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Autumn wakes up to silence. She glances at the other side of her bed, which remains untouched. When she finally turned in past midnight, Jack had still not returned home from the office. She’d thought about calling him but then wondered what she would say. She had fallen into a restless sleep. Now, fighting an unfamiliar fatigue and nausea, she dresses for the day, throwing on a top and yoga pants over her one-piece bathing suit before pulling her hair into a ponytail.
On the way to the kitchen, she sneaks a peek inside the guest room to find her husband fast asleep, his overgrown, sun-kissed blond hair falling past his forehead. One arm rests over his eyes while the other lays atop his stomach. After nearly eight years together, she knows his schedule as well as her own—a smoothie for breakfast, a five-to-seven-mile run, and then back to work at the software company.
They met at a party thrown by Callista, Autumn’s work partner and friend. An initial hello turned into a three-hour conversation once it became clear how much they had in common. Autumn was taken in by his maturity and stability, fulfilling a constant craving for what she’d lacked in childhood. But the on-and-off fights over the last six months had created an impossible distance between them. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to make their marriage work anymore.
The reminder now pushes her to step back. She slowly shuts the door; then, without eating breakfast, she jumps into her car. Her mind drifts to Jack and their marriage as she drives along the San Diego highway, parallel to the coast. At the marina, she finds Callista, her red hair in a tight braid, readying the boat for their research trip.
Lean and strong, Callista easily hefts their necessary supplies into the forty-two-foot aluminum-hull trawler. It’s equipped with GPS and VHF radio; Autumn and Callista use it for multiple purposes, including whale-watching, shallow oceanographic sampling, and as a dive platform. A small galley and two berths allow them to take it out for overnight trips.
“Sorry I’m late.” Autumn grabs the remainder of their items and follows Callista onto the boat.
Callista glances at her watch. “Two minutes, A. Not sure how to get past this.”
She smiles gratefully as Callista starts the engine. Autumn stands along the edge, her thoughts still on Jack, as Callista captains their vessel over the Pacific waters toward the research site.
“I think we should keep going until we reach Hawaii,” Callista calls out. “It might take a few weeks, but I have a couple of bags of chips to tide us over.”
Paired together professionally right out of graduate school, they’d become good friends in the years since. Callista understood the oftentimes inexplicable urge to inhabit the water more than the land.
“Sounds fun,” Autumn murmurs.
“Bad news: you’re getting fired. Heard it from the boss yesterday,” Callista yells over the engine. “Plus, they want you to return the last three years of pay. Says you owe them.”
“That feels right,” Autumn replies mechanically, hardly paying attention.
“I’m having an affair; I didn’t know how to tell you.” Callista pauses, then adds, “With Jack.”
Autumn turns sharply. “What?” She grips the edge of the boat to keep her hands steady. “You and Jack . . .” No, Autumn thinks, it’s not true. Neither one of them is capable of such a thing.
Callista rolls her eyes. “So this whole silent thing is about Jack. Got it.”
“So you’re not . . .” Autumn pauses, waiting.
“I promise you that man is not looking at anyone besides you.” Callista slows the speed until the boat barely floats on the water. “And I would let a shark eat me alive before I hurt you that way.”
Autumn nods in gratitude. “Sorry. I was distracted.”
“What’s going on?” Callista asks as she dons her scuba gear. Autumn follows suit.
“He slept in the guest room. Again.” Angry at herself, she says, “I know I’m hurting him. I just don’t know how to stop.”
Callista checks her oxygen tank before taking a seat on the boat’s edge. “Never seen you as happy as the day you married Jack. You had finally found someone to love you—and someone you could give all your love to. So what could you be missing?”
Callista back-rolls off the side into the water. Autumn replays her friend’s words in her head as she watches the water part and Callista disappear into the deep blue. Autumn tightens her scuba gear and weight belt before following Callista off the side of the boat.
Streaks of sun bounce off the water’s surface, creating ripples of light. The water opens, then swirls around her as she sinks into its depths. Like a cocoon, it welcomes her. Her throat dries up as she struggles against the instinct to breathe through her nose. No matter how many times she dives, her body takes a few critical seconds to shut down the muscle memory and reorient itself to underwater survival.
Through the glimmering blue ocean, she stares into the vastness. The cool Pacific offers a contrast to the warmer waters of the Atlantic. Beneath and around her live a multitude of creatures seemingly oblivious to her intrusion and interest in their behaviors. Immediately below her, a turtle swims quickly past. Autumn documents its movements with her underwater camera to study its age and species.
The sapphire-blue water lulls her, calling her silently forward into its serenity. She answers the invitation while staying close to the boat. Stories of divers nearly lost after getting disoriented keep her cautious and ever alert.
Autumn’s long, lean legs glide effortlessly through the water. She takes dozens of pictures of coral formations—the intricate and beautiful designs created by nature. Despite her many years as a scientist, each time she dives, she feels like a stranger entering a home to which she yearns to belong.
She was barely eleven months old when she fell into a pool during a family event. When her father found her minutes later, the story went, Autumn was thrashing her legs and arms—essentially swimming. What should have been an unspeakable tragedy instead left everyone shocked and speechless at her natural ability.
Lessons, swim teams, and awards came in fast succession. After her father left the family for another woman, the water shifted from a place of pride to a source of solace, offering the safety and security that her home no longer did. And the deeper she went into its depths, the easier it became for her to connect to that part of herself that otherwise felt unreachable. On land, she struggles to find herself; in the water, it’s like she has never been lost.
An alarm warns Autumn that her oxygen supplies are nearing dangerous levels. Frustrated, she nonetheless starts the ascent toward the boat. A movement catches Autumn’s eyes as she nears the surface. She tenses, prepared for any encounter, before she spots a young dolphin—the one long, continuous slit on its underbelly confirming it is a female.
“You were down long enough.” Callista leans over the edge of the boat, still in her wet suit.
“Look who I found.” Autumn laughs as the dolphin releases a series of clicks.
“Where’s the pod?” Callista asks as she begins to film the animal.
Autumn does a quick scan of the surrounding area for other dolphins but finds it empty. Odd. Social and supportive creatures, dolphins are always with either their maternal pod or, if older, their juvenile pod. Deeply connected, they offer one another protection and community. In watching them, Autumn often wonders about her own existence. Who would she be if she shifted her focus from herself as an individual to a group identity? Would her life be different for it?
Autumn’s worried gaze meets Callista’s. “Not a good sign.”
The dolphin turns sharply, as if she heard Autumn. When their eyes meet, the dolphin releases another series of clicks, communicating as if they are friends reunited. Though dolphins are known to recognize another creature decades after last meeting them, Autumn is confident she has never interacted with this dolphin before. A tag on the dorsal fin catches her and Callista’s attention.
“Got it,” Callista says, taking a picture of the identifying numbers. With them, they can connect with the organization that tagged the dolphin to exchange information. “From the size, she looks little older than a newborn.”
Neither say what they both know—that a dolphin this young without a pod has a low chance of survival.
The gentle waves draw both her and the dolphin in until Autumn floats just above the water’s recesses. The dolphin watches her as if with interest. Anxious to meet the dolphin on her terms, Autumn ignores her light-headedness. The logical, detached scientist fades into the distance as wonder and amazement overwhelm her.
Autumn reaches out with her hand when another wave shifts her back a few feet. She fights to close the distance between her and the ocean mammal. She pushes down her frustration with one last attempt just as the dolphin swims away. Regret fills Autumn as she watches her leave, alone and searching.
Autumn starts to climb the ladder back into the boat when a wave of dizziness overwhelms her. She grips the metal as her eyes shut against the nausea that follows, consuming her. A wave rushes toward her, knocking her against the boat. She grips the rung, the world around her spinning in circles. She takes deep breaths, waiting, until she finally finds her footing. Queasiness, fatigue, missed period. With a sudden awareness, she realizes what she had not before.
“I’m pregnant.”
Like the dolphin, her words disappear into the ocean.

Autumn waits impatiently for the results of the pregnancy test. After leaving the marina, she headed to the pharmacy to purchase the test and then, unable to wait, went straight home. The timer on her phone pings. Autumn exhales, then picks up the stick—two lines. Pregnant. Autumn grips the test stick as she double-checks the instructions. She is having a baby. Trepidation and unexpected happiness fill her. She knows exactly when it happened—over a month ago, when she and Jack had a momentary respite from troubled waters.
Then another letter arrived from her mother. She had started sending them soon after Autumn left home as a teenager. Over the last year, they’ve increased in frequency, nearly every two months. Jack begs her to open them, but every time, Autumn refuses, stuffing them into a drawer. With each letter’s delivery, Autumn shuts down further, hoping that the memories and pain will eventually fade. When Jack asked her for an explanation, she demurred, unable to give him what she did not have to offer—an answer. And then, like the waters of the ocean, their relationship once again vacillated between an ebb and flow of tides. Her husband’s recent distance served as a warning: he was growing tired of trying to make sense of what even she could not.
Now Autumn glances around at the house they have made into their home. Piecemeal furniture decorates their small space. Wedding pictures stare at her from the mantel above the fireplace. She was in an off-the-shoulder wedding dress; they were married on the beach, facing the water. They promised to build a life together filled with love and joy. But happiness always seems to elude her. No matter how perfect the exterior, hidden demons hold her interior hostage.
The thought forces her to the desk drawer, from which she pulls out the growing stack of unread letters. The dates range from over twelve years ago to last month. Each one bears her mother’s name and the return address of her childhood home. The one their father abandoned after announcing he had fallen in love with his secretary. The same home Autumn walked out of at seventeen years old; her mother, drunk and disheveled, watched her without a word.
Autumn runs her fingers over the seam of the envelope of the most recent letter. Over the years, the handwriting on the envelope shifted from a scrawl to precise cursive. The scientist in her analyzed the symptoms but could not discern the cause. She imagines finally reading her mother’s words. As if it burned, Autumn drops the letter atop the stack, then stuffs them all back into the drawer. She bangs it shut with a slam, wincing as the wood hits the frame.
In the kitchen, she downs a glass of water, welcoming the cooling effects on her raw throat. She grips the counter, her fingers curling against the countertop until they ache from the pressure. Finished, she places the glass in the dishwasher. Memories from her childhood—stacked dirty dishes, stained sofas, and spilled bottles of liquor—drive her to scrub the two dishes in the sink clean of crumbs before placing them inside the otherwise-empty dishwasher and starting it. She relentlessly wipes down the counters, running the sponge over each spot until it shines.
Jack has wanted a child for years, but every time it came up, Autumn turned away from the subject with excuses. Too much work, not enough time. Now she imagines his response a reflection of hers—surprise and then joy. Maybe the baby is the answer—a new life to give them another chance. She will tell him tonight.
Deciding to cook his favorite dinner, Autumn moves aside countless items in her stocked refrigerator to find the ingredients. Items they never use but Autumn couldn’t help but buy . . .

Autumn finds her mother seated on the sofa with a full cup of coffee. Dark circles line the area beneath Christine’s eyes; last night’s disheveled clothes hang off her. She runs her hand over her eyes, then massages her temple. Autumn watches her silently, all the words she wants to say refusing to blend into a sentence.
“There’s no money for groceries.” Autumn’s search yielded half a candy bar and a rotten banana.
Christine’s head jerks up. Autumn takes an instinctive step back. “What do you mean?” Christine storms into the kitchen to find the money envelope empty. “Where the hell did all of it go?”
Autumn remains silent as her stomach growls. Similar interactions from the past had proven nothing could be gained by answering the question.
Christine searches other drawers but comes up empty. In the silence, her demeanor shifts from anger to resignation. “The last job wasn’t good for me. It didn’t feel right.”
“I know, Mom.” Autumn doesn’t remind her mother it was her fourth job in two months.
“I’ll go out and get another one today. Maybe something at the mall.” Christine smiles wide, reminding her daughter of the beautiful woman she once was. “It will force me to dress up, look pretty again.” Autumn tenses when Christine wraps her arms around her. “Since your father left, I know things haven’t been great. I promise it will get better.”

The sound of the front door pulls Autumn from the memory. She quickly runs a hand through her hair and steps into the foyer to greet her husband.
Jack drops his keys onto the table before picking them back up and slipping them into his pocket. He looks up at her entrance, his face revealing his surprise at seeing her.
“I thought you were working late today.”
“I . . .” Autumn pauses, then says, “I thought it would be nice to be here when you came home.”
“Good. I’m glad.” He runs a hand over the back of his neck. “I want to talk to you.”
“We could talk over dinner?” Autumn asks softly. “I was going to make your favorite pasta dish.”
“I’m not really hungry.” Jack takes a seat on the chair next to the sofa. He watches her, waiting.
Autumn takes a seat as close to him as possible. When her knee touches his, he shifts away. Confused, Autumn raises her eyes to meet his. She decides to tell him. “Jack, I’m . . .”
“I’m leaving.”
“You’re leaving?” Autumn repeats his words to make sure she heard him correctly. Her mind drifts to the lone dolphin. “I don’t understand.”
“The company asked me to lead the project in New York. It’s for three weeks. I leave next week.”
“It’s the one you’ve been working so hard for.”
Months ago, he mentioned how much he wanted it. If the project was successful, he’d be promoted within the company. “You never told me they offered it to you.”
Autumn’s hand drifts over her stomach. Her child. Their child. A sudden desire to protect its future from her past overwhelms her. When Jack’s eyes follow her movement, she immediately drops back deeper into the sofa. She fingers a loose string in the cushion. If she pulls it, will the entire pillow unravel?
“I needed to make the decision,” Jack answers, as if the explanation is enough. “For me.”
Like her father. The thought drifts in like a light wind that builds before a hurricane. Within seconds, it takes hold of her entire being, and she is defenseless against its fury. Logic no longer makes sense. Instead, emotions rule her every reaction. She cannot reason with fear and anger as her default.
“When I return, we should talk. Figure out what we are doing.” Autumn falls silent at the unspoken threat to their life together. Jack sighs. “I don’t want to lose you, to lose us. But is there anything left for us to hold on to?”
Autumn stands slowly, feeling vulnerable and stupid. She tried and failed at the fairy tale of marriage and family. She would never be someone people stayed with.
“Autumn.” Jack reaches for her hand. When she starts to pull away, he nearly begs, “Don’t. Please.” His fingers curl around her hand. “Talk to me.”
Stay. The word whispers past her defenses, pleading with her to take a chance, beg him to stay. But memories repeat in her head—her mother saying the same word to her husband and being shamed for asking. Her pride sacrificed, she lost more for having asked.
“Congratulations on the job,” Autumn whispers, genuinely proud of him. She feels her love shining through her eyes as her chin quivers with unshed tears. “You deserve this.”
“Autumn.” His voice softens as if he can sense her struggle with who she is against who she wants to be. “Honey . . .”
Jack takes the two steps to bridge the distance between them. He pauses, likely giving her time to step back. She remains in place; he slowly cups the back of her neck. When his lips touch hers, she allows the sadness and loss to guide her into him.
Autumn wonders if she is no better than her mother. Weak and needy. Desperate for a life that is not hers to have. His gaze locked on hers, she sees his desperate desire to cross the abyss. Unable to see her pain mirrored in him, she shuts her eyes. Only when she feels his hand on her bare stomach does Autumn jerk in reaction. She cannot allow her child to suffer the same fate as she. Wanting, needing, but always left behind.
“Please,” Autumn murmurs. “I can’t.”
Jack immediately releases her. The love that filled his eyes moments ago is replaced by wariness. “Autumn, I didn’t mean . . .”
“No,” Autumn tries to reassure him. “It’s not you . . .” She pauses, unsure.
“Maybe I should stay at a hotel tonight.”
It wasn’t a question. Autumn feels the sting of defeat. “The hotel downtown is close to your work. They may have a room.” As if she is planning one of their vacations, Autumn begins to give him options. “Or the one by the water . . .”
“I got it,” Jack says, his voice tight. “Don’t worry about it.”
With her head down, she watches him move past her to gather his things. Autumn senses his frustration and self-hatred in response to their interaction. Without a goodbye, he walks out. She takes a seat, not sure when the minutes turn to hours. When her body can no longer hold the weight of her grief, she turns off the lights, then makes her way into her room in the darkness.

She wakes the next morning before the sun rises, listens for a sound, but only silence greets her. The house, empty of more than just Jack, mocks her hope for more, for being delusional enough to believe that she is different, that she can change her destiny.
Autumn wonders about the baby they created within her. Her heart rate accelerates at the thought of her child being wholly dependent on her for its well-being and security. She stares at herself in the dresser mirror. Gone is the girl she was, replaced by a mother-to-be.
She dresses, fighting the fatigue that results from her child drawing on her strength to come into being. She heads toward the marina, thoughts of her mother accompanying her. She wonders how Christine felt when she learned she was pregnant with Autumn. On a pendulum between the past and the present, Autumn oscillates between her childhood and her child’s future.
She passes the marina exit. In a battle against her instincts, she drives the two hours to the childhood home that she has not returned to since walking away. As she nears it, memories close in. She bites into her lower lip, almost drawing blood. She prepares herself for overgrown weeds, peeling paint, and a door off its hinges. Instead, she stares at neatly cut grass, a garden of flowers, and fresh paint. Autumn confirms the address from the brick mailbox that has replaced the rusted one from which she would fish for stacks of bills.
Almost daily, Autumn arrived home to find Christine was either passed out with an empty bottle beside her or out drinking. Weeks before she left, Autumn had been making dinner—again. Like a mother waiting at home for her child, Autumn fidgeted as she worked. She heard the lock turn . . .

Autumn stiffens upon her mother’s arrival. Christine set the stage with her moods and made Autumn the understudy in her one-person show. Autumn’s feelings were secondary to her mother’s.
Conditioned from habit, Autumn surreptitiously checks Christine for shaking hands or the smell of alcohol. Finding neither, she exhales. She sets the table where she, her father, and Christine used to have their daily dinners. It was here that he announced he was leaving. He insisted Autumn would be happier staying with Christine, an excuse he used to start his new life free of any burdens. He promised she could come visit him every weekend. In the years since the divorce, she had been to his house twice.
“I thought maybe you could take on more hours at your job,” Christine says to Autumn. “I haven’t been feeling so well. You can help out with the bills until I get better.”
Autumn is taking five APs in hopes of securing a scholarship to college. She’s already up late every night, studying to maintain her grades. “Please stop drinking.”
Christine looks up. Well versed in this dance of advance and withdraw, Autumn retreats into herself in the face of her mom’s anger.
“What are you talking about?” Christine pours herself a glass of vodka. “I drink just to relax. It has nothing to do with this.”
“I’m sorry,” Autumn says, the words a hollow attempt to calm the waters and create a truce between her and the alcohol that has mastered her mother. “I’ll work as many hours as you want me to. Just please stop drinking.” Autumn wipes away her tears. “I want my mom back.”
Christine stares at Autumn, then finally nods her agreement. “This is silly, but if it means so much to you, then I’ll stop.” Autumn exhales and then hugs her mom tight. Christine pats her back awkwardly. “You’ll be thanking me one day for the extra hours. Keep you away from boys.”
Autumn stepped back, unsure. “Mom?”
“Men don’t love you. Nobody really does.” She finishes her drink. “Look at what your dad did to me. Don’t make the same mistakes I did.”

Autumn wipes her damp palms on her yoga pants, then blasts the AC as she fights the instinct to drive away. She reminds herself that she is in control and will remain so. The child that was desperate and afraid no longer exists. Autumn survived her.
But when the sound of her breathing becomes too much to bear, she steers the car from the curb and into the street. As she glances to her left to check for oncoming cars, her eyes meet those of a woman standing across the street. Her mother.
Autumn falters. Her mom has returned to being the woman of Autumn’s early childhood. Her hair is styled neatly, falling above her shoulders. Her eyes and face are clear of the haze Autumn had become used to. Dressed in a fashionable blouse and pants, she exudes warmth and confidence.
As they stare at each other, Christine slowly lifts a hand in a small wave. Autumn drives away.

For two days and nights, Autumn replays the scene with her mother. Now she paces the living room while Jack packs his clothes for his trip. He is still staying at the hotel, and it is the first time they are seeing one another since he told her he was leaving. After careful consideration, she’s decided to tell him about the baby when he returns. She knows guilt will only drive him to stay, and she can’t do that to him. He deserves his success.
“I’m all set.” Jack joins her with one suitcase in hand. Guilt gnaws at her as distance and caution taint his every word.
“That’s all you’re taking?” Autumn asks, worried that he won’t have enough clothes. When she sees his hesitation, she silently scolds herself. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .” She sighs, then says, “Habit.”
On his pause, she wonders if he’s going to tell her he changed his mind. That their love is stronger than her.
“I emailed you my contact information in case you need anything. I leave next week,” he says. He hands her a set of keys. “To the boat.”
He had taken her on his boat for their first date. Beneath the starlit sky, the outside world ceased to exist. On the water, she convinced herself that her and Jack’s story was theirs to create. Her love for Jack would supersede everyone and everything else. But memories intruded on her every moment, no matter how much she wished them gone.
“Do you remember when I was stung by a stingray?” Autumn tries to delay his return to the hotel, if only by a few minutes. “It was so painful I thought I was going to die. You saved me.” Her eyes hold his. “I don’t know if I ever said thank you.”
“I don’t know how to save you this time,” Jack says quietly. She hears the grief in his voice, along with the resignation. “To save us.”
“I’m sorry,” Autumn whispers, wishing she could change their course. Not only for them but for their child.
“Did I ever tell you the story my dad told me about the boy and the boulder?” He waits for a moment before starting. “A scrawny boy has to roll a pebble up a mountain to prove himself a man. As he starts to roll it up, the mountain gets steeper, and pebbles attach themselves to the original rock.” Autumn jerks in surprise when Jack slips his hand into hers. “Soon enough, the mountain is nearly vertical, and the pebble has become a boulder.”
Autumn watches their fingers intertwine with one another and wonders with overwhelming sadness if this will be the last time they ever touch. She takes a step closer, bringing their clasped hands against her stomach, their child. He continues the story.
“The boy wonders why and how he can keep going. But with each step, he becomes stronger mentally, physically, and emotionally.” When Jack releases her hand, the emptiness grips Autumn. “At the top of the mountain, the boy has become a man. He pushed a heavy boulder up an insurmountable ascent.”
“Jack . . .”
“You dealt with a horrible situation as a child. But every day, every step, you became stronger and more resilient. You not only survived but you thrived.” Jack leans over and kisses her lightly on the forehead. “Take care of yourself.”

The hours pass by slowly after Jack’s departure. The incessant noise in Autumn’s head echoes in the silence. She reminds herself that she has been here before. Forced to be strong her whole life. Never allowed to falter or show weakness. She could not break, for fear of her life breaking irreparably.
With mechanical movements, Autumn makes a plate of food, then barely touches it. A perfect meal for an imperfect life. After dumping it into the trash, she meticulously cleans the kitchen until her mind no longer feels the jackhammering of the pain and loss. Her past and future have joined to render her all alone once again. Will she be enough for her child, she wonders, or will she fail as her mother failed her?
Outside the window, the sun hangs low in the sky. The lone dolphin suddenly comes to mind. They’re not meant for solitude. Their community offers them the necessary support to sustain their lives in the ocean. A desperate need to know that the dolphin has found a family drives her to grab Jack’s boat keys from the counter and head for the marina.
Autumn finds solace in the memories of her and Jack’s day trips and romantic evenings on the boat, which is smaller than her research vessel. Out of habit and caution, Autumn notifies Callista and the research institute of her expected location—the last place they spotted the dolphin. Once set, she guides the boat over the water and cuts through the waves toward the site.
Autumn circles for hours but finds nothing. She sends her updated location before pulling on a wet suit, promising herself only a few minutes in the ocean. Alone, the risk is too high to stay any longer. The ocean is not hers to conquer.
In the water, Autumn relaxes into the void, staring with awe at the kaleidoscope of colors below her. The water begins to dance with the wind, drawing her into its illusive haven. She imagines the dolphin in the vastness of the ocean as images of her childhood play out in her head. The guilt and sadness offer a dangerous sanctuary. The moon’s light serves as a warning of impending darkness. Instead of being her salvation, the water could become her judgment.
She climbs the ladder, returning to the safety of the vessel, then quickly changes before setting her destination to the marina. As she starts toward shore, the engine sputters and dies. Remaining calm, she tries again—nothing. The waves begin to pick up, tossing the boat.
Autumn tries the radio to call for help. “Mayday,” she repeats three times, then specifies her position. She raises her orange flag to signal any passing boats, tries her cell phone but doesn’t get a signal. She confirms the flare gun and flashlight are in the emergency compartment and tries the engine again—still nothing. The wind starts to howl, and the small boat rocks in response. She quickly dons a life jacket. She’s faced emergency situations on the water before. She’d partnered with her colleagues to handle them efficiently and quickly. Now, however, she faces the unknown alone.
She grips the edge of the boat as it begins to sway side to side. She silently promises her child that she will get them through this. That she will not fail in her responsibility as a parent to protect.
The sound of another engine cuts through the wind. Unsure whether she imagined it, she nonetheless blows her horn seconds before she spots a muted light in the distance. She quickly fires her flare gun in response, then uses the beam of her flashlight to signal her location. Relieved, Autumn is watching the rescue light turn toward her when a sudden wave slams against the boat. Autumn loses her grip and begins to topple; another wave pushes against the edge, capsizing the vessel and throwing her into the water.
She takes a brief second to orient herself before she swims toward the boat. Water rushes over her head, pushing her back. Refusing defeat, she draws on adrenaline to move forward. But she is no match for the forces of nature. She sputters as her body loses the ability to fight. No, she thinks. Not like this. But the water cares not for her thoughts or proclamations. As Autumn shifts from strength to surrender, she whispers for help. Her pleas are drowned out by the roar of the water.
As she considers her options, a boat rides up a safe distance from her with Callista at the helm. “You done with your night swim?”
Autumn exhales, then laughs in relief and gratitude. She draws off the will of her promise to her child to make it to the boat and climb aboard. Callista immediately wraps a blanket around her as Autumn coughs out salt water.
“Thank you.” Autumn reaches for Callista’s hand. “For saving my life.”
“We got lucky,” Callista says solemnly as she navigates them back toward shore. “You need to figure out whatever is going on with you. Because tonight? It could have ended very badly.”

For the next twenty-four hours, Autumn replays the events in the water, angry at herself for what could have happened. What she could have done to her child. Autumn picks up her phone, then places it back on the table. If she tells Jack about the baby now, he’ll cancel his trip and the opportunity it presents. She won’t hurt him to help herself.
Callista’s words echo in her head. She needs to figure out what is going on with her. For her child. Autumn returns to the study and again opens the drawer filled with letters. Her hands shaking, she tears open the first one she ever received and reads it silently.
I’m sorry for everything. I am trying to get better.
The letter speaks of Christine’s sorrow and regret. The final sentence grips Autumn—her mom was desperate to see her. The letter pleads with Autumn to give her a chance to explain the past. In quick succession, she opens them all, one after the other. Each reads nearly identically—how sorry Christine is for what she did and how she hopes to have the chance to make it right.
Anger, deep and vicious, rips through her. She can draw a direct path from her past to her present. She was a pawn in her parents’ game and fears she remains so. She drives toward Christine’s house before she can reconsider.
Once there, she forces herself to the front door and rings the bell twice. No answer. Disappointment settles into her belly as she turns to leave.
“Autumn?” She turns at the sound of her mother’s voice. Christine throws open the door and steps back. Similar to the other day, she is dressed in a blouse and dress pants. “You came. Come in.” Autumn pauses, every conceivable emotion spiraling through her. “Please?”
Inside, the decor consists of well-kept furniture and art on the walls. Plants fill what were once empty spaces. Books line shelves, and framed pictures of Autumn grace every tabletop.
“It looks so different,” Autumn says quietly.
“Things have changed.” Christine wrings her thin and wrinkled hands. Stress lines her eyes and mouth. Gray roots peek out from beneath her colored strands. “Can I get you some water or juice? A cup of tea?”
“Is that all you have?” Autumn fails to hide the bitterness. “No vodka mixer for the morning?”
Christine reaches for her purse and pulls out an AA card. “Proud member and now sponsor. Three meetings a week.” She shrugs. “I know I don’t need that many, but I never wanted to take a chance in case . . .”
“In case?” Autumn pushes.
“In case you ever came back,” Christine says quietly.
“Came back to what?” Autumn demands, anger lacing her words. “My mother wasn’t here. She left when my father did.”
“Autumn . . .”
“His leaving was hard,” Autumn says, as if Christine had not spoken. Like water from a broken dam, her words spill out. “I know you felt alone, but I was still here. You just didn’t care enough to see me.” Jack leaving and news of the baby form her next words: “To help me.”
“I was hurting . . .”
“You weren’t the only one he left. I was your responsibility, but somehow you believed it was okay to become my responsibility. You became the most important person in both of our lives.”
“I can never go back and undo the damage I did. I know that.”
“‘Undo the damage’?” Autumn scoffs. “I’m a shell because you took everything from me.” Autumn became a reflection of Christine’s pain, hurt, and sadness. “You desperately wanted to blame Dad, but you are the one to blame. He may have stopped loving you, but you chose to stop loving yourself.”
“But I never stopped loving you,” Christine says, her desperation to get through clear. “I haven’t taken a drink since you walked out of the house.”
“What?”
“I couldn’t hurt you ever again, even if it was only in my mind.” Christine reaches out but drops her hand when Autumn takes a step back. “You were mine and I . . .” She pauses as she takes a breath. “The most extraordinary person in my life, I threw away.” She shakes her head. “I hated your dad for not seeing me, when all along I had failed to see you.”
“All the letters asked me to come to you. Why didn’t you come to me?” Autumn asks, the fight leaving her.
“Because I had given up that right.” Christine shares, “Your dad came back to me.”
“What?” Autumn hasn’t spoken to her father, either, since she left. But unlike her mother, he never reached out. Never tried to right his wrongs.
“A few years after you left. Came back begging for forgiveness. Said we could be a family again.” When Autumn looks around for confirmation of his presence, Christine explains, “He’s not here. I said no.” Christine picks up a picture of Autumn from when she was a child. “After hurting me—us—he thought he could just come back and everything would be fine. How I felt when he tried . . .”
“How?” Autumn asks, needing to know.
“Like my feelings didn’t matter. As if whatever he did, I should just accept it and move on.” Christine takes a deep breath. “I knew I would never do that to you. Make you believe I didn’t care or take responsibility for what I did to you. You were the best part of me, and I threw you away. So I wrote the letters and hoped that one day you would give me the chance to explain.”
It is all overwhelming, too much for Autumn. As much as she wants to fall into her mother’s arms and claim the love she’s always imagined—hoped—was there, she can’t convince herself it’s safe. Autumn glances around the house and then at her mother—everything is so different and yet the sadness inside her is still the same.
“I’m not a part of you. I’m nothing like you,” Autumn says, desperate to protect her child but fearing it is impossible. “I can’t be.”
Fragments from her past and their energy shadow every step she takes. An eternal present that refuses her entry into a future. When clay becomes hardened from the fire, the only way to remold it is to break the original structure. But Autumn fears if she does so, she won’t be strong enough to put all the pieces of herself back together for her child.
“I have to go.”
Autumn ignores her mother’s pleas to wait. She rushes out the door and into her car, wiping away tears as she drives. Inside her empty home, she realizes with sudden clarity how alike she and her mother actually are—both completely alone.

Autumn opens the door at four o’clock the next morning to find Callista on her front porch. She steps aside as Callista moves past her to check Autumn’s phone. “So it is on?” Callista holds it up to Autumn. “You just chose to ignore my twenty texts.”
“I turned my ringer off,” Autumn explains. “I went to see my mom last night.”
Callista’s eyes widen. “Wow, you really need this more than I realized. Let’s go.” Callista grabs Autumn’s phone and purse. “We’re late.”
Autumn peers at the dark sky and then glances at her clock just to confirm she’s not hallucinating. “Is this a dream?” Autumn yelps when Callista pinches her. “Ow.”
“You’re awake.” Callista eyes her up and down, then shrugs. “You’ll just have to go in your pajamas.”
Autumn grabs a coat and follows Callista out the door and into her car. “What exactly are we late for?”
“A surprise.” Callista grins at her from the driver’s seat. “The questions, the uncertainty. I love the confusion on your face. All of this is so much fun.” Callista pauses. “Except when it’s for me.”
“This is a dream.” Autumn is convinced it’s the pregnancy hormones. She reminds herself to ask the doctor about them. She watches silently as Callista drives them to the marina and then motions toward the waiting boat. “You want to go on a research trip now?” Though they’ve gone out on the water at all times of the night and day, their trips are planned days in advance.
“Remember, it’s just a dream. Not so many questions.” Callista throws supplies from her car into the boat. Once they are both settled, Callista captains them toward a specific destination. “You good?” Callista asks. “Between your mom and the other day in the water . . .”
“I need to be, right?” Autumn leans back and allows the cool wind to soothe her. Light from the rising sun brings the blue of the water into focus. “When do I learn the surprise?”
“Now,” Callista murmurs as she slows the boat. “Look.” Autumn follows her gaze to catch a pod of dolphins in the distance. She glances at Callista in question. “The institute texted me this morning that they got a hit on our dolphin. I thought you would want to see this.”
“She found a pod,” Autumn says softly. Relief and awe flow through her at the sight. Profoundly moved, Autumn simply watches as Callista films them. “She’s safe.”
Callista brings down her camera. “She may have just needed to find the right family.”
Autumn continues to watch the dolphin as she plays with her new family. Though there was no guarantee that the dolphin would survive the elements on her own, Autumn is grateful that she did. She laughs as the dolphin jumps up and over the water, her joy contagious. She yearns to give her child the same happiness, understanding that even though that is something she never experienced, her child deserves it and it’s her responsibility to provide it. She just doesn’t know how.

Callista drops Autumn off back at her house. Autumn hugs her with a murmur of thanks for being her friend. As she approaches her door, Christine drives up in her car. Shocked, Autumn watches as her mother joins her on the doorstep.
“I’m sorry for showing up unannounced.” Christine glances around nervously, unsure. “You left upset yesterday because of what I said, so I wanted to come by . . .” Christine pauses, then says, “You aren’t like me. You are better than me.” Her small laugh reveals her vulnerability and insecurity. “You always have been.”
“Mom . . .”
“As a child, you had the most amazing heart. You were an adult when I didn’t know how to be one.” Autumn’s hand goes to her stomach. Christine follows the movement, pausing. Autumn quickly drops it. “You have always been your own person. When I said you were the best part of me . . . I meant the best part of my life. I would never presume to take credit for the incredible woman you are. The incredible woman you have always been.” She reaches out and grasps Autumn’s hand. “Whoever is fortunate enough to be in your life can consider themselves extraordinarily blessed. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that when it mattered.”
Autumn swallows the sob in her throat. “I don’t know what to say . . .”
“Say that you will allow me to be a part of your life. I will take anything . . .”
Autumn yearns to fall into her mother’s arms and find the love she has been missing. But the dolphin’s story makes her realize that she needs to find herself first. Her mother can’t heal her wound.
“Thank you for coming. For writing all the letters.” Autumn bites back another sob. “For getting better.” She takes a deep breath, afraid of what she’s readying to say and what it means. “But like you felt when Dad came back to you, I can’t do this. At least not now.” She wraps her other hand around Christine’s, cradling it to offer comfort. “I need to figure out my life first. To heal so I can become whole.”
In forgiving her mother, Autumn feels a freedom she hasn’t in years. But she also understands that if she counts on Christine to heal her, the wound will always remain vulnerable. And Autumn knows her child deserves better.
“I loved you so much as a child. And I hope one day I can be your daughter again.” But only, Autumn realizes, once she is secure in her own role as a mother.
Christine nods, the heartbreak clear in her eyes. Autumn watches her mother walk back to her car. She wipes away the tears as she finally opens her heart to heal. Pulling out her phone, she dials and waits.
“Autumn?” Jack picks up after the first ring. “Is everything all right?”
“Can you come over?” Autumn knows he is scheduled to leave the hotel for New York in a few days. “There’s something I need to ask you.”

“Thank you for coming,” Autumn says, opening the door to him a few hours later.
She notices the stress lines around his eyes and mouth. They haven’t spoken since he packed his clothes. Autumn practiced the conversation in her head, trying to make sure she said the right thing. But now, with Jack standing right in front of her, she’s nervous and unsure.
“I read my mom’s letters,” she shares. “I went to see her.”
Jack’s face reveals his shock. “How did it go?”
“She’s sorry. She’s healing, sober, getting her life back together.” With each reiteration of the conversation with her mother, Autumn feels sadness but also gratitude and admiration. Her mother fought her demons without any guarantees of a reward. She’s the woman Autumn had always hoped her mother would be—an example of strength and fortitude. “She wanted me back in her life. I said no.”
“Why?” Jack asks. Autumn hears no judgment, just curiosity.
“I was desperate for her love for so long, only to realize that once I had it . . .” Autumn thinks about the water and nearly losing herself in it. “It didn’t fix me. It didn’t make it all better.” She thinks about her future child and who she wants to be—the mother she needs to be. “My whole life, I have tried to be what other people needed so they would love me. For school, I was the smart one. For my mother, I was the responsible one. For my father, the understanding one.” But now, in the most important role of her life—motherhood—she must find her authentic self. “I just never loved me.”
“Autumn—” Jack starts before Autumn interrupts.
“I love you,” she whispers, her voice strangled. “So much. I am so sorry I haven’t shown it.” Autumn now understands how much she’s hurt him by her actions. Awareness comes slowly; in refusing to love herself, she pushed his love away. “Please stay.”
His face shows his shock, then wariness. He shuts his eyes, and Autumn’s heart sinks. She replays the scene in her head: Christine making the same request and her father walking out. Autumn knows in asking, she faces rejection; she never imagined the pain it would bring. She vows in the moment to do it differently from Christine—she understands Jack’s decision. Somehow she’ll forge a friendship with him so their child will be raised with unconditional love from both of them.
“I shouldn’t have asked . . .” Autumn starts.
“Why?” Jack finally says. “Why do you want me to stay?”
The question takes Autumn aback. She’s always searched for the answers outside her, never realizing they lay within. “Because I deserve happiness,” she says. “Because I deserve your love, and I deserve to love you.”
She shivers at his touch when he tucks a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry I can’t stay.” Autumn turns away so he won’t see her tears. Jack reaches for her hand, gently pulling her back. A small smile tugs at his lips. “I made a commitment for the next three weeks.”
Autumn’s eyes widen, then narrow. “I wasn’t talking about the next three weeks,” she says, loving the playful side of him. “I would never have asked you to give up the job. I was talking about . . .”
“Forever?” Jack murmurs. “That’s a long time.”
“It was in our vows.”
“Oversight,” he says, teasing before falling serious. “I’ll stay. Only because I was never really gone. I needed time to realize that.” He bends down to kiss her. “Come with me to New York. You can work from there.” He brings her close. “It will be just you and me.”
Autumn takes his hand and lays it over her abdomen. “Actually, it’s three of us now.”
She sees his shock and then contentment. She smiles when his arms gently snake around her. “A baby?” On Autumn’s nod, he exhales deeply. “Wow.” Autumn laughs indulgently at his reaction. He pulls back slightly, his gaze holding hers. “When were you going to tell me?”
Autumn hears his concern. “After you got back. I didn’t want you to give up the job, and with everything going on between us, I worried you might.” His relief clear, Jack kisses her again, both of them lingering in the embrace. “You’re going to be a father.”
“And you are going to be a mother,” Jack says softly.

Autumn realizes she has not come full circle but instead created a new path. She cannot change history, but she will love her child unconditionally, as she deserved to be loved. Though she knows she will make mistakes, she has already learned from those that were made with her. Through the thread that runs between parent and child, Christine’s healing has allowed Autumn to find the part of her she was sure was lost. Her child will count on Autumn to love and keep him or her safe. The gift of becoming a mother offers Autumn the opportunity to finally do the same for herself.
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