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      On a Thursday morning in May, two weeks prior to the school year ending, Mira was labeling a box that didn’t belong to her anymore. She had written FIELD NOTES—AEGEAN TRADE in black marker, just as the phone vibrated across the empty metal desk and sent a tremor through the quiet room. For a second, she considered letting it go to voicemail. Most calls lately were interviews she wouldn’t get or colleagues who wanted to sound supportive without actually taking a side. A Martha’s Vineyard phone number flashed on her screen, and her hand moved before she could think.

      “Dr. Chen?” The voice was breathless, threaded with wind and the clatter of something metallic. “Mira, it’s Carmen, Carmen Santos.”

      Mira straightened. Her mother’s friend, the museum director?

      That was odd—she knew Carmen, but not well enough for her to have her phone number.

      “Carmen. Is everything all right?”

      Carmen hesitated on the other end, and Mira could hear the ocean in the background.

      “There’s been an accident,” Carmen breathed, her voice breaking with the words. Mira’s stomach clenched. “Your mother was out at the pans before the storm rolled in. The tide…it took her.” Her voice trembled, and a sob escaped. She took a deep breath before she blew it out and finished. “We found her.”

      The marker slipped from Mira’s fingers and hit the floor with a hollow tap. She heard the world continue to turn, the hum of a vent, the distant thud of a cart in the hallway, laughter from somewhere. To Mira, the world had stopped moving, though, while something in her chest went very, very quiet.

      “Found,” she repeated, because sometimes a word needed to be turned over to show both sides. Found and lost. “Carmen, I—”

      “We’re at the harbor office,” Carmen said. “Zoe’s here. She asked me to call while she…while she talks to the officer.”

      Zoe. Of course. Mira pictured her sister’s face, the way grief would cut through it cleanly, no fuss: her eyes sharp, mouth set, the quiet competence she’d had since she was a little girl. Mira reached for the chair and missed, her palm finding the cold edge of the desk instead.

      “I’m coming,” she said. “I’ll get the next ferry.”

      Carmen exhaled, a small sound like a prayer. “Drive safe to Woods Hole. The wind’s ugly. I’ll tell Zoe.”

      The line clicked off. Mira stared off into space, wondering if this moment was real or not. She looked back at the phone in her hand, thinking that Zoe would call any second to tell her that it was all a joke.

      But her phone didn’t ring again.

      Mira picked up the marker and capped it, because hands needed work when the mind couldn’t hold anything else.

      How could this be happening now? She didn’t need anything else right now.

      She looked around the room, numb, as she tried to process Carmen’s words.

      On the wall, the corkboard was a patchwork of maps that would belong to someone else by tomorrow: shipping routes she had traced by hand, meticulous strings of colored pins marking currents and wreck sites like constellations. Dr. Marcus Webb had called them “too confident” at the inquiry; the panel had called them “insufficiently corroborated.” She could still hear the soft, careful sympathy in the chair’s voice when he explained how science demanded proof, and how accusations, once spoken, demanded distance. The university had asked for her keys. Someone else, some rising star, would take over her grants, her data, her samples—all her hard work would be handed over to someone else.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to hold the tears back.

      Was she crying for her mother or for the loss of her job, of the life she’d carefully curated? Both, but she still didn’t want to believe Carmen’s words, not until she got back on the island and saw it for herself anyway.

      She didn’t want anyone to see her walk out of this building in tears, though.

      “You almost done?” Charlie, the security guard she’d known for the last ten years, asked.

      “Yeah, sorry, I—” Her voice cut out as she tried to voice the words. She shook her head.

      He put a hand out. “No worries. They want me to check your boxes to make sure that you’re not taking any work with you, but…I trust you.”

      She shook her head again and blew out a long breath.

      It’s all my work, she thought to herself. But there was no point in arguing; Charlie wasn’t to blame here.

      “Can I carry anything?” he asked as he held out his hands.

      She handed him one of the boxes while she carried the other, and the two of them quietly walked to the parking lot. He helped her load them into her car before he took a step back.

      “I don’t think this is right, Dr. Chen. I…I told them as much, but they don’t want to listen to a security guard. I know you’re not capable of what they’re accusing you of. I know…I know that Professor Evan…he’s not a good man. I’ve seen—”

      “Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate that,” she murmured, putting a hand up in the air to stop him.

      If Charlie knew he wasn’t a good man, why hadn’t he told the board as much? Why hadn’t he spoken up louder in her honor? It didn’t matter. She couldn’t think of that now; she had bigger problems to deal with.

      She climbed into her car while Charlie went back into the building. She left the parking lot and started toward Woods Hole. The sky over Boston stacked itself in layers: steel, then slate, then something darker, as if someone had been careless with a brush and let the gray run. May storms were like that: quick, blunt, and personal.

      Traffic thinned once she hit the highway. She drove with the radio off. She wasn’t the type of person to listen to a lot of music; it was usually audiobooks or podcasts, but today, she was too numb to even think about the radio.

      Silence, she needed silence.

      Near the bridge, the wind picked up, shouldering the car sideways in small, rude nudges. Mira leaned into it as if it were a body she could negotiate with. Her father had taught her that when she was sixteen and restless and certain the ocean loved her more than land ever would.

      “Don’t fight the wind; honor it. Make a bargain.”

      She heard his voice as clearly as if he were in the passenger seat, low and steady, the Mandarin cadence still threading through his English even after decades in Massachusetts. She could almost feel him tap the dashboard twice, the way he used to do before a difficult turn. A superstition he did not admit was superstition.

      At Woods Hole, the line of cars was short. Off-season had a particular quiet with locals moving quickly through their lists, and tourists not yet swarming the docks in sunburned clusters. She bought a ticket, parked where a man in an orange vest pointed, and sat with her hands on the wheel while gulls wrote impatient commas across the air.

      Her phone buzzed again. A text from Zoe.

      Where are you?

      Woods Hole. Boarding soon.

      A bubble appeared and vanished. Then: Okay. Don’t drive fast. It’s bad.

      She didn’t reply. There was so much she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t form in her mind or translate to the keypad anyway.

      On the ferry deck, the wind whipped around her as she stood by the rail like she always did, even when the weather mocked the habit. The water was a heavy green, shouldering past the hull with a seriousness that matched the day. She watched the chop and counted, the way she had as a girl—one, two, three, the beat between the waves, the way the crests held themselves just long enough to be named. The archaeologist part of her would never stop cataloging: the tilt of light on water, the salt that dried white at the corner of a bolt, the smell of iron when spray hit metal.

      At the far end of the deck, a fisherman in a yellow slicker tied down a crate with quick, practiced motions, humming tunelessly. A young man helped him, the hood of his sweatshirt up, hands moving with the same precise economy. For a second, because her mind was already walking toward the past, she thought of her nephew, Diego, as a child with salt in his hair and pride in his voice when he told her the names of knots. Then the young man turned, and it wasn’t Diego at all but someone else’s nephew with someone else’s burdens. The jolt of misplaced recognition startled her more than the wind.

      She went inside when her fingers became numb, sat on a bench near a large window, and watched the thin line of the island take shape: dunes and low houses, a stubborn ribbon of road. She closed her eyes briefly and saw her mother’s hands. Not the still hands she would have to see later, but the living ones—rough from work, nails short, a small half-moon scar near the thumb from a high school knife accident Elena used to joke about, claiming it taught her humility and better technique in one afternoon. Those hands had taught both daughters how to fold dumplings fast enough that the edges didn’t dry, how to tilt a wok at the precise second when the garlic threatened to go from brown to bitter, how to spin the salt rake low and steady so crystals slid instead of clumping.

      How to hold on and let go at the same time.

      Mira had been perfecting that her entire life.
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      Forty-five minutes later, when the ferry eased into Vineyard Haven and the cars were finally released from the hold, Mira drove off the ramp onto Water Street, the air thick with salt and diesel. She didn’t need the signs to guide her; she remembered the way. Past the Black Dog Tavern with its queue of tourists already forming on the sidewalk, past the weathered market with its bulletin board where laminated fliers bloomed each spring—room to rent, scallop traps for sale, accordion lessons tucked between babysitting ads.

      She slowed by the white clapboard church whose bell always seemed too heavy for its frame, then followed the road where the houses had once belonged to fishermen and schoolteachers but now bore polished plaques and fresh paint for summer families who said “we come every year” as if that were the same as belonging. At the fork, she turned toward Menemsha, the road narrowing and curling through scrub oak and beach plum.

      By the time she reached the harbor, the sky had shifted to that clear island blue that seemed to exist nowhere else. Fishing boats rocked against their moorings, their names, Perseverance, Miss Molly, Little Hawk, faded but proud on their sterns. The air smelled of salt and diesel and last night’s catch. She pulled into the crushed-shell lot beside the harbor office, its cedar shingles silvered by decades of wind. A gull shrieked overhead, and through the screen door she could already hear Carmen’s voice, brisk and certain, carrying over the clutter of radios and charts.

      The room was too bright and had ugly ceiling panels. A map of the coastline was under plexiglass on the wall, the edges lifting. There was a coffeemaker on the counter that had burned the last pot into a smell no one could banish. Zoe stood at the counter talking to a man in a navy windbreaker with a badge that said HARBORMASTER.

      Zoe’s face carried their mother’s Portuguese strength: soft olive skin with undertones of warmth, the same dark hair, though threaded now with silver that caught the light like strands of sea salt. Her cheekbones were high, like Elena’s, but grief and illness had carved shadows beneath them, lending her beauty a sharper, more fragile edge. Her eyes were deep brown, wide and luminous, and they held both the fire of their heritage and the weariness of years spent holding everything together.

      Mira thought, not for the first time, that Zoe had their grandmother’s face. Strong but kind. The kind of face that carried stories without speaking a word.

      Her son, Diego, stood behind her, taller than them both, hands stuffed into the pockets of a jacket that was damp at the seams. At twenty-two, he carried the sharp, angular lines of his father’s Spanish ancestry, the strong jaw, the straight nose, the sun-warmed skin that seemed carved by sea winds. His dark hair fell into waves that reminded her of the Atlantic itself, restless and untamed.

      But the eyes were all Chen. Wide, steady, and dark as tidepools, they mirrored Elena’s wisdom and Zoe’s quiet fire. When he smiled, it was his father again—reckless, charming, the kind of smile that could win over fishermen at the docks or strangers at the market. Yet beneath it all, Mira saw something else: the weight of responsibility pressing into his young shoulders, a gravity that no man his age should have to carry.

      When he saw his aunt, his mouth softened.

      “Aunt Mira.” He crossed the room in two long strides and hugged her with the easy care grown men sometimes still have for the women who bandaged their knees once. He smelled like rain and diesel. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Mira was surprised at how much her nephew had grown since the last time she’d seen him a few years ago. He was a grown man, but she felt like she was still looking back at the eight-year-old boy who followed her around everywhere, asking a million questions.

      “Me too,” she said, though glad was the wrong word. She reached up and touched his face. “You look so much like your dad and my dad.”

      “Grandma told me that every day.”

      Zoe turned. Her face relaxed a smidge, showing a small bit of relief at her sister’s return. Then she let out a long breath before she pulled her sister in, hard.

      “Took you long enough,” she mumbled into Mira’s shoulder, but Mira heard what lived under it: Don’t leave me to do this alone.

      “I came as fast as I could.” It wasn’t a defense. It was a fact.

      Carmen appeared from behind a partition, her gray curls escaping the band that tried to control them, her eyes red-rimmed but fierce. She was a huskier woman who loved to dress in bright, vibrant dresses, and today was no different as she had all the colors of the rainbow from head to toe.

      She smiled sadly as she took Mira’s hands in both of hers. Carmen looked her up and down as though she were taking a picture.

      “I’m so sorry, Mira.”

      “I don’t understand, if she was working the pans, why we’re here.”

      “It’s procedure to do the paperwork here,” Diego interjected.

      “She was working when the wind shifted. Tony saw her go out. He called, but…” A small shake of her head, an unspoken apology that was useless in the face of physics and timing.

      Mira nodded because nodding kept her face arranged. “Where is she?”

      “In the clinic.” Zoe’s voice, steady again. “We need to—” She stopped. Swallowed. Started over. “There are forms.”

      The rest of the hour was like movement through a maze that someone else had drawn: sign here, initial there, I’m sorry for your loss, would you like water, do you need a minute? They needed none of those things and all of them, but the storm was still raging outside, and someone had to sign something before the next step could exist.

      When they finally stepped back into the wind, Diego took the keys from Zoe’s hand without being asked. “I’ll drive,” he grumbled quietly. He didn’t look at Mira when he added, “Mom hasn’t eaten.”

      “I’m fine,” Zoe argued automatically.

      “You’re not,” he said, equally automatic, the long argument of their lives so familiar it didn’t sting. He turned to look back at Mira. “Are you okay to drive? We can get your car later.”

      “I’m fine,” she murmured.

      It was a response she’d replied without thinking a thousand times over the last week, and it was no different now.

      She was far from fine, but there wasn’t any other alternative.

      Diego touched the small of his mom’s back as he steered her toward the truck. The gesture made Mira’s throat tighten. This boy, this man, had learned care from women who did not have time for softness and found his own way to carry it and enforce it in the very women he loved.

      “We’ll go to Mom’s first,” Diego told her as he helped his mother into the car.

      Mira nodded, then climbed into her own car. She followed her nephew as they drove first to Zoe’s house. There was no point in going to the salt works yet, and because, at a certain level of shock, people turned to kitchens the way sunflowers turned to light. Zoe’s kitchen smelled like ginger even when she wasn’t cooking; it always had. It was almost as if the scent were burned into the walls from their childhood and the meals their parents would make.

      Ten minutes later, when they walked into Zoe’s home, Mira’s childhood home, Mira was comforted by that smell and also the way that her nephew took care of his mother as he moved around the kitchen trying to rustle up something she would eat.

      Diego busied himself with the kettle. Mira pulled bowls from the cupboard because that was what you did here: rice first, questions later. She rinsed a handful three times, watching the water turn clouded, then clear. It was a motion learned so long ago it felt like a thought. The rice cooker clicked.

      Zoe leaned against the counter like she couldn’t stand on her own free will a second longer. She had their father’s hands, with long, strong fingers.

      “Carmen said…Tony saw her go out,” Mira stated gently. “Why was she out there? The storm…”

      “She went early,” Zoe said. “You know how she is…was.” The correction snagged her breath. “She said the crystals were ready. She always said timing is everything. ‘You can’t tell the sea to wait.’” Zoe’s mouth pushed into their mother’s shape when she quoted her. “She would have been fine if the gust hadn’t kicked. One step, the wrong way.”

      Mira’s memory supplied the rest: the low walkways slick with spray, the narrow dikes between pans, the kind of wind that came like a shove from a friend who didn’t know his own strength. She had run those paths as a girl, lanky legs and summer-tough feet, balancing on the edges to make Zoe laugh. Elena had shouted not to show off and then laughed too, unable to help herself. The salt works had been a playground and a temple both. A place to learn how to read light and tide and the small grammar of quiet work.

      Diego set cups of tea on the table—ginger and honey, the answer for everything from grief to colds. He did not sit. He held his own cup and looked at his hands as if someone else had put them at the ends of his arms.

      “Did you find her?” Mira asked very softly.

      He nodded once. “By the long pan. Tony and I. We saw her scarf snagged on the plank.” He looked up then, eyes so like Zoe’s that it made Mira ache. “She looked…peaceful. Like she just lay down and went to sleep.”

      Zoe’s breath hitched, but she didn’t make a sound. Mira reached across the table and covered her sister’s hand with hers. Mira wanted to hug her sister in the moment, but knew that if she did, it was possible they both would fall apart and Diego would be left to make sense of everything by himself.

      Mira’s heart hurt to think of her nephew finding his grandma dead. It’s hard enough to lose someone you love, but to find them like that? She couldn’t imagine what he was dealing with, but by looking at him now, he was more concerned about her and Zoe than anything else.

      When the rice was finished, they ate because there was rice and that’s what you were supposed to do, regardless of your emotions. Afterward, Zoe stood without announcing it and began stacking dishes. Her sister rarely knew how to sit still, especially when her heart was broken.

      The kitchen was quiet except for the sound of the dishes clinking. Diego stared down at the floor, and Mira looked around the room, taking it all in.

      She couldn’t believe that her mother was gone. She’d just talked to her on the phone last night; they talked about the salt works and life on the island. Mira didn’t know what to say; in this moment, she was too numb and in shock to be able to form words. So, she just sat there and stared at her tea while Zoe did the dishes.
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      The next afternoon, Zoe and Mira sat at the kitchen table again. Diego had popped in to check on them and grab some lunch. He sat across from the two women. Zoe and Mira had been busy all morning making phone calls, making checklists, and greeting guests who wanted to pay their respects.

      “Carmen wants us to come by the museum later,” Zoe said. “She said Mom left some papers with her. For us. And the lawyer called. The will…” She broke off, a small, disbelieving laugh escaping. “I always told her to get that done. She pretended not to hear me.”

      “She heard you,” Mira replied. “She just believed she had more time.”

      Zoe made a face. “Stubbornness is hereditary.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “It’s something that we all have in common,” Diego interjected gruffly. “Grams was prepared; she didn’t want you guys to worry about her. She and Carmen set everything up together, for the other one to take care of the final stuff to take the burden off.”

      Zoe and Mira looked back at Diego in shock. Zoe took a step closer to her son.

      “How do you know that?”

      “She told me,” he answered simply.

      “Why would she tell you if she didn’t want us to worry?” Mira questioned.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. She was pretty old school. Maybe it’s because I’m a man. It was Grams—she was pretty unpredictable in some ways.”

      Both women looked back at Diego in surprise.

      He cleared his throat. “I should go back down to the pier. Tony needs me to fix a line before tomorrow. With the storm, some gear got tossed.”

      He reached for his jacket.

      “Take the truck,” Zoe told him.

      He shook his head. “I’ve got the bike. Saves gas.”

      After he left, the house felt quieter, as if the two women didn’t really know what to say to each other without Diego there as a buffer. They’d been close when they were little, but life had gotten in the way. Now it seemed as though they were strangers.

      Zoe wiped the same section of counter twice. “You should rest before the museum.”

      “I can’t,” Mira said. “If I close my eyes, I’ll start thinking. I’ll fall apart and we don’t have time for that right now.”

      “Me, too.” Zoe glanced at the calendar again. “We’ll go to the salt works first,” she decided. “I want to check the pumps. And…her things.” The last two words were softer.

      “You want to go now?” Mira asked.

      “Yeah, I think it’s best we get as much done as we can. I don’t want Diego to worry about anything. He already…” Zoe stopped and pulled in a long breath, “Saw too much.”

      Mira didn’t reply, only nodded because she didn’t have the words to say.

      Twenty minutes later, they loaded into Mira’s car and drove without talking much. The road to the salt works cut through scrub and low pines, then opened into a view that never failed to make Mira’s breath catch: the pans laid out like mirrors, a geometry of light, sky shallow as if it had come down to touch the water. Even under a storm-bent sky, the place glowed.

      The wind skittered sand across the path as they walked. The salt house stood with its familiar lean, boards weathered to the color of driftwood, the big doors barred but not locked—the island combination. Inside, the air was one cold degree warmer than outside and saturated with brine. Elena’s jacket hung on the hook by the door, one sleeve turned inside out, a scarf looped through it the way she always looped it, quick and thoughtless, a gesture that assumed tomorrow.

      Mira reached out and smoothed the sleeve because she could not fix anything else. Her fingers came away dusted with salt, fine and bright.

      Zoe moved with a purpose that tried to disguise itself as busyness. She checked the pump switch, the stacks of shallow ceramic pans Elena had insisted on using when the weather was just so. Mira could almost see the mental list in her head, the one that had been drilled into the two of them since they were little, being checked off as she walked through the building.

      Mira walked around and found the ledger on the workbench open to a page filled with lines of tidy block print. “Delivery—Friday—Carmen. Sea salt—coarse—ten. Finishing—three.” Down the side, a small list: ask Diego about pallets; call Rosa re: girls; confirm Kenji date. The last line had a star next to it.

      “Kenji,” Mira asked. “Mom had a date?”

      Zoe came to stand beside her. “No, I don’t think it means date like that. Mom told me last month she was bringing in someone to teach traditional methods. She said we needed to do it ‘properly,’ not just the way everyone does for Instagram. She didn’t tell me the name, but I did notice the same name had been written on my calendar at home after.”

      Mira traced the star lightly without touching the ink. “He was supposed to arrive this week,” she said, scanning the margin for a date. “Oh, in two days. May 12.”

      Zoe’s gaze drifted to the jacket again. “He’ll have to be told.”

      “I’ll call Carmen. Maybe she has contact information.” Mira turned the page carefully, expecting more orders, more tidy lists that made a complicated job look simple. Instead, a square of paper slid from between the ledger pages and landed on the bench with a soft whisper.

      They both stared at it as if it might speak. The paper was thin and translucent, the kind Mira used to line drawers as a girl because she liked the way it made the wood smell faintly of jasmine. But this had the crisp, fibrous look of something older, its edges softened by handling. Salt dust glittered along one side.

      Mira lifted it by a corner. The handwriting was not Elena’s block print but her running script, the version she used for notes meant for eyes she trusted. Not enough to be a letter, too intimate to be a list.

      West room. The barrel with the split seam.

      A gull screamed outside, a thin ribbon of sound that made the hairs on Mira’s arms lift. Zoe’s eyes met hers, dark and questioning.

      “What is this?” Zoe asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mira answered thoughtfully.

      Their mother was quiet and hardworking but had lived as though everything in life were a dare. She was pragmatic, relentless, and had a secret softness she showed only to people who needed it most. Mira remembered being eight years old, watching her balance on the roof in bare feet, hammer in hand, fixing a shingle before a storm rolled in. She never once looked down, never asked for help, and when the neighbor called out that she was crazy, she only laughed and swung the hammer harder.

      Mira remembered how Elena would press a glass of warm milk into Zoe’s hands when she couldn’t sleep, or slip Mira a paperback book she’d hidden in her apron pocket, as if stories were contraband meant only for the two of them.

      At ten years old, Mira’s best friend, Lila, spent a lot of time at their house. Lila had always been so happy, until her father lost his job, and Lila began to be really quiet at school and ask to stay at Mira’s house all the time. Mira pointed out to her mother one day that Lila was wearing sweaters and pants in the middle of June.

      “Mind your business,” Elena told her softly. “You don’t need to point those things out. Just be Lila’s friend. That’s what she needs.”

      One day, Lila came over to play in the sprinkler. They had been racing back and forth through the spray, their shirts plastered to their skin, when Mira noticed the strange shadows across Lila’s back—purplish marks that didn’t look like the scrapes and bumps she got from climbing trees.

      When Lila’s mother arrived, she wore a sweater despite the heat, sleeves tugged down to her wrists, and there was a bruise near her eye that makeup hadn’t managed to hide. Mira had looked at her own mother then, waiting for her to say something, but Elena just nodded politely and kept her expression carefully even.

      “Girls, why don’t you take Lila into the kitchen and get yourselves some ice cream? Lila’s mom and I will be outside for a bit. We’ll be checking the barrels.”

      The girls didn’t hesitate to hurry back into the kitchen while Elena led the woman outside. They were outside for a while before Lila finally left.

      Later that night, Elena dropped Mira and her sister off at Mrs. Tate’s house down the street. “I have to take care of something,” she’d said, brushing Mira’s hair back from her forehead like it was perfectly normal. Mira didn’t question it; sometimes her mother had late calls or errands.

      When Elena returned the next morning, she was tired but smiling, and she made pancakes as if nothing were unusual. But at school that day, Lila’s desk was empty. It stayed empty. No goodbye, no explanation. Just gone.

      “Sometimes people leave, Mira. It’s best to just let go with the wind,” Elena told her.

      Mira still thought about Lila often, and the mention of the barrel made her question if it was related.

      Zoe glanced toward the back of the salt house, where a small door led into the low west room. “We should…”

      “Not now,” Mira said, surprising herself, before she shook her head. Her blood had started to hum, a low, unmistakable current she recognized from another life, the moment before a dive, when the unknown was not a warning but an invitation. “Let’s…let’s show this to Carmen. If Mom left something for us, it might be part of it.”

      Zoe hesitated. “You think it’s important.”

      Zoe quickly took a picture of the piece of paper before her sister picked it up from where it sat on the ledger.

      “I think Mom didn’t do anything by accident.” Mira folded the paper along its old crease and slid it back into the ledger, slower than necessary, the way you put away something that has already changed you.

      The women were quiet for a moment as they stared at the ledger, as if it might speak to them.

      “We should go,” Zoe said, shattering their quiet.

      Mira always wished she’d had the knack for knowing the future like her mom had. In this moment, she finally realized she did, in a way. A sense of dread sat in her stomach, a sense like they were being watched, or that something wasn’t quite right.

      She looked around the salt works as they walked to the car, and she didn’t see anything. Mira didn’t know what her feeling meant, but she did know that she wasn’t a fan of it.
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      Back in the car, Mira drove as if the road were driving, not her. She and Zoe were both in their own little worlds; no music, just their thoughts and memories wrapped in the silence of the car. When Mira parked and shut off the engine, she looked around, somewhat shocked that they had arrived without her really realizing it.

      As they started for the building, Carmen was already on her way out. She stood on the front steps, hands on her hips, watching them carefully.

      “Oh, girls,” she greeted them before she wrapped them in a warm group hug.

      Just as quickly she ushered them into her office and closed the door as if she were sharing a secret with them. Shelves lined the walls with ship models, framed photographs of women in headscarves mending nets, a faded poster from a summer festival where Elena had once demonstrated salt raking while tourists pretended to understand.

      Carmen gestured for the women to sit in the nearby chairs before she walked around her desk. Within a few minutes, she turned back around with a cardboard box in her hands. She gently placed it on the metal desk like something were about to jump out of it.

      “She brought this to me last week,” Carmen said. “Said if anything happened…” Her mouth trembled; she steadied it. “She wanted you to have them but asked me to hold them until you both were here.”

      Zoe’s breath left her in a slow exhale. “What is it?”

      “Her things, important paperwork. Last wishes,” Carmen explained.

      “What?” Mira gasped. “I don’t understand.”

      “She knew?” Zoe repeated.

      “She always knew the sea could turn, but your mama always had a sixth sense for certain things,” Carmen answered simply.

      Carmen wasn’t wrong. Her mother had a lot of gifts, one of them being that she knew when someone was about to knock on the door before they did. She would put her hand on the phone just as it rang. And she’d always tell her girls to make sure they told someone they loved them and goodbye, because it would be the last time to do so, and she was never wrong.

      Mira glanced over at her sister. She was certain their faces looked exactly the same right now. They were both in shock but also understood, too.

      “She knew…” Mira murmured gruffly, her voice breaking. “Of course, she did.”

      “And she knew you two sometimes needed a third party to make you listen.” She pushed the box closer. “Go on.”

      “I don’t—” Zoe began.

      Carmen put her hand up in the air and shook her head. Mira looked back at her sister and made a face. There was no point in arguing with Carmen; they wouldn’t win.

      The two of them leaned forward and began going through the box.

      The top layer was practical: the deed to the salt works, insurance papers, the kind of documents the lawyer would need or already have. Beneath them, wrapped in brown paper tied with twine, were packets of thinner sheets. Mira slid one free and untied it. The scent that rose was faint and clean, the smell of old paper kept dry.

      The first page was written in Elena’s running script.

      September 12, 2009

      Two barrels brined too early — moved to Shed C. Will need to be turned before dawn.

      October 14, 2009

      Shipment delayed at Docks. Ten bags held until tide goes out again.

      “Shed C?” Zoe questioned, as that’s where all the tools were and always have been. “Why would Mom have put barrels in there?”

      “There’s no way she would have left ten bags at the dock; we don’t even ship in October. We never have,” Mira added. “None of this makes sense.”

      Mira moved to the next page. It was different, and not her mother’s handwriting. It wasn’t addressed to the salt works but to a post office box at the post office.

      June 3, 2009

      I need salt. 2 barrels within the next few days. Will meet under the bridge.

      I don’t know if I should explain more, so I will. I don’t know how to begin except to say I am tired. Tired of hiding bruises with powders and sleeves. Tired of smiling for neighbors who whisper but will not speak. Tired of being told I should be grateful for a good house, a good man, and a good name while my bones ache from his hands.

      I have gone to the police twice. Once they laughed, the second time they told me to stop making trouble. He is too respected, they said. Too generous. They said I must have walked into a door, must have misunderstood. Perhaps I did, for a long time. Perhaps I wanted to believe that I was the problem, that I deserved all of his hateful words and fists.

      But last week he slammed my face into a wall, broke my arm, and then pressed my face into the floor until my teeth cut my lip, and I looked up to see my daughter watching, tears streaming down her face. She screamed at him to stop and raced to help me, only to meet his hand, too. He told her that he would hurt her again if she told anyone what she saw. When he was gone, I heard myself say the word enough, and I started planning, but I can’t do this alone.

      I was told there is a woman here, on this island, who helps people like me. To send a letter asking for salt, to this address. A woman who knows the quiet paths out, who can give a name that is not chained to his. I don’t know if it’s true, but if it is, please, help me. I have a daughter, and she is watching. She is learning what love looks like, and if I stay, she will believe it looks like fear and control.

      I will do whatever is needed. Work, disappear, change everything. I only ask for one chance to step off this island and breathe as someone free.

      —M.

      

      Mira felt the room tilt a degree. Zoe gasped beside her as realization set in.

      Mira didn’t know quite what to think, really. Why would her mother have this letter unless she wrote it?

      It didn’t make sense; their father wasn’t abusive.

      She lifted her eyes to Carmen. The older woman’s face was blank.

      Zoe touched the edge of the paper as if it might burst into flames or disappear at any second. “What is all this?”

      “Your mother’s work,” Carmen explained. “All of it. Not the salt. The other part.” She swallowed.

      “The other part? What does that mean?” Mira questioned.

      She looked back into the box and pulled out a handful of letters, all with various handwriting, but all of them were the same sentiment: “Please, help me leave.”

      Her mother hadn’t written all these, so that would mean that her mother… Elena, was the woman on the island helping women get out of abusive relationships.

      That didn’t make sense.

      If that were true, wouldn’t she or Zoe have known?

      Carmen’s gaze flicked toward the window, as though she expected Elena herself to stride in from the yard, boots crusted with salt. “Your mother’s work wasn’t just about salt. She used it as a shield. It paid the bills and helped her give safe passage and places to women like her. She watched. She listened. And when she found a household where a man’s fists did the talking…” Carmen exhaled slowly. “She made sure it stopped. However, it had to.”

      Zoe and Mira both sat there, staring back at Carmen as though she were speaking a language they didn’t know.

      “Women like her,” Mira repeated slowly. “I…I don’t understand.”

      “That’s your mother’s story to tell.”

      “She literally can’t,” Zoe snapped with wide eyes. “Why are you being so elusive about this? This isn’t a game.”

      “It’s all in the box. It’s what your mom wanted,” Carmen answered with a shrug.

      “Why did you know all of this, but we didn’t?” Mira asked in exasperation, standing up and pacing the room.

      “She never told you because she wanted you safe. She left records with me because she wanted the truth safe too.”

      The kettle on Carmen’s side table clicked off, a small domestic sound that made the moment stranger. Outside, a tourist couple laughed, insensitive to the way one office on a small island had just shifted its axis.

      Mira’s stomach clenched and her pulse beat faster. She couldn’t wrap her head around anything that had happened lately.

      “None of this makes sense,” Mira said on a long, blown-out breath. “We found a note at the works. Something about a barrel. The west room. It’s like Mom left a bunch of riddles.”

      Carmen’s mouth tugged into a smile that looked tired and proud at once. “Your mom had to learn to speak in riddles as a form of protection. Even her having all this stuff laid out for you guys—it needed to be disguised in case it fell into the wrong hands.”

      Mira nodded like she understood, but she didn’t. It seemed as though Carmen knew it all, but Mira was struggling to make sense of any of it. She looked back at her sister and shook her head. She understood what Carmen was saying, but she didn’t understand why her mother wouldn’t have told her or Zoe about this, especially as they got older.

      Her phone buzzed, notifying her of an email. The subject line was short, formal: Re: Confirmation — May 20 Workshop. 

      Mira made a funny face. She had been removed from all the email lists for the university, so why was she receiving notification about this? Curious, she opened the email and noticed that it had been forwarded from her mother’s salt works account.

      Dear Ms. Chen, it read. I will arrive on May 12 as discussed, with ceramic pans and sample crystals. We will be set for a workshop on May 20. Thank you for the opportunity to help preserve what matters. Signed: Kenji Nakamura.

      Mira read the words twice, then put her phone down.

      “Why did I just get an email forwarded to me from the salt works email address? Did you do that, Zoe?”

      “No, I didn’t even get into Mom’s email. I don’t know the password. Carmen?”

      “Your mother must’ve—”

      “No, there’s no way she knew to forward her email. It’s not possible. There’s something you’re not telling us, Carmen. Yes, Mom had a gift, but this…this is too much. She couldn’t foresee her own death unless someone murdered her and she knew it was coming or she committed suicide,” Mira snapped angrily.

      She was ready to come out of the chair if Carmen gave her another riddle. She wanted to run out of the building and never look back. It was all too much.
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      “Your mother,” Carmen started again.

      “Carmen,” Mira hissed through clenched teeth. “We’re not children anymore. Stop treating us as if we are.”

      Carmen let out a long breath before she shook her head.

      “I don’t know how she knew to forward her email this morning. I do know that your mother’s premonitions were strong and never wrong. I believe that she could have known.”

      “I love that you have so much faith in her to believe that, Carmen,” Zoe spoke up, forcing a dry laugh. “But I agree with Mira, there’s more to this than it seems.”

      Carmen shrugged nonchalantly, and Mira nearly came out of her seat again. She gripped the armrests, trying to control herself.

      How could she be so calm about any of this? Mira was thinking that something nefarious was at play, but Carmen didn’t seem concerned with any of it.

      Elena and Carmen had been best friends for decades. She didn’t believe for a second that Carmen didn’t know about the email forwarding. But why was she denying it?

      Carmen cleared her throat. She took a deep breath and began speaking.

      “Your mother came to me a few days ago and said she had a dream that it was her time. She didn’t know when, but she felt that she needed to make sure her affairs were in order. She wanted to make sure that you girls were prepared for what came next.”

      Mira stood up quickly. She was normally pretty even-keeled, but between the issues with her career and losing her job, on top of her mother’s sudden death and her, apparently, secret life, Mira was off kilter and not sure what was real and what wasn’t.

      “Her time? So, she committed suicide? Or…she was scared someone was coming after her.”

      “No,” Carmen replied adamantly.

      “None of this makes sense. None of it,” Mira hissed as she put her hands on top of her head.

      The thought of their mother committing suicide was insanity, but so was someone murdering her.

      How long had their mother had that fear? She’d never acted like she was afraid of anyone.

      Mira Chen had built her life in the deep. As a marine archaeologist, she was trained to read the silence of the ocean floor, to coax stories from wreckage and silt where other people saw only debris. Methodical, patient, she cataloged every shard of pottery, every rusted nail, every whisper of a life lost to water. It was work that demanded precision but also imagination, the ability to reconstruct entire worlds from a fragment of wood or bone.

      This, though?

      This was out of Mira’s depth by light-years, and she didn’t know how to wrap her brain around any of it.

      “Why haven’t the police questioned anyone or done an investigation?” Mira asked.

      Carmen shook her head and let out a slow breath. “It wasn’t foul play, Mira. It was your mother’s time. It was a heart attack; they already ruled it that.”

      Mira narrowed her eyes at Carmen. She didn’t flinch. Mira let her imagination run a little wild, but she believed Carmen.

      “Wait, can we go back? What did you mean by women like her? My father wasn’t abusive,” Mira snapped. “And don’t you dare say that it’s her story to tell, Carmen. Tell us what’s going on, now.”

      “Your father wasn’t. Your mother was betrothed to a man when she was very young, and he was abusive. It’s the reason she fled to the United States to begin with.”

      “Mom was born here,” Zoe argued.

      Carmen shook her head. “Her backstory stated that. Her paperwork did as well, but she was not. She had to develop a story so that her first husband could never find her, just in case.”

      Mira fell back into the chair. She dropped her face in her hands, her elbows propped up on her knees. She felt like she was caught in a bad dream.

      That had to be it, right? None of this could be true.

      “Our mother was married before?” Mira repeated out loud as she tried to make sense of it all.

      Did she even know her mother? It’s like they’d been living with a stranger their entire lives.

      “Did our father know?” Zoe asked.

      “He helped her flee,” Carmen responded as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      Their father had always been a quiet, unassuming type of man. If you looked at him, you’d think he was an accountant or librarian. He didn’t exactly seem like a man who would help someone flee from harm.

      “And he knew about the other part of the salt works?” Mira asked.

      “He did. They did it together for as long as he was alive. He was her biggest supporter and her beard, in a way. If any of the men on the island thought your mother had helped their wife or girlfriend or children flee, your father often redirected him. Most of them didn’t believe a married woman would be doing that right under their husband’s nose.”

      “And they didn’t believe her husband would be helping her,” Zoe said simply as she shook her head in disbelief. “We could have helped her with this.”

      “It wasn’t your burden to bear,” Carmen stated. “You both had dreams of lives elsewhere, of futures that didn’t involve the salt works. If your mother had involved you back then, you wouldn’t have become who you are now. You could have resented the whole thing and not been available to help the women and children that need it now.”

      Mira leaned back and took in a slow breath before blowing it out. Now, she could understand what Carmen was saying, because she could see her mother not wanting to disrupt her or Zoe’s trajectories in life.

      Elena was always the strong, independent, and silent type. She wouldn’t ask for help unless there was absolutely no other choice. And now, that was the case.

      “What if…what if we don’t want to do it?” Mira asked calmly, though her knuckles were white where she gripped the arm of the chair. “I have…I have an entire career and—”

      Carmen’s gaze didn’t flinch. “A career that was ruined by someone’s accusations. A career that didn’t value all you brought it, that believed the lies of a man over a decorated and accomplished professor and alum.”

      Mira’s breath caught. Her heart skipped. That comment landed too close to home, too precise. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she pushed them back.

      “What do you mean by that?” she snapped.

      A flicker of suspicion slid through her. Carmen had said it as if she knew, as if she’d heard the whispers on campus, or read the reports that weren’t supposed to circulate beyond faculty meetings. As if she knew exactly who had destroyed Mira’s reputation.

      Carmen didn’t answer. She only arched a brow, her silence suggesting volumes.

      Mira’s mind raced. Did she know about Evan? How could she? That had been kept behind closed doors at the university, or so she’d thought. She hadn’t told her mother; she’d told no one. The memory of faculty meetings, the hushed tones in hallways, the email from the dean that gutted twenty years of work in a single sterile paragraph; it all pressed in at once.

      She huffed, looking away, her cheeks burning. Carmen’s words were too honest, too painful to deflect. Mira had told herself the same thing a hundred times, muttered it into the walls of her office on the last day she packed her books, shouted it into the empty air of her apartment when no one could hear.

      Because it was true.

      She’d given everything to that institution. Not only had she earned her degrees there, but she had stayed, climbed, earned tenure by her early forties, a mark of respectability, stability. Students loved her. Colleagues came to her for her expertise in maritime histories, in reading wreckage like scripture. She had been, by every measure, an accomplished professor at her alma mater.

      And yet, the second a man threw false accusations against her, the administration had chosen him over her. Chosen his lies over her decades of loyalty and achievement.

      Now Carmen was throwing it back at her, stripped of all the academic niceties, all the institutional doublespeak. Just the bare truth: Mira’s career hadn’t been taken because of her failures. It had been taken because of a snake of a man’s vindictiveness, and because the university valued its own reputation over hers.

      Mira sat back, throat tight, staring at the floor. Carmen’s honesty was a knife, but one Mira realized she had been holding against her own ribs for a long time.

      She looked at Zoe. Her sister’s eyes were on the box, but Mira saw the moment Zoe felt it, too: that prickle of a path appearing, narrow and steep and promising. Not easy. Possibly foolish. But real.

      “So what, we’re supposed to drop everything and continue with her work?” Zoe asked.

      “That’s what she wanted,” Carmen told them.

      “We can’t financially do that…it’s not. I don’t…” Zoe rambled.

      Mira put her hand on her sister’s arm to steady her. She felt the same way, but they didn’t need to figure any of this out right now. They still had a funeral to plan and a lawyer to see.

      If this meeting with Carmen was a peek into what was about to happen with the rest of the day, Mira wasn’t sure if she or her sister would be able to handle that.

      “Can we take this box with us?” Mira asked.

      “Of course. It’s yours.”

      “Is there anything else that she left you with?” Zoe asked.

      “No, that’s it. But you will need to go to the lawyer.”

      Mira nodded, as they’d already planned to do so. All of this was overwhelming and not something that she ever thought she and her sister would have to handle. Their mother was supposed to outlive them all.

      Carmen hugged them both again as Zoe grabbed the box and they started out of the building. Mira was numb, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about Carmen right now. Someone should have told her or Zoe about this double life and the possibility of them taking it over.

      Were they ever in danger as kids? They were so blind and naive to everything, and that simple thought was making her angry.

      How could her mother think that she and Zoe would be okay with taking all this over? They’d never been in abusive relationships and didn’t know how to empathize with someone who had.

      The truth was, Mira only knew about logistics, the sea, taking notes, and learning about the past. She wasn’t a people person. She had never been. She didn’t know the first thing about helping women who were in danger.

      The last time she had trusted someone, it ended in her losing the only job she’d ever loved.

      Her own life had fallen apart; how was she supposed to help others put theirs back together?
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