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For my sons.

The story of how you walked into my life will always be the greatest story I could ever tell.



BEFORE

My mother had been pacing the lip of the ocean for hours, talking to the Water People the way she did. They tended to visit when the fog rose high, and the fog always rose high when my mother neared the sea.

On the back deck, I leaned against my gram’s chest as we watched my mother patrol the slice of shore where the waves met our backyard. Her long yellow skirt was wet at the bottom, the waterline crawling up the cloth as she walked back and forth and then back again. Her skirt held the brightest glow under the stars, and the light made six-year-old me wonder if my mother carried the moon tucked under her heart.

I didn’t tell Gram how I squinted my eyes to try to see the Water People. I didn’t tell her how much I wanted to run to my mother on nights like this, pull her away from the spell of the people who visited with the mist.

I wanted to talk to the people who lived in the ocean and I wanted to hear the words they spoke in whispers carried on waves. Because then I could tell them to go away, that my mother didn’t need them.

But no one ever heard their voices.

No one but my mother.

I watched her pluck small stones from the band of foamy sea spit, collecting jewels from the deep. My blood ran with excitement, wanting her to come to the deck and show me all the rocks made glossy from the lick of seawater, give them to me like gifts. She’d tell me of their origin and how they were millions of years old, once trampled on by dinosaurs, squeezed by continents of ice. Sometimes we would find broken glass, pieces soft at the edges thanks to time and the rolling current. We would talk about the story of the glass, how a great ship lost an exotic perfume container to the sea, its purple shell shattering into treasure of a different kind.

Then there were the broken bits of potter’s clay my mother would tuck against her breast, as if holding these shards could make the pottery whole again. She told me tales of how the Water People left their pots behind. She knew everything about the Water People, and I was both jealous and frightened.

But my mother never showed me the rocks that day. As I waited, Gram’s body went rigid behind me. It felt as if her heart had stopped, as if she froze still. I wondered if she finally saw the Water People too. But Gram rose too quickly, dumping me from her lap. I knew then that my world was turning over. My gram didn’t bend to me to see if I was okay. She only said one word. Tossed into the ocean, a skipping stone.

No!

Just that one word, but it seemed so loud over the waves, over the breathing of the sea. The small lonely word thumped inside of me, replacing my heartbeat. No. No. No. I didn’t chase after Gram as she darted into the house. I heard the frantic hum of her words spoken into the phone in our kitchen.

I stayed watching my mother hunt for larger rocks to add to the pockets of her long skirt. How my mother bunched the skirt at her waist as the elastic band began to slide at her hips. I could see the weight of the rocks was almost too much to bear. And I watched her walk straight into the waves with all that weight on her body, with so much purpose in her every step. I thought she might go into the sea and bring the Water People back for me.

But it was Gram who brought my mother back. She ran out of our house, across the lawn. Gram dove into the midnight water and drew my mother from the grip of the deep. She wrestled her to shore and rocked her daughter’s wet limbs in the cradle of her own body. My mother curled her long legs so tightly to her chest, as if she wanted them to disappear. My mother still called to the sea from the safety of Gram’s arms, her words wet and distant.

My mother and Gram stayed locked together like that for so long I thought the sun might have enough time to rise, push away the moon. But I couldn’t watch for the sun. I kept my eyes on my mother as she eyed the sea. Knowing, without anyone telling me, that she wanted to be with the Water People more than she wanted to be with me. Fear crept inside of me then, a dark eel slicking through my veins.

After Gram walked my mother to the ambulance, she came to hold me once again, wrapping me close enough to sync our fears. I pressed into the thundering wail of her heartbeat.

I told Gram I would never need the people from the deep.

Gram promised she would never leave me.

I latched tight to her promise.

As the sirens faded in the distance, I burrowed hard against my gram so that no one could climb between us, separate my heart from hers.



CHAPTER ONE

There is no name for what I am.

Boys have their choice of titles—lobsterman, sternman, fisherman—but since I’m a girl, I am none of these. My gender isn’t welcome at sea, which is ridiculous since no one is more tied to the moon and the ocean than a female. But maritime lore has always claimed that a girl on a ship is bad luck, even though nearly every sailor in the history of braving the ocean has named his boat after a girl. Men even invented the mermaid to feel safer at sea.

I’ll always defend my right to fish the water.

But today I don’t want to be here.

I nudge my wrist forward, pressing against the throttle to make the Rilla Brae quicken. My lobster boat—the one Dad named for me—cuts a certain path through the rough, curling Maine water. The morning fog parts as I push against its thickness, the displaced mist twisting into thin gray fingers, beckoning me toward deeper waters.

I go because I have to.

Because it’s what my father would have wanted.

I steer toward the swath of ocean my family has fished for generations while the GPS bleeps out navigation points. I silence the machine and its piercing electronic pulses because I don’t need technology to find the string of lobster traps my father set into the deep three days ago—his last day on earth. The watery pathway leading to the Gulf of Maine is an artery I’ve traveled since before I could crawl. Its inlets are as recognizable—as memorable—as the laugh lines that track around my father’s eyes.

Tracked.

The VHF radio above my head wakes with static before I hear Reed’s voice. “All in, Rilla Brae?”

I pull down the mouthpiece and press the side button to talk. “All in.” It’s the same response I always give Reed when he checks in on my fishing. All in. These two words let him know I’m on the water. That I’m all right and that I love him—things you need a code for when talking over a public channel.

A wave of static and then, “Charlotte Anne, out at Lip Gulley, watching for you, Rilla Brae.” The voice is Billy Benson’s, captain of the Charlotte Anne—a vessel named for his wife—and I’m not sure if he’s watching for me or my boat or both. I don’t have time to respond before Emmet Teale’s call comes across the wire: “Maddie Jean, good to hear ya on the line, Rilla Brae.”

“Heavy seas today. Keep beam to.” George Mank, telling me to keep my boat perpendicular to the swells, even though I know what he’s really telling me. How all the fishermen are using their own kind of code to say the hard things.

I press the VHF button and ask: “You boys gonna tie up this channel all day with this lovefest?”

Being a wiseass might be the most sacred language among us on the water. It tells the men that I’m okay, even if I’m not.

The radio chirps with a lighter chatter about weather and bait prices as I slow near a green-and-orange buoy bobbing with our family’s fishing colors. Dad, Gram, and I spent the winter painting all eight hundred of our Styrofoam buoys—a thick horizontal stripe of orange crossed with a thin vertical strip of green. The specific colors and design mark our traps. My traps now. Every fishing family knows each other by the colored pattern of their buoys. Just as every fishing family knows it’s forbidden to set one’s traps in another family’s fishing grounds. It’s a hard thing to think I’m a fishing family of one now. Well, me and Gram. But Gram doesn’t go out on the water anymore.

I flick the throttle to neutral and step outside the wheelhouse to cast my hook, spearing the buoy rope on the first try. I pull the lobster line manually—old-school—straining the muscles in my arms and back to coax the metal crate from the bottom of the sea. It rises inch by inch through the layers of water as I work the wet rope through my hands.

My arms tire quickly.

The soggy, slack rope curls into a sleeping snake behind my feet as the corner of the first lobster trap breaks the water. Its green metal edge winks against the gray waves as it sloughs off excess water. My heart stutters as I hold the trap at the waterline, unable to let it fully break the surface.

“This is the moment,” he’d say, and I’d watch my dad’s frame swell with hope for the catch, each trap a new gift. “What treasure will the sea bestow upon us?”

I want to hold the trap suspended like this for the rest of time, feel my father’s enthusiasm here with me. But of course I can’t. I reach for the trap, insert my gloved fingers into the wire mesh, and wrestle the cage onto the deck.

And then a smile crests on my lips. A pop of laughter jumps from inside of me.

Because the trap is full and it feels like a gift from my dad.

I cast my eyes to the sky to thank him, even if I wasn’t raised to believe in heaven or happily ever afters.

*  *  *

By the time I reset my string of a hundred pots and deliver my catch to the fisheries co-op, the sun has bullied away the fog and swallowed every drop of cool air. I shed my heavy rubber overalls and strip down to my everyday uniform of leggings and a plain white tee. I turn my course toward home, where Gram will be waiting.

Only Gram.

I raise my face to the sun to let its warmth reach inside of me, stretch into my bones. I keep my hips pressed against the boat’s steering wheel, coasting in the sea that has calmed now. My reliable engine hums as I watch the sleek missile dive of an oil-black cormorant. The bird retrieves a fish from the water and spreads her wings against the blue-and-white marble sky as she flies off with her breakfast.

Life and death in a heartbeat.

The bird disappears into the thick green tree line of a nearby island just as my boat lurches to a violent stop, pitching me forward. My hip bone slams against the corner of the instrument panel and pain sears along the length of my body, hot as fire. At the back of the boat, my engine misfires with a shotgun blast that raises thunder in my heart. Then the engine dies.

Leaving me bobbing, alone at sea without power.

Every mariner’s nightmare.

I scan the console, but it’s darkened to black. No electricity. No VHF. I throw the motor into neutral and crank the key. The engine doesn’t speak. The boat tumbles with the sway of the waves. I try the key again. Nothing. And no cell reception along this waterway.

I draw in a deep breath. I know this boat. I’ve got this.

Except, maybe I don’t.

I move to the engine at the back. I run my fingers along the fuel lines, testing every valve, every connection. The fuel filter’s clean. No broken belts, no blown hoses. I straighten, mystified. And that is when Malaga Island draws my full attention—or rather, the small wooden boat resting at its shore. The empty skiff is old, its paint beaten bare from Maine’s harsh seasons. But who does it belong to? And can they give me help if I need it?

Help. Something I’ve never been good at asking for.

The current pushes me closer to the uninhabited island, which isn’t much more than a rough mound of stone. The island’s trees are thick green spruce, with pointed, triangle tips that gobble up the sunlight. Tufts of fennel grass cling for life along the rough, small beach. And then, a figure.

A girl.

Maybe my age.

She is bent and focused as if rubbing something against the rocks. Her dark braids slip over her sharp shoulders as she leans forward, pulls back. Rhythmically. Expertly.

I wave, but the girl doesn’t look up.

I call to her, my hands cupped around my cry. “Hello!” I fan my arm again, cutting a single arc through the air. The girl doesn’t respond. I stare at her too-long dress, its white lace seeming so out of place.

The air buckles, allowing a cold current to sweep across the water. The wind has the bite of winter in its breath, too icy for June. My skin blooms with gooseflesh.

Then I hear her.

The girl raises a song over the pounding waves, a low and mournful melody that lifts louder as she presses forward and back, her eyes never leaving her task. Her tune sounds like a lullaby from my childhood. Maybe something Gram would hum as she cradled me in her rocking-chair lap. Or is it from the forgotten depths of days when my mother lived here? Did my mother know this song? Sing it to me?

My memory can’t pull up the words, but it doesn’t matter.

Because it feels like the girl is singing for my loss.

I call to her again. “Hello!” My yell is primal, and I’m not entirely sure it has anything to do with my need to be rescued. When she looks up I see her brown face, her large eyes finding me. Do I know this girl? A word forms on her wide mouth, but the shrill bleat of an air horn devours all other sound. I startle and turn.

Old Man Benner’s slick new lobster boat—appropriately named Pretty Penny—putters beside mine, dwarfing the Rilla Brae. He cups one hand around his mouth and calls, “Ya’s all right, Rilla?”

“Fine.” The lie is quick and spiteful. I’d rather swim home than accept help from Reed’s grandfather, but I hear my dad’s words: “You get farther with sugar than you do with spice, sunfish.” I throw a forced smile.

“Glad ta see ya pulling them pots.” Now it’s his turn to lie. Only one morning after Dad’s death, Old Man Benner called Gram to bully me off our fishing grounds. I listened with my head pressed to hers, our ears tented over the kitchen wall’s landline receiver. When I heard Old Man Benner’s dense Maine accent spit out the words “Ayuh. Ocean’s no place for a girl,” I hung up on him, leaving me alone with Gram and her stern stare. I set twice as many traps into the deep that day.

“Sorry again ’bout ya father.” Old Man Benner’s tongue is thick with Maine, making father sound like fath-ah. It’s the regional accent Dad trained out of me from the first words I spoke. Not because he was ashamed of our roots, but because he knew it would mark me, and he wanted me to make my mark on the world instead.

“Need anything?” Old Man Benner calls.

A tow. My father. I need to believe I didn’t fail Dad on his last day, the way his heart did. I slide my dignity down where I can’t hear its protest and move to the rail. A request for help sits on my lips, but my pride won’t give it sound. “I’m all set.” Another lie.

“Ya shouldn’t be out he-ah, Rilla.” Benner sucks on a toothpick, teetering it between his teeth. “No sayin’ what could happen to a girl alone.”

The threat smacks me hard enough to rattle my head. My blood thickens with hate. “I’ll keep that in mind.” I stretch my arm toward him, hold up my open palm when I want to hold up my middle finger. He laughs at my fisherman’s—fishergirl’s?—wave, jimmying that gnawed toothpick deep in his bite.

My wave is enough to make him move on, and I flip him the bird once he’s passed. His boat stirs a wake that leaves me bobbing in giant man-made swells. When the sea settles, I try the key again. Nothing. It’s okay, I tell myself. I’ll ask the girl for help. It’ll be easy. People ask for assistance all the time. I reach for a rag under the console, find a white square of torn sheet and raise it over my head, readying to wave the international distress signal.

But the girl is gone. I trade the SOS cloth for my binoculars and scan the island.

She is nowhere.

I settle into the captain’s chair—my chair now.

I search Malaga with a strange disappointment swelling my heart. I don’t know why I feel solidarity with the girl; maybe because she’s not supposed to be out here. Same as me.

I stand quickly, feeling trapped. My binoculars catch the edge of the key as they fall from my lap. The electronic gauges light up. “Well, hello,” I say, bringing my fingers to the dashboard. I turn the key fully and the motor turns over with a smooth rumble, shimmying the boat to life.

“Good girl.” I pet her console before I set the Rilla Brae in gear and ease nearer to the island. I stop before the sea becomes too shallow. I look for the girl and her boat, but there are no signs of either. I press the heels of my palms against my eyes and know I need more sleep. Could I have imagined her? How else could she be here one minute and not the next?

Because a boat can’t just disappear.

Unless she pulled the skiff ashore and it’s resting in an island inlet I can’t see. I decide that’s what’s happened before turning the helm toward home. I set my course to Fairtide Cottage, the only home I’ve ever known.

And I see our flag at half-mast.

All the flags on our fishing peninsula ripple at half-mast.

When I dock the Rilla Brae, Gram greets me, barefoot as always. She’s made of sturdy Downeast stock and tries to hide the grief that slumps her shoulders as she marches across the yard, intent on inspecting the cooler filled with a sampling of today’s catch. Tonight’s dinner.

With each of Gram’s steps, the melody of the girl’s song returns, rising as Gram gets closer. It feels new and old all at once. Like I know it, but I’m also discovering it. My ears fill with the tune. My heart swells for it. My memory reaches for it. The song wraps me in the safety of my past and promises the same for my future. Come here, come here. My dear, my dear, it says.

“What’s that song?” My words sound weak, as if I were too afraid to speak them.

“Song?” Gram bends to tug on my dock lines to make sure they’re secure.

I clear my throat. “The one you were singing.”

“Wasn’t me singing this time,” Gram says. She’s been the world’s biggest fan of  The Who since forever ago. It’s not uncommon to hear her belting out “Pinball Wizard” while she’s beating eggs or glazing a pie. But today Gram puts her hand on my shoulder, like she knows maybe the song I’m asking about is in my head. Like she knows my head is crammed with too much noise. She gives my shoulder a gentle squeeze and the music stops.

We’re left to the beat of lapping waves and the chorus of brawling seabirds hovering always at the shore.

Gram boards the Rilla Brae as I study the rise of granite and trees that make up the forty acres of Malaga Island. I’m searching still for the girl, even from here. Listening for her song. Gram watches me carefully, an unasked question in her eyes. “Maybe Hattie’s singing.” She nods up at the house. “She’s waiting for ya.”

Hattie. The last girl I want to see.



CHAPTER TWO

Hattie is up by Gram’s medicinal garden, picking tiny blue petals off a forget-me-not as if she’s counting he loves me, he loves me not. I almost want Gram to reprimand her for this gardening offense and ban her from the property.

Hattie meets me in the middle of the lawn that holds the divots of our cartwheels, the scars of our bonfires—the wounds of all eleven years of our friendship.

“Hey,” she says, testing the waters.

“Hey.” I let the silence gather between us.

“So you won’t answer my texts.”

“There’s a lot going on.”

“Too busy to let me know how you’re holding up?”

“I’m fine.” Lie. I shift my feet in the grass and envy the stability of the ground.

“Do you wanna hang out? Keep your mind off stuff ?”

I bristle, my back straightening. “My father’s death isn’t ‘stuff.’ ”

“Of course not.” Hattie retreats a step, a concession so against her bold nature. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought you might want to go somewhere. You know, get away.”

Like Senior Celebration Day, the day after graduation? Hattie dragged me there even though I’d told her a hundred times that I didn’t want to go to another predictable quarry party.

“I can’t.” Maybe if I’d been working on the boat that day I could have radioed for help. Or maybe my father’s heart wouldn’t have had to work so hard if I’d been hauling traps with him.

“You can’t or you won’t?”

Can’t. Won’t. It’s hard to see the difference. “Both. I don’t know, Hattie.” I realize it’s not rational to blame her; I was the one who abandoned my dad. Still.

She casts her eyes to her feet. “Maybe I should go.”

I nod as if that’s even an answer. Because the last thing I can do is explain any of my actions to her. All I know is that forgiving her means forgiving myself for leaving my dad alone to die at sea. How can I ever be ready to do that?

Hattie turns, and I immediately feel a pull to run to her, get swallowed in her hug. But my feet are too grounded now. Stuck.

I focus on Gram’s blooming lilac bushes, their branches bending with the weight of their own beauty. The air is filled with the smell of the warm lilac compresses Gram would make to soothe my childhood cuts, calm suspicious rashes. Is there any combination of flowers that have properties powerful enough to quiet the agony of loss?

Hattie twists before disappearing around Gram’s garden. She fixes her eyes, hangs them on me with regret. “Losing you to Rhode Island next year scares the shit out of me, Rills. I just wanted one more day with you. An afternoon when we didn’t have to think about a future without each other.” Her plea now is so similar to the one that swayed me to ditch work on Senior Celebration Day, a lifetime ago. “If I’d known any of this would have gone down this way . . . I would have done it all differently and you know that. You know me, Rilla.”

I’m not sure what I know anymore. I turn and head back to the boat.

Filled with resentment toward Hattie.

And forgiveness.

And everything in between.

*  *  *

My father owned exactly one dress jacket, but I wanted him buried in his favorite sweater, the one with frayed cuffs and a high fisherman’s neck. I found his suit jacket at the back of his closet. It is navy blue and stubborn. It refuses to let go of my father’s smell, so I wear it over my dress as we return home from his funeral the following day.

The jacket’s interior lining is silk and slips off my shoulders when I move. I pull the front of the blazer tighter across my middle as if the fabric is strong enough to keep the liquid spill of my heart from drowning our kitchen table.

“It was the finest kind of service.” Gram doesn’t turn from the stove, where she is literally watching a pot that won’t boil. “I can’t think of a soul who wasn’t there.”

I don’t point out the obvious.

Gram adjusts the mesh silver tea ball steadied over one of the two waiting mugs, her small, practiced movements too much like his. “Your father would have been some touched by the speech ya gave today, Rilla.”

A hiccup of grief jumps high in my chest, and suddenly it’s hard to breathe. I turn to the window, toward Gram’s flowers. My eyes cloud as they watch a bumblebee hover over the cone of a deep purple lupine. The insect’s bright color and free wings beam in direct contrast to the black wall of suits that stood in the church today, the straight broad shoulders of the fishermen who carried Jonathan Brae’s casket out of the church and across the cemetery green.

I watch the bee crawl into the bloom, depositing a story, Gram would say. Bees sew stories through the earth, leaving one tale while raising up another. They carry the stories on the whisper of their wings, Gram says.

I pull my eyes from the bee emerging from the lupine. “What do we do now?”

The snake hiss of the kettle builds. “Now we get on with the business of living, hard as that may be.” The teapot screams.

Gram sets my mug in front of me, and lemon steams the air. Gram uses fresh lemon rind, shaved into thinness before she adds it to her tea leaves. I hadn’t grown past her knees when she first taught me about how the citrus skin would soothe my sore throat, how ancient healers believed inhaling the zest would improve a person’s mood. Today, though, I’m calling bullshit.

Gram settles her mug onto the opposite side of the table before taking her seat. Even this small act reminds me how off-balance our family is now. We are a tripod missing a leg.

“I think I have to notify the University of Rhode Island, let them know I won’t be coming.”

“Is that what ya want?”

“It doesn’t seem like the universe is particularly interested in what I want.”

“Maybe so.” Gram rounds her gnarled fingers around the curve of her cup. “But I’m not asking the universe. I’m asking ya, Rilla.”

I shift in my seat just to feel the cool silk of my father’s jacket slide across my skin. “I need to stay here. Someone has to fish.” And Gram is too old to lobster. “If I don’t keep lobstering, you know Old Man Benner will claim our grounds before my bags are even packed for school.” I fail to mention that my bags have been packed for the University of Rhode Island for weeks.

“And would that be the worst thing?”

We both know the worst thing has already happened. I bring my fist to my chest to keep the sadness from rising, too late. A sob escapes. “Dad wouldn’t want to forfeit our legacy.”

“No.” Gram stirs honey into her tea. “He wouldn’t want that for him. But he certainly wouldn’t want ya sacrificing your future for his past either.” She tinks her spoon against the edge of her cup before her gaze challenges mine, forces me to look away. “From where I’m sitting, it feels wholly possible for ya to go to college and fish the summers. We’ll manage.”

My head screams: How? How could we manage? Who will pay the bills? Watch out for Gram? Leaving is absurd; it’s no longer an option.

I’m grateful when the doorbell announces Brenda Sherfey on the step offering tuna casserole and condolences. I abandon Brenda’s food to the counter because the fridge is already crammed with sorrow. Then I leave Gram to the soothing words of her bridge partner and disappear upstairs to my room.

I’m not surprised to see Reed there, at the dormered window seat that overlooks the water. Reed Benner, the only good Benner. Old Man Benner and my dad hated when we started dating, and maybe that’s why we did it. At first. Reed’s been using the rose trellis to climb into my bedroom for the last two years, like our time together is a secret even if everyone knows about us. He turns when he hears me enter my room, pats the window seat cushion next to him. He is mere feet away, but it takes so long to reach him. My steps seem too slow, like time and my body are being dragged forward against my will.

Dorm room cubes wait against the front wall of my room. They hold strangely normal items, like flip-flops and an extra-long twin sheet set. The sheets are sun yellow. The shower shoes are a size too big. I’d planned to exchange both, except now I can’t. How can I surrender the gifts my father presented waiter-style, a platter of sheets and shoes with an oversize hoodie from the University of Rhode Island perched on top? And his smile then, how it welled with pride for the first Brae to attend college. I dust my fingers over the edge of the sheet square as I pass and I’m surprised by how these insignificant items scream with importance now. It wasn’t like this with my mother, who has stayed away for years by choice, who left before making memories for me to miss.

But my dad is everywhere.

At the window, I let Reed gather me in his arms. He rests my head against his side as I tuck my knees into a ball, my body turned toward the water, the sea breeze. Dad’s dress jacket drapes over me, a blanket.

“You’re stoned,” I tell him, like he doesn’t already know. It’s a familiar fog that covers Reed’s eyes lately.

Reed twists a curl at my temple, lets the soft hair wrap around his finger like an eager vine. “Ayuh.”

“At the funeral too.”

“Had to be.”

The funeral took years, each moment stretching itself into a day. “Did you have to smoke? It felt”—feels—“disrespectful.”

“It’s a heavy day, Rill.” His words make a bullet of anger rise in me. Like I don’t know today is weighted with loss? But then he takes my hand and my fury gets pulled down, pushed away. If I don’t know how to deal with this kind of grief, how can I be mad at Reed for dealing in his own way?

“Rill?”

“I’m here.” I close my eyes to Reed’s rhythmic stroking of my temple, the way his fingers draw precise lines around my features. Memorizing me, he says. For when we can’t be together.

“Maybe today. Maybe all this happened—”

“Don’t.” My quick warning is a whisper, a plea. “Please.” Don’t tell me there’s reason in this.

I can’t hear again how much Reed wants me to stay in Maine, turn down my scholarship. He’s never understood that I need to study harder, work harder than the men here. Reed left high school midway through our junior year to get his GED because he was already making good money catching bugs. Fishing’s all he’s ever wanted to do, which is fine. I just don’t have the energy to fight over our future again.

“Okay.” Reed pulls me closer, his arm wrapped around my waist. “Let’s just sit here in the quiet.”

Yes. Quiet. “Quiet is good.”

He leans his head back against the window, exhales softly. Outside, the Rilla Brae bobs at the dock. The water is calm for the entire stretch of the inlet, as far as Malaga Island and beyond. These are the days my father wouldn’t fish. “Never trust a quiet sea, sunfish,” he’d say—each time sounding like the first time he was bestowing this bit of advice.

I feel my father here with us as I fix my eyes on the sea and watch an impossible tidal wave begin to grow off the shores of Malaga. The water rises, becomes a wall reaching for the sky. Higher, stronger, its frothed cliff edge as white as the clouds. My back straightens. The rogue wave builds. Hurries toward my house. Its blue swell charges at us as if we are its target. I bolt upright and press my palms against the window, try to push back the water. The enormous wave slaps at the lawn, lunges toward the house.

I claw at Reed.

A scream rips from my throat, fills my ears.

The pelting spray crashes against my second-story window, hard as hail. The bullets of water drive me backward as wind squeals through the window’s frame. I trip to the floor, screaming. The gust carries a northeast chill that traps ice in my bones.

The air is as cold as death.

Then there is Reed’s voice, his strong arms shaking me. “Rilla?” His eyes are wide, so alert now. “What’s wrong?”

Reed. I scramble to my feet. “You’re okay.” My words mumble with disbelief. I dash to the window. “The wave, the—” The aftermath steals my thoughts.

The Rilla Brae buoys gently in the sleeping current. Unharmed.

I press my hand to the windowpanes, matching my fingers to the prints I left only seconds ago. The glass shimmers in the mid-June sun. Dry. “The water. It rose up over the lawn.”

Reed’s hand meets my back in a way that suggests he’s holding me upright. “Water?”

I point as Reed gazes out over our quiet yard. Our dry lawn. “Didn’t you . . . ?”

My memory hears my dad answer before my question can fully pass my lips: “It’s been a longer day than any twenty-four hours has a right, Rilla. A mind can bend with exhaustion.”

My father’s right. Even now, he’s right.

“Everything’s okay.” Reed presses his hand against the small of my back. “Everything’s gonna be okay.” But I sense how he’s trying to make sense of this strangeness in me. And I feel his distance, how he doesn’t gather me to his side.

“Tomorrows always arrive lighter,” my father says. Said.

It’s the first time I don’t believe him.



CHAPTER THREE

I fear I’ll never know deep sleep again.

Reed convinced me that yesterday’s vision was the fallout of insomnia: nightmares visiting in full view of the sun. I can’t shake the fear that it was something more. I should have asked him to stay with me last night—for protection or comfort. Or both. But independence was drilled into me early. I have a hard time asking anyone for help, even if it is Reed and I really needed it.

I crawl out of bed and layer for the sea. T-shirt. Leggings. Fleece. My bright orange Grundens are on a hook upon the Rilla Brae, like always, even though I won’t need my rubber overalls or my all-weather jacket today. It’ll be different this winter. I won’t be able to pull on enough layers. If I stay.

In the kitchen, I pack my lunch. I make Dad a sandwich too. Out of habit.

Gram squeezes through the patio doors, joins me in the kitchen. Her sigh is heavy and foreign; Gram never complains.

“Everything all right?” I suspend my knife in the peanut butter jar and hear the absurdity of my question only after it passes my lips.

“Ayuh.” She wrestles her dirt-caked gardening gloves from her fingers and abandons them to the table. Tiny pebbles of earth skitter across its worn wood surface. Gram looks out at her back gardens, clean hands planted on her sturdy hips. “I’ve got grubs, Rilla.”

I almost laugh. Insects? Insects are a solvable problem. “Grubs, huh?” I paint the peanut butter onto my bread, all the way to the very edges the way my father liked.

“Those devils have got some moxie being so close to my peonies.” Gram huffs past me and dips her head into the fridge. She draws in a small gasp when she opens the door. “There’s more food in here than stars in the sky.”

“What do you need? I’ll get it for you.” I place the knife onto the cutting board and join Gram at the open fridge.

“Beer.” She says it like it’s not six o’clock in the morning.

“Beer?”

She fans her twisted fingers to hurry me along. “Well, I’m not gonna drink it, Rilla. It’s for the grubs. Give me as much as we’ve got.”

“Right.” I remove the casserole dishes and pass each one to Gram. I reach into the back and grab four bottles. I tuck the fifth deeper into the corner. It feels wrong to give the last of my father’s beer to garden pests.

Gram packs the casserole dishes into the freezer with impressive economy, then scans my outfit. “Looks like you’re dressed for buggin’.”

“Not today. The traps haven’t soaked long enough. I’ll haul tomorrow.”

Her side glance tells me she’s waiting for more.

“I just need to be on the water.”

She nods, covers my hand with hers. “You’re just like him, Rilla. Two seals always needing their ocean.”

I don’t tell her I’m headed for land.

*  *  *

It takes only minutes to reach the lee side of Malaga Island, the protected side. I tell myself that I’m here for a new perspective—to see my surroundings in a new light. And if I’m being honest, I need to put some distance between me and Reed and his choice to check out when I don’t have that luxury. And Hattie’s voice mails. I don’t know what to say to her yet, and I can’t hurt her more. But it’s when I idle my engine in front of the exact spot where I saw the girl two days ago that I know my motivations are singular: I’m looking for the singing girl.

The beach is empty, which should be zero surprise. Still, a part of me hoped she’d be here, waiting for me or something. It’s been impossible to shake the memory of her and her disappearing skiff, not to mention the tidal wave growing from Malaga’s shores. But I’m not willing to chalk these things up to hallucinations just yet. I refuse to let my brain slip into the space of madness that stole my mother.

I thrust my anchor overboard and the water swallows its weight. I strip off my layers and toss them into the tiny rowboat tied to Rilla’s stern. On another day, I would row the short distance to shore, but today I want the bite of water to wash over me. Through me. I climb onto the starboard ledge wearing only my bra and underwear. My toes hug the cool fiberglass rail as my eyes measure depth the way Dad taught me.

Black at the deep.

Green at the shallows.

The water before me swirls with a jeweled color that’s between black and green.

I jump.

The icy water swallows me as I plummet, feet first. Bubbles crowd around me, the water making room for my shape. I thrust my arms up, pressing deeper into the sea despite the shock to my lungs, the cold squeezing me. I open my eyes, the salt stinging as I stare at the black. In the depth of this water there is no loss. In the ice of this sea there is only numbness.

And a song.

I hear it over the weight of the water pushing against my ears.

Come here, come here, my dear, my dear.

I spin around, search the deep. Cold fear rips through me.

Come here, come here, my dear, my dear.

I hear the words too clearly. Here, underneath millions of years of ocean, I hear the song meet me. Come here, come here . . .

I bullet to the surface. My ears pop and then the voice of the ocean rushes all around me. The waves explode as they crash against the side of my boat. My mouth takes in seawater and I spit it free. The salt bites against my tongue. My fingers work to free the skiff rope from the Rilla Brae, but they are wet and fumbling. I kick my feet below the surface of the thrashing water, to stay upright, but also to push away the song rising from the deep. My fingers are cold and cramping as they rip at the knot, too clumsy. Too wet. Too slick. I look over my shoulder, into the sea of waves, my heart thundering for what I might see surface from the spraying waves.

When the knot opens, I slip the rope around my wrist and swim to shore. I scramble onto land, dress quickly.

The air on the island is still, quiet. The breeze holds its breath. I stumble back from the beach, waiting for something—someone—to rise. The singer. The girl? But the sea holds its secrets. The waves roil unfazed. I squeeze my palms to my temples, pressing them hard against my skull. Did I imagine the song? I shake my hands free. No. I heard the singing. Impossible, maybe. But I heard it. I take a few steps back, putting distance between me and the deep. When nothing emerges from the surf, I turn and quickly hike to the highest slab of granite. I sit against the rock’s heat, pulling my legs to my chest as if they are some kind of protection.

My breath steadies, but only some. There has never been a time when I feared the water. Any water. Is that what this is? Me, afraid of the sea in the wake of my father’s death? I shake the thought from my head. I hear the chanting verse in my memory, Come here, come here, my dear, my dear, and I know this isn’t about me being frightened of the sea; this is me fearing my brain could be too much like my mother’s. Because what if my mother didn’t just talk to the Water People? What if they answered her? What if they sang to her?

Come here, come here, my dear, my dear. The verse taunts me now, begs me to call it real or imagined. How is it the same song that soothed me when I heard it only days before? I tuck my chin to my knees and rock the way Gram rocked me for so many of my childhood years.

A shrill cry sounds from behind me and I whip around. Stand. Expecting the girl. But it is only an osprey calling from atop a high tree gray with death. Her massive nest is fat and round, crafted expertly with woven twigs and flotsam. Bits of bright yellow buoy rope and sun-dried seaweed jut out of the sides. My heart relaxes. I know this environment. The high-hanging sun. The surrounding saltwater blue. The silver-gray outcroppings of rock. I pull in a calming breath and let it fill me. Then another.

Then I hear the sound again.

This time it’s not a bird. The scream starts as a stutter until it builds into a deafening screech. The infant’s shrill cry packs my ears, forces every thought to evacuate my brain. I press my hands over my ears and crouch against the rising hopelessness in this baby’s scream. I fall to my knees just as I see a flash of the girl, the unmistakable black braids, her flowing dress. She darts into the trees, clutching a bundle to her chest. Her long yellowing dress sways out behind her, its skirt floating until it frays into strips of cloth that swim like tendrils before disappearing. No, fading. The hem of her dress dies away like the edges of smoke, undefinable and vaporous.

When the last pale wisps of the fabric disappear into the tree line, soundlessness fills the air.

I shake my head, clear my ears. The wailing has stopped. All is quiet until there’s the thrum of an engine announcing an approaching boat. I will it to be Reed, here to tell me that this is a normal island. That nothing is strange. But no. If Reed tells me everything is okay here, then I’m the strange thing on this island.
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