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To all the whales of Cape Cod who swim in my heart: Lightning, Pepper, Salt, Venom, Appaloosa, Apostrophe, Wolverine, Dragon, and especially Spinnaker. Your stories matter. We’ll keep working to be worthy of sharing this planet with you.
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There may come a time when, in some remote, moonlit ocean glade, deserted of humanity, the last call of a humpback whale will start, and spread out, and then vanish, until those who heard it last will only wonder if they heard it at all.


—Roger Payne, Among Whales
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Chapter One



It’s been 314 days since I last felt the rush of the sea clawing up the sand, weaving between smooth pebbles, grasping for my toes, my heels, my ankles. Now that I’m here, I don’t know why I stayed away so long.


I knew that whenever I returned, if I returned, the only memory the ocean would hold was the expression on her face just before I turned away. That look of utter disgust, like she didn’t even know me. Like we hadn’t spent the past ten years of our friendship attached at the hip, secretly passing notes between classes, sharing jokes with punch lines only we knew. That look that made me feel like a stranger. Maybe I was a stranger to the ocean, too. After all, the ocean is what took her from me. Where she must still be, considering they never found her body. It must be hard to find a body in the North Atlantic. The waves that batter Cape Cod’s shoreline, the murky blue-green sea.


What’s weird is that now that I’m here, ankle-deep in ice-cold water despite the sweltering June sun beating down on my pale, freckled shoulders, this is the only place I feel like myself. This is the only place that makes sense.


Carefully, I unfold the crumpled page of notebook paper I’ve been carrying with me since last September, since I went back to school without her. We made a list years ago. A comprehensive list of all the things we’d both accomplish before we went off to college. She knew she wanted to go to Stanford, and my dream school is Boston, and we’d at least be together until then. But the list feels so empty now, littered with half-filled goals.




1. Internship at Marine Research and Conservation Alliance on Cape Cod.


2. Whale tattoos.


3. See Harry Styles in concert.


4. Wear elaborate ball gowns to prom.


5. Real boyfriends. Not crushes.


6. Complete the pebble collection.




I cross the first two off. I got a whale tattoo in February, and I’m here now. I’m doing the internship. Even if I am by myself.


I lift my gaze from our scribbled words and back out to sea, almost willing her to tell me what it’s going to take to make things right. Or maybe to confirm that I’m going to feel like a piece of shit for the rest of my life. I’d take either at this point.


I turn from the ocean, and I pace to where I parked the Jeep on the side of the sandy, almost-paved road. The beach house we always stayed in is to my right. It looks empty, waiting, like my voice would echo if I chose to speak within its walls.


The dunes of Truro surround me. When I get to the top of the hill, I catch a peek of Pilgrim Monument in Provincetown in the distance.


In the back pocket of my jean shorts, my phone buzzes. “Uncle Jack,” I answer. “I’m maybe ten minutes away.”


“You should be here by now!”


“I’ll be there by noon. Love you.”


“Coriander!” he yelps, but I hang up in the middle of it. I can’t talk to him yet. Definitely not in the right headspace.


I sit in the driver’s seat of the Jeep, staring out at the thin line of blue that I can still distinguish as the ocean. I need some time to change my mindset. Push myself far away from girls lost in a swirling sea. This is my first day on Cape Cod. The first day of exactly seventy-seven that I’ll be spending in Uncle Jack’s house in Wellfleet.


I turn the key in the ignition and then shove the Jeep into drive, heading back toward Route 6 and then south. I pass little seafood shacks on either side, buildings that serve as a deli and a liquor store all in one, sided with cedar shake shingles, and the occasional advertisement for my uncle’s business: John Michael Sutton Realty. He prides himself on picking the most decrepit, pathetic houses on the Cape and then flipping them into million-dollar getaways. His name is synonymous with fancy.


I pull into his seashell driveway, catching a glimpse of a little cobblestone patio that rests against the side of the house, surrounded by blooming tangerine tiger lilies and bright blue hydrangeas, and shaded from the sun by an umbrella that matches the shutters.


“There you are,” says my uncle when he sees me heading up the driveway, burdened with my multiple pieces of luggage. He lounges under the umbrella, his legs crossed, a teacup and saucer in his hand. Across from him sits another man with dark, curly hair, but I don’t recognize him.


Jumping to assist me, Uncle Jack is the epitome of New England elegance, dressed in khaki pants and a loose-fitting white button-down shirt. His blond hair is short and shiny.


“What took you so long?” he asks, hugging me so tightly that I drop my bags. He smells like clean laundry with a hint of sandalwood.


“The traffic,” I manage to get out when my lungs are free to expand to their full capacity. I don’t feel like saying much more than that. Not yet, at least.


Uncle Jack clucks his tongue, willing to accept my response. “And it’s only beginning,” he says, bending down and lifting one of my duffel bags. “Before you know it, we’ll be inundated with tourists.”


I won’t take this personally, because I know he doesn’t mean me. I’m working my way through this summer like a local at the Marine Research and Conservation Alliance. Cleaning up beaches and saving whales. I follow Uncle Jack back toward the patio, where his companion waits for us.


“Cor, come here and meet my friend, Chad.”


“Chad, huh?” I reply. I lower my voice. “You know that anyone named Chad is inevitably a tool.”


“Watch your mouth,” Uncle Jack whispers harshly. “Oh, Chad!” he calls, waving his free hand.


We round the hydrangeas to the patio, and Chad stands.


“Cute,” I whisper.


“I know,” returns Uncle Jack. “Chad, I’d like you to meet my niece, Coriander.”


I cringe at the use of my full name. I can’t miss that Chad has practically the same reaction. Which I’m used to, of course. It’s been almost eighteen years of the same response when people hear my name. I try to pretend that it’s no big deal, but it takes a certain kind of person to go through life explaining to people why they’re named after a spice, and I’m not sure it’s me. I’d love it if just once, someone wouldn’t have any kind of reaction at all. I could take indifference.


“What a unique name,” croons Chad. He’s very English. “Is there a story behind it?”


“My sister is a bit of a free spirit,” Uncle Jack supplies. “When Cor was born, she said she wanted to name her something clean and fresh, but with bite, so Coriander was her choice.”


“You can call me Cor, though. Everyone does.”


Chad smiles and lifts his teacup to his mouth, taking a sip. Awkward silence ensues.


“Well, I’m going to help Cor get settled in her room, and I’ll be right back down,” says Uncle Jack.


He leads me in through a pair of French doors, and the air conditioning is refreshing after multiple hours driving in the sweltering summer sun.


“So, what do you think?” asks Uncle Jack.


“Of Chad?” I pinch the front of my shirt and flutter it back and forth in an effort to get some cool air up there.


He laughs. “No, of the house. It’s still a work in progress, but I think it’s coming along. I’d had my eye on it for such a long time.”


“When was it built?”


“It’s hard to say,” he replies. We begin to climb a narrow staircase hidden behind a door in the corner of a nautically themed parlor. “Legend has it that a famous whaling captain stayed in this house but went back to sea unexpectedly, leaving his fiancée here. He had promised to marry her, but he was killed by an enraged whale.”


That’s what you get for harpooning whales. “What happened to his fiancée?” I ask.


At the top of the stairs, we turn a sharp corner down a tiny hallway. It’s not wide enough for my uncle to walk with my bag at his side, so it trails behind him.


“She married his cousin, though she mourned her beloved for the rest of her life.” He finds another staircase behind a door. “Of course, I don’t know if the story’s true or not.”


“Where are we going?” I ask, maybe a little too quickly. I don’t like dwelling on this topic, this feeling of being left behind.


“The attic.”


I stop. “I’m sleeping in the attic?”


“It’s a finished attic,” he says as he opens my bedroom door. “You’ll like it.”


I cross the wide-planked floors to the wall of windows. We’re high enough that I’m supplied with a hint of a view of Cape Cod Bay. The sun glimmers off the surface of the waves. Turning around, I flop onto the fluffy pillows piled on my bed under a canopy of gauzy white muslin.


Uncle Jack reaches out and then retracts his hand. He covers his mouth. “Maybe,” he starts. “Maybe you could shower before you lie down on the bed? Because you’re sweaty? And I just made it? It’s so fresh.” Then he considers. “But you can’t use the one down the hall. I’m renovating it, so you’ll have to go downstairs.”


“Okay, I’ll go shower.”


“Oh, good.” He grins. “Listen, I have some houses to show this afternoon, so you have the place to yourself. Want to meet me in P-town for dinner later?”


“Sure,” I reply.


“Great! We’ll go to the Sea Ghost. It’s my new place.”


“Okay, text me the address.” I usher him to the door. “And go back downstairs and sit with your new boyfriend.”


“Well, I wouldn’t quite say boyfriend,” says Uncle Jack. “These things take finesse, you know.”


“Then go finesse your new boyfriend. I’ll be, like, twenty minutes.”


He pauses in the doorway. “That’s it?”


“Go away!”


He laughs down the stairs as he leaves. Leaning against the door after I close it, I reach into my pocket and pull my phone out. I search my contacts until I find Brent, my brain struggling to convince itself that it’s a perfectly healthy thing to text a guy who liked hooking up with you but never took you on actual dates.


We parted ways in May, unceremoniously. He said he didn’t want to keep whatever it was we had going considering he was off to college. I said I didn’t want to keep it going, period. But my thumb still hovers over his name in my contact list.


You wouldn’t really text him, would you? Ella asks me.


She lounges on the oversize chair in the corner, watching me as I deliberate whether or not I’m pathetic for even contemplating the act.


You know he doesn’t count as completing that part of our list. You might have gone out with him, but he wasn’t good enough to be your boyfriend. Or anyone’s boyfriend, really. Not when he’s so in love with himself.


I skip Brent Tompkins and scroll back up to Ella Ridgewood.


If I just sent her a text message, sometimes I think—I hope—she’d still be at the other end, on the edge of replying. I could ask her where she went. If there are whales in the afterlife. If she can swim with them.


I send her the text I always send her. The one she’s never read.




Cor (12:43 PM): I miss you. I’m sorry.
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Provincetown hunches itself on the tip of the Cape, curling out into the bay and around the harbor. I crest the highest hill on Shore Road, and I push myself up as much as physically possible while still maintaining a firm grip on the steering wheel. The Jeep veers a little to the left.


I cruise down Commercial Street, passing the tourist traps, the T-shirt shops, the bakeries advertising their Portuguese fried dough, and practically every rainbow flag ever made. The colors of this town swirl around me, somehow combining with the scents of fried seafood and the salty breeze coming in from the pier.


I wonder where I’m supposed to park as I leave behind the buzz of downtown Commercial Street and begin passing little cottages tucked neatly into the corners of their fenced-in lawns, their porches hugged by huge, blooming hydrangea bushes.


On my left, I see the sign for the Sea Ghost, and the building doesn’t look like a restaurant. It looks like someone’s seaside retreat. Across the street, their lot is completely full, but I catch Uncle Jack, locking up the BMW, and I roll down my window.


“Want my spot?” he asks, placing his hand on the door.


“No, I’ll find something.”


Uncle Jack pauses to take in the Jeep. “Good lord, this thing is grotesque. Where the hell did you get it?”


“It’s Rhett’s,” I say. “But he’s on some kind of road trip with his roommates all summer, so I, you know, borrowed it.”


“Does your brother know you borrowed it?”


I clear my throat and dab at a mascara smudge under my eye in the rearview mirror. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”


“Living life on the edge, I see.” He cranes his neck. “Go back the way you came, and there’s a lot on the right. You’ll have to pay.” He shoves a twenty into my hand. Summers with Uncle Jack are wonderful.


I park in the lot Uncle Jack referred to and then cross toward the street, holding my key high in the air to lock the Jeep, but the car doesn’t respond. “Dammit,” I mumble. I keep backing up, my hand over my head, trying to lock the car from every angle imaginable.


I step on an unseen foot behind me and ram into someone’s chest.


“Here, let me try,” says the owner of the foot and the chest, grabbing the keys from my hand.


“Hey!”


I glare up, and he grins down at me, holding the key higher than I ever could, and the Jeep beeps in response. He’s rather disarming, and I can feel the animosity melt from my face.


“There you go.”


I take a step back because I’m suddenly aware of our extremely close proximity. He drops the key into my waiting hand.


“Thanks,” I say.


“Anytime.”


My mouth parts because I want to keep talking to him. Maybe I can think of something ingenious to charm him with.


“Well, see you around,” I say, and keep walking. I grimace internally. See you around? I couldn’t flirt my way out of a hole.


“Something I said?” He has this ease to his presence, to everything he says, that makes me feel like I should answer.


I turn and examine him: his blue-green eyes squinting because of his shit-eating grin, his sandy-brown hair, golden at the tips, and his nose slightly sunburned.


“No,” I reply. Then I thumb toward the street. “I’m meeting someone, though.” I back up, like I’m really busy and I can’t waste any time.


He shoves his hands in the pockets of his dark gray shorts and takes a few steps forward. “Lucky someone.”


As it turns out, he’s not repulsed by my lack of flirtation. Intrigued, perhaps? Or is this weird.


We walk side by side in amiable silence, until finally I need to know. “Are you following me?”


“Nope,” he replies.


“Because we’re heading in the same direction.”


“Looks that way.” He stares down at me, his amusement hardly contained.


“Sure does,” I reply. He’s next to me, hands still secure in his pockets. I try to assess how old he is. Maybe my age. Maybe slightly older.


“I’m a little nervous,” he says quietly.


Fine, I’m hooked. “What are you nervous about?”


“New job,” he says.


“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say to a stranger (a cute stranger) who’s nervous about his new job and feels the need to confide in me. “I’m starting a new job, too.”


“Right now? Because that would be a coincidence.”


“No, this week.”


The Sea Ghost comes into view, and Uncle Jack stands at the end of the sidewalk, waiting for me.


“Here’s where I get off,” says my companion, turning down a side street.


“Oh.” I stop in the middle of the road and watch as he ambles past two Volvo SUVs parallel parked.


He gives me a little wave and then disappears around the side of a building.


“Who was that?” Uncle Jack asks once I arrive.


“I dunno, some guy from the parking lot. He needed to get some stress off his chest.” We head into the restaurant.


“I won’t even ask.”


We enter through what appears to be a front door and into a little sitting area, complete with a fireplace. After a turn down a snug hallway, the dining room opens up before us. Huge windows line the back wall, and the bay laps at the sandy shore.


“I want to sit there,” I tell Uncle Jack.


“Beautiful, isn’t it? Let me order my drink, and they’ll bring us to my table. I even have my own bartender. His name is Terry, and he makes my martini just right.” He ambles over to the shiny oak bar and taps the top. “Barkeep!” he calls.


I lift myself onto one of the stools and rest my elbows on the bar. A big man who I assume is Terry comes out and grins when he sees Uncle Jack. They exchange pleasantries, and Uncle Jack orders his martini.


“There you go,” says Terry once he’s done shaking. He pushes the frosted martini glass over to Uncle Jack, then looks back at me. “Are you gonna sit at the bar, or do you want a table?”


“My table, please,” Uncle Jack says. “By the windows.”


“Sure thing.” He grabs two menus and leads us to a table for two in the corner of the room. From here, we have a perfect view of the harbor, and farther out, the bay. A few ferries pull into their spots near the dock, and past the breakwater, a sailboat floats by.


Around us, groups of friends, couples, all enjoy cocktails and appetizers.


Uncle Jack settles into the seat across from me. “So update me,” he says.


I scan the menu. “Update you on what?” I ask without looking up.


“How’s the family?”


I chuckle a little to myself. Uncle Jack and my mom talk on the phone at least twice a week. Whatever updates he needs, he gets them from her.


“Everyone’s fine,” I say, closing my menu and pushing it away from me. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Terry talking to someone, but I can’t get a good glimpse of who. When he finally turns the corner, I see the guy from the parking lot, tall and tan from the sun. He wraps an apron around his waist. This must be his new job. I quickly divert my attention back to my uncle.


“What is it?” Uncle Jack asks.


“Nothing.”


“It’s something.”


“Just the guy from the parking lot obviously works here, and I think he was trying to flirt with me, but I’m bad at being cute when I can’t plan in advance, so now I’m embarrassed.”


Uncle Jack cranes his neck to see him better.


“Stop it!” I whisper, slapping his hand. He settles back down in his seat. “Ignore him. Keep talking.”


“All right, all right.” Turning back to me, Uncle Jack asks, “How’s the boyfriend?”


I blink. “Really? That’s how you change the conversation?”


“I’m doing my best, Coriander!”


I lean back, raking my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know if he was ever really my boyfriend, officially. But he’s going to college, and I’m busy, so yeah. We’re done now.”


Uncle Jack nods knowingly. “Well,” he says, leaning forward. “Then this is perfect, isn’t it? You have a whole summer to put you first. Your internship, your whales, your passion, your fun. It’s the summer of Coriander.”


Close, but I don’t feel like correcting him. He might be weirded out by the truth. That I have this list of all the things my best friend and I would have done before going to college, and I only have one year left. Doing this internship and spending my summer with the whales is at the top of that list. I’m not ready to be that open, even with Uncle Jack.


“I’m going to run to the restroom real quick,” he says, standing. “Be right back.”


I pull my braid over my shoulder, noticing how being in the sun makes the loose ends more coppery than my usual red, and pretend to study the menu, even though I already know what I want. The thing is, the guy from the parking lot is now across the room from me, spraying down empty tables and then wiping them clean with a white cloth.


I browse through appetizers, scallops wrapped in bacon, Caesar salad, clam chowder, oysters from the raw bar. I even make a study of the wine menu. But he’s at the table right next to mine, and if Uncle Jack were here, he’d be blocking this guy, and I wouldn’t have to think so hard about him or how well that T-shirt fits across his shoulders.


Finally, he finishes, and I lift the menu, now doing a thorough reading of the multiple ways the Sea Ghost prepares lobster. As he passes my table, he taps the top of the menu, leaving behind a folded piece of paper that looks like it’s been ripped from something bigger. I catch a glimpse of him, and he offers me an amused grin over his shoulder as he heads back to the bar.


Opening the scrap of paper, I see that there’s just a social media handle that reads @maybemannix.


Uncle Jack plops down in front of me again, and I jump.


“Oh, sorry,” he says. He lifts his martini and takes a sip. “I thought you saw me coming.”


“It’s okay, I was reading something.” I fold the piece of paper back up and I almost push it away, thinking of leaving it on the table. This summer isn’t about boys from parking lots. It’s about Ella because last summer wasn’t.


I glance back at the bar, watching him chat with a few patrons. Slowly, I inch my hand toward the paper near the salt and pepper. I lean forward, slipping it into my back pocket.
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Chapter Two



I spend more time than I’d like to admit sitting in the oversize chair by the window in my bedroom browsing his Instagram. Apparently, Mannix Reilly is also a lifeguard in Wellfleet. He looks remarkably good in red board shorts, and at Christmas, he wore an ugly sweater of a gaudy tree with flashing bulbs, then topped off the ensemble with a jingling reindeer antlers headband.


He laughs a lot, and his eyes squint up real tight when he does.


I almost put my phone away except that I notice he recently posted something from this morning. A picture of a few other lifeguards drinking coffee in a parking lot overlooking the ocean. Definitely not the parking lot for Cahoon Hollow, otherwise the Beachcomber restaurant would be in the background. Feels like the wrong shape for Newcomb Hollow. It might be White Crest. Before I can think logically about my decision, I launch from the chair, shove a towel, sunblock, and a book into my beach bag, and trot down the back stairs and into the kitchen.


“Going to the beach, gotta run before the lot fills up,” I say, my hand on the doorknob.


“Not so fast,” says Uncle Jack.


I knew he wouldn’t let me leave that easily.


“Aren’t you going to eat something?” he asks from his spot by the stove. He stands over a frying pan of bacon.


“This is fine,” I say as I grab a banana and an apple from the basket on the island. I shove them into my beach tote and retrieve my keys from the bottom.


“Unless you’re Carmen Miranda, it’s not fine. You need a well-rounded breakfast; you’re a growing teenager.”


Pushing my sunglasses up past my forehead, I give him the death stare. “I’m missing peak beach time, you know.”


Uncle Jack transfers the crispy bacon onto a plate piled high with scrambled eggs. “I made breakfast. The least you can do is sit for five minutes and eat it.”


“You are definitely my mom’s brother.”


“That’s what the records say.” He pulls two plates from the upper cabinets and places them on the island. “Now, eat up. I even squeezed some orange juice for us.”


I pour a glass from the pitcher and begin stuffing my mouth. “Mom doesn’t make bacon,” I say between bites.


“She’s always been a little crunchy.” He butters a piece of toast. “But, as you’re my guest for the next two months, get used to it.” Adding a dollop of half-and-half to his coffee cup, he turns on the stool beside me. “When does the internship begin?”


“Tomorrow,” I reply. I try to cover my mouth, but it’s too late. Bits of egg splatter across his forearm. “Sorry.”


He clears his throat and grabs a dish towel. Gently dabbing at his arm, he replies, “Never a problem.”


“I start tomorrow,” I say again once I’ve swallowed.


“And today?”


“Just the beach.”


“Which one?”


“White Crest,” I reply, shoveling a final forkful into my mouth. I swig my orange juice, stand, and pull the legs of my shorts down a bit.


“You are a pithy girl, Cor, do you know that?”


“It’s an art.”


Uncle Jack is quiet for a moment. He sips his coffee and makes a pleased face, allowing his eyes to rove the length of the island and settle on my wrist. “Is that a tattoo?”


I look down at what he’s referencing. Like I wasn’t there holding back my baby tears as the tattoo artist permanently branded me with the black-and-white whale’s tail, the whale with the half fluke, one frosty February night in Philadelphia.


It was my older sister Peyton’s twenty-fourth birthday, and she invited me to come out with her and her friends, told me I was getting morbid and depressing and I needed a night out to shake me from my funk. I was the only one who couldn’t drink, so by the time we arrived at the tattoo parlor that never checked IDs, I was abhorrently sober and their sacrifice for the sake of entertainment.


“You like it?” I ask Uncle Jack.


He frowns. “Does your mother know?”


“I live with her, so I hope she noticed it by now.”


Nodding, he takes another sip of coffee. “It’s, um. Very artsy.”


Uncle Jack’s euphemism for no thank you.


But I’m not unhappy with my whale. I’ve loved this whale with the half fluke from the moment Ella and I picked her out of the adoption pamphlet.


“Okay, I’m full,” I assure him, pushing away from the island and grabbing my tote.


“Be safe!” calls Uncle Jack as I exit the kitchen. “Wear sunscreen! Watch out for sharks!”


“It’s their ocean!” I call back.


Crossing the cobblestone patio, I pull my phone out, squinting at the screen in the midmorning sun. Once again, I’m contemplating texting Brent, which brings about a swell of mixed emotions. A burdened kind of recognition. I wouldn’t know what to say to him, anyway. This is why we couldn’t be together. Because we don’t have anything in common. We never did. I slip my phone back into the side pocket of my bag and pretend the fleeting moment of weakness never even occurred. I hop in the Jeep and drive toward the ocean.


When I turn off Route 6, I follow the road, sheltered by wild trees, as it winds through the forest, then turn right onto Ocean View Drive. The name’s not a liar. Through the scrub pine and the cedar shake houses, the North Atlantic glimmers beneath the cliffs of Wellfleet. The lot for White Crest isn’t full yet, but I have to park far on the end.


Pulling my phone from my bag, I click on @maybemannix’s Instagram one more time. Same-shaped parking lot. Same purple flag with the image of a great white warning beachgoers that there’s always a threat if you go swimming. I crane my neck to see if I can spot the whiteboard, but it’s too far to read clearly.


I look back down at my phone, knowing this is the last time I can check my messages before my service disappears with every step I take to the beach. Tossing it back into my bag, I slip out of the driver’s seat and lock the car. I can’t be distracted now; the sea is calling. And possibly a flirty lifeguard.


Before even stepping onto the sand, I study the whiteboard the lifeguards put up each morning. The water is a bracing sixty-seven degrees, the air temperature is seventy-eight, and there haven’t been any sharks spotted (yet). Lifeguards on duty: Kelsey, Nick, and, oh yes, Mannix. No maybe about it. I stand up a little straighter, fluff my hair, adjust my crop top so that the wide, ripped collar slips off my shoulders, revealing the straps of my blue-and-white-striped bikini. Sunglasses on, flip-flops discarded and tucked into my bag. I’m ready.


The path to the beach is somewhat steep, and going down is infinitely easier than it will be to get back up. At the bottom, the beach stretches to the water in a flat expanse dotted with beach blankets and umbrellas, and in the middle, the lifeguard stand.


Amid the roar of the waves, and then the quiet hush once they hit the sand and trickle back out, sea gulls swoop and soar above me, occasionally landing to pick up a scrap or two abandoned by the countless people on the beach. I make sure not to appear too interested in the lifeguard stand as I pass, searching for an open area away from the crowd.


When I’m sufficiently distanced from my fellow humans, I shake my blanket out a few times and then lay it down on the hot sand. I pull off my T-shirt and shorts, lather on the sunscreen, and attach myself via earbuds to my phone. Now that I’m sufficiently immersed in my beachgoing experience, I scan the lifeguards at the stand. One’s a girl, so not Mannix. One’s super short with curly blond hair, also not Mannix. Is there a possibility that there’s another Mannix on duty today? That doesn’t sound probable at all.


I turn my attention back to the water. I haven’t been swimming since Ella died. I can’t tell if it’s been purposeful or not, only that water has been restricted to drinking and showering. Part of me was afraid that maybe I’d never swim in the ocean again. All those vacations on Cape Cod, winter breaks visiting Grandma in Jupiter, Florida, and splashing in her pool, or floating down the Delaware in the midsummer haze. All lost.


But maybe it’s now or never.


Because I’m spending the whole summer working at a nonprofit that is literally about the ocean and everything in it. Because if I fall off a boat, I should be able to maintain some semblance of calm. I should start by stepping into the ocean now.


I pull my earbuds out of my ears and place them and my phone in a zippered pocket in my bag. I walk to the edge of the water.


The ocean is cold, the breaking waves leaving trails of foam at my feet. I wade in. Wave after wave rolls past me, knocking me in the knees, but I keep going. The water creeps up to my waist. Gulls fly above me, whisked away by the updraft of the wind, and before me, the Atlantic stretches to the east. I clench my eyes shut, take a deep breath, and dive under the next incoming wave.


The sea roars in my ears, sand skidding past my skin as I kneel on the seafloor. I’m safe, I tell myself. I’m in control. I made conscious decisions. I’m swimming near lifeguards. I’m not swimming at dawn or dusk. I haven’t been drinking. I’m not too deep. I know what to do when there’s a rip current.


And the sensation of being underwater is alarmingly calming. The feeling of being close to Ella again is strange and nostalgic, and when I’m here she doesn’t feel so far away, or like she only exists in my imagination.


The sudden sensation of someone’s arm hooked over my shoulders and heaving me upward is startling, and when I break the surface, I suck in a sharp breath and struggle to get out of their grip.


“Let go,” I say, but it’s quiet from my surprise, not the loud, serious scream I intended.


When they don’t, I start to struggle, free my elbow from being pinned against my torso, and lodge it directly in their stomach. I’m released, and I swerve to confront my companion.


“What the fuck?” says Mannix. “Are you okay?” He grips his stomach and backs away from me.


“I’m fine, what the hell are you doing?” I push my wet hair away from my face.


“I was rescuing you!”


“I didn’t need rescuing!”


“Well, I know that now.” He stands there for a minute, taking deep breaths in the waist-high water. “What were you doing?”


“I just dove down and…” I try to think of how to explain it to him, but I can’t. He would never get it. “I’m fine. I was swimming.”


“That wasn’t swimming.”


“I know what swimming is.”


“And I’m trained to rescue people in distress. You disappeared under the water for way too long.”


“Were you watching me?”


He motions behind him at the ATV parked beside my blanket. “I was patrolling the beach, and I saw you go in.”


“You knew it was me.”


He places a hand on his hip and runs the other down his face, flicking off the water. He’s annoyed with me. “Your red hair is kind of a dead giveaway.”


I pull it over my shoulder and twist it into a thick rope.


“Besides, after our riveting conversation yesterday, I had to come back for more.”


This makes me smile, despite everything. He grins.


“Thanks,” I reply.


“No problem.” He clears his throat, becoming suddenly serious and crossing his arms high over his chest.


“Are you okay?” I ask.


“Yeah, totally fine. But, you know.”


“Know what?”


“You know…” He trails off, looking up to the sky. “Maybe readjust.”


I glance down at myself and see that my bikini top has slipped from its normal location. “Holy shit. What the hell?”


“I tried to be polite!” he says, meeting my eyes.


“Well, don’t look!” I motion for him to avert his eyes while I slip my boob back into my bathing suit.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I thought you’d notice on your own. I was trying to be polite.” He turns so his back is facing me, only for a wave to sneak up behind me and shove me into him. He’s a lot faster than I give him credit for. His hand juts out, grabs my forearm, and keeps me from any further embarrassment. “You good?” he asks without looking at me. I’m able to right myself quickly.


“Absolutely freaking great,” I reply. “I’m going to go sit on my blanket and pretend today never happened.”


“Too late,” he says when I stand beside him. “I witnessed it all. Literally everything.”


I glance up at him, and he has this teasingly soft smile that’s the most beguiling thing I’ve ever experienced in my entire life.


“Come on,” he says. “I’ll take you back up the beach.”


I shake my head as we wade through the water together. “No, thanks. I think I’ll read here for a little while.”


He walks me to my blanket, though. “You here for the summer or vacation?”


“The summer,” I tell him. “I’m doing an internship at the Marine Research and Conservation Alliance.”


“Cool,” he says. He still stands there, and I don’t mind, I so desperately want to relieve this tight sense of awkwardness that’s camped out between us. “So did you follow me on Instagram?” he asks me.


“Oh, you know what? I didn’t get to it yet.” This is not technically a lie. I didn’t follow him. I just stalked the shit out of him.


He grins a little lopsidedly, playing along with my lie. “Just happened to be headed to White Crest today?”


“Definitely my favorite beach,” I reply with a nod. “My uncle lives on the other side of Six, but I don’t like the bay beaches as much. Waves aren’t big enough.”


“Yeah, definitely.” He scratches the back of his head and thumbs back toward the lifeguard stand. “I should get back.”


“Of course,” I say with a nod, grabbing my towel and blotting my face. “Thanks for almost saving me.”


“It’s my job.”


Before he can turn to leave, a call goes up among the beachgoers in the distance. Lifeguards grab their binoculars, families launch from their beach chairs and head to the edge of the water. Beside me, Mannix steps into the surf, shading his eyes as the others begin to cheer and clap.


At first, I think it must be a shark. But this reaction is different. It could only be a whale.


Whales have this effect on people like no other animal. When one appears, normal, rational humans transform into cheering, excitable messes. I remember my first whale watch with Ella. A humpback and her calf swam alongside our boat, and every so often, the calf would break from the water, breaching, his long pectoral fins extended into the air. And Ella turned to me and said, “Cor, I’m crying. Why am I crying?”


Because that’s what happens. Because whales always remind you of how small you are. How insignificant you really are. And that even when you’re fifty feet long and forty tons, possessing a physical power no human has ever had, you can still lead the gentlest of lives. It’s why whales are worth dedicating my life to.


Now, at the edge of the Atlantic, I stand on my tiptoes and wonder how many of these whales I’ve seen. Two spouts flare into the hazy sky, and from the shape of them and the time of year, these can only be humpbacks. As they pass us, we applaud and cheer as though they were saints.


After spending a few minutes at the surface, their signature “hump” appears as they begin to dive, and then finally, a glimpse of their magnificent flukes. Streams of water drip from the first whale, and the second only has a fluke and a half. The right side is missing an entire section. I pace away from Mannix, hoping to follow along the shoreline in the direction they’re going.


Our whale. The whale Ella and I adopted when we were eleven. I stare down at my wrist, her tail permanently tattooed on my body. I asked for a sign. I asked for something that would matter, and I’m a logical person, I like facts and figures, but this whale feels like something I can’t explain. Like she was answering my call.


A few minutes pass, but they don’t return. They’re probably far out at sea now.


I return to my blanket, trying to appear unaffected. I try to convince myself that the waters off Cape Cod are filled with whales, and these whales return year after year. Only not many of them are missing a piece of their fluke, and the chances of that whale being here, now… I can’t wrap my head around it.


“I saw a whale!” says a little boy with a beach ball. He trots up to Mannix, tossing his toy into his hands.


“Yeah, they were awesome, right?” Mannix replies.


The boy looks like he might be in kindergarten, and he sports reflective blue sunglasses and swim shorts covered in sharks. “So awesome,” he agrees.


“Jackson,” says Mannix, putting his arm around the kid’s shoulders. “I’d like you to meet this girl I didn’t save from the ocean whose name I still don’t know.”


Jackson waves like this is a totally normal introduction.


“Jackson is my neighbor’s nephew,” Mannix continues, poking Jackson playfully. “He’s staying on the Cape for the summer, too.”


“Hey, buddy.” I put my hands on my hips and look down at him. “Do you like whales?”


He nods, digging his toe into the sand and making shapes. “Yeah, I like whales. I like spiders, too.”


“Spiders are pretty cool.” That’s basically a lie.


He grabs his beach ball from Mannix and gallops back to his family.


I stand for a moment, trying to come up with a way to introduce myself to someone who’s actually seen more of me than most people. Finally, I say, “My name’s Coriander.”


“Coriander,” Mannix repeats.


I brace for the inevitable comment.


“That’s pretty.”


My shoulders relax.


He extends his hand. “Mannix Reilly.”


I smile and shake it. “Coriander Cabot.”


Turning from me but still smiling over his shoulder, he ambles back to his ATV, repeating quietly to himself, “Coriander Cabot.”
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Chapter Three



The Nature Center is a huge, modern building with massive glass windows overlooking a pond and shares a parking lot with an ocean beach. It’s full today, with beachgoers and the Marine Research and Conservation Alliance summer volunteers who all have to attend an orientation. Volunteers like me.


I’m right on time as I pull into a parking spot in the middle of the lot, and as I walk into the foyer of the building, I’m greeted with the sound of quiet murmurings and people gathering. There’s a folding table covered in name tags, and a man with both arms covered in sleeves of intricate ocean-themed tattoos and bleached-blond hair pulled back into a bun. His name tag hangs around his neck: JUSTIN BURKE (HE/HIM), ORLEANS, MASSACHUSETTS.


“What’s good? I’m Justin,” he says, extending his hand.


“Coriander Cabot.” I take his hand. He has an intense handshake.


“Coriander, Coriander,” he says, searching through the layout of name tags. “Who could forget that name, right?”


“Not me.” I smile and tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear.


“Here we go.” He lifts my name tag and presents it to me: CORIANDER CABOT (SHE/HER), DUSK HOLLOW, NEW JERSEY. My existence reduced to one laminated name tag. “Glad to have you with us this summer, Coriander.”


“Me, too.” I smile, draping it around my neck.


“Here’s some paperwork we’re going to have you fill out. Any allergies, emergency contacts, you know the drill.” He hands me a clicky pen and points across the foyer. Two people my age stand near the open staircase that leads upward, clutching their paperwork and clipboards and glancing around. “Over there you’ll find Kyle and Mia, your volunteer colleagues this summer. Go mingle, make friends!”


I do as I’m told, trying not to make eye contact too overeagerly, but still wanting them to accept me because this is the worst, and I’m sure they feel the same way. The first day of anything is the worst. You’re always inevitably alone, you have to extend yourself when making new acquaintances, and then conjure forced small talk. But I take a deep breath, envisioning the knot in my stomach slowly unraveling.


“Hi,” I say when I arrive.


“Hello.” Name tag: MIA CHO (SHE/HER), FALLS CHURCH, VIRGINIA.


“Hey.” Name tag: KYLE SONNEVELD (THEY/THEM), RHINEBECK, NEW YORK.


I notice they’re both busy staring at my name tag, too, and I might as well save them the awkwardness. “Coriander,” I say. “Like the spice, but if ever you need my attention, and you feel weird yelling Coriander across a room, I usually go by Cor.”


“I like that, though,” says Mia. She bounces on her feet. “It’s nice to meet you.” Mia’s long, thick black hair is held back with a headband, and she has the most genuine smile I’ve ever seen on another person.


“It’s nice to meet both of you.”


“Kyle,” they say, extending their hand. Kyle is well over six feet tall, and Mia must be close to a foot shorter than that. I’m pleasantly in the middle, and I already like them both. I didn’t anticipate making friends at this internship, but it gives me butterflies to think it might end up that way. “Did you fill out your paperwork yet?”


“Just started.”


Mia sighs. “I need to text my mom and see if she knows my blood type offhand.”


I study the paperwork in my hands. “They’re thorough here.”


“I’m surprised we don’t need a physical,” says Kyle, tossing their long brown hair over their shoulder.


“I’d have a physical if it meant securing this internship,” says Mia. “I’ve been counting down the days until this summer.”


I touch her elbow. “Me, too.”


“So where are we all staying?” Kyle asks. “Nearby? Maybe we can carpool. I would love to carpool and get coffee together in the morning.”


“My family rented a cottage in Truro for the summer,” Mia replies. “Has a nice view of a pond, and an outdoor shower.”


“That sounds lovely,” says Kyle.


“That’s the only shower.” She smiles up at them. “It’s um… sparse.”


Kyle nods. “Oh, I see. Like a real Thoreau experience.”


“Something like that. What about you?” Mia asks them.


“I’m staying in my cousin’s little apartment in Provincetown. I have a pullout couch and an outlet for my phone, and that’s all I need.”


“How about you, Cor?” Mia asks. I like Mia’s cute sundress, and her flip-flops with the big daisies at the toe.


“I’m staying with my uncle in Wellfleet. He lives there.”


“Is he, like, a cool uncle?” Kyle asks. “Or an annoying suffocating uncle who doesn’t respect your autonomy?”


“No, he’s the best,” I reply with absolute confidence.


The crowd around us begins to stream into a separate room with a whiteboard in the front and posters of the Cape’s wild birds. Kyle, Mia, and I find three seats in the second row, right at the end. But just as I’m getting comfortable, situating my clipboard on my lap so that I can continue to fill out my paperwork while the presenter speaks, a tall Black woman kneels down beside Kyle.


“Hey, group,” she says. She has long coils pulled back from her face in a high bun on the top of her head and wears a MRCA T-shirt, khaki shorts, and gleaming white sneakers. “I’m Lottie.”
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