise of spring could unfold. My parents left their secret frozen in the ice, locked into the Virginia landscape, and looked unwaveringly to the West for their revival.
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The Water’s Rough
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The train doors opened onto King Street station to a palpable moisture, a freshness, that was unique to Seattle and the Northwest region. It was the kind of moisture that felt cleansing and crisp and inviting. I drew in a hungry breath of salty air and felt like I had the summer I learned to dive for pennies in the city pool. I felt as though I had penny in hand, bursting through the water, seconds from drowning, and felt the air fill my lungs as I surfaced. Seattle smelled clean and new, and the city felt more alive with every breath I pulled in. The cool breeze invigorated me after the humidity of the East Coast that I had become accustomed to. The air in Virginia had a way of seeping into spaces and sticking to everything; the kind of air that could slowly suffocate someone. If it had tried to close in on me, I had escaped and took my first breath of freedom. It felt new and bright and airy out West— almost elusive, like I was chasing it, and not the other way around. 

As my family and I walked towards the pier for the ferry terminal, the sound of gulls playing in the wind muffled the sound of passengers disembarking the train. A sliver of swirling blue and green began to ascend from the city street horizon as we walked down King Street toward Elliott Bay. Tall brick buildings acted like blinders temporarily obscuring the unfolding view of the water as we walked. The slow reveal of the surrounding bay felt like a beckon with each peekaboo glimpse. A few blocks down, a busy port hummed with life, and ships sounded distant horn blasts as they crossed the Puget Sound. I felt the draw of the blue grey water and the palpable pull toward the sea even as we were surrounded by cars and vendors and the thrum of a thriving port city.

My father told us to wait as he approached the ticket booth. I walked to the edge of the pier where it met the city sidewalk and looked down into the water. The waves swirled in a beautiful aqua near the wooden pilings, so unlike the grey black currents of the Atlantic. My brother chased seagulls as they perched on the railing looking for handouts. In the distance I could see the faint outline of snow-covered mountains across the water and trees as far as the eye could see. I wondered how far away our final destination was, and where the blue green water would take me.

“Willamina, it’s time to go,” my father insisted as he tapped my shoulder, “we missed the evening ferry to Friday Harbor, so we’ll have to stay in town tonight.” He fumbled with the packaging as he loaded his pipe with bits of tobacco and looked back toward the city streets. He puffed aggressively on his pipe and the smoke wafted out over the pier and disappeared as quickly as it had formed.

My mother chimed in as she overheard our conversation, “Well I don’t know about you, but I am starving, and I smelled something amazing coming from up the street! Let’s get freshened up at the hotel, set down our things, and have a proper meal together before our big journey to the island tomorrow.” She placed her hands on Kyle’s small shoulders, and he looked up at her sweetly.

My mother had always tried to put a positive spin on our situations. She treated every duty station change as an exciting adventure and put her best face forward. I firmly believed part of her was truly that adventurous, but I also knew there was a part of her that longed for belonging somewhere… the kind of peace you could only get because you hadn’t moved in years.

With that announcement, my mother quickly turned on her heels and set off for the hotel district a few streets up. We all followed in turn and walked back up the hill. My little brother scurried up to my side and started asking every question that he had been holding in for the day.

“How long will it take to get to Stuart Island tomorrow?” he asked, ignoring the fact he was out of breath to continue his line of questions. “Can cats talk to each other? And if so, do dogs speak cat? Will there be cats on Stuart Island? How many pets does the President have?” We chatted all the way up the hill, and it was a nice distraction from all my own thoughts.

We sorted ourselves at the Hotel Sorrento and walked back down the street towards the bay. We finally settled on Merchants Café, after my mother had skillfully convinced my father to walk the twenty minutes to the restaurant, ‘so we can be familiar with our route tomorrow.’ When really, she had chatted with a few ladies in the lobby and wanted to sample West Coast salmon. She clasped my arm as we scurried through the city streets and whispered that the restaurant was also rumored to be haunted. Every few blocks she would poke me and wail like a ghost in my ear. “Willlowwww, I’m coming for youuuu!” she would whisper and chase me like a mischievous child. We both giggled and it felt nice to feel so light and free with her, given the heaviness of our circumstance.

We rounded the corner just before the restaurant door and as my mother turned to playfully poke me again, she ran straight into a tall spectacled man. She was caught off guard and stumbled as she recoiled from the impact. My mother instantly apologized as she righted herself from her near fall and the man laughed and caught my mother as she leaned uneasily off the walkway.

“That’s quite alright my dear,” he proclaimed. “If only I was having that much fun tonight, please carry on and enjoy yourselves.”

His blue eyes twinkled behind his spectacles and his dark hair framed his face as he chuckled. My father stepped in and apologized again for my mother’s carelessness and introduced himself. The man smiled politely and introduced himself as Paul McMillin. He winked at my mother and told her to “Try the oysters, they’re my favorite.” and he walked off into the night. My mother blushed and my father noticed. He seemed annoyed by the harmless fun and scolded my mother and me for the scene we had made. As we opened the restaurant door, the smells and the warmth came billowing out like a deflating balloon, and with it our playful moment passed.

Inside, the restaurant was humming with the sounds of people talking and dishes clanging. A group of women in sparkling gold dresses brushed past us toward the back of the room. They were giggling and gesturing, and completely unbothered by who was watching and the space they held in that large room. I couldn’t take my eyes from them and the shimmering glow of warmth and confidence they had about themselves. It felt so foreign, but at the same time so familiar and inviting. I wanted to run to them and be known by them. I envisioned waving my gloved hand in the air as I laughed with my head thrown back. I wanted to drink Rosé and tell people what I thought about things. Those girls were so far removed from who I saw looking in at myself. They were so self-assured and airy, like nothing held them down, free to float and drift in both opinion and form.

Watching them made me consider what my life might have looked like if I had grown up as they had, away from the military, and away from the anchor of expectation and rigidity. I daydreamed about an alternate life, one where I had been raised in the city, free to explore, given the opportunity to build my own life. I knew firsthand that a life like that would never be mine, at least not anytime soon. Instead, I would be stuck on a remote island, at a military outpost, far away from the Seattle scene and society. I sunk deeper into my melancholia as I envisioned the next year of my life, almost enjoying the self-pity I was compiling over the evening.

Morning came quickly after the whirlwind of Seattle nightlife before. The city was already buzzing with life as I opened my eyes and remembered where I was. Rain drops softly hit the window as my eyes adjusted to the room and I gathered my bearings. Today was the day we would leave the mainland behind and head North into the islands. I clung tight to my pillow and pushed my face into the cold sheets unconsciously, almost as if I could stop the inevitable flow of space and time by gripping onto the bed and anchoring myself to this spot like a barnacle.

“Willow, it’s time,” whispered my mother as she floated by and grazed my arm with her hand.

“You can’t make me,” I muttered back and pulled the sheets in tighter. My mother laughed and my father scowled and went back to his newspaper.

“You know what they say Willow, time and tide… they wait for no one,” he said as he scanned the paper and took a sip from his coffee. “The ferry doesn’t wait for indolence.”

I begrudgingly rose from my safe harbor and slowly walked to the window. The sky was grey and fog hung stubbornly to the tops of the buildings. I watched helplessly as small wisps of cloud clung to the rooftops and were unwillingly pried from their occupancy, one by one, and flung into the drifting morning air. I watched the last tendrils of clouds morph and shapeshift in the early morning breeze as they took on their new forms and floated out to sea.

The ferry landing was filled with people and teeming with morning activity. Vendors were loaded down with supplies and carried crates onto the pier in front of us. The façade of the pier had a wooden front, and the building structure spanned a great length out over the water. Inside, a domed waiting room and large tower sat on the end of the pier for passengers. Ferryboat and steamship operations had experienced a boom in the last couple decades due to the Gold and Timber Rush. The pier bustled now with the steady stream of business and urgency only a new port town knows. A place where rugged beauty is monetized, and progress grossly barrels ahead. The pier felt smug and sure of itself, but the sound of the waves lapping against the pilings reminded me of nature’s persistence and that time inevitably always won in these scenarios.

Looking out past the bustle, across the water it seemed unlikely that people could ever deplete the vast bounty of the Northwest or conquer the surrounding sea, but the topside of the pier hummed in unison this imperial directive. It was hard not to get caught up in the frenzy of it, but I didn’t like the idea of a gold rush truth be told, the suddenness and impatience of it all. It brought the worst parts of humanity churning up to the surface and left a scum that choked out everything below it. This veil of greed and so-called progress left little room for anything else, let alone the delicate balance of light and life.

We boarded the steamship that morning and I stood on the stern of the ship watching the Seattle skyline slowly shrink as we bobbed up and down with the current and tide. As quickly as we had entered the city, it slipped from sight, and we were enveloped in a thick curtain of fog. The only thing visible was a small stretch of water surrounding the hull of the boat and the rest of the sea disappeared into the grey. Distant ships sounded off with their horns as we cut through the water and headed North. I settled into a booth and pressed my head against the cold glass of the window. My brother was nestled next to my mother and my father was writing in his notebook deep in thought.

I suppose I had better get used to grey and nothingness as far as the eye can see, I thought to myself. I slowly traced shapes and outlines in the condensation of the glass pane as we sat silent that morning. The images superimposed on the grey stillness out the window gave a respite from the reality that I felt looming like the fog. I traced outlines of trees and a river with buildings along the banks. I began to daydream about how I would one day take this same ferry and go somewhere very, very far from here, and no one could stop me. Someplace where I would be witty and beautiful and effortless like those women in the restaurant. So ethereal that doubt and duty and expectations wouldn’t be able to take hold, they’d just float right through me like they were never there. A smile began to take hold of the corners of my mouth as I pictured myself grown, surrounded by interesting people who thought I was also interesting.

“Tell us more Willamina… we are dying to hear about your travels!” they’d say, or “You’re the bravest soul, living alone in Paris— You do know that you’re simply the best thing at this party!” My mind reeled off into my make-believe life of glamour and helped pass the hours and eased the sting I felt of being so out of control of my life currently.

We pushed North up the Salish Sea and had a fairly uneventful ferry ride, save the crossing of the Juan de Fuca Strait. We had the current against us for most of the journey, but the farther North we travelled the stronger the pull became. As soon as we left the security of the Southern Puget Sound behind us, the open water from the Pacific came rolling down the strait and created a washing machine effect which is exactly like it sounds. The waves and wind and opposing currents all converged and produced a churning monster of water that threw our boat wildly around for over an hour. I didn’t get sick like my brother did, but watching the sea transform into that powerful turbulence gave me a healthy respect for the ocean and Mother Nature.

We pushed into Friday Harbor just as the sun was setting. It didn’t look like much, save a few dozen boats in the harbor, several industrial wharfs, and a long pier for steamers like us to dock. At the shoreline sat a row of small businesses, canneries, houses, and a lumber mill. As I took in my surroundings the harshness of our situation started to take hold. Fuel tanks lined a long pier adorned with nets and stacks of fish traps. The harbor felt a world away from the hectic pier we had just left in Seattle.

“This is the large port we were coming to, before we transfer to the smaller one?!” I chirped to my mother. Not worried about overdoing the sarcasm due to the actual shock of the remote port unfolding in front of me.

“It will all be fine, it looks lovely, doesn’t it Kyle?” she quickly regurgitated aloud what her mind must have been creating to calm her own self down. We pushed closer toward the Starboard window, craning our necks to get a better view of the landing. My father gathered his belongings and stood up near the corner of the booth to straighten his suit, away from the window and away from our commentary. We lunged forward as the ship made contact with the dock and slowly swayed back into a stationary position. I longed to get off that boat, second only to my little brother who ran ahead and attempted to push through the crowd of people gathering to exit.

Once off the steamship we were told a smaller boat would be coming from Stuart to collect us, but our ship had made port early. We were advised we should have dinner and orient ourselves to the town while we were in port waiting for the Coast Guard boat. The officer retrieving us was named Ensign Joseph Cail and he would come find us on Spring Street in the few local shops or the restaurant. This would be the closest civilization point for our family for the next few years, visited only for special occasions and for shopping trips. We followed the small group of travelers up the pier and onto Front Street. A newly constructed stone wall emerged from the wooden landing and acted as a buffer to the adjacent working port town. As we ascended onto Front Street proper, we were greeted by a small circular park with a bench and a monument to the locals who fought in the World War. We walked a block slowly up the hill along Spring Street and stopped at the mercantile on the Northeast corner.

The store front was made of wood, and two small benches stood to the left and right of the door. Billets were posted haphazardly to the storefront advertising everything from cannery workers wanted, to sheep stud services. A large poster was positioned centered between the door and the bench. It dwarfed the other billets in both size and production quality. It was a recruitment posting for Roche Harbor Lime Kiln across the island. I turned away from the postings when a small group of immigrant workers came noisily past us toward the harbor docks. They were speaking a language I was unfamiliar with, and I strained to listen to the unusual inflection and rhythm of speech. Some of the women carried baskets of fish and vegetables, I assumed for their evening family meal. A young woman close to my age smiled at me as she passed.

I sat on the bench and waited outside for my father to finish his business. The air was pleasantly cool and damp, and the smell of fresh cut timber and salt air was the perfect remedy after a long passage in rough water. Fisherman and cannery workers passed up and down the street and I tried to place the different languages many of them spoke. Friday Harbor was fairly new as far as port cities go, and for such a remote area, there seemed to be an eclectic population. Many of the locals were beginning to assemble and file up Spring Street now from the canneries and docks, making their pedestrian commute home. They traveled in small family groups that became larger as more people filed in. The feeling of being an outsider steadily grew as I stood there alone, and not because of anything they did. I watched them trudge up the road to their homes, together, and it made me think about my new home and how I would fit into island life.

My stomach grumbled and brought me back to my immediate needs. I pushed open the door of the mercantile to find my mother and persuade my father to eat. The store was warmly lit and was much larger inside than it appeared from the front. A long wooden counter spanned the left side of the store, and rows of wooden cubicles were filled with a variety of things from candy and ammunition to glass floats in all manner of size. My father was heavy in conversation with the shop keep and my mother and brother were all the way in the back of the store engrossed in the taxidermy collection that hung along the back wall. My brother was enthralled by the numerous pelts and horns that hung where he could reach them. There were several fish that were mounted on wooden plaques with scientific names and their length and weight. Most of these creatures we had only read about in books, but here, a life-size Dall Sheep looked Kyle directly in the eyes. He pet the sheep like one would a dog and traced the large looping horns with his finger. My mother studied the collection with awe and slight disdain. She was never one for senseless killing for sport, as often these trophies represented.

My father appeared behind me as I approached the back of the store. “Are we ready for dinner?” he asked everyone, seemingly in a much-improved mood from earlier. Kyle raced to the front of the store, perhaps the only thing that could tear him away from the animal exhibition was the promise of food. We walked a few doors down to the saloon and ate hot sandwiches that settled our stomachs after the long journey. We had just finished dinner, when a tall man in uniform came through the door. The light filtered in behind him as the door flung open, giving dramatic flair to his entrance. His face was confident, and he instantly caught my attention as he searched the saloon for someone. His eyes met mine suddenly and he smiled the most gorgeous smile I had ever seen. I was momentarily lost in the ocean of blue as we locked eyes across the open room. He shifted his gaze to my father and began immediately walking toward us. He effortlessly pushed chairs out of his way, while keeping eyes on my father and plowed through the area with a confident finesse. He could not have been more than a few years older than I was and the closer he came the more intrigued I became.

“Captain Donovan? Hello Sir!” he projected as he continued to clear his path of obstacles to get to my father. His outstretched hand made it to my father before the rest of his body had. He squared up to my father and introduced himself as Ensign Joseph Cail.

“I apologize for the delay; your ship wasn’t supposed to come in so early and I’ve been back on the island getting things ready for your arrival,” Ensign Cail reported.

“Not at all Ensign, not at all, no worries indeed,” my father said as he visibly stiffened to add an inch of height to his stature.

“I have already secured your personal effects from the steamship. We are ready to depart for Turn Point when you are, Sir,” he said as he snapped back into a more formal posture after reading my father. The slightest corner of my father’s mouth turned up, for a split second, after the ensign’s change of demeanor. I’m not sure anyone else caught it, but I did.

“After you Ensign Cail,” he softly replied and gestured towards the door, releasing the young ensign from attention.

We walked back toward the water, and I followed behind the rest of the group a few paces. Dusk was setting in, and a mist began to materialize in the harbor. The smell of wood smoke and fresh fir mixed with the salt air and added to the untamed feeling of these wild lands that encircled us. My heart rate quickened as we descended the steps from Spring Street as the ensign offered his hand to steady me. He looked at me intently and with purpose, if only for a few seconds, and I don’t think I had ever had anyone look at me that way. I couldn’t say anything to him, to that face; I was momentarily paralyzed as he told me to watch my step and smiled up at me. His eyes were a blue grey that matched the color of the water perfectly and contrasted with the deep blue of his dress coat. Short whisps of blonde hair poked out from under his hat and I had to refrain from tucking them back in unconsciously.

We walked in step down the pier for a short distance until he quickened his pace and assumed the lead to the awaiting boat. Tied to the dock was a smaller power boat with Coast Guard markings and a massive light just forward of the helm. We climbed inside as a seamen greeted us, most likely another one of my father’s subordinates who had been left behind to collect our belongings from the ferry. The two quickly shoved off and we slowly motored away from Friday Harbor. My father stood next to the ensign as he manned the helm, and they became engrossed in boat specifications and military things that held no interest to me. The changing landscape and coastline of this Archipelago were much more interesting than hull displacement when the boat was fully loaded.

As we edged out of the harbor, I studied his countenance while he simultaneously conversed with my father and skippered the boat. He seemed to look right past me now as we headed for Stuart Island. He was fixed on my father and wouldn’t meet my gaze when I tried to catch his. My mind drifted back to that first smile, and I became determined to recreate it. The boat picked up speed and shifted effortlessly through a maze of crab pots and small skiffs. His hand steady on the helm as he navigated the anchored boats in the harbor. He moved with an efficiency and confidence that made me feel at ease about this leg of our journey. The smooth lines of his jacket outlined the contour of his shoulders, and I felt myself blush as I realized where my thoughts were wandering. I bet I could get you to stop thinking about this boat if you looked over here... I thought. I smiled unconsciously and turned to see my mother grinning that grin that told me she knew exactly what I was thinking about. She turned her face quickly after our stolen moment and I wrapped my shawl around my head in hopes it would cover my tell.

As soon as we left the harbor the current became stronger. The water began to swirl and churn around the rocky shoreline in the distance. A large island lay directly in front of us off in the distance and I asked if that was where we were going. My father and Joseph answered in unison, “No, that is Spieden Island.” Joseph smiled and my father turned back towards the rear of the boat where we were seated, delighted to have a captive audience.

“That island was named by the same man during the same expedition as Stuart Island,” my father reported, as he tucked his hand into his jacket waist. “It was Captain Wilkes, if I’m not mistaken,” which we both knew he wasn’t.

“During the Wilkes expedition of 1838 to 1842 I believe, named after the ship’s purser William Spieden. Stuart Island was also named by Wilkes, after his clerk.” He cleared his throat for effect. “Devil of a man, or so I’m told, not a favorite of the crew, he ran a tight ship back in those days.”

My father looked out past the bow of the vessel and gestured importantly out toward the water, “Stuart Island is just Northwest of Spieden, and larger, it’s as far as you can go and still be in U.S. territory— the mainland you‘ll see is Canada from our front door.”

My father turned back to Ensign Cail and began asking questions about the vessel traffic in the area once he realized he had lost his audience. After our history lesson I fixed my eyes on the horizon and admired the rugged beauty of the surrounding islands. The loud engine thrum slowly drowned out their voices as the light bounced off the water with the setting sun. My mother gently stroked my brother’s hair as he lay sprawled out on the bench next to her. I admired the utter faith and trust he had in the world at this age. He was curled up soundly sleeping and I couldn’t stop thinking about what would be waiting for me at what seemed like the edge of the world.

A low fog started to creep in as we left the shoreline of Spieden Island behind. The water began to calm its steady push up the channel as slack tide approached. The boat skimmed gracefully over the water now and through the settling fog I began to make out the outline of land. The island was a sea of grey and green and looked uninhabited through the mist. I could make out large rock outcroppings along the coast that were topped with trees towards the center of the island. It looked as though an act of God had forced the sea floor up through the water and then violently set the island down. The fog clung to the rock outcroppings and softened the rugged edges of the coastline. The island was scattered with tall fir trees and some kind of tree I had never seen before. The trunks were twisted and contorted and were a beautiful burnt sienna color. They grew in the most unrelenting and unapologetic way I had ever seen. They seemed to cling to bare rock and hung precariously over the water with no regard for how a tree ought to grow. They had large shiny green leaves that rustled in the calm sea breeze. I had never seen anything like it and stared out the window in awe of the natural, almost mythical, beauty.

As we motored along the shore, each bend and stretch of coastline revealed another pristine natural landscape, hiding small coves and rock formations. Sections of the island rose up out of the water and revealed striated patterns of rock that presented different layers of the sea floor, pushed up and then turned sideways into their final resting spot. In their slumber, small patches of native grasses and lichen had taken hold in meager pockets of soil and taken root. It was fascinating to see such grit in Mother Nature, despite these harsher elements. Several seals popped their sleek heads out of the water as we passed and quickly vanished below the waves as we approached their vicinity. Life was abundant here amongst the craggy sea cliffs in the wind-swept channel.

The island looked ethereal as we motored through the mist, and I felt instantly drawn to its natural allure. Something about it felt so familiar, yet I had never seen anything like it in my life. It was mysterious, yet inviting and dear. Like a word I couldn’t recall that sat waiting on the tip of my tongue. We pressed on along the Northwest side of the island as daylight waned. I made mental notes of island landmarks, hoping to retrace my passage from land, and visit some of the small beaches and vistas above during the coming months. The island overhead looked navigable from what I could gather from below and thankfully, didn’t seem to be inundated with thick underbrush like some of the landscape I had seen farther South. The water had a beautiful green hue to it surrounding the island and it looked almost out of place with the dark blue, almost black, water from the strait waiting just offshore.

A small point became visible as we rounded the mid-section of the island, and a beam of circular light spun out from our immediate destination. I followed the segment of light as it made its rotation out over the water and illuminated a small linear tract of the channel as it spun. The sun was dropping just as the lighthouse had come into view. As we drew closer, a massive sea cliff that looked as if it had forced itself up from the outer belly of the island dramatically appeared. I craned my neck to see the top, but it was covered in a thick blanket of fog concealing the complete effect of its impressive stature. The tidal movements below the cliff came to a screeching halt where the stone met the water and circled and spun out in different directions. Kelp beds clung to the small outcroppings of rock at the shoreline and made a lapping sound as the boat pushed through them. A small dock appeared just below the lighthouse beacon, and we made landfall just as the last glimmers of light were peaking below the horizon. The boat made a heavy groan as it pressed into the dock, and we swayed back and forth slowly while the men tied off.

A seaman with a fantastic red bushy beard came bounding down the steps to the dock and greeted us as we were helped out of the boat. He looked much too young for a beard of that magnitude, and I had to look twice to make sure it wasn’t a prank of some sort. Kyle was first out of the boat and ran squarely into the gentleman. He caught Kyle staring up at his beard speechless. He bent down and gave him a slight wink and tugged on the bottom of his beard. I laughed out loud at the gesture and chuckled how he had instantly read our minds. His eyes sparkled mischievously, and I knew I liked him immediately. Kyle was grinning ear to ear as the man slapped him on the back and said in a thick brogue, “Dinna fash lad… your beard is likely coming in next summer, what with the salt air and big salmon dinners we’ll be havin’.” He introduced himself as Seaman Sam MacDara as he rose to his feet, but my father had already moved on toward the cargo area of the boat.

My father had begun to bark orders to the awaiting men and sent us up to the main house to get settled. We climbed the steep steps away from the water and the main house came into view. It was surprisingly beautiful and well-kept in a way I hadn’t expected, given its remote setting. The house was painted a soft white and had big wide swept steps leading to a large covered front porch. A wide gable sat atop the porch and drew the eye upward toward the green trim and shutters. Thick columns interspersed the porch and framed the front entry. My mother was visibly delighted, and I could see a small weight lift as she surveyed the property.

The soft glow of light beckoned from inside the windows, and we hurried inside as the cool night air set in. We opened the solid wood door and stood together, all three of us, for a moment taking in what would be our new home, at least for a while. A carved wooden staircase lay directly to the right of the entrance and the sitting room to the left. A hallway laid directly in front of us and must have led to the kitchen by the smell of it. We all took leave in different directions, eager to explore our new home. My mother headed straight for the kitchen, Kyle to the sitting room where papers and charts lay strewn over a large table next to the fireplace. I made my way to the staircase and admired the character of the wood as my hand reached for the railing.

At the top of the stairs was a small landing and a few bedrooms and bathroom. The floorboards creaked underfoot as the space unfolded. The first bedroom was painted a robin egg blue and was sparsely furnished with a small bed and wooden dresser. Atop the dresser was a small porcelain box and metal brush, as well as an oil lantern for light. The objects were unique in an otherwise impersonal space. I reached to examine the curious artifacts of the room’s previous tenant and heard a soft patter and a chirpy purr from under the bed. I instantly got down on the floor and lifted the bed sheet. Staring me in the face was a massive orange tabby cat completely unbothered by my sudden appearance so close to him. He slow blinked his golden eyes and gave a slight swish of his tail as I admired him.

“Well, hello handsome,” I said to him. “aren’t you a magnificent creature!” He yawned as I continued, “You’re absolutely gorgeous, aren’t you?”

He lifted his chin and made another chirp as if he understood and agreed entirely with my appraisal. He rose from his spot and threw out his massive front paws for a stretch. “Well now you’re just showing off,” I told him as he sauntered out from under the bed. He rubbed his whole body-width against my legs and sat and stared up at me expectantly. He went limp in my arms and licked his lips, completely relaxed as I hoisted the animal off the floor. He flicked his tail and looked up at me and I couldn’t wait to show the others. I sauntered off, back down the stairs eager to show everyone the best part of the house.

“Mom, Kyle, you aren’t going to believe what I found upstairs! Oh… and the blue bedroom is mine now!” I shouted as my new friend rode happily sprawled out in my arms toward the kitchen. Kyle was first to see the cat and shrieked like a mouse when he saw him. The big tabby turned towards Kyle and flattened his ears slightly. My mother came around the corner and he swished his tail in mild annoyance at the package deal that seemed to be unfolding. She smiled a wide smile and laughed at the sight of that massive cat being held like a baby.

“I wonder if he belongs to the other seamen stationed here?” she questioned. “I wonder what his name is… a cat of that stature must have quite a name… I think he looks like a Thor or a Zeus.”

“He looks like Shere Kahn!” Kyle added and moved toward the cat with outstretched hands.

“What do you think Willow?” she said as she tousled his massive head.

He squirmed at the sudden rush of attention, and I immediately set him down on the hardwood. “I think he will tell us what it ought to be.” His feet hit the floor, and the massive animal scampered down the hallway and out the front door without so much as a backward glance. My mother looked at the clock and rushed us to get washed up and settled for the evening. After all we had a big day coming tomorrow and we knew full well what day one of a military station move was like. 
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