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            Epigraph

         
         
            Her song was so beautiful that it could take people back to all the things they wished they had done, and all the things they
               wished they could be.
            

            —Erica Bauermeister, The Scent Keeper
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            Prologue

         
         She begins with a lullaby that sends coyotes fleeing up mountains. Honeybees abandon their hives to the shrill calls of songbirds
            and barking dogs. Beneath the seafloor, the tectonic plates loosen and rearrange.
         

         
         The radio waves will say: All stations, this is not a drill. A magnitude 9.0 earthquake has been detected off the coast of British Columbia approximately 150 kilometres west of Tofino. Evacuate all coastal areas immediately. Do not approach shorelines. Follow evacuation routes. Repeat, this
               is not a drill.

         
         A liquid mountain rises in the Pacific Northwest.

         
         When the wave makes landfall, it slices through houses. Lights fall out of their ceiling tiles while furniture shunts across
            living rooms. Fridges disgorge their contents into surging black whirlpools. Mailboxes, front doors, and slabs of driveway
            asphalt sail away in the foamy whitewash.
         

         
         Things from her belly that do not belong are hurled back ashore: tangles of Christmas lights, milk jugs, broken microwaves.
            The innards of sunken container ships. Lawn chairs and pastel-coloured birthday candles, uninstalled car radios and alarm
            clocks with twist-tied cords.
         

         
         Her haunting chorus crescendos. Overturned office buildings disintegrate into rushing river water. Glass shatters. Traffic
            lights creak and buckle inside tentacles of ocean. Sucking mud overtakes the ground floors of hospitals.
         

         
         Floating bodies. Human beings with broken bones, eyes stinging from salt, inhaling seawater into their lungs while trapped underwater, beneath overturned cars and downed tree branches. People on their hands and knees. 

         
         The nationwide news will report: A catastrophic earthquake struck the Cascadia Subduction Zone at 10:50 a.m. today, triggering tsunami waves along the outer
               coast. This is the big one we’ve long feared.

         
         The ocean will call it a song.

         
         Hours pass before she drains away, taking what she wants, leaving behind her low tide.

         
         Coastal towns go silent. Gaping shells of buildings remain, puddles of water on their roofs. A shoreline scattered with dead
            jellyfish, plastic piping. Bird feathers and the bones of whales.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Low

         
         The lowest tide requires resilience. The seafloor is exposed. Tide pool inhabitants—barnacles, mussels, anemones, and small
               fish—must weather exposure to sun, air, and temperature fluctuations and survive until the water returns.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Now

         

         Annie MacLeod can’t hear the sea.

         
         She drags a shovel and a white plastic bucket under a blanket of clouds that refuses to leave. Wind-whipped, hair unwashed,
            a smear of sand on her cheek. She’s digging for clams. She hasn’t gone near the water yet, even though it’s been four days
            since it happened. Even though her body craves that cold shock on her skin, to submerge so deep she dissolves. The waves curl
            out and back, a heartbeat she ignores by squishing bright orange earplugs deeper into her ears.
         

         
         The beach is a junkyard. The surf picks up stray flip-flops, pebbles mixed with Plexiglas shards, waxed juice boxes with straws
            still attached, floaty aluminum cans, and plastic barrettes. She eyes the glint of a silver spoon—its handle engraved with
            the delicate pattern of moon phases—and puts it in her back pocket next to a cake of soap still in its wrapper.
         

         
         Each day, her grandmother Ruth tells her to work harder. To get her tears out with a shovel. “Maybe they’re not dead,” she
            says.
         

         
         Sand is everywhere now: up on the hill where it doesn’t belong, lodged between cedar shingles, filling up eavestroughs. Lumps of it, with rainwater, will gradually rinse out the downspouts, making new piles. Some of it is stuck inside the helices of Annie’s ears, glued to her scalp, wedged under her nails. They cannot find a nail clipper anywhere, and Annie thinks about biting her nails but then the sand would even be inside her. 

         
         No matter how hard she tries to get it all out, she finds more still, in the sink drain, embedded in the seams of the mattress,
            in the plastic utensil divider in the kitchen drawer, in the thumb of Ruth’s oven mitt.
         

         
         Her grief is like this.

         
         Sprinkles of it in what she manages to eat, gritty against her teeth even when the food tastes fine. She’s already swept the
            floor, but it’s silty again.
         

         
         Annie wonders if she’ll ever escape it; if the places sand and grief should not be will ever be free of them again.

         
         The horizon remains empty and haunting. Only the swoop of seabirds, the smell of decaying seaweed, and all the debris at the
            wrack line. The ground is disorienting and overly flat.
         

         
         How long has she been out here? It must be hours. The wind burns her eyes, her stomach growls, and her shoulders ache. She’s
            after another clam, her arm down a hole, when she’s distracted by movement in her peripheral vision. The clam gets away and
            burrows further into the muck.
         

         
         She sits down next to an upside-down picnic table and hugs her knees—not long enough to start dwelling on everything or start
            crying again. Just for a minute. The backs of her pants are soaked through and sticking to her skin and the spoon and soap
            are bulky in her pocket. For an instant, the clouds part. The sand glimmers.
         

         
         A thwump-thwump rises beneath her.
         

         
         Each beat lasts a few languid seconds. Each thwump sinks her down, as if her bones go slack against each other, as if her muscles give themselves up to her scooped-out insides.
         

         
         A shape forms in the distance and moves along the stretches of sand. Annie stands up for a better look. It’s a person walking. But no one’s been out this far from Hale’s Landing since the tsunami, and there’s hardly anyone left. 

         
         Annie removes her earplugs and looks up for a helicopter, looks around for a speedboat hopping over waves. Anything else to
            explain the thwumping.
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         She leaves the shovel and the bucket where they are and walks toward the person, then jogs, with the faint hope that it’s
            her mom or dad. That they’ve made it back.
         

         
         But it’s not them. It’s a boy, or a man. She isn’t sure. He’s stark naked, she can tell that much.

         
         Annie calls out: “Hello?”

         
         He doesn’t respond.

         
         She moves closer, until he’s right in front of her. He can’t be more than twenty years old, close to her own age, but well
            over six feet tall, with soaked blond hair that shines like the water.
         

         
         “Where did you come from?”

         
         His unfreckled skin makes her squeamish. It feels too translucent. He doesn’t look injured. She would have expected cuts and
            scrapes or broken limbs. She would have expected him to be wearing clothes if he’d been pulled out and stranded by the wave.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” she tries again.

         
         He doesn’t say anything. Unnerved by his nakedness, his silence, his lack of urgency and explanation, she tries not to stare
            at his pale flesh. He has a startling vacancy about him, not fully there, looking past her. His irises are sea-urchin grey
            with streaks of silver.
         

         
         His eyes roll backward as he caves sideways onto the sand into a fetal position.

         
         Annie crouches and shakes him hard by the shoulder. His skin is too hot. The thwumping sound from earlier pours up through her palms. She shakes him again and checks his wrist for a pulse. It’s there: a too-slow beat at her fingertips. A wave breaks up into his face and even that doesn’t wake him. She turns him by his knees onto his back. She’ll have to drag him, even if the plastic shards and cracked shells and crab legs and bottle caps will scrape his jelly-skin. 

         
         No choice.

         
         She wraps her hands tight around his forearms. He’s heavier than he looks, and his skin is spongy and slimy and gives too
            much. She pulls hard and manages to move him a few feet, looks over her shoulder to gauge how far they are from the dry sand,
            then pulls again, clears debris from under him, pulls. Growls. Drags him, as her thoughts get more and more clunky. This hypnotic
            beat in her body.
         

         
         The sound climbs up and surrounds them; Annie and this boy, marooned on the edge of nowhere.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Twenty years before

         

         Dr. Aiden MacLeod cannot see land.

         
         The Pacific Ocean stretches in all directions from where he stands barefoot in the cockpit. It’s midafternoon and a light
            wind flutters the mainsail. The ocean ripples, a patchwork of sequins.
         

         
         “You’re overthinking it,” Mara says with her paring knife poised. She’s eight months pregnant, cross-legged behind him, wearing
            one of his old T-shirts and a bathing suit bottom. A glistening salmon rests on the wooden cutting board in front of her.
         

         
         “You can’t predict this.” Aiden grips the helm. He’s said it before, and even to his own ears it sounds repetitive. “What
            about operating rooms? Oxygen tanks?”
         

         
         “I want to be sailing.” Mara looks at him.

         
         He imagines it all going wrong out here when the baby is born: a breech delivery, shoulder dystocia, a massive hemorrhage.
            He’s transported back in time to all-nighters in hospital hallways that smelled like iodine, the sensation of running to catch
            up with something.
         

         
         “I’m not going back to a hospital.” She stands up, nearly a foot shorter than him. On her tiptoes she intertwines her fingers at the back of his neck. He inhales the scent of her sun-warmed skin. “We’ve talked about this.” 

         
         “I need you to be okay.”

         
         “We’ll be fine.” Mara’s voice is an anchor. She kisses him and nuzzles against the stubble of his jaw. Then she sits back
            down, delicately slipping the edge of her knife under the scales to release pink shimmering flesh and the smell of salt.
         

         
         Aiden’s mother, Ruth, did not think they’d be fine. Fifty kilometres east is his hometown, Hale’s Landing, with its pine-needled
            roads and cedars dripping in endless rain. He recalls the exact tone of Ruth’s voice as it echoes in the cathedral of his
            forehead.
         

         
         When he tied off the stern at Hale’s Wharf last Tuesday, Ruth gave him a quick peck on the cheek and lectured him briefly
            about his boat’s peeling bottom paint. Then she whisked herself off to the clinic in her pressed nursing scrubs. She’s probably
            weighing a baby right now under those bright fluorescent lights, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking over the scrubbed linoleum.
            Even though Aiden doesn’t work there, his medical degree hangs in her waiting room above the aquarium of tropical fish, the
            air bubbles surging up and bursting under the edge of the thick, black frame.
         

         
         Aiden never loved medicine. As a kid, he drove his rusty fishing dinghy long before he could drive a car. He woke in the early
            morning, threw off the lines, and motored down the channel, a fishing rod in hand. What he loves most is the sea, this rugged
            Pacific Northwest coast: the rhythmic lap of waves, euphoria of endless sky, swirling patterns of tides. It disentangles him.
            He doesn’t need to be anything he’s not.
         

         
         He met Mara at the hospital four years ago. She was strange; everyone noticed it. A bit feral. Hardly talked. But to Aiden
            she was heart-stopping—skin so pale it was ghost-like, and stone-grey eyes. A line was drawn. The before and after meeting
            Mara. It wasn’t long before they bought this boat and painted the name Amphitrite in gold cursive on the transom.
         

         
         She’d always wanted to live on a sailboat, which was just one of the many unusual things about her. She liked to swim in the middle of the night. In the ebony water, she wrapped her legs around him, fused their bodies together, kissed his open mouth. She always stayed in the water the longest. She tracked the cyclic phases of the moon, mapped constellations in a spiral notebook on the charting table. 

         
         Ruth did not approve. “It’s impractical,” she said to Aiden while replenishing the Band-Aids and syringes in the clinic’s
            back hallway. “Living on a boat after all you’ve studied for, Aiden. Think of everything you’ll be throwing away.” She forced
            an overstocked drawer closed.
         

         
         As the son of a single mother, even at thirty-four years old, Aiden still leans toward doing what Ruth expects.

         
         Mara finishes gutting the fish and slices it into neat fillets for the grill. She goes below to scrub the cutting board and
            wash her hands. Even so pregnant, she moves as if she’s hovering two inches off the deck, swimming through air. Where does
            she get this ease? Wherever it is, the more time he spends with her, the more it rubs off on him.
         

         
         Back up on deck, light radiates from her skin. She puts her warm palms on his face and kisses him again.

         
         “Trust me,” she says.

         
         And he does. His shoulders descend. It feels like he’s loved her longer than the years they’ve been together; illogically,
            it feels like he’s always known her. The light fades into a burning sunset. The night unfolds with constellations that Mara
            cannot stop watching.
         

         
         

         A month later, Mara paces below deck with each contraction. Aiden keeps watch, up and down, up and down the companionway.
            Thankfully, there’s no wind. The sea lies pancake flat. His face is a facade of calm.
         

         
         He uses his portable Doppler ultrasound and listens to the tap-tap-tap of the fetal heartbeat. Mara doesn’t want the Doppler. She tries to shoo him away, but he persists, a divot of concern crossing his forehead. 

         
         Mara wants to swim as she labours.

         
         “We’re in the middle of the Pacific, Mara.” Aiden keeps his voice level.

         
         “People give birth in the water all the time,” she hums.

         
         He puts his palm on her belly. “It’s freezing.”

         
         There’s no stopping her. Soon enough she’s floating on her back, in less pain. The contractions are easier. On the swim ladder,
            Aiden stands and holds the Doppler out to her stomach as she floats. The tap-tap-tap stays strong. He watches the heart rate.
            She watches the moon.
         

         
         “It’s time.” Mara wipes her upper lip and pushes her hair from her eyes.

         
         “Come back on board.” Aiden reaches a hand toward her. “I won’t be able to see what I’m doing.”

         
         She shakes her head.

         
         The divot in his forehead deepens as he considers what to do next. Mara will not relent; he knows this of her. He takes off
            his boots, his pants, throws them into the cockpit, and grabs a life jacket and a rope. After securing a line between himself
            and the transom handhold, he slides into the bite of cold salt water.
         

         
         “Jesus,” he breathes.

         
         Mara’s gaze is unfocused.

         
         “You have to come closer, Mara.” He grips her arm and pulls her to the ladder, so she can slide herself onto the middle step.
            “Hook your arms through the handholds.”
         

         
         She does.

         
         He’ll have to float in front of her, somehow, as she pushes. He swears under his breath. This is the last place he ever expected
            to be delivering a baby, let alone his own. With her left calf under his right armpit, and the rope holding them both, he
            suspends himself between Mara’s legs.
         

         
         “It’s time to push.” She barely whispers it.

         
         Aiden can’t see anything beneath the dark surface; he’ll have to help her by feeling alone. He balances with his feet spread
            on the lowest rung of the ladder and his hands between her legs. In the glow of the boat’s running lights, her face is contorted
            and red.
         

         
         “Breathe,” he says.

         
         Mara jams her right foot into his shoulder and pushes. He prays the rope holds them while she writhes against the ladder.

         
         “You’re doing it,” he says.

         
         Her next moan is long and primal.

         
         The scent of blood and seawater. Aiden feels a head, then a small shoulder. An arm. The rest of a warm body sliding into his
            waiting grasp. He does not breathe until the baby—resting upon his trembling, numb hands—reaches the water’s surface.
         

         
         It’s a girl. She takes a breath of air, then wails.

         
         Mara has tears in her eyes.

         
         Annie is born to the sea. Aiden can breathe now. When he looks down at his daughter, he wonders if his entire reason for being
            has been poured into this one tiny body.
         

         
         

         By the time Annie is three years old, it’s impossible for Aiden to keep hold of her.

         
         They’ve managed through toddlerhood on Amphitrite. He installed netting around the lifelines and tethered a child safety harness to the mast. They keep a playpen up against
            the berth for when the seas are roughest.
         

         
         But Annie won’t stay inside it; she wants the rush of wind and the spray of salt water. In a particularly strong gale that
            winter, she demands to stay topside. She belly-laughs and calls out for more as the sailboat rises and drops over the waves.
         

         
         Her legs are strong and fast and always moving. Come spring, Aiden chases her along the shoreline, blue-green algae under their feet. She finds a pink-tipped sea anemone at the edge of a rocky tide pool. Its tentacles reach up as if it wants to be touched. Next, an itty-bitty octopus that Annie collects in the cup of her palms, its double row of suckers attached to her skin. All day she plays on the shore. Her bucket is full of ribbed limpet shells and sand dollars. The crabs do their sideways scuttles in the sand during her endless game of catch and release. 

         
         When she’s not running the beach, Annie swims. The first day of summer that year, brown pelicans swoop overhead as she and
            Mara float on their backs under an expanse of sky.
         

         
         “Come back aboard!” Aiden calls, his voice carrying over the waves. “Dinner’s getting cold.”

         
         But they do not. They splash him instead, grinning ear-to-ear. Water drips from their golden hair.

         
         Aiden and Mara make ends meet selling catch to Rosie, the fishmonger at Hale’s Wharf. Installed behind the same wooden counter
            since Aiden was little, Rosie doesn’t seem to age. Her dyed-black hair is always pulled into a ponytail, shellacked in place.
            Perhaps her dirty apron used to be whiter, but she clicks away at her cash register like she always has. John, her husband,
            sells Aiden fish and chips out the back kitchen window: fried cod wrapped in newspaper with a plastic container of coleslaw
            slathered in mayonnaise.
         

         
         Otherwise, they rarely come ashore. When they bought Amphitrite, Aiden wondered if he’d find it unsettling to not have a home with a foundation and walls, or a reasonable square footage.
            Maybe they should’ve purchased a bigger boat? He sold his car, whittled down his mystery novel collection to the few that
            fit in the berth, and donated his spare clothing. He occasionally misses having a full-sized refrigerator and a flushing toilet.
            In the end, though, Amphitrite feels more like home than any house he’s had. With Mara and Annie inside, the boat is all he needs.
         

         
         

         On a hot day midsummer, Aiden and Ruth stand on the beach at Hale’s Landing. The sun is directly overhead, burning the top of Aiden’s head. Annie has been swimming off the wharf for hours. Now she dives in again, this time to retrieve a spiny-skinned sea star from the bottom. Next, a rock covered in acorn barnacles. 

         
         Aiden and Ruth ooh and aah at her finds.

         
         “Come get some goggles,” Ruth calls, holding out a neon-green pair. “You’ll see better!” They dangle from her fingers.

         
         Annie looks over briefly, then bobs under again.

         
         An elderly couple stroll by. They look like tourists, wearing matching windbreakers and bright white running shoes, ice cream
            cones in their hands.
         

         
         “She swims so well. And so young!” the woman marvels. She licks the melting soft-serve from her fingers.

         
         “She’s a little fish,” Aiden comments.

         
         “I really wish you’d make her wear a life jacket,” Ruth says, as Annie ducks under the water’s surface and out of sight.

         
         Aiden clears his throat, a habit of his when he doesn’t know what to say.

         
         “The ocean’s wild,” Ruth pushes. “Better to keep her safe.”

         
         Later, Aiden tries to put her in a life jacket, but Annie refuses. She dives back in. He chases her underwater through the
            forest of kelp, its emerald-green fronds dancing in the current. But she’s gone in a trail of bubbles, faster than he can
            swim, only popping her head up much further away than he could have managed. She can hold her breath far longer than he can.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Now

         

         Annie leaves the boy on the beach.

         
         She’s back in a few minutes, accompanied by Ruth, in her muddy gumboots and bleached-out Vancouver Aquarium sweatshirt, a
            medical bag slung over one shoulder. They climb down the rope ladder they’ve rigged from the bluff to the beach. At the bottom,
            Ruth gives the boy a head-to-toe once-over, kneels beside him on the sand, and places two fingers on the side of his neck.
         

         
         It feels awkward to stare at him, but Annie can’t stop. The fine hair on his arms . . . was it there before? His skin appears
            firmer, more assembled. More like skin and less like see-through rice paper. Her eyes find their way to the sharp angle of
            his jaw and the steep slant of his nose.
         

         
         “Has a pulse.” Ruth nods. “Let’s roll him onto his side.” She covers him with a flannel blanket she retrieved from the cedar
            trunk beside the front door; the same trunk Annie has to steel herself for before opening, the one with her dad’s old clothes
            and their faint smell of fish.
         

         
         Ruth wedges the oxygen sat probe on the boy’s left index finger. His hands are large and smooth. The probe beeps and glows
            99 percent on the screen, pulse 32 beats per minute.
         

         
         “Too slow,” Annie says.

         
         Ruth pauses. “Maybe it’s a poor tracing.” She digs in her bag for a stethoscope, applies the diaphragm to his chest, and listens
            to his heart and lungs in a looping repetition.
         

         
         The thwumping sound from earlier seems to be right here.

         
         “Do you hear that noise?” Annie asks.

         
         “What noise?” Ruth cocks her head, but the stethoscope is still in her ears. “We have to get him up to the cabin,” she says.

         
         “It’s thirty feet up. He’s too heavy.”

         
         “We can’t leave him here,” Ruth says. “He needs an IV. He’s probably dehydrated. Hypothermic.”

         
         “But his skin’s hot.”

         
         Ruth pulls the thermometer out of her bag and puts it in his ear. The number rises to 39.5 degrees Celsius. “He’s febrile,”
            she says, then puts down all her instruments simultaneously.
         

         
         “Why would he have a fever?”

         
         Ruth’s breath hitches and she’s suddenly pale, ashen under her cheekbones. Glassy-eyed.

         
         Annie reaches for her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

         
         Ruth looks away, toward the ocean, as if she’s lost track of what she was doing. Annie can’t help following her gaze, can’t
            help hoping again. Until Ruth abruptly turns back. “We have an old EMS stretcher in the shed.” Her voice is hoarse.
         

         
         “Did you think you saw Mom and Dad?”

         
         Ruth leans forward and puts her hand on Annie’s thigh. “No, honey.”

         
         “When I look at the ocean, I keep thinking I can see them.”

         
         “Because it’s impossible not to think that,” Ruth says.

         
         Annie closes her eyes tightly. She’s inside the tsunami, again—the dank water she’ll never be able to swim across. The ground
            gives way under her feet; a riptide yanks against the backs of her calves. The clouds condense and press down on her shoulders.
         

         
         Ruth’s voice interrupts the collapse of the sky: “We can strap him in and use the boat pulleys to get him up the bluff.”

         
         Annie is nowhere that pulleys matter or even exist. “When I first saw him, I thought it was them, too,” she whispers.

         
         Ruth hasn’t heard her. “We’ll get the old stretcher.”

         
         Annie manages to nod—is she nodding?—her eyes still closed and the rest of her body numb.

         
         But the thwump-thwump sound returns. It enters her joints, rises from her feet into her knees and hips. Her panic abates by degrees. Air finds
            the bottom of her lungs.
         

         
         Ruth is already climbing the ladder. She’s near the top by the time Annie’s legs obey.

         
         

         Half an hour later, the boy is secured to an orange slider board.

         
         They’d retired it a decade ago from the single Hale’s Landing ambulance, but Ruth was never one to get rid of something that
            might serve a purpose, like carting a spongy-skinned boy up a thirty-foot bluff. Both women heave and grunt and lift and sweat,
            taking turns holding his weight while the other catches her breath, praying the pulleys hold, willing the knots to stay strong,
            until they’ve reached solid ground.
         

         
         “You can’t hear that sound?” Annie asks again as they finally carry him—lanky arms and legs—through the cabin door and into
            the living room.
         

         
         “Hear what?” Ruth is sweaty, breathing much harder than Annie is.

         
         “It sounds like humming. It comes and goes.” Annie looks at her feet and the water-warped planks of Ruth’s floor, then upward,
            at the light bulbs that won’t turn on anymore. It’s not coming from there.
         

         
         It’s a low-pitched violin chord. Or murmuring starlings—their glossy black wings fluttering in unison.

         
         All the usual noise has receded.

         
         From nowhere, her dad’s voice reverberates through Annie’s memory. “Elephants hear through their feet.” He’d always been fascinated by the way animals communicate: seismically, triangulating through space and time. He loved to talk about it whenever his feet hit dry land. “They eavesdrop on each other’s footsteps. It’s how they reach one another over vast distances. Ground vibration.” 

         
         His voice fades; the soothing, back-and-forth undertone remains. Annie touches her earplugs in her pocket, nestled with the
            spoon and the soap. It’s the first time in days that she doesn’t feel the need to wear them.
         

         
         “Let’s lift him onto the couch,” Ruth says. She’s already collected more medical equipment from the bathroom: IV tubing, a
            needle, a rubber tourniquet she wraps around his bicep while Annie retucks the blanket in place. Ruth tears the alcohol swab
            open with her teeth and swipes the boy’s inner arm before poking him. He doesn’t flinch.
         

         
         The blood flash into the needle is bluish.

         
         “Shouldn’t it be red?” Annie asks.

         
         Ruth keeps working, her brow furrowed, her cheeks still not their usual colour. She tapes the IV tubing to his forearm, hangs
            the bag of Ringer’s Lactate solution to a lamp stand. Adjusts the flow, then shakes her head. “Deoxygenated blood is blue . . .
            I don’t have oxygen for him, anyway. But the probe still says ninety-eight percent.”
         

         
         “What do we do?” Annie asks.

         
         “This is all we can do,” Ruth says. She stands and walks to the kitchen, then rattles around in the pots. “Can you bring your
            clams up?”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “From the beach.”

         
         How can she make dinner at a time like this? Ruth has always been matter-of-fact, but everything is changed now, can’t she
            feel it? This unconscious boy on the couch. The blue blood. The potent hum-breathing sound. Her parents. It seems wrong to
            start making dinner.
         

         
         But Ruth has a cast-iron pot in her hands. She raises her eyebrows and looks at Annie until she’s compelled to move.

         
         Outside, the clouds are clearing. The wind threads through the porch rafters, between the faded buoys that have hung there
            for decades. They bump each other in the breeze. Annie retrieves the bucket from the beach and carries it to the manual pump
            on the grass, another relic Ruth couldn’t part with, even though she didn’t expect to need it again.
         

         
         Annie has to use her entire weight to crank the pump handle until the bucket is full. Using a stiff-bristled brush, she cleans
            the sand and barnacles from the clam shells. If she focuses on the movement of her hands, then she can do this. Meaning: She
            can keep existing. Intense focus on small things, moment-to-moment. Don’t think about Mom and Dad, don’t think about inky
            water swallowing boats. Watch the bristles unlatch the barnacles. Watch the sand sink to the bottom of the bucket.
         

         
         But the hum reaches for her again, reeling her back in.

         
         She’s momentarily lost inside it. Indigo waves rock her side to side as she breathes in the scent of wind. A new warmth envelops
            her ribcage.
         

         
         “Annie?” Ruth’s voice rings out from the kitchen.

         
         “Coming,” she calls back automatically. But what is happening to her? She picks up the bucket. The porch steps creak in their
            usual way. She clacks back through the screen door.
         

         
         “You can throw them in.” Ruth points to the rolling boil of the water in the pot on the wood stove. Rogue droplets sizzle
            on the burner.
         

         
         They move around one another. Ruth rechecks the boy’s pulse and flicks the IV tubing to mobilize a trapped air bubble, then
            chops onions and a head of garlic from the now defunct refrigerator. Annie warms a second pan to fry them. In the bubbling
            water, the clams start to crack open. When everything is cooked, Annie scoops it all together into chipped ceramic bowls from
            the hutch.
         

         
         They eat sitting next to each other on the floor. The trestle dining table is sideways in the corner, where Ruth has been repairing its broken legs and scrubbing off the remains of seawater. 

         
         The boy hasn’t roused.

         
         “Maybe he hit his head in the tsunami,” Annie offers.

         
         Ruth runs her tongue over her bottom lip. “Maybe, but the timing is off. It’s been four days.”

         
         “What do you think happened?”

         
         “He’s not about to wake up, is what I think. We should put some clothes on him. It’s going to get cooler overnight.” She gets
            an old pair of athletic shorts and a blue long-sleeve T-shirt from the trunk. Annie lifts his limbs, threading the IV bag
            through the shirt sleeve, while Ruth tugs the clothes into place. “People must be washing up like this all down the coast
            this week.”
         

         
         “Their bodies, you mean,” Annie says before stopping herself.

         
         “People who got stranded, who somehow survived.”

         
         “Do you think help’s coming soon?”

         
         “We’re a long way out,” Ruth says, as if it’s an explanation, and there’s nothing else to say about it.

         
         The daylight fades into the shadows. Annie wants to curl up on the floor next to the boy, beside the couch. The sound is clearer
            around him, close to him—braids of it, some stronger, some softer, curving near where they sit.
         

         
         Somehow, when she listens to the humming, everything inside her stops aching.

         
         “He’ll be here in the morning,” Ruth says, as if she knows what Annie is thinking. “I’ll check his vitals overnight.”

         
         Eventually, Annie goes to her bedroom down the hall. She digs the spoon with its moon phases and the packaged soap out of
            her pocket and puts them onto an empty shelf in the closet. Then she gets in bed. She hasn’t slept for days. Grief stalks
            her in the darkest hours; when she closes her eyes, the black wave is there, consuming everything.
         

         
         Annie inspects the dark corners of the room. The caulking is cracked and peeling. A knee-high salt line—the height the wave
            reached—disrupts the wallpaper. The air is muggy with the musty scent of mould, and the damp sheets cling to her. She still
            isn’t used to sleeping on land. She misses being rocked to sleep on Amphitrite, misses being a few feet from her parents.
         

         
         Annie picks up a pink conch shell from the floor beside the mattress. Part of Ruth’s collection, it had been a bathroom counter
            decoration, until Annie found it in a silty corner behind the toilet after the tsunami.
         

         
         “I can hear you whispering,” her mom used to say when she listened to shells.

         
         How long does the seashell sound last? As a child, Annie believed that if the shell was away from the water too long, the
            sound would gradually leak out until she could no longer hear it. Annie couldn’t bear the idea that the song would drain away,
            like the gas in their outboard motor. So she would routinely gather Ruth’s shells in a basket and cart them down to the shore,
            in order to amplify their inner oceans. That way they’d never run out of song.
         

         
         Annie rolls on her back and puts the pink conch beside her on the pillow. She can’t bear to listen to it now.

         
         The pulse sound is still with her, even when the boy is down the hallway. Is he awake? Does he have enough blankets? Annie
            wants to go look at him again. Her eyelids are unusually heavy, though. Her mind empties itself. Why is it not spinning the
            way it has been?
         

         
         She relaxes into the mattress, wading between asleep and awake.

         
         The pulsing is underneath her now.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Before

         

         When Annie is six, in early September, Aiden rents a slip at the Hale’s Landing wharf.

         
         Annie grips the lines securing Amphitrite to the wharf planks. She’s used to being anchored off a mooring ball in Ruth’s cove, free to move as she wants, not leashed
            in this way. The fenders thump against the slip.
         

         
         Curled in the aft berth later, she overhears her parents debating about school.

         
         “It’s about what’s best for her,” Aiden says. “We can moor here during the year. Let her put down some roots.”

         
         “I’d rather keep her with us,” Mara hesitates, “on the water.”

         
         “We can’t keep her secluded forever.”

         
         “But for now.”

         
         Ruth comes aboard for a late dinner of barbecued salmon. Annie is meant to be sleeping, but she hears Aiden persisting. Ruth
            chimes in between bites: “She needs teachers.”
         

         
         “I don’t want her to forget all of this,” Mara says.

         
         “She’ll learn other useful things—” Ruth cajoles.

         
         “She won’t forget this,” Aiden says.

         
         Then a long silence.

         
         Eventually, Mara says: “We can try.” She sounds half-hearted.

         
         “We’ll see how it feels. If it’s wrong, we’ll go with your instinct,” Aiden says. “Like always.”

         
         

         On the first day, he walks Annie up the hill, his hand in hers. The front wall of the school is faded red brick, with scrubby
            grasses poking out from the chipped foundation. At the back there’s an extension: four rooms, portables made out of beige
            aluminum siding with evenly spaced, square windows. A narrow hallway runs down the middle to the rear door.
         

         
         “Hasn’t changed since I was a kid.” Aiden runs his hand along the front doorframe.

         
         In the office, a fan whirs loudly in the corner. Annie smells glue and floor cleaner. The woman behind the desk has a pencil
            between her teeth. She grabs it as she flips through a notebook.
         

         
         “It’s Annie MacLeod,” Aiden says.

         
         The woman doesn’t look up. She runs her finger down a list, checks off a box, then looks over the rims of her glasses at Annie.
            “Ms. Penn’s class, last room on the left,” she says.
         

         
         The classroom is small and colourful. Desks are lined up in rows and Ms. Penn sits at the front in a cream-coloured smock.
            She walks over when she sees Annie and Aiden.
         

         
         “What’s your name?” Ms. Penn asks, crouching down.

         
         “Annie.”

         
         “Sit anywhere, Annie.” She hands her a blue notebook and a yellow pencil. “Best if you don’t linger, in my experience,” she
            says to Aiden and shuffles him out the door.
         

         
         Annie stands there, deserted. She eventually slides into one of the attached chair-desks in the back row, wedged in like a
            hermit crab. The chair creaks as she tries to get comfortable. She smells pencil shavings. Soon, a river of other children
            flows into the room.
         

         
         The clock tick-tick-ticks and the racket of a hundred footsteps ricochets off the walls. One kid wears splash pants that swish when he walks. The clack of the radiator startles Annie. Ms. Penn’s voice sounds too squeaky, as she herds the children to their seats amid shouts from the hallway. 

         
         Annie puts her hands in her pockets and feels the reassuring grit of sand.

         
         Ms. Penn speaks at the front of the classroom. Chalk screeches across the blackboard. A girl in pigtails rubs the tip of a
            marker so hard on her paper that it squeals. A redheaded boy next to her unzips his sweater.
         

         
         Annie takes her hands from her pockets and picks up her pencil. Her fingers feel heavy. She tries to focus on the shape of
            her letters, tries to train her eyes on the faint lines in her notebook.
         

         
         She is sidetracked by a sticky spot on the desk. The chair is too hard. The gulls screech through the window. If Ms. Penn
            is still talking, if she’s giving more instructions, Annie can no longer hear them. She’s lost in the roar of other noises.
            The rest of the kids are being shuffled onto a rainbow carpet for story time. She remains stuck at her desk, gripping its
            sides.
         

         
         A boy stops in front of her desk. He has the darkest brown curly hair, olive skin, and bushy eyebrows.

         
         “Are you okay?” His voice is the softest thing in the room. Annie manages to look at him but doesn’t answer. He has chocolate-coloured
            eyes.
         

         
         “She’s a freak like her mom, Evan.” The redheaded boy taunts her, moving closer to her desk.

         
         Annie stiffens as a burst of hot shame shoots through her. What does he mean? Mara is the planet she orbits around.

         
         “Stop it, Liam,” the brown-eyed boy says. He moves himself in front of Annie.

         
         Liam reaches around and pokes her in the shoulder.

         
         The boy with the chocolate eyes shoves Liam so hard, he falls backward.

         
         Ms. Penn rushes over. “Evan!” With one arm, she grabs Evan by the elbow, and with the other, she pulls Liam up. “Just because you’re a Hale doesn’t mean you can do what you like.” 

         
         Evan Hale’s eyes stay on Annie, as if Ms. Penn doesn’t even exist.

         
         Annie’s tears start, unbidden, salt water bleeding onto her notebook. The kids on the carpet stare at her, pointing. Word
            spreads around the story circle. The sound of the kids’ laughter sends Annie over the edge.
         

         
         Climbing underneath her desk, she covers her ears and closes her eyes, tucks herself into the smallest ball she can and stays
            there.
         

         
         

         By now, Mara is already halfway to the school building. Her path is so precise it’s as if she’s already walked it. She doesn’t
            stop at the entrance, doesn’t stop at the office to ask where Annie is.
         

         
         Mara finds her under her desk, her ears still covered with her hands, a ring of six-year-olds staring at her while Ms. Penn
            tries to read to them.
         

         
         Annie has never thought to question how Mara always knows exactly where she is.

         
         Mara coaxes Annie out while rubbing her tear-stained arms. Her presence calms the chaos and dampens the noise, until Annie
            can sit up and open her eyes. Mara pulls her from the floor and holds her in her arms. She doesn’t put her down until they’re
            on the beach next to the wharf. Then she takes off Annie’s shoes and socks, pulls her braid free from the elastic, runs her
            fingers through to release her long, tawny hair.
         

         
         Annie dashes over the sand, back to her scuttling shore crabs, the sea sponges that suck briny water in and out. Back in the
            tide pools with the curious minnows. Her favourite delicate sand dollars remain snug in the sandy earth. She finds a sea star
            and tells him what happened to her in class. She gets all her tears out.
         

         
         She tells him about the boy with chocolate eyes.

         
         Then she races over the cold, salty rocks in her bare feet.

         
         Eventually, she settles in Mara’s lap in the cockpit of Amphitrite. Her mother croons a song. The world is right again and the world hums again, back in orbit.
         

         
         By the next afternoon, Amphitrite sails. Annie floats in the sea under the blue sky, fathoms of water stretched beneath her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Now

         

         Annie wakes.

         
         She expects the slatted cedar walls of Amphitrite’s berth, the rise and fall of tide beneath her. Instead: solid earth, painted white walls, a pine tree brushing against the
            window. She’s in a real bed. These moments around sleep have jagged edges. Before sleep or just after sleep, she inhabits
            a place where her entire world hasn’t ended. Then her mind orients painfully, remembering where she is, what day it is, what
            happened.
         

         
         Then she recalls the boy down the hall in the living room. That sweet thrumming is gone. She throws on one of Ruth’s sweaters
            and tiptoes out into the hallway.
         

         
         He’s no longer on the couch where they left him, attached to the bag of fluid on the lamp pole. She runs her hand over the
            blanket that’s been left scrunched in a heap. It’s cool and empty. Loose IV tubing snakes between her bare feet on the floor.
         

         
         As she steps toward the window, she spots him swimming in the sea, at least a hundred metres from the cabin. The tide is lowish,
            garbage rolling in the distant surf. His head bobs in the water. She presses her palms against the windowpane, as if she could
            rescue him again from here.
         

         
         “Did you sleep?” Ruth is up. She stands over the kettle, a dish towel in one hand and her amethyst-coloured mug in the other.

         
         “He’s swimming.” Annie’s eyes are glued to his shape in the water. “Why is he swimming?”

         
         “He was out there when I woke up. I went down ten minutes ago.” The kettle whistles sharply. “But he was too far out to hear
            me. He looks stronger than we thought.”
         

         
         “It’s freezing out there.”

         
         “It’s freezing in here.” Ruth pours hot water. “Do you want some tea?”

         
         Annie strides to the door and pulls on her boots. “Do you think he knows about the undertow?”

         
         She’s out the door before Ruth has a chance to respond. She needs him to not freeze or drown, firstly. And she wants to know
            why he’s swimming. She wants to know everything about him.
         

         
         It’s the first time in days Annie has thought about anything except what happened. She climbs down the rope ladder and out
            onto the sand. A thin layer of mist hovers over the water. Pebbles press through the soles of her boots.
         

         
         The sea has not returned her parents. But there’s this boy. His long arms arc through the swells. His shoulder blades move
            back and forth with each stroke.
         

         
         Annie sits on the packed sand next to his discarded shirt. Her questions trip over each other: Who is he and where did he
            come from? Will he stay? And why does she care so much if he does?
         

         
         Eventually, he wades out of the water, wearing the shorts from last night, hair dripping. Goosebumps cover his torso, but
            he isn’t shivering. He looks right at her, his expression untroubled.
         

         
         “What were you doing swimming so far out?” Annie asks.

         
         He sits down, his body dwarfing hers. He can’t seem to figure out what to do with his legs, bending and unbending his knees, trying to figure out how to arrange his feet. Eventually, he mimics Annie’s crossed legs. And there’s that sound again. Why does the humming feel so good? It washes over her scalp and melts across her shoulders. 

         
         “Where did you come from?” she asks.

         
         Still nothing.

         
         He shifts until their arms touch. He’s warm. She likes the feel of him, the subtle pulse underneath his skin.

         
         More than anything, she wants to hear his voice, as if the humming might be explained if she could hear him speak.

         
         She tries again: “I’m Annie.”

         
         Maybe he’ll talk if she’s patient enough. She waits, staring at the sand, at the flecks of rock and plastic. A hollow mussel
            shell cradles a bent paper clip and a piece of orange sea glass.
         

         
         “You were walking on the beach. Then you passed out,” she tries. She’s telling the story all out of order.

         
         She waits some more.

         
         “Walking,” he says, enunciating the syllables, emphasizing the walk. His expression is gentle; he almost smiles.

         
         Annie is drawn to his square jaw, the breadth of his shoulders. His eyes feel a bit too widely spaced. Water drips down his
            neck.
         

         
         “Yes, walking,” she echoes.

         
         “Walker,” he says. His voice is deeper than she expects it to be. A river where she can’t touch bottom.

         
         His hum spirals back around and lands in the bottom of Annie’s belly. She almost recognizes him. She forgets, for a split
            second, her parents. Amphitrite. All the destruction.
         

         
         But then, a breeze brushes against her face. Smoke rises in the distance, likely from the fires they’re using in Hale’s to
            incinerate bodies and garbage.
         

         
         “Did you get thrown off a boat?” she asks.

         
         He searches her eyes. Tiny shifts of his grey irises.

         
         “What happened to your clothes?” Her voice is an octave higher than usual. “Can you understand me?”

         
         His eyes descend to watch her lips.

         
         Maybe he doesn’t speak English? “Are you alright? Do you have a name?”

         
         He blinks but doesn’t move. “Walker.”

         
         “That’s your name?”

         
         “Annie,” he says.

         
         The shape of her name as he says it feels fluid and rounded, the nicest way it’s ever been pronounced. She wants a name to
            call him, too. He breathes in and out; it reminds her to do the same. Has she been breathing before this?
         

         
         “We can call you Walker for now?”

         
         He looks at her and a deep stillness takes hold. She should feel awkward, this close to a stranger, a boy—well, technically
            a man—looking at her so intently. But instead, she feels settled and clear. Her words seem pointless, and they float away
            with the crash of waves.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         
            Before

         

         The second time Annie meets Evan Hale is in June the following year, early in the morning. She is seven years old.

         
         “Pass me that line, Annie.” Aiden steps out of the dinghy and ties them off to Ruth’s dock. Ruth waits in an Adirondack chair, in her scrubs, two steaming cups of coffee beside
            her.
         

         
         Annie dives straight into her lap. Ruth kisses the top of her head.

         
         Over the curve of Ruth’s shoulder, she sees him. Evan is lying belly-down on the dock planks, poking the water with a stick.
            Annie remembers his soft chocolate eyes, the way he tried to fend off the bullies at school. But today he looks smaller. Alone.
         

         
         Aiden takes a long sip of black coffee. “You’ve got company?”

         
         “Isaac’s up at camp.”

         
         “So now you’re a babysitter in addition to a nurse?”

         
         Ruth shrugs. “I was with Evan so much at the end, when I was looking after Celeste. He wanted to stay here. I told Isaac it
            was fine.” Ruth gives Annie a squeeze around her middle. “Evan remembers you, sweetie.”
         

         
         “You’d think Isaac—” Aiden starts in a low voice.

         
         “Put yourself in his shoes,” Ruth says.

         
         “His son needs him.”

         
         “He can’t hold it together since Celeste died.”

         
         Evan comes over to them. He’s wearing jeans and a camo T-shirt, a Hale Timber baseball cap pulled low on his forehead. He
            gives Annie a wave. She looks closely at his face, his sooty black eyelashes, thick eyebrows, pink cheeks.
         

         
         “Evan Hale, is it?” Aiden says.

         
         “Yes, sir.” Evan removes his hat.

         
         Ruth shades her eyes from the sun. “You want to take him along today? I’ve got a long shift.”

         
         Aiden looks between Ruth, Evan, and Amphitrite, moored about one hundred metres away in the cove.
         

         
         “When does he need to be back?”

         
         “Isaac’s staying at the logging camp until Friday.”

         
         Annie tugs the hem of Aiden’s shirt. “He should come,” she says. She’s sure of it.

         
         Aiden looks down to Annie. He’s hesitant, but accustomed to deferring to Mara and Annie by now.

         
         “What do you think, Evan?” he finally says. “Would you like to learn about life on the sea?”

         
         

         It’s not long before the three of them putter back out to Amphitrite. The wind picks up the dark curls of Evan’s hair. Sunlight touches his forehead. Annie feels a fizz of excitement, like a
            new path unfurling before her.
         

         
         Evan holds the lifelines carefully as they climb aboard. He gets his footing before he steps tentatively into the cockpit.

         
         “This is Dodge.” Annie hops down and points to the dodger. “Dodge, meet Evan.”

         
         Evan says nothing.

         
         “I call him Dodge, anyway . . . that’s what you call this cover thing. It blocks the wind.”

         
         Evan runs his hand along the fabric.

         
         “Then the Winch family,” Annie continues. “We have four of them. They’re quadruplets if you’re wondering.” She jumps around to each. “This one’s a bit grouchy.” She pats the starboard winch. She wants him to say something, anything. 

         
         Aiden puts a hand on Evan’s shoulder and leaves it there.

         
         “Well. Um.” Annie bounces on her toes. “Wanna play crazy eights?”

         
         “No.” It’s the first thing Annie hears Mara say, after Aiden has climbed below. He talks softly, but Annie can still hear
            him from the cockpit. Evan is quiet, deep in his cards, sunlight in his hair.
         

         
         “I think it would be good for her to have another kid around,” Aiden says.

         
         Mara exhales. “Who is he?”

         
         Evan plays an eight on the growing pile of cards. If he can hear the conversation, he doesn’t show it. “Hearts,” he says,
            deciding the next suit. His voice is the edge of a feather.
         

         
         “Isaac Hale’s boy. He lost his mom last month,” says Aiden. “Breast cancer.”

         
         Annie plays a queen of hearts during a long pause in her parents’ conversation below. Soft footsteps ascend the companionway.
            Mara appears.
         

         
         Evan looks up.

         
         “Your mom was Celeste,” she says to Evan. No hello.

         
         Aiden, behind her, puts a palm to his chest. “He might not want to talk about it, Mar.”

         
         Mara crouches down next to Evan. “Your mother was different.”

         
         Evan places his cards beside him, face up. “She was?”

         
         “I met her years ago at Rosie’s. She was holding you,” Mara continues, placing her hand on his knee.

         
         Evan breathes. It’s as if his breath had been stuck in his collarbones; now it comes from his belly.

         
         Mara goes on, “She was twirling her fingers through your hair while you slept against her shoulder. She sang to you.”

         
         Evan has tears in his eyes. “She always sang me to sleep.”

         
         “Your mother felt like love,” Mara says. “She sounded like love.”

         
         “I have a hard time sleeping now.”

         
         Mara watches him and listens and waits and the waves do their thing under the boat, soothing them all.

         
         Aiden and Annie do not interrupt.

         
         “Do you want to come with us?” Mara eventually asks.

         
         Evan nods.

         
         And so does Mara.

         
         

         So it goes that summer.

         
         Over a period of weeks, Evan emerges. He talks more. His smile is lopsided, the left side goes first, and there’s a dimple
            high in his left cheek when he laughs. Annie likes hearing him laugh.
         

         
         Quickly, they’re inseparable. They sail and swing off the halyard with cannonballs into the sea, then catch shiners off Ruth’s
            dock. They gut fish and sell it at Rosie’s, eat Creamsicles from the freezer while she tells them not to drip pink juice all
            over her floor. They sail far out from Hale’s Landing for days, catch Chinook in the Pacific. When they sleep on the deck
            under the stars, Aiden cocoons them in blankets.
         

         
         “Can we go ashore?” Evan asks Mara one late afternoon in July. He always wants to go ashore for adventures.

         
         Mara is slow to acquiesce, but soon enough she’s wandering the beach with them, never letting them stray too far. Since the
            episode at school, she doesn’t like to let Annie out of her sight.
         

         
         “Here’s the spot.” Evan smooths a swath of sand under his tanned feet.

         
         “I want a magic kingdom,” Annie says.

         
         “We’ll be king and queen.”

         
         “I’ll be a queen octopus,” she says. “Let’s make me an octopus bed.”

         
         They build the tallest sandcastle they’ve ever seen. Annie moulds a spiralling steeple and Evan digs deep, long moats—fed
            by buckets of seawater—all the way to the trees. The magic holds on to them until long past dinner. They have not eaten;
            they cannot stop. Mara checks on them periodically, but they don’t even notice her. She returns to the surf.
         

         
         By late evening, Annie and Evan are covered head to toe in sand and mud.

         
         

         Mid-August, they explore a different beach, closer to Hale’s Landing.

         
         “I want to show you something.” Evan points to a trail up the mountainside, a path between salmonberry thickets and stinging
            nettles.
         

         
         Down the beach, her mom is clamming with her shovel and bucket, too far to call out and ask for permission. Mara is still
            paranoid about Annie going off on her own. Annie knows this well, along with a handful of other things that seem slightly
            odd about her mother: her reclusive nature, her tendency to sit still for long periods, her near obsession with swimming.
            Her sensitivity to noise. The way she rarely speaks but loves to hum, loves music, loves Aiden’s harmonica.
         

         
         “Just for a minute, and we’ll come right back,” Evan says. His voice reassures her. He’s already starting up the trail, so
            she follows.
         

         
         He bounds ahead of her. Annie tries to keep up, her eyes on where his feet meet the ground. He runs the way she swims, with
            pure power.
         

         
         Cotton ball clouds drift overhead and the sunlight dapples their arms. They climb the trail for a good ten minutes until Evan
            stops.
         

         
         “This one’s perfect!” At the base of a mammoth arbutus tree, he grabs a branch above his head and pulls himself up. “Come on, Annie!” he calls, a grin on his face. 

         
         The orange wood feels smooth and ancient under her fingertips. She braces her knee on the trunk and levers herself up.

         
         On a higher branch, Evan presses his ear against the bark, his eyes closed.

         
         “Are you listening to the tree?” Annie asks.

         
         “My mom always said they can hear us.”

         
         Nearby, a grinding motor hiccups, then sputters to life.

         
         Evan opens his eyes with a start.

         
         “What’s that noise?” Annie says.

         
         “A chainsaw. Let’s go higher.”

         
         They climb to the highest branch, until they can see into the canopy and across to a balding patch of earth on the mountainside,
            about fifty metres away. The hemlocks and red cedars have been clear-cut. The chainsaw motor fills Annie’s ears again, so
            loud it hurts.
         

         
         “They just got a licence to log over here,” says Evan.

         
         “Is that a good thing?”

         
         “My dad was excited.” Evan frowns.

         
         According to her dad, Isaac Hale is as close to royalty as you can get in Hale’s Landing. His family tree stretches back to
            when they practically clawed their name into the dirt seventy years ago. Evan’s great-grandfather was granted licences for
            thousands of hectares of interior old-growth logging and his family has been cutting it down, piece by piece, for decades.
            Hale’s Landing sprung up around it as a by-product.
         

         
         Now it’s only Isaac and Evan left.

         
         “My mom would have been sad,” Evan says.

         
         “Did she listen to the trees like you do?”

         
         “She wanted Dad to stop.”

         
         A shower of sawdust explodes high overhead as a cedar falls. Its giant trunk rolls down the mountainside in the distance.

         
         “Annie?” Mara’s voice calls up from below. “Both of you—”

         
         “But he wouldn’t stop?” Annie asks.

         
         “Maybe,” Evan tries. “Maybe he would’ve.”

         
         “Come down this minute,” Mara calls.

         
         “We’re coming.” Annie’s voice wobbles and goes nowhere.

         
         Evan is still looking at the spot where the tree fell, his cheek against the bark of the arbutus. Annie’s skin is prickling.
            She can sense her mom’s impatience and should get back to her. But Evan is stuck watching. The two of them stay sitting in
            the tree’s branches, long enough for sawdust to float down and settle in their hair.
         

         
         

         By early September, everything is sliding toward autumn. The light is subdued, darker in the evenings. They need sweaters
            again.
         

         
         “Time to join the real world,” Isaac Hale says to Evan. He stands on Ruth’s dock, his burly shoulders set back, hands in his
            pockets. “School starts tomorrow.”
         

         
         It’s the first time Annie has seen Isaac up close. He’s bearded, nearly bald, and has a booming voice. He feels like hard
            edges, but then he rubs Evan’s hair. Evan talks with his hands, already telling Isaac how many seals they counted in the cove
            this morning. And how long he was able to hold his breath underwater. Isaac leaves his hand at the back of Evan’s neck.
         

         
         “Bye, Annie.” Evan waves as they walk away. “Thanks for having me.” Isaac leads him by the shoulder up the dock and toward
            a Hale Timber pickup truck waiting on the bluff. He’s left the engine running, belching clouds of black smoke from the exhaust.
         

         
         Annie wants to keep Evan with her.

         
         She doesn’t trust Isaac, and his scarred patch of mountain she can see in the distance where trees had once been.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         
            Now

         

         Ruth leads the way off the bluff where her house is perched, into town, with Walker in between them.

         
         “We’ll see if anyone knows him,” she suggested. “Maybe put a call out on the radio.”

         
         Annie shoulders blackberry branches out of the way. Rubble and garbage cover the ground. Downed telephone cabling winds through
            the debris while bright green shoots keep their upward trajectory, despite everything.
         

         
         Walker looks at Annie every couple of minutes, as if she might disappear. He trips over a washed-up vacuum cleaner hose, stumbles
            and scrapes his left elbow. He’s fascinated for several moments by the tiny breaks in his skin, but then his attention is
            absorbed by a dandelion puffball, pulling the seeds from the stem, letting them drift away in the breeze.
         

         
         Ruth gives him a curious once-over. “Let’s get a move on,” she says.

         
         The black wave of water is a memory Annie can’t shake. She hangs back as they get closer, not wanting to see the town. Walker
            slows to match her pace. They pass the washed-out gas station and its crumbling pavement. A cement post remains, minus its
            sign. Her spine stiffens.
         

         
         Annie knows every part of Hale’s Landing—the shade of the storefronts, or at least how they looked from the bow of Amphitrite at summer sunset. The roads, even if she’s rarely walked them. Now the landscape has been redrawn, in the crunch of digested
            metal and tile under her shoes, the uprooted trees and strips of carpeting they climb over. Shattered windows. A maze of fallen
            branches, a new geography.
         

         
         Above the well-defined line where the wave stopped its assault, houses sit untouched between the green crowns of trees.

         
         But down by where the wharf used to be, it smells like dead things and rotting fish. Annie wants to hear the chatter at the
            gas pumps, the plunk of logs dropping into the water, kids shrieking as they run on the beach. Instead, it’s the sound of
            an excavator scraping the sand, and the megaphone voice of Isaac Hale, who stands in his white dress shirt, belted khakis,
            and loafers on top of an overturned vending machine a few feet away. The candy inside still hangs from the inner coils, the
            sunlight refracts off shiny wrappers. Evan, arms crossed, stands a few feet behind him.
         

         
         Annie has the urge to go straight to him—a lightning-bolt feeling—even if she’s angry at him. As she debates whether to
            call out his name, Isaac yells to the excavator driver: “Take that tree out!”
         

         
         Evan hasn’t seen her yet. He appears to be arguing with Isaac. Judging by the solemn trench between Evan’s eyebrows, Isaac
            seems to be winning. Evan takes a step backward and his chin sinks to his chest.
         

         
         In their height and upright posture, Isaac and Evan are almost replicas of one another. But inside they’re different. Evan
            secretly feels everything. His feelings dominate him. Isaac appears chronically stoic and unfazed. Ruth said it wasn’t always
            this way; Isaac used to be more receptive and open before Celeste died. “He had nasturtiums planted at the library every spring.
            He’d bring ice cream sandwiches to the school on the last day before summer break.”
         

         
         There’s no ice cream left. All that remains at the grocery store is wilting fruit and vegetables, picked-over cans, fabric softener for washing machines that no longer function. Dried kibble for dogs that ran away before the wave hit. 

         
         The ice cream sandwich version of Isaac isn’t here on the beach, if he exists at all now. Annie has the familiar instinct
            to grab Evan’s hand and pry him away from his father, so he doesn’t morph into him. As if she could reach across the debris
            with her heart and touch his, she wills him to look up at her. To see her.
         

         
         But he does not.

         
         Annie scans for anything else recognizable. Great Uncle Henry, Ruth’s older brother, stands on the far side of the beach beside
            a table of fish under a flimsy white tent, distributing the fish to a short line of people. He’s a solid, rectangular sort
            of man. His fishing vest has a collection of pockets; some zippered, some snapped. His white hair blows in the wind. He’d
            been far enough up Hecate Strait in his gillnetter to survive the wave. He prefers not to talk; Annie feels relief around
            him because of it. Henry loves solitude on the deck of his boat. She wants to go over to him and continue not talking.
         

         
         Walker is beside her, kneeling behind a sideways chest freezer draped with bull kelp. He is still, not a muscle twitches.
            As far as Annie can tell, he’s not even breathing.
         

         
         Eventually, it’s not Evan who sees Annie; it’s Isaac.

         
         

         “Your sailboat girl is here,” Isaac says gruffly, patting his shirt pocket for cigarettes.

         
         Annie looks better than Evan expected. Her eyes are clear and bright. She looks composed, even in the chaos on the beach.

         
         He’s been lying awake worrying about her every night since the tsunami.

         
         If he’s honest, there have been few nights in the last decade he hasn’t lain awake thinking about her. She’s the most alluring person he knows: that honey-brown hair with a mind of its own; unruly, long waves that get tangled up. The way she finds it unimportant to straighten them out. The freckles he wants to kiss, under her eyes and across the bridge of her nose. Her slender frame and deceptively strong muscles, often stronger than his, and those crooked bottom teeth that only show when she smiles her real smile. Her beauty arrests him. But also, she’s always been a little untethered, some pervasive wildness that worries him sick, sometimes. 

         
         Isaac waves the unlit cigarette between his fingers. “We need to clear this out so we can get the logs shipped.”

         
         “But we can’t stay here,” Evan responds, not looking away from Annie. The excavator interrupts him with its beep-beep-beep. “There’s no running water. Electricity.”
         

         
         “What people care about is keeping their jobs, Ev.” Isaac searches his pants pocket for a lighter. “Coast guard will be here
            within the week.”
         

         
         “I better go over to Annie. There’s no word from her parents yet.” Evan swallows. Swallows the fact he’s here standing with
            Isaac, as if he’s handcuffed to him, instead of holding Annie’s hand.
         

         
         “They knew the ocean was risky,” Isaac says.

         
         Evan loved Amphitrite. He’d snuck out from under Isaac’s thumb to spend hours on her bow every summer. He knew that boat inside out. His own pencilled
            notes lived in the margins of Aiden’s ledger, detailing tides, coordinates, weather. The hundreds of hours he’d spent repairing
            things with Aiden were some of the happiest of his life. A weathered photo of the four of them was clipped to the desk light
            on Amphitrite’s charting table: Aiden, Mara, Annie, and Evan, on a deserted beach, a fire blazing beside them, arms slung around each other.
            They’d balanced Aiden’s old camera on a piece of driftwood, held their pose until the shutter clicked. Evan’s smile had never
            been bigger.
         

         
         It’s certainly the only thing that got him through losing his mom.

         
         But sailing is risky, like Isaac said. Especially the way they’d sailed, so far out every year, so dependent on the weather
            and the ocean’s whims. When it came to cash, Aiden and Mara were scraping by. Amphitrite always needed this or that, with money they didn’t have. The constant fraying and replacing of the lines. A new jib. Engine
            parts. It wasn’t that Evan thought they were irresponsible parents. But when Annie needed the dentist, Aiden and Mara had
            trouble paying the bill. The dentist did it for free as a professional courtesy to Aiden, but Evan still doesn’t understand
            why you’d work so long and hard for a medical degree just to give it all up.
         

         
         It wasn’t a choice Isaac understood, either.

         
         Four years ago, the sweltering afternoon Evan turned sixteen, he tried for the first time to tell his dad how he felt: “I
            want to invite Annie to my party tonight,” he said.
         

         
         “Not her.” Wearing chinos and a starched dress shirt, Isaac was stacking liquor on the bottom shelf of the pantry. “It’s one
            thing for you to go out on their boat. Fine. But leave it at that.”
         

         
         “Why not the party?”

         
         “Mara’s a little nuts, that’s why.”

         
         “What’s that got to do with Annie?” Not that he agreed Mara was nuts; she didn’t seem that way. But there were rumours about
            how she’d been locked up in some kind of psych ward.
         

         
         “Families repeat themselves.”

         
         “Annie’s not crazy.”

         
         “You can have some fun with her, but end it there.” Isaac unscrewed a bottle of Perrier and took a drink. “It’s for your own
            good.”
         

         
         Evan held off inviting Annie to the party that year. He tried to talk himself out of being in love with her. In the following
            years, he dated other girls, ones his father approved of. He pretended to like them, even.
         

         
         But he knew at sixteen, and long before, that Annie was the one for him—even if his dad forbade it.

         
         There are so many things he loves about her. She never needs to try to be beautiful; she doesn’t wear makeup or fancy clothes.
            He’s always loved watching her swim. She’s sentimental about the paired-up seashells she keeps on Ruth’s windowsill. When
            he left the cabin after the tsunami, he didn’t check to see if they were still lined up there, or if they’d been washed away.
         

         
         And Annie sees him in a way no one ever has. It’s the way he wants to be seen: for his inner goodness, for the fact that he’s
            not automatically following in his father’s footsteps. He can’t stand what his family’s company does to the trees. It makes
            his blood boil. Sometimes he thinks he could transform Hale Timber, be different from the men who came before him. He believes
            this, even if he doesn’t know how to do it. Annie could show him.
         

         
         In that photo clipped to Amphitrite’s charting table, Annie is not looking at the camera. She’s looking at Evan.
         

         
         With her attention, he feels less lost.

         
         He hasn’t worked up the guts to go against Isaac and tell Annie how much he feels for her—the depth of it. It’s not just
            some teenage fling, some superficial attraction.
         

         
         On the beach right now, his resolve strengthens. Mara and Aiden haven’t returned. Aside from Ruth and Henry, Annie is all
            alone. He wishes he could speed up this part for her, the hurting part, the scary part. But he also has to figure out a way
            through this mess, for Hale Timber, so they can have a life on the other side of it.
         

         
         “I’m going to check on her,” Evan says. From his throne on the vending machine, Isaac sighs, then signals the excavator to
            start back up.
         

         
         

         Annie divides her attention between Walker—his time-altering slowness, the seagulls descending en masse toward the fish he’s focused upon—and Evan, climbing toward her over a pile of sheet metal. 

         
         “Are you okay?” Evan asks once he gets down to the sand. He reaches out and holds her by the shoulder. With his touch, the
            world winds up to its usual speed.
         

         
         Annie isn’t sure how to answer. As if on cue, Walker stands up from behind the chest freezer. He’s taller than Evan by at
            least a few inches, and lankier. His uncommonly pale skin seems almost Nordic next to Evan’s deep tan. His translucent eyes
            are more blue than grey in this light.
         

         
         They look at one another.

         
         “Oh. I didn’t see you there,” Evan says, blinking. He releases Annie’s shoulder, and it aches once he’s let go.

         
         “We found him on the beach yesterday,” Ruth says.

         
         “I’m Evan.” He puts his hand out to shake Walker’s.

         
         Walker regards his outstretched palm.

         
         “He’s a bit . . . unusual.” Ruth scrapes mud off her boots against a downed telephone pole.

         
         Walker remains motionless. Evan withdraws his hand and shoves it in his pocket.

         
         “He hasn’t said much yet,” Annie says. Walker watches her talk; his eyes do not leave her mouth. “His name is Walker.”

         
         She does not say: I made up his name, or, can you hear the sound coming from him? She doesn’t say the dozen things she’d usually
            tell Evan, talking faster than she can organize the sentences. She does not say: You’re too far away. Why did you leave me
            alone in all this?
         

         
         “I’ve never seen him before,” Evan says.

         
         “We thought we should put a call out on the SSB,” Ruth says. “Mine’s dead.”

         
         Evan nods and hollers up to Isaac.

         
         “Give me a minute,” Isaac yells over the excavator’s grinding.

         
         The absence of vessels in the water is disorienting; Henry’s gillnetter and a couple of dinghies are the only things still afloat. A wrecked trawler is half submerged in low tide. Boat skeletons line the shore. The devastation is so complete Annie wonders if the landscape will simply overtake them. The forest will encroach from above, the sea from below, and they’ll all disappear before anyone comes to help. 

         
         For a split second, she thinks she might prefer that. Disappearing would be easier than carrying on.

         
         Isaac finally climbs down from his podium.

         
         “Ruth.” Sweat beads on Isaac’s face, as if he’s been clearing the ground himself. “Something you need?”

         
         “This boy’s name is Walker. We don’t have a last name. Can you put a call out on your radio?”

         
         Isaac glances at Walker. “It’s chaos on the radio. I’ve got it turned off.”

         
         “Someone might be looking for him,” Annie says.

         
         “Everyone’s looking for someone. People washed up, dragged out, boats capsized.” He finally lights the cigarette between his
            fingers, sucking air through its orange embers.
         

         
         “More reason to make the call,” Ruth counters. The din of the excavator fills the space between them.

         
         Isaac smokes and does not answer.

         
         “Do you have a better sense yet,” Ruth fans the smoke away, “of how it is down the coast?”

         
         “Forty-foot waves all the way to Oregon.”

         
         “Vancouver?”

         
         “Strait of Georgia was protective. Flooding in False Creek, Yaletown . . . they’ve still got aftershocks.”

         
         “They’re evacuating Vancouver Island,” Evan says.

         
         “No sense in leaving, in my opinion.” Isaac taps ash off his cigarette and gestures around his feet. “If we clear this area
            here, we can still ship.”
         

         
         Evan closes his eyes and inhales slowly.

         
         “Henry’s radio’s dead so he can’t make a call,” Ruth says.

         
         But Isaac doesn’t seem to hear her. “Everyone will need to rebuild.” He’s talking to himself, and has already started back toward the excavator, out of earshot. 

         
         Evan massages the back of his neck. He looks older to Annie. They’re not kids anymore. No more diving off the boat, playing
            checkers, climbing rocks on the beach. That was years ago.
         

         
         “I’ll put a call out,” Evan says to Ruth.

         
         “Thank you.” Ruth pats his upper arm. “Let us know if you hear anything.”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “I’m going to talk to Henry.” Ruth climbs across the detritus to her brother’s tent. Walker doesn’t leave Annie’s side.

         
         “You still have enough to eat?” Evan asks. He’d been over briefly, two days ago, with a collection of bruised crab-apples,
            a sack of split peas, and vegetable oil from the logging truck supplies. “I’m heading to camp to bring back more food.”
         

         
         She hates that he didn’t visit again yesterday, but can’t bring herself to tell him.

         
         “We’re fine.”

         
         “I’ll be there for a few days. Maybe longer.”

         
         “Why so long?” Annie doesn’t like any of it. She doesn’t like him staying in town with Isaac, camping out in one of the dry
            houses up the hill, working the beach at Isaac’s side.
         

         
         “We’re bringing down more logs.”

         
         Annie looks back to the excavator. Behind it, a truck waits, loaded with trees. She can’t help but say it: “Why does that
            matter right now?”
         

         
         “We’ll go broke.” Evan blows out a breath. “Then people will have no jobs. That’s what Dad says.”

         
         “As if there’s anywhere to take the logs? The mills must be destroyed.”

         
         “The mills up the channel are inland enough.”

         
         They both look at Isaac, who is back on his vending machine and growling into a walkie talkie.

         
         “What else am I going to do, Annie? He’s my dad.”

         
         “You could have stayed with us.”

         
         He should have stayed, is what she means.
         

         
         Evan doesn’t answer. He looks at Walker and lowers his voice. “He seems . . . is he confused or something?”

         
         Annie glances over her shoulder. His hum surrounds her, drowning out the excavator. “I don’t know what he is.”

         
         Evan frowns. “Are you holding up?”

         
         “Not really.” It’s firmer than she intended. She kicks at the sand and uncovers a shiny object. Crouching down, she picks
            up a watch and brushes the sand off. It’s still ticking, hopeful in its evenness. She buckles it on.
         

         
         Evan reaches out and holds her wrist where the watch is.

         
         “We’re going to be okay.” His voice is steadfast.

         
         Annie meets his eyes. She wants to believe him.

         
         Raindrops start falling like they mean it. Annie sees Ruth brokering her way back over the debris with a big, dead fish in
            her hands.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         
            Before

         

         “Let’s walk the beach, my love.”

         
         It’s mid-October, the year Annie turns eight. Amphitrite is moored in its usual spot in Ruth’s cove. Annie sorts her rock collection into a divider box at the galley table.
         

         
         “We’ve got catch to take to Rosie’s,” Mara cajoles again from the top of the companionway.

         
         “I don’t want to,” Annie says.

         
         Evan started second grade weeks ago and she’s lonely since he left. There’s a vacancy where excitement had bloomed, each new
            day, each new thing with him.
         

         
         Mara descends and sits at the table. Annie moves closer until she’s in full contact with her warm body. She does not ask Annie
            what’s wrong but says: “He’s not far.”
         

         
         “He’s too far.” Annie shuts her box of rocks.

         
         Mara sighs in a long, singsong way and gathers Annie closer in. She does not fix or argue. They sit together in this embrace
            until Aiden calls down from the deck.
         

         
         The dinghy awaits them. A crate of crabs with dark red shells sits at Aiden’s feet. He starts the ignition, cranks the outboard.
            He steers them with one hand in the direction of town.
         

         
         Aiden stays at the wharf to unload while Annie and Mara start down the beach. They walk the south shore while the tide drifts out. Annie collects shells in her pockets, picks up hermit crabs to steal looks at their undersides. Mara gathers oysters from the muddy sand flats. 

         
         In the distance, Annie sees something that looks like a boulder.

         
         Mara stops and stares at it, too. Then she’s jogging. Running. Annie tries to keep up but trails further and further behind.
            Closer, she can tell it’s not a boulder at all. It’s a beached humpback whale with long fins and a knobby head.
         

         
         They’re frequent visitors to Amphitrite in the summer, especially when they’re fishing, or when Aiden plays his harmonica in the evenings and Mara sings. Annie knows
            their rolls and breaches, acrobatics for the fun of it. But this whale looks like a deflated balloon, a lifeless, grey lump.
         

         
         Annie jumps back as the whale exhales a puff of air through its blowhole.

         
         “She’s still alive,” Mara says. She touches the whale’s enormous body then pushes against it. It’s half-submerged in tidal
            water and doesn’t budge.
         

         
         Annie goes around to the other side. A deep gash runs the length of it.

         
         Mara is on her knees, wedged up, trying to push it toward the water. It’s illogical. She’s so lightweight compared to the
            creature. Her sweater and jeans are covered in splotches of sand with soaked patches around her knees. Annie watches, helpless,
            as the tide ebbs out further. Mara finally sits down and pulls Annie into her lap. Tears are running down her cheeks.
         

         
         “I’ll get Dad,” Annie says.

         
         The whale lifts its tail, drops it, a thump through the ground.

         
         “He’s coming. He’s already coming.”

         
         And he does. Aiden arrives minutes later. Mara doesn’t want to leave. She wants to help get the whale back in the water. But
            even Annie knows the whale is dying. The gash in its side is too deep.
         

         
         “Looks like she hit a boat.” Aiden’s hand rests on her barnacled side.

         
         “A boat hit her,” Mara says.
         

         
         A crowd is gathering. Fishermen, off-duty loggers.

         
         “Can’t leave it here on the shore,” says an older man wearing a button-down denim shirt, black work pants, and boots. “Public
            health risk.”
         

         
         “We should try to get her back in the water,” Mara responds.

         
         “That whale’s dead. The body’s toxic.” The man’s voice is like sandpaper. He spits his chewing gum onto the sand. “I’ve got
            orders to saw it up so we can bury it later. Can’t let it leach out or explode here.”
         

         
         “She’s still alive.” Mara’s pitch rises.

         
         “Nearly dead.” The man walks back to his pickup and drags an axe out of the truck bed, then returns with it.

         
         Mara—her small, wiry body—stands in his way.

         
         “You’ve spent too much time at sea, lady. You think you got seawater in your veins?” the chewing-gum man says. He stares at
            Mara a few more seconds, unblinking, then swings his axe into the uninjured side. It lands with a wet thud. Mara shrieks.
            Aiden holds her back as the whale stirs and puffs out more air. Mara battles her way out of Aiden’s arms, putting herself
            between the axe and the whale. Blood seeps onto the sand, around their boots, blue water losing itself to a torrent of red.
         

         
         Others arrive over the next hour, with their axes and chainsaws, and start more of the same. Mara screeches at them. Aiden
            tries to get her to leave, eventually gives up, wiping his forehead with his forearm. He takes Annie back to Rosie’s.
         

         
         “It won’t be long. I’ll bring Mom home,” he promises.

         
         Rosie feeds her animal crackers and lets her watch cartoons behind the counter all afternoon. Annie doesn’t like the hollow
            blare of the TV. Hunched on a stool, she covers her ears. She swings between embarrassment over Mara’s actions and anger at
            the men and their axes.
         

         
         Mara cries the whole next day. Aiden shepherds her around Amphitrite, gets her to change her clothes, eat a meal. She manages two bites. Annie tries to pull her from bed, attentive to even the
            smallest parts of her. The grey wool of her sweater sleeve. The caves around her clavicles. The stark white skin of her hands.
            Annie fills a glass with water, tries to get her to drink. But Mara is vacant.
         

         
         Annie thinks about that first day at school. Liam’s jagged words: Your mom is a freak. She can’t reconcile what he said with the size of her mother’s heart. Her tenderness. The way she cares about the sea and
            its creatures, and why so many of those men with axes did not seem to care at all.
         

         
         

         The next morning, the Hale Timber bulldozer lumbers onto the beach. Annie watches from the bow with her binoculars. Men push
            the remains down to the south end to bury it. Garbage pours from the whale’s stomach as they move it: a spray can, PVC piping,
            a coat hanger. She was eating the wrong things. A purple fishing net with a long wooden handle, a glittering plastic pinwheel.
         

         
         Aiden asks the workers for a piece of the whale’s broken jawbone and carves Mara three round beads from it. One for each member
            of their family, he says. Mara refuses to wear it. Instead, Aiden puts it around Annie’s neck. On a fine leather cord, the
            beads sit in the notch of Annie’s sternum.
         

         
         The whale changes everything. Mara disconnects. She stops singing, no more nighttime duets while they gut fish or sort crabs.
            She stops humming while she swims, eats, washes dishes, and stares at the stars. She won’t tolerate the harmonica.
         

         
         Beyond the songs, something deeper inside Mara goes quiet. Annie can’t hear her anymore.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         
            Now

         

         A sprinkle of raindrops turns to a downpour on the way back to the cabin.

         
         A hard rain sloshes under Annie’s boots. It washes away the dust of the excavator, kills the smells, dampens the bonfires
            of refuse on the beach. The coming week brings even more: a deluge of summer rain that keeps them inside.
         

         
         Evan does not visit. Annie circles her missing pieces—wondering why he is not here, watching any hope that her parents are
            alive drain out of her. She can only tend to her grief in shallow ways, like rotating two whelk shells over and over in her
            pocket, and by wearing one of Aiden’s undershirts as her pyjamas. She wants to not dwell on them, but it’s impossible. She
            thinks of them constantly.
         

         
         In the middle of this, Walker seems to emerge from himself. He has a certain lightness about him.

         
         “What’s this?” It’s the first thing he says, shortly after they return home, as he examines the jars in the kitchen cupboard.
            He unscrews a lid and pours short-grain brown rice into his palm.
         

         
         “You can talk.” Annie is shocked to hear him speak. “It’s rice. You eat it.”

         
         He puts a piece in his mouth and chews.

         
         “You have to cook it first,” she says.

         
         He doesn’t respond. He opens other lids, pours each thing into his waiting palm: flakes of red pepper, filaments of saffron
            Ruth bought in Vancouver, a ribbed seed of nutmeg.
         

         
         Annie offers him a plate of halibut and boiled beets. After watching her eat at the counter, he tries out his own cutlery,
            moving each finger into the right spot, angling his fork slowly, following her example. He manages to get a bite into his
            mouth but then gives up on the fork. By this time, Annie has already finished her meal. She tucks her hands under her thighs
            and watches him as he slowly devours the rest of his food with his hands.
         

         
         The next morning, Annie collects a bowl of wild raspberries from the mountainside above the cabin. He eats the entire thing
            in minutes.
         

         
         “They taste like the sun,” he says, eyes lit up.

         
         “Do you remember what happened to you?” Annie asks.

         
         He puts the last one into his mouth. “They’re warm.”

         
         “Did you get washed out to sea by the tsunami?”

         
         “You can’t force it,” Ruth says. She’s on her hands and knees, twirling a bolt into the table leg with a screwdriver. “The
            chicken coop needs shovelling out, honey. I’ll find him something to do, too.”
         

         
         Walker’s face brightens with each new morning. He no longer fixates on everyday things. He stays close to Annie. Sometimes
            she turns around to find him only inches away, while she’s sweeping sand off the floors or lugging buckets of water into the
            cabin. She doesn’t mind his proximity, but Ruth seems to. She’s always sending him off in the other direction, to wash clothes
            by hand, to turn the compost, or bring soggy triangles of wood into the cabin to dry out by the stove.
         

         
         The chores are endless, but he picks them up easily.

         
         “All of this is seawater?” he asks, salt on his fingertips, while Annie scrubs white lines left by the wave off the cabin
            walls.
         

         
         “It almost swallowed us.”

         
         “Did she take things away with her?”

         
         His questions are like this: non-linear and slanted.

         
         “Everything,” Annie says. She doesn’t mean for her voice to sound angry, but it does.

         
         “She spared you.”

         
         Annie does not know what to say to this. “She took everything from me.”

         
         He picks up a picture of Mara and Annie from the bookshelf and gently touches the image of Mara. “Does she still sing?”

         
         “Who?” Annie shakes her head. “My mother?”

         
         He looks into Annie’s eyes. His hum rises inside her neck and rests against her shoulder blades. “You love her singing,” he
            says.
         

         
         “How would you know that?”

         
         He does not answer, because he’s back to the salt: running his finger along the wall and collecting more of it, sticking his
            tongue out to taste it with raised eyebrows. The questions he doesn’t answer feel like a delicate bubble Annie does not want
            to pop.
         

         
         She leaves him be.

         
         He’s both strange and familiar, and easy to be with. In his presence, Annie doesn’t need her earplugs. She puts them on the
            shelf in the closet, next to the spoon, the soap, and the ticking watch.
         

         
         Walker is captivated by Ruth’s books, her battered romance novels and shiny textbooks. He presses his fingers against the
            embossing on their spines and runs his hands over the weathered pages.
         

         
         “This one.” He pulls out an anatomy atlas and sits on the floor, all legs and arms, the book in his lap.

         
         “Did you go to school?” Annie asks. “Can you read?”

         
         He’s engrossed in the pictures. She sits next to him and folds her legs underneath her.

         
         “Walker?”

         
         “There are so many bones, Annie. These tiny ones at the tips of our fingers,” he says. “Look how many there are.” He examines his own hand, mesmerized, then picks up Annie’s and brings it close to his eyes. 

         
         She wants to touch him more. Why does she want this?

         
         “Are you making that humming sound?” she asks.

         
         “It’s not mine.” His thumb presses into the centre of her palm.

         
         Her vision tunnels. For a split second, Annie can see the seafloor, its sandy bottom of crushed shells and coral. She blinks
            twice, and it’s gone.
         

         
         “What was that?”

         
         “Everything makes sound,” he says.

         
         Walker turns back to the anatomy book and flips the pages until he finds an image of the human ear: the auricle and tympanic
            membrane, the bony labyrinth within.
         

         
         “There are bones even here,” he says, as he touches his own ear. “Three of them. Ossicles, it says.”

         
         He’s still holding her hand.

         
         

         They head for the woodshed during a break in the downpour.

         
         Their boots submerge in the mud with each step. Damp clothes hang across the porch on lines, waiting for the sun. Smoke billows
            from the chimney.
         

         
         Annie swings the axe, but it only makes it halfway through the large stump of wood.

         
         “Can I try it?” he asks.

         
         The axe looks comfortable in his hands. He takes a swing and the wood splits smoothly in half. He’s wearing Aiden’s green
            rain slicker. For a moment, it’s as if Walker has always been here. The swing of the axe through the air, the thump, and the
            muddy footsteps back and forth. But she actually knows so little about him.
         

         
         “Is there nothing else you remember?” Annie asks.

         
         He splits one more piece of wood, then pauses. He always pauses for longer than she expects.

         
         “Do you remember being a baby?” he finally asks.

         
         “I do.” Annie remembers more about babyhood than anyone does, according to Evan.

         
         “What do you remember?”

         
         She pushes her hands deep in her pockets. It feels dangerous to haul up what she’s lost. “Crawling on the boat deck and my
            mom laughing . . . the smell of orange peels. Wet bathing suits drying on a line.”
         

         
         He smiles at her. “Anything else?”

         
         “It’s like pictures I can’t string together. Snapshots.”

         
         “Like dreams?”

         
         “A little. I remember how it all felt.” The warm embrace of her parents. A sturdy and durable ocean that slowed everything
            down. “What do you remember?”
         

         
         “It’s like I remember dreams,” he says. He looks at her for a while longer. Wouldn’t anyone else be distressed by their own
            amnesia? At being lost? Rain dumps from the sky, drenching them again. He laughs at the rain. Annie is surprised how musical
            his laugh is.
         

         
         “Annie!” Ruth interrupts from the porch. “Leave him to it. Come peel these potatoes.”

         
         

         The next day, Annie wakes at sunrise.

         
         The rain has eased off. Chickadees are deep in their songs. She feels the pull of the water, the familiar desire to look at
            the sea out her window. Drifting, her dad had called it. When the ocean makes you calm just by looking at it.
         

         
         Not now. It’s been ten days since the tsunami and she’s sure she’ll never see the water the same way again.

         
         Annie pushes it all down, swings her legs out of bed, and goes to the closet. She rearranges her growing collection of items: two matching zipper pulls, a thin gold bracelet, and dented bottle caps in a rainbow of colours. She shrugs into a Whidbey Island hoodie her dad bought her, that time they stopped in Langley for the farmer’s market. They ate tangerines and watched a pod of orca play in the harbour. 

         
         Eleven days since she hugged them goodbye.

         
         Ruth says work is the antidote to pain; to take their minds off it. It’s not time yet, she says, to unravel. First, they have
            to survive.
         

         
         Immediately after the tsunami, before Walker arrived, Ruth had gotten to work. She set broken bones and handed out antibiotics
            to the people coughing up seawater. She swept piles of silt from the cabin and scrubbed the soggy couch cushions. In her pragmatic
            way, she left Annie with a shovel and told her they needed to eat.
         

         
         “There may not be any clam beds left,” Ruth said. “But if anyone can find them, it’s you.”

         
         Annie collected what she could. Some shellfish beds were gone, but many remained, as if their own cove had been spared the
            worst, like Walker said. Ribbed cockles and moon snails, lime-green sea lettuce. She dug for clams and let the task consume
            her. Instead of screaming, she shovelled harder.
         

         
         The week of heavy rain has kept her off the beach, and they’re living off jerky and canned beans from the back of the pantry.

         
         Annie tiptoes around, gathering her clamming gear, then eats a piece of smoked halibut from the jar on the counter. Embers
            smoulder in the stove. By the meagre light they shed, she sees Walker moving across the living room toward her.
         

         
         “I’ll come with you?” He doesn’t ask where she’s going; it never seems to matter. He wants to be alongside her, and she wants
            him along, too. It feels like being alone but together, at the same time.
         

         
         A greyish haze pushes away the night. The sun smudges pink and orange at the horizon as they walk out on the bluff and down
            the ladder.
         

         
         The tide is out.

         
         Walker stops at the high-water line. He pokes a cracked Tupperware container with his shovel. A half-buried white crab scoots away under the other trash. “There’s so much junk,” he says. 

         
         “It’s everywhere,” she agrees.

         
         It hurts to think it was all in the water before. Each day there’s a new arrangement: garbage sucked back out to sea and swallowed,
            the water eating away at the remains, and new garbage deposited on shore. The sea spits back out so much of what it doesn’t
            want.
         

         
         It’s not until they reach the hard wet sand of low tide that they’re past all the debris.

         
         “You need to be around at slack tide,” Annie says. “There’s a couple hours to get them.” She drags her rake through the sand,
            feeling the knobby clamshells. She grabs a littleneck and holds out her palm. “It’s like sorting through soil for potatoes.”
            She bends down and pulls her muddy glove through the sand.
         

         
         Walker does the same, then holds up a clam. “What’s this one?”

         
         “Butter clam,” Annie says. “You have to cut the neck off before you eat it.” She holds the bucket out and he tosses it in.
            Annie knows the clams by rote: butter, manila, varnish, razor, littleneck, geoduck. Soak, scrub, then steam them, with shallots
            and garlic, if there is any, until they open and give up their sweet meat. “They blow holes and give themselves away, too,”
            Annie says, digging two feet down over a larger blowhole and reaching her hand deep into the water. Her fingers brush a clam.
            She grabs it before it can get away. “Razor clam.” She shows Walker the yellowish tongue sticking out from the side of the
            shell. “He’s playing with us.” She throws it in the bucket and shovels some briny water over the top.
         

         
         They stop at all the tide pools. Annie shows him every sand dollar she finds. How are they still here? They’re her favourites,
            the way they tuck themselves into the earth. She moves two sand dollars next to one another, the way she always does.
         

         
         “You paired them up,” Walker says.

         
         Annie nods. “I like doubles. Then they’re together.”

         
         So far out, she can almost pretend there was no tsunami. Only stretches of beach, calm water, and the thud of clams into the bucket. 

         
         But her shovel catches on a set of children’s building blocks in a netted bag. She drags it from a muddy puddle, unsure what’s
            compelling her to examine these things the sea leaves behind. Each block has the carved imprint of a sea animal: a perched
            walrus, a lobster with pincers, a sea turtle gliding through water.
         

         
         “Annie.” Walker’s voice comes from behind her. He’s on his knees in the sand and elbow-deep in a hole. But his eyes are focused
            on the horizon, staring at something she can’t see.
         

         
         The thwump-thwump-thwump rises again through her boots, into the tendons of her feet, ascending into her ankles and shins.
         

         
         Walker stands up and tosses another butter clam in the bucket, then removes his gloves. He touches the back of Annie’s arm.
            “Do you hear it?” he asks.
         

         
         A whooshing noise erupts from the channel. Annie turns with a jolt to look at the water. A spout of breath lingers a hundred
            metres west of them where the sea is deeper. A long, barnacled back breaks the surface.
         

         
         The thwumping settles in her ribs. It’s pulsatile and alive. Annie is sure it’s trying to tell her something—if she could
            only speak its language.
         

         
         More thwumping from underneath, spreading outward, liquefying everything in its path. Nothing feels firm.

         
         But it’s fleeting. Tail flukes poke up as the whale drifts under and disappears, leaving a circle of bubbles in its wake.
            A wavy footprint. The ocean settles and stills. The thwumping dissipates to a faint coming-and-going tone. Annie solidifies,
            contained inside her skin again.
         

         
         After what feels like hours but surely is not, Walker picks up the bucket with his gloved hand. “Home?” he asks.

         
         Home. She rolls over the shape of the word. She looks around at the beach, the endless sand, the accumulated garbage, and has trouble understanding what she’s seeing. Is this where home is now? 

         
         He takes the bucket over his shoulder, carrying it like it’s nothing. He does not mention the whale, or that liquid feeling,
            but for that brief moment, things felt reordered. On the beach, the two of them, the clams, the whale; but mostly the sound
            beneath her. Something made sense, deep in Annie’s body, when nothing about their situation really makes sense at all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         
            Before

         

         After the humpback dies on the beach, Mara and Aiden decide to leave Hale’s Landing for a while.

         
         Mara wants—needs—to get away from everyone; from the noise of town, from Rosie’s, the fishermen, the loggers. They call
            her crazy behind her back, spread rumours that Mara believes she’s made of seawater. She needs the expanse of the open sea.
            They’ll sail down the coast toward Baja. She wants the warmer waters, and does not want Annie to do second grade with other kids.
         

         
         “It’ll be good for us,” Mara says. She strokes Annie’s hair.

         
         “We’ll be away until next spring.” Aiden stacks cans of tuna into the galley cabinet, snug against the boxes of couscous.
            “Then we’ll be back.”
         

         
         It lands with a thud. They’d left Hale’s before, many times, long excursions down the Pacific coastline fishing Chinook. But
            this feels different to Annie; a line being traced in permanent ink.
         

         
         By late October, they’re ready to leave. It rains hard. They wear Gore-Tex gear and galoshes that squeak as they move over the deck. Uncle Henry comes in on his gillnetter to see them off. He reaches his hand down into the sea, touches water, scoops up a handful, then tastes it. Annie once asked him about this strange gesture; Henry shrugged it off as superstition, something he’s done since he was a kid. Satisfied in whatever way it satisfies him, he gives Aiden a firm clap on the shoulder and a handshake. 

         
         Ruth hugs Annie for a long time and kisses her repeatedly on the cheeks. Annie studies her grandmother’s face up close. She
            has bags under her eyes and her cheeks aren’t as flushed as usual. Henry probably tried to reassure her all morning that they’ll
            be fine, the way he does. Henry understands this need for the sea. But Ruth doesn’t look reassured at all.
         

         
         Henry and Ruth wave them off. Annie waves back. The lifelines are cold and wet in her fists.

         
         She didn’t get the chance to say goodbye to Evan.

         
         

         They’re long past Seattle now. The weather is forgiving, the sea is favouring them. Mara and Aiden swap out between four-hour
            watches. Amphitrite’s sails are full in the wind.
         

         
         Time changes over these weeks at sea, morphing into a continuous river. Sleep is not only at night, sleep is between watches.
            Sleep is when the ocean sleeps, calm and smooth.
         

         
         Annie falls into this new sense of time as the sea’s cycles encode themselves into her.

         
         Mara and Annie lie on the deck and trace stars with their fingertips. They sit silently at the helm, mapping constellations
            through the mast spreaders, turning off the GPS, not needing its guidance. Amphitrite is on course.
         

         
         “It’s call and response,” Mara says, holding her arms open to the sea. Her voice is hoarse from how little she’s spoken since
            they left Hale’s. “You can listen with your whole body, Annie.”
         

         
         Aiden has brought stacks of books for Annie—math and science, folklore, and books in French and Spanish—all lined up on shelves, the pages damp from the salt water and mildew. Sailboat school, Aiden calls it. The alternative to the bricks-and-mortar school she will never attend. Finding she understands math effortlessly, Aiden teaches her algebra. He calls it: the reunion of broken parts, the science of restoring what is missing. Intense focus comes easy to her. Annie loves sharpening her pencil, working out the equations, the quiet completion of puzzle after puzzle. 

         
         Early one morning, Aiden drinks his coffee and turns through a geology book with Annie curled into his side. He stops at a
            thin chapter on earthquakes.
         

         
         “What’s this?” Annie points to a yellow dotted line on the map. It reaches from northern Vancouver Island to California.

         
         “The Cascadia Subduction Zone.” Aiden takes a sip. “It’s a thousand-kilometre fault line right underneath us.”

         
         “An earthquake line?”

         
         He nods. “The place where tectonic plates shift against each other. A suture line in the Earth’s crust.”

         
         Annie considers other suture lines she’s learned about: on the skulls of babies with their pulsing fontanelles. The joinery
            in mollusc shells. When Evan cut his thumb, Aiden used a 4-0 suture thread to hold the skin together.
         

         
         “Do the fish see the fault lines?” Annie asks.

         
         Sunrise peeks through the porthole. Aiden raises his eyes to it. “I don’t know.”

         
         “Do earthquakes happen for a reason?”

         
         Aiden flips to the next page. “Stress builds up along a fault until the whole thing has to shift.”

         
         

         They only go ashore when they need supplies.

         
         Come San Diego, it’s a new exhaust manifold and some spare rubber hosing. They buy groceries: lima beans, peanut butter to
            stockpile. A line of lemons decorates the crook of Aiden’s elbow, a sack of whole wheat flour under his arm. Annie carries
            soap and storm candles in her small hands.
         

         
         It’s amazing how little they need.

         
         But they do need money. They sell albacore tuna they’ve caught to a cash buyer on a boat near La Jolla.

         
         “Off a sailboat, is it?” the buyer says. “With catch this good?” His name is Germain. He has a twangy accent, an unbuttoned
            Hawaiian shirt that flaps in the wind.
         

         
         “Well, it is. Yes.” Aiden nods and takes the wad of cash.

         
         Then they’re on their own again, the wide-open sea for days. They sail further south to warmer water. Finally, they moor off
            the coast of Baja.
         

         
         Annie loves the rose colour of morning. The horizon feels like the edge of the world.

         
         Aiden plays his harmonica for the first time since Hale’s. Mara tolerates it for only a few minutes before diving into the
            sea. She and Annie swim on and off the entire day, under a sky that’s clearer and bluer than Hale’s Landing.
         

         
         Alone in this prolonged way with the ocean, things that should be strange become familiar. A pod of dolphins leaps around
            the boat, water shimmering off their backs. A family of sea lions barks and lazes in the sun on the shore.
         

         
         Underwater, Annie swears she can hear the ocean pulse like her own blood.

         
         Humpback whales visit Amphitrite with their breaches and dives, ellipses of breath that fill up the air. Their melodies linger in her body for hours with
            a dreamy homesickness.
         

         
         Most mornings, the same whale calf noses up to the stern. Today, Annie climbs the swim ladder to reach him and rests her palms
            flat against his charcoal skin. He rolls, an enormous black eye peering into the centre of her.
         

         
         There are a few things Annie misses about Hale’s. Ruth, her sparkling eyes, her collection of books, picking berries in the
            bushes behind her cabin. Evan, his escapades, running as fast as she can, following him over the beach. She misses his trees.
         

         
         But out here there’s a new space around her heart. It can expand; an elastic, untamed joy that fills her up. At the same time, she wonders if the sea is too big, if she might shake loose without a lifeline holding her to the earth. 

         
         

         The following summer, they retrace their passage north.

         
         In Hale’s Channel, finally, they radio ahead to Ruth to say: They’re coming, they’re rounding Jenny Inlet. The familiar shore
            and trees anchor Annie back into place.
         

         
         Evan’s waiting on the dock when they arrive.

         
         Ruth stands to his right, her arm around his shoulder. Her frame is slighter. And she seems even smaller against the height
            of the bluff. Her cheekbones are more pronounced. Maybe she’s lost weight? Annie can’t work out exactly what’s different.
         

         
         But her worry disappears as Evan gallops toward their dinghy. He’s not wearing his usual ball cap. For a minute, as he barrels
            down the dock toward them, Annie worries he might be someone else. He’s finished second grade now and he’s at least three
            inches taller. His hair is shorter. She’s aware of the boundary between them, a length of eight months, when he was here and
            she was there. How to cram that time into words? Does she tell him everything or nothing at all?
         

         
         But his familiar lopsided smile finds her, with the dimple in his left cheek.

         
         Ruth has reached them, tears in her eyes. She pats them away with the sleeve of her nubby grey cardigan. It’s buttoned up
            to her neck; each button is embossed with a bumblebee, wings spread. Her jeans are rolled up at the ankles. Reading glasses
            perch on her hair.
         

         
         Annie launches from the dinghy and into her arms.

         
         “Oh, honey.” Ruth kneels and puts her hands on Annie’s face.

         
         “Can I go on the boat?” Evan asks Ruth.

         
         “Your dad said to let you do what you wanted to do.” She kisses Annie’s head over and over, then ruffles Evan’s curls. “Why
            don’t you two go play.”
         

         
         Annie wants to tell him about the dozens of silver dolphins that skipped across the sea in Baja. How stars guided them down; how stars can live inside your chest and pull you along. You can listen with your whole body, just like Mara said. Does he know? She wants him to feel the warm swells in California, so big they can lift your feet off the sand and wrap you inside them. 

         
         Instead, she asks: “Want to play tag?”

         
         It only takes a few hours to fall back into their way together. Time returns to its linear pattern. The two of them strip
            to their bathing suits.
         

         
         “You’re it!” Annie harangues him from the foredeck.

         
         “You have zero chance!” Evan sprints from the stern and reaches for her around the mast.

         
         She dodges him and catapults into the cold sea.

         
         He dives after her. She’s already too deep, so much deeper than he can go. A moment later, she launches up in a spray of salt
            water and dunks him under the waves.
         

         
         He rises back up, hooting with laughter. “How’d you do that!”

         
         “I’ll never tell.” She smirks. “And you’re still it.”

         
         “Can I interest you two in some boat chores?” Aiden leans over the lifeline. “This teak won’t sand itself.”

         
         

         The summer unrolls this way.

         
         Evan smiles a lot. He eats like he has a hollow leg. For dinner he’ll have an entire fillet of salmon to himself, easily.
            And then he’s still hungry.
         

         
         They make buttered popcorn with rainbow sprinkles and eat it inside elaborate pillow forts they construct in the aft berth.
            They fly through a six-book set of Choose Your Own Adventure stories Ruth picked up from the thrift store. It becomes a daily afternoon affair: variations on popcorn toppings, forts,
            and Choose Your Own Adventure. They sleep head to toe, wish on stars out the porthole, draw sea animals on each other’s backs with their fingertips, trying to guess what they are, and wrestle in their pyjamas like puppies in a pile. Snorting with laughter. One of them holds the other in a headlock, before they tumble across the mattress. 

         
         “Time for bed,” Aiden says from the galley.

         
         Evan unwraps his long legs from around Annie’s middle and scoots backward. His pyjamas have smiling penguins and snowflakes
            on them.
         

         
         “I don’t want to hear you whispering all night, either,” Aiden says with a smile.

         
         Every morning, when Evan wakes, the hood of his sweatshirt is gathered around his face, the strings pulled taut and tied under
            his chin. He’s a fuzzy bear emerging from hibernation, groggy with sleep lines folded across his cheek.
         

         
         They eat boxed cereal in the cockpit in the early morning breeze, close, like books tucked together on a library shelf. Annie
            calculates the number of days until Evan is due back at school.
         

         
         

         Come September, Mara feels the pull to sail south again, and Evan starts third grade.

         
         Annie feels like she’s about to lose a limb. A phantom longing spreads out, thin and everywhere.

         
         “Let’s do it,” Aiden says. He’s talking about pulling anchor, sailing out the channel, following their pathway south. He puts
            a pencil between his teeth and lines up extra batteries in the drawer under the helm, double and triple A’s.
         

         
         “I don’t want to leave,” Annie says.

         
         “You love it down there.” He removes the pencil and ticks a box on his checklist.

         
         “Maybe shorter this time?” she asks. “Can we come back sooner?”

         
         “Grab that box of D’s. I need those ones,” he says.

         
         

         This pattern will repeat itself: out and back, here and there, north and south.

         
         Over years, the time Annie spends in Hale’s Landing gets shorter: a couple of months in the summer to sell fish and replenish the bank account, do boat repairs and renovations. They soak up time with Ruth. The year Annie turns eleven, Ruth is diagnosed with leukemia. 

         
         Ruth explains it to them: “It’s a chronic thing.” She waves it off with her hand. “I’m doing fine. Might need some extra blood
            sometimes.”
         

         
         “She’ll be okay,” Aiden says, but bites his lip the way he does when he’s uncertain. “She’s tough.”

         
         “It’s minor, honey,” Ruth reassures.

         
         But Annie feels only partially relieved.

         
         

         Evan still sees Annie when he can, but less as they become teenagers. On rare summer weekends, he comes out on Amphitrite. They sleep under the stars, and he talks about things Annie doesn’t understand: his soccer team, high school gossip, underage
            drinking. How excited his friends are about the new cell phone tower.
         

         
         The summer they’re fifteen, they pass a waxy sleeve of saltines back and forth between them, along with a jar of rhubarb jam
            and a butter knife. The night is silent except for the waves and the crunch of the crackers. Annie doesn’t know what time
            it is, but she knows it’s late. She doesn’t want the night to end. Her mom and dad are asleep below, after strictly instructing
            Evan to stay on the settee instead of Annie’s berth this time. The lights are out in Ruth’s cabin on the bluff.
         

         
         Evan has his first real job running the side winder for Hale Timber, pushing logs around the booming ground.

         
         “Dad expects it,” Evan says. “I mean, he hasn’t said it to me directly.”

         
         “He doesn’t need to.”

         
         “By the way, did I leave my T-shirt here, the Wolfpack one?”

         
         “It must be somewhere,” she says, knowing it’s tucked under her pillow. It smells of him, mulch, and the underbelly of the forest. 

         
         “Dad won’t let me do anything else,” he goes on. “It might kill him if I did.”

         
         “Doesn’t he want you to be happy?”

         
         Evan frowns and changes the subject. “Maybe the T-shirt’s in the laundry bag.”

         
         “Let me just check below,” she says.

         
         Annie ducks down the companionway and stalls long enough to make it seem as if she’s looking, before she comes topside with
            the T-shirt in her hand.
         

         
         

         Evan tries to lure her to shore. The summer they turn sixteen, he’s more persistent. In June, he invites her to every one
            of his soccer games. She does not go. In July, he pulls her aside while they drop off fish at Rosie’s.
         

         
         “Jack’s having a party at his parents’ cabin tonight.” He keeps his voice low. “Up the mountain.”

         
         “How far?”

         
         “I’ll take us in my dad’s truck. We can sleep over and I’ll have you back in the morning.”

         
         “Good one.”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         “You’re losing it, Ev. You know I can’t.”

         
         “But you can.”

         
         “Mom would never let me.”

         
         “Is that the real reason?” Evan takes hold of her hand. His hands weren’t that large before, were they?

         
         “You know her.”

         
         “But what do you want?” he asks. His question makes her skin flush. He’s suddenly very close.
         

         
         Annie wants him to go back to being the kid he used to be, climbing trees and amassing shell collections and sand dollar colonies,
            swimming in every bay they came across.
         

         
         But time is spinning and funnelling out too fast. He’s floating away from her and she doesn’t know how to follow him.

         
         “Annie! Let’s go,” Mara calls from the dinghy. Aiden has already started the outboard.

         
         “I have to get back,” she says, releasing his hand.

         
         

         Evan visits less as the summer unfolds. On the last day of August, Amphitrite is moored in the channel. Annie presses a pair of binoculars up to her eyes because Evan is on the wharf beside Rosie’s.
         

         
         He’s not alone.

         
         He’s holding hands with a girl. Their hands are touching, skin against skin. She has a blunt bob and a graceful swan neck.
            She’s pretty. They step closer to one another, until their faces are only inches apart. Annie watches them kiss.
         

         
         She cannot look away. She needs to see how their lips move. Evan’s tongue slides into the girl’s mouth. The sight stabs into
            a soft place between Annie’s ribs. She can’t breathe, can’t swallow.
         

         
         She drops the binoculars and sags over the lifelines. Mara is beside her. How long has she been there?

         
         “Something’s stuck in my throat.” Annie stands back up, her hand clenched around her neck.

         
         “You miss him,” Mara says.

         
         Annie cannot explain. “I need some water.”

         
         “He’s not ours, sweetheart.”

         
         “But he is.”

         
         “He belongs to himself.”

         
         

         They migrate south and leave Evan behind.

         
         Back on ocean time, Annie sails, fishes, reads her books. Mara has her memorize the rising and setting positions of dozens
            of stars. Aiden teaches her calculus. She stands on the prow, hooting as Amphitrite runs wild through the waves. She tracks moon phases, repairs boat parts, rotates watches, swims with sea creatures all day long. 

         
         Life surges, undeniable, through the middle of her body.

         
         But when she thinks of Evan, her heart sinks. She misses him so much it’s unreasonable. Often, she pulls Aiden’s ledger out
            and checks the calendar in the back, estimating how long until they return to Hale’s. As she ticks the long line of days off
            in her head, it pulls her away from ocean time, into a persistent and intoxicating countdown that lives quietly in the back
            of her mind.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         
            Now

         

         “Fishing,” Ruth says to Walker in the kitchen, two days later.

         
         She taps the side of her soft-boiled egg with a spoon and makes a delicate crack in the shell. “Henry needs a deckhand. Get
            you out of the house and make yourself useful.”
         

         
         Annie looks up from her plate. She doesn’t want Walker out of the house. “But Henry’s nearly out of diesel.”

         
         “He’s planning to tow a sailboat down from the shipyard.”

         
         “I’ve never seen him sail.” Annie tries to remove the shell from her egg, but it sticks to the white membrane.

         
         “He used to crab off a Sunfish when we were kids. Five a.m. every Saturday with a brown bag lunch and a thermos.”

         
         “What’s a Sunfish?” Walker asks, scooping his shells into the compost. His appetite is still voracious—he’s finished five
            eggs. He doesn’t use a spoon, doesn’t like the clang of metal against ceramic.
         

         
         “It’s a little board sailboat . . . only one halyard and one sheet.” Annie stops herself. A vision of Amphitrite clamps around her heart. Small things: the weather-worn planks, and the look of her sails. Confident, unstoppable.
         

         
         Ruth has a smile on her face. “He used to call her Pegasus. Like a trusty steed.”
         

         
         Annie tries to shake the memories.

         
         “There’s a boat on the beach,” Walker says.

         
         Ruth nods once. “Henry asked that you show him the ropes, honey.”

         
         “The sailing dinghy?”

         
         “He asked for you,” Ruth says, “but I thought you wouldn’t want to deckhand yourself yet.”

         
         Annie shivers. Her temperature has been out of whack. The idea of being on the water makes her feel even colder. “No.”

         
         Walker moves his stool toward her. His shoulder touches hers, and even through the fabric of his shirt, his heat is a furnace.

         
         “Teach him the basics.” Ruth spoons out the hot, yellow yolk, then gives it a short blow. “Not far from shore, and not too
            long.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what shape that dinghy’s in.” Annie puts her egg down. She’s lost her appetite.

         
         “Go look at it.” Ruth has a way of pushing forward. “Henry thinks it’ll be good for you.”

         
         Annie grimaces.

         
         “I’ll come with you,” Walker says.

         
         “Let her go alone, first,” Ruth says firmly.

         
         Annie stands, takes the tackle box under her left arm and toes into her old running shoes. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

         
         “You can,” Walker says, encouraging.

         
         “Report back.” Ruth takes her last bite.

         
         Annie forces herself to push open the screen door, walk out on the bluff, and climb down to the beach. The sun is out.

         
         After the tsunami, they found the sailing dinghy tossed up on the bluff, wrapped in snakes of bulbous seaweed. They lowered it back down to the beach with the pulleys they used to haul Walker up. Now it lies sideways on the high, dry part of the shore. The sail is tightly furled and tied. 

         
         Annie lays her hands on the hull and it sends a chill up her arms. She closes her eyes and tries to relax her abdominal muscles,
            lower her tight shoulders. Why can’t she unclench? She wants some kind of sign that it’s okay, that even though the ocean
            stole everything once, it won’t do it again. Not that she has anything left to give.
         

         
         Annie doesn’t know how to wrestle herself through this fear. Ruth needs her to inch forward toward something less emotional.
            More functional. Annie can tell. She tries to make a silent deal with the boat that nothing terrible will happen—not if she
            stays close to shore, not if she doesn’t lift the sail.
         

         
         It doesn’t make any deals.

         
         Walker’s on the bluff, at the top of the ladder, waiting for her to decide. Despite the distance between them, and the roll
            of the surf, his sound reaches out and reassures her, even when she doesn’t look up.
         

         
         

         Henry MacLeod stands at the far corner of the Hale’s shipyard.

         
         It’s high enough to have been spared the full brunt of the tsunami. At least a dozen boats lie dormant here, in cradles, on
            their sides, in various states of disrepair. The tarps overtop of them sag with water. Henry runs a hand over his white beard.
            He wonders momentarily when he’ll manage to get another haircut and more coffee beans. Or how they’ll fish—how they’re going
            to eat—without any diesel for the gillnetter.
         

         
         These are the types of big and mundane things you think about when the world falls apart.

         
         He walks from boat to boat, stomping over sword ferns, running his calloused hands along the hulls. Eventually, he settles
            on what he’s come for: two sailboats.
         

         
         One looks seaworthy—up on bright yellow stilts in the middle of the yard with the name Galene on the transom. The other one Henry likes, Polaris, is a Dana 24 in a cradle inside the warehouse at the far end of the yard. It needs a lot of work on the dry, but Henry knows
            boats.
         

         
         It was necessity, at first.

         
         Henry and Ruth’s parents, Andy and Lynette MacLeod, moved to Hale’s Landing in the fifties to work the logging camp. Henry
            was only nine years old when a log rolled off a Hale Timber skidder and killed Andy instantly. Ruth was four. The company
            paid Lynette a small insurance claim.
         

         
         Lynette stood for one thing after that: Her children would never work for Hale Timber. She started keeping vodka in the freezer
            under a hunk of ice. At first, she kept the drinking in check—only at night, to go to sleep, she said. But by the time Henry
            was eleven, grief had woven its way so deep that the fridge was bare aside from vodka and a jug of cranberry juice. Henry
            took Ruth to the wharf with him on a Saturday morning and paid the girl behind the counter at the fish shop two dollars for
            a day of babysitting. He offered himself up as a deckhand for the fishing boats. He was the youngest deckhand they’d ever
            seen.
         

         
         Henry was a solid worker, reliable, honest, even at age eleven. And deckhanding paid handsomely. He bought his first pickup
            truck at the age of sixteen. Later, he paid Ruth’s way through nursing college, because there was no way in hell he was letting
            her work on the boats.
         

         
         Henry often wonders why he stays, why he hasn’t picked up and moved to a stable desk job somewhere on the lower mainland. But just as the tide ebbs and flows each day, Henry never leaves without returning. The familiar salt air, the way cedars push their scent into the wind. And as much as the fishing is hard work, he loves it. He loves being the one to fix the gauges when they’re finicky, check any loose electrical, tap on the engine with a wrench. He’s a fixer. And he craves the way a boat rocks in the water. He can’t remember the last time he slept on land, preferring a berth any day. 

         
         Henry may be a gruff man, a quiet man. But he knows a few things: how to take care of the people he loves, how the ocean can
            fill us up again when all seems lost. And how to fish. So that’s what he’ll do.
         

         
         

         Annie pulls the dinghy through the wreckage toward the shallows, as if her body has agreed to do this before her mind has.

         
         “You get in first,” she instructs Walker, who’s arrived on the beach.

         
         The dinghy bobs innocently on the waves. He tentatively steps one foot in, then the other, shifting his weight left and right,
            teetering the boat like he’s learning to surf. After a few more rounds, he sits. As she gets in, Annie wills her brain to
            stay quiet and not give her any trouble. They sit across from each other on the two bench seats. She grips the oars tightly
            as they shove off and manoeuvre through threads of minnows.
         

         
         “Let’s only stay a few minutes.” Annie focuses on the metronomic pat of the oars. “And not too far out.”

         
         “But you love this.”

         
         “I loved it.” Past tense. The water—so serene and flat. It grates on her, how innocent it can seem. She won’t unwrap the
            sail. They’ll stay close to shore. She tells herself these things over and over.
         

         
         “Ruth said you love to swim, too.”

         
         Moon jellyfish float past them. White, frilly things pulsing in the water with tendrils reaching in all directions.

         
         “Mmhm.” She rows harder. “I did.”

         
         He studies her. “She said they had to haul you out of the water when you were little.”

         
         “More or less.”

         
         “You haven’t gone in at all since the tsunami?”

         
         “No.” She needs to do something with her hands, so she reaches under the bench for the tackle box. “I get scared. It makes me think about my parents.” She connects the reel to her rod and starts stringing the line through the eyelets. 

         
         “Would they want you to stay away?”

         
         Annie’s shoulders tighten again. Her mom would never abandon the sea. Even in the biggest storms, she was unafraid. “I know
            it’s weird. Even now . . . my mom would get me back in the water.”
         

         
         She ties a fisherman’s knot around the lure. She sets the drag in case she hooks something big, then casts toward the shoreline.
            Fish are probably hiding under the trash to avoid the birds. Her line hits the water.
         

         
         “What’s your mom like?” Walker asks.

         
         Present tense. An image of Mara appears, luminous, in her mind. “She was beautiful. She had the most expressive eyes—when
            she smiled her whole face smiled.”
         

         
         Annie inhales and holds it. Will she ever see her mom’s face again?

         
         “You have the same hair as her,” he says.

         
         Annie tilts her head up to the sky, all the way back. They do have similar colouring. The same freckles over their noses and
            cheeks. The same small, strong bodies. Or they did. Past tense. Which is it?
         

         
         “I love your hair,” he says.

         
         A flush rises from Annie’s chest, up her neck to her cheeks. The sun feels suddenly hotter, a penetrating, sticky heat. She
            wants him to love her hair. This out-of-place person in front of her . . . who is he? Why does she want him to like everything
            about her?
         

         
         “You must wish she was here,” he goes on.

         
         “I miss everything about my parents.”

         
         She misses her dad, his easy laugh. The tide pools with her mom, how she’d sit cross-legged and watch Annie for hours, losing
            time and finding everything else.
         

         
         “Everyone said she was crazy,” Annie goes on. It feels impossible to capture her mother with words. “She never got off the boat. She hadn’t left in years.” 

         
         “She needed to stay there,” Walker says. It isn’t a question.

         
         “My mom never explained much,” Annie says. A bigger wave rocks the boat. “It was so frustrating. Like she was living inside
            a story no one else knew about.”
         

         
         “Once upon a time,” Walker says.

         
         Annie meets his eyes. “Once upon a time, what?”

         
         “So many stories on Ruth’s shelves start that way.”

         
         “Only fairy tales do.”

         
         “Once upon a time there was a girl named Annie, who wanted the sea,” Walker says. He still hasn’t put his rod together or
            cast his line.
         

         
         Annie feels a tug on her rod, but reels in nothing. “And we see where that got her.”

         
         “Maybe she’ll explain everything one day.”

         
         “My mother?”

         
         He nods. “And then it’ll make sense.”

         
         “I can’t let myself hope too much.” She jiggles her line. “My heart isn’t that strong.”

         
         “But we don’t know the end of the story yet.”

         
         “This isn’t a fairy tale, Walker.” She holds her hand out to the shore. Everything has crumbled. Isn’t that what he sees?
            The world ending? Its bowling pins and stray bicycle seats, overturned milk crates, and broken light bulbs? “This feels like
            the end of the story.”
         

         
         He shakes his head. “What if it’s still the beginning?”

         
         She puts her palm to her forehead to stop the spinning feeling of these reassuring and nonsensical things he says. The idea
            that Mara might still be alive blooms up vibrant and dangerous and without her permission—the thread of hope. Her instinct
            is to clamp down on it too, just like her memories of Amphitrite. But Walker’s face is so bright and open and optimistic.
         

         
         It’s almost too much to bear.

         
         Annie takes his rod in her hands. “Let me show you how to assemble this thing already.”

         
         

         The spot they pick teems with fish. They snap at anything. After practising a few flicks of the line, Walker catches three
            yellow-eyed rockfish in the span of an hour, marvelling at their distinctively black fin tips and the reddish-white stripes
            along their bellies. Henry was the one to teach her about ancient rockfish; the oldest ones can live a hundred years. Annie
            makes Walker throw two of them back, even though Ruth would smoke them for later. For some reason, it makes her feel better
            leaving the ancient fish be.
         

         
         “Want to try to swim with me, Annie?” he asks, once they’ve rowed back and pulled the dinghy onto the beach.

         
         She hesitates.

         
         He doesn’t insist. He peels off his shirt and jumps in over a wave.

         
         Annie tries to gather her courage, but can’t. Instead, she sits down on the hard sand to gut the fish. She thanks the fish
            silently first, the way Henry says to. Then she digs her knife past the red scales into iridescent flesh.
         

         
         Walker dives under the surface with barely a splash.

         
         She wonders where on earth he learned how to swim like that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         
            Before

         

         “Should we make it a contest?” Evan asks, late June of the summer they turn eighteen. He holds a slice of watermelon in his
            hand.
         

         
         “Only you could make scraping hull barnacles into a contest,” Annie says.

         
         They sit facing each other across the table in Amphitrite’s cockpit. The sun is unseasonably hot. Annie cuts another slice.
         

         
         “You’re just nervous I’ll win.” Pink juice drips down Evan’s forearm. He licks it off. “Are you game or what?”

         
         “What are the terms?”

         
         “A race. I’ll do starboard and you do portside. We’ll be done before your parents are back from Ruth’s.” He puts down the
            finished rind and pulls off his T-shirt.
         

         
         “And what’s the prize?” Annie can’t help staring at his bare abdomen.

         
         “Your dad will stop hounding us about it?”

         
         “In your dreams. Hounding’s his sport.”

         
         “How about who sleeps on deck tonight?” He roots in the lazarette and finds a scraper.

         
         “You love sleeping on deck.”

         
         “If I win, we both sleep on deck then.” He smiles, then launches himself in a dive off the transom.

         
         Annie strips to her racerback one-piece and dives after him. The water is warming and sunlight glimmers through to the bottom.
            Her trajectory is steep. She feels a familiar urge to swim as deep as she can.
         

         
         At the bottom, twenty feet down, a small octopus—the size of Annie’s fist—walks the seafloor. Her eight legs curl and billow
            around her. Annie reaches out, or is it the octopus that reaches for her? A delicate tentacle explores her fingertips, wanders
            up her arm. The shade of the octopus changes, a haze of violet, then a burst of crimson. They settle into one another. A gentle
            suctioning, a thousand touches fluttering over Annie’s skin. Time seems to stop, or does it spread out, infinite? A peace
            rises up.
         

         
         But then Evan calls her name.

         
         His voice echoes through the water. The octopus releases its hold and their eyes meet, a momentary lock. The octopus blinks
            before it jets away in a flurry of bubbles. How long has Annie been down here? Too long? She pushes off the bottom, back toward
            the surface.
         

         
         “Oh my god, Annie.” Evan is panicked. He pulls her to the transom ladder. They both grab hold, but Evan does not let go of
            her hand.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” she says. More than fine.

         
         “You were under too long!”

         
         “I wanted to get to the bottom.”

         
         “That was terrifying.”

         
         She’s only inches from his face. His familiar olive skin, his wet curls plastered against his forehead. The worry lines around
            his eyes. She can’t help it. She kisses him, quickly, on his soft lips.
         

         
         When she pulls back, his eyes are wide. A wave of doubt washes over her. What if he doesn’t feel the same? What if he wants
            someone else? She may have ruined this. Her cheeks go hot. She lets go of his hand.
         

         
         “Wait.” He pulls her back, his fingers spread against her lower back. “Don’t go.”

         
         He’s so close, examining every detail of her face, her eyes, her lips. When he kisses her again, he tastes like watermelon.

         
         

         Once they start, it’s impossible to stop.

         
         The summer is a rolling tangle of them as they make up for lost time. Their encounters are hidden and heated and never long
            enough, as far as Annie is concerned.
         

         
         Early July: a swim off the bow. Under the water, Evan’s hands find her waist, her calves. She wraps her legs around his, then
            pulls him under to kiss him.
         

         
         Late July: a laundry run into Hale’s Wharf in the late evening, when the place is abandoned. Evan lifts Annie up onto a coin-operated
            washer mid-cycle. The machine rumbles, and the metal is cool against her thighs. His mouth is hot, his fingertips inch under
            her shirt, up her back, around her ribcage.
         

         
         Mid-August: a hike to the outcrop while Aiden repairs Ruth’s porch stairs. Off the trail, hidden away, Evan pulls Annie against
            a hemlock. How long do they kiss? Time melts inside the circle of his arms, the scent of mulch and sweat. He unhooks her bra
            and pushes her T-shirt up. Her nipple is a peak in his mouth. Thoughts disintegrate, leaving only the sweet taste of him on
            her tongue, the earth under her feet, the wood against her back.
         

         
         

         Annie wants to stretch the summer out, make the minutes and days longer. But it slips by, and September arrives. They’re leaving
            to sail south before she can grab hold.
         

         
         “I brought dinner.” Wearing a backpack, Evan climbs aboard Amphitrite on the last night. The sky burns pink and orange. “Can I take Annie to the outcrop for the sunset?”
         

         
         “You can eat here,” Mara says at the same time Aiden says, “Come back before it’s dark.”

         
         “We’ll eat and come right back down,” Annie says. “Promise.”

         
         “Sounds like fun,” Aiden says.

         
         “But not too far,” Mara says.

         
         Evan tightens the backpack straps. “We’ll be in shouting distance if you need us.”

         
         They’re wordless on the hike up the trail. Annie is nervous, her skin awash with tingles. At the top, Evan arranges a small
            area of mulch and pine needles, removing the twigs and branches. He spreads out a blanket.
         

         
         “I’m not hungry,” Annie says.

         
         “I didn’t bring dinner.”

         
         His lips are on hers immediately. He pulls her to the ground, moving on top of her, their legs entwined. He stops to look
            into her eyes.
         

         
         She wants to say: I can’t stop thinking about you. I don’t want to leave. Don’t ever kiss anyone else.

         
         Instead, she peels off her hoodie and tank top. “I want you closer,” she says into his mouth.

         
         His shirt is off, her bra tossed aside. Annie shimmies out of her leggings. He lowers her underwear over her hips and down
            her legs. He kisses the back of her knee, dragging his tongue along the inside of her thigh. She gasps, rocking her hips toward
            him. An eagle soars above, releasing a single, high-pitched note.
         

         
         “More,” Annie says. She unhooks his belt, then pushes his jeans and boxers down and over his thighs. He kicks them off and
            hovers over her.
         

         
         “How much more?” He closes his eyes and tilts his forehead onto hers.

         
         “Do you have a condom?” she asks.

         
         His eyes are open now, his pupils dilated. “Are you sure?”

         
         “I’m sure.”

         
         “I didn’t want to assume.” He grabs for the backpack. “But I wanted to be prepared.”

         
         She drinks him in: the paler skin of his thighs, that place she likes above his hip bone. The curve of his abdomen and washboard of his obliques. He pulls out a condom from an inside pocket of the backpack and rolls it on. It’s so intimate to watch. Instinctively, she crosses her arms to cover her breasts. 

         
         “Are you cold?” he asks.

         
         “I’m nervous.”

         
         He traces his fingers over her cheek, his thumb across her lower lip. He wraps the second blanket around them. “Annie. We
            don’t have to do this. Not at all.”
         

         
         “I want to.”

         
         “There’s no rush, though. Are you sure?”

         
         “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

         
         “That’s not what I asked.” He pulls back again to meet her eyes.

         
         She kisses him again. “I’m sure.”

         
         He inhales deeply, his movements careful and restrained. She makes a cry into his shoulder as he enters.

         
         He pulls back and searches her face, eyebrows drawn together.

         
         “Don’t stop.” She pulls him back down until he’s entirely inside her. A brief pain, a sweet spasm. Then an exquisite ache—is
            this what she’s needed for so long?
         

         
         “Christ,” he groans. “I won’t last.”

         
         He reaches his hands under her hips and sinks into her. She finds a slow rhythm against him, some kind of nirvana, a blurry
            and all-encompassing heat. She wants every inch of him and cannot get close enough.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         
            Now

         

         Walker pulls against the oars.

         
         Each stroke takes them further from shore and closer to Galene, the twenty-seven-foot Newport Henry towed from the shipyard.
         

         
         Annie would be much happier keeping Walker to herself, staying inside the calming bubble he makes, where they roam the beach
            at low tide and try to piece his story together.
         

         
         Ruth’s deep in logistics: “Day twelve and food’s going to get trickier—”

         
         “We have plenty of food, don’t we?” Annie asks.

         
         “Henry said folks in town don’t want to fish for themselves. They’re worried about bodies. Contamination.”

         
         “Is that true?”

         
         “That’s the last kind of pollution anyone needs to worry about,” Ruth says. “But they won’t listen.”

         
         The ocean is blue and crystalline. It’s hard to distinguish the sea from the sky, as they blur together in matching tones.

         
         “The water isn’t contaminated by that,” Walker says, mid-row.

         
         “In any case,” Ruth says, “I think they’ll take fish from Henry if he has it. They’ve been buying fish from him their entire
            lives.”
         

         
         They’d been buying fish from Annie and her parents, too. Is it childish, the way she’s secluding herself in the cabin, feeling sorry for herself? She thinks of Evan. The ways he is dutiful. Should she be less hard on him? Where is he? 

         
         Ruth goes on: “Apparently, the coast guard is still pulling people off Vancouver Island. We have to make do until—”

         
         “Stop.” Annie holds up her hand.

         
         She does not want to hear Ruth say until they evacuate us or whatever other until Ruth is thinking. Evacuation feels like the end, her previous life sealed off, the matter of her parents resolved. No more
            ocean. They’re dead and the story is over.
         

         
         In Walker’s orbit, the story isn’t finished yet.

         
         “I feel seasick,” Annie lies, stuck in the darkness of an oceanless world.

         
         Ruth narrows her eyes. “You never get seasick.”

         
         “Can we just get this over with?” Annie says as they pull alongside the sailboat.

         
         Walker seems to have tuned out, scanning Galene’s hull and mast. He hops aboard as soon as they tie off. On the foredeck is a cage of crabs, their pincers clicking against
            metal wires.
         

         
         “Hand me that pot over there,” Ruth says to Walker as she climbs aboard.

         
         Annie feels stuck to her seat. “I’ll stay in the dinghy.”

         
         “And the gloves on the table, too,” Ruth adds.

         
         Walker passes the cage and the gloves to Ruth, who hands both down to Annie. “Teach him a thing or two,” she says. What she
            means is: Don’t get stuck in the darkness.
         

         
         Annie puts on the gloves and opens the pot. The taps and clicks grow louder. “You check the shape of their apron.” She points
            to a flap on the underside of a crab. “You want the ones with the long pointy aprons, they’re the males. Throw the females
            back.” Annie hands Walker a small one over the lifelines.
         

         
         It lies still in his palm, as if it’s asleep.

         
         “Huh,” she says. “He likes you.”

         
         “Throw back the small ones . . . they’re not ready to eat,” Ruth says.

         
         Walker tosses it into the water.

         
         Henry comes up from below. No pleasantries. The gruffer he is, and the more armour he appears to put on, the fonder Annie
            feels of him. She wonders if he’s cried since the tsunami. It seems as if some adult men have forgotten how to, but somewhere
            inside Henry must have a well of tears waiting to come out.
         

         
         “You must be the greenie. Ever deckhanded before, son?” Henry says.

         
         “I have not.” Walker’s voice doesn’t waver.

         
         “Can you swim?”

         
         “Maybe better than me,” Annie answers.

         
         Henry rubs his head. “I don’t have time for liabilities out here, Ruth.”

         
         “He’ll be fine,” Ruth shushes.

         
         “And what about you, little fish?” Henry asks. “Any chance you want to help out this old sea dog?”

         
         She’s tempted. She looks at Galene, bobbing in the tide, as ordinary and reassuring as it is terrifying. Her stomach does somersaults. “Not me,” she says. “Not
            yet.”
         

         
         “I might sink the thing without you.”

         
         Annie can’t help but smile. “You might.”

         
         Henry smirks. “So is that a yes?”

         
         “It’s not a yes.”

         
         Ruth reaches over to hold Annie’s hand.

         
         “Fine, fine.” Henry zips his fishing vest up to the neck. He glances at Walker. “Don’t expect me to make small talk, greenie.
            We’ve got people in town to feed.”
         

         
         

         Ruth stands at the edge of the bluff on her own once they’re back from Galene.
         

         
         After all that rain, a cobalt sky stretches before her. She watches the placid water and steadies herself against the trunk of a cedar. 

         
         She had wanted to create some distance between Annie and Walker.

         
         Despite her composed demeanour, never faltering in front of Annie, a few things are gnawing at Ruth.

         
         Their situation is precarious. They are alone, in the middle of nowhere, living off the land, smoking fish and peeing in the
            outhouse again like fifty years ago. No help has arrived yet. Fall is round the corner, more rain, and the cold that will
            certainly come within weeks. But Ruth is self-sufficient, and difficult situations seem to bring the best out in her.
         

         
         At twenty-five, she’d been working at the nursing station in Hale’s Landing, checking blood pressures and cleaning out chainsaw
            gashes. She fell for Paul, a lumberjack from Edmonton. He was charming, charismatic, with dark eyes and a deep laugh. He spent
            his off weeks at the wharf, chasing Ruth, collecting wildflowers for her. They would stare at the basket of stars at night,
            and he promised her everything.
         

         
         Until she unexpectedly got pregnant, and he disappeared without a trace, leaving her to learn the hard way how strong she
            really was.
         

         
         The pain is still remarkably fresh. But it was then she made the decision: She could only trust herself. She swallowed the
            shame of it all in one hard gulp. She would raise Aiden on her own, with all her ingenuity and grit. He’d always be ready
            to take care of himself. For a rare second now, she thinks about herself: that hummingbird of a girl who had preceded this
            stoic version. Where is she now?
         

         
         What haunts Ruth most is the agony of not knowing what happened to Aiden and Mara. Where was Amphitrite during the tsunami? Was her son sucked under the black waves? She never trusted the ocean, even if Henry always has. She should have fought harder against the sea life Mara demanded. She should have kept Aiden safer. Whenever Ruth starts to think about it, she has to stop herself. It would be her undoing. 

         
         And it’s Annie she’s also worrying about—she stayed on the beach after they rowed back, and she’s still down there. Far below
            on the flat sand, Ruth can see that Annie has taken off her shoes and is standing at the water’s edge. She looks like she
            might put her feet in the waves.
         

         
         Ruth’s heart aches like a muscle she’s overworked.

         
         Walker—with his eccentric mannerisms, his sparse speech—for whatever reason is like a balm to Annie. She seems more settled
            when she’s with him. He’s an illogical but familiar kind of puzzle, and she has the sensation of history repeating itself.
         

         
         Ruth never figured Mara out. And she’s unsure if Aiden did, either. Is Aiden dead because he let himself be strung along into
            a dangerous life by an unknown woman? Is Ruth putting Annie at risk now, too?
         

         
         When Mara showed up all those years ago, Aiden latched on to her with a tenacity Ruth couldn’t comprehend. She was unnerved
            by Mara’s mystery, by this woman without a backstory. She heard what people said about Mara: In those early days, they called
            her crazy. She was almost violent in the hospital; she kept screaming, asking where she was and why she was there. After she
            hurt herself trying to climb out a window, they had to restrain her, for her own good.
         

         
         They never told Annie any of it, especially not the original story of the night Aiden found Mara. She’s too young, they said.
            It would only confuse her. Ruth herself was confused. They concocted a story about Mara’s estranged family being off-gridders
            in the Aleutians.
         

         
         “If we tell her the truth now, she’ll have questions I can’t answer,” Mara said.

         
         Did Mara even know the truth? Ruth was never sure and didn’t like their decisions or the secrecy.

         
         When Aiden quit his hospital job and bought Amphitrite, Ruth tallied off all her parenting mistakes, each thing she must have done wrong. Otherwise, why would Aiden be so hasty, impractical, throwing away everything he’d achieved? 

         
         It wasn’t that Aiden was unhappy. Henry reminded her of this on repeat: Aiden was happiest on the water. He looked vital.
            But she saw no stability, and definitely no future, in their ocean-going existence. When Annie was born, Ruth was worried
            about what kind of life her granddaughter would have, sailing around on that boat.
         

         
         Ruth always hoped that, despite her wild, rootless childhood, Annie might make something of herself—a life that didn’t depend
            on the whims of the sea. But now Ruth sees things unrolling before her: Annie latching on to this shifty boy, who seems to
            have come from the sea himself.
         

         
         She turns again to watch Annie below, taking baby steps toward the water, this girl who only a few weeks before had everything
            taken from her.
         

         
         Maybe the water is more healing than Ruth thinks. Maybe Aiden made the right choices and sacrifices for what he loved most.
            After all, things can be taken away in a single beat, no matter how much you prepare, or how much you worry in advance.
         

         
         Has she focused on the wrong things?

         
         Ruth isn’t sure.

         
         For now, it’s better to keep Walker and Annie apart as much as possible.

         
         The other pressing issue is that Ruth is sliding toward anemia again. She can feel it. She’d been managing for two months
            between blood transfusions before the tsunami, ferrying to and from the hospital. Now she feels the tug of fatigue on her
            bones, sooner than expected. She’s winded more easily.
         

         
         But Ruth isn’t about to leave Annie alone in all this uncertainty, not yet. She rallies herself, willing her body to keep
            going for a while longer.
         

         
         

         Galene is far off in Annie’s peripheral vision, heading steadily toward the open ocean.
         

         
         Walker’s sound grows quieter. All the noise she’s almost forgotten roils back up, and her ears sear with pain again. Even
            the waves crashing are painful, water thundering over rock.
         

         
         It doesn’t make any sense.

         
         She stands at the edge of the water, her feet heavy as anchors. It’s all so familiar: gulls diving after herring, the sapphire-coloured
            mussel shells clinging to the boulders. Piles of driftwood and seaweed. But it’s all too loud. Louder than ever.
         

         
         She could have said yes to Henry. Forced herself. Maybe then she’d morph back into a version she recognizes; rewind time and
            sink into the Annie from weeks ago, before everything hurt so badly. Fill the hours with what she knows how to do: swim, sail,
            gut fish. She’s angry at herself for not pulling it together. Everyone else is making themselves useful. Instead, she’s stuck
            here like a pile of wet laundry.
         

         
         Would getting under the water help? It might blunt the sting in her ears, at least. She recalls the exact feeling of waves
            hitting her legs, cold and fast, foam curling over her ankles. The fading divide between water and skin.
         

         
         But now swimming in the sea feels like a betrayal. Is she allowed to love the thing that took her parents?

         
         But maybe they are alive.
         

         
         Maybe it’s the beginning, and not the ending, like Walker said. He was so sure of it.

         
         Annie kicks off her shoes and steps tentatively toward the water, until the sea touches her toes. She blinks and sees the
            tsunami behind her eyelids—galloping grey water consuming the wharf and suctioning out houses. She exhales as hard as possible,
            taking a few more steps.
         

         
         The cool water encircles her feet.

         
         The sea wants you, too.

         
         The almost imperceptible words enter the cavern of her body. It sounds like Walker’s voice, coming from nowhere and everywhere. Before she can catch hold of the words, they vanish. 

         
         She shakes her head and blinks again. She must be imagining things.

         
         Tears run down her cheeks. Not from missing her parents or the fragile hope they’re alive. These tears are for how badly she
            wants the water. On land, things close in around her, rigid and demanding and right-now. In the water everything moves. Everything
            sings with an effortlessness.
         

         
         In the way something so good can hurt, standing in the water feels painful. Annie wipes her cheeks. She only gets ankle-deep
            in the tide before she turns around.
         

         
         She goes back to the shore and puts her shoes on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         
            Before

         

         After that night together on the outcrop, Annie and Evan are apart, separated by two-thousand kilometres of the Pacific Coast
            and ten full months. To Annie, it feels like years.
         

         
         It’s windy when they sail back into Hale’s Landing, finally, on a sunny afternoon in early July. Annie’s on the lookout. She
            hugs the mast with one arm as they buck through the waves toward Rosie’s. Closer, they cross the Hale Timber lot, and she
            spots Evan through the binoculars.
         

         
         He’s on the beach, smiling broadly as he peels off his work coveralls, a deep tan line peeking around his shirt collar. He’s
            not alone. Three other teenage boys kick a soccer ball around in the sand, and two girls perch over a cooler of drinks. A
            speaker blasts heavy bass through the earth. That same girl is there, the one Evan kissed when he was sixteen. The brunette
            bob, the swan neck.
         

         
         Someone shouts. A burst of laughter. Then Evan’s picking her up—swan neck—by the legs, over his shoulder. He launches himself
            toward the water. She pounds him on his bare back as he runs into the surf.
         

         
         Annie’s lungs feel like cement. A gust of wind hits her, but she can’t breathe.

         
         Mara’s gutting another Chinook on the foredeck, her knife pointed at the gills. “How does it feel to be back?” she asks, her
            eyes on the shore. A cello solo on the radio picks up in tempo.
         

         
         “I don’t know.” Annie looks away from Evan and the girl, toward the salmon and its black gums. “We haven’t moored yet.”

         
         Mara cuts into the fish’s silvery side and says, “I never like mooring, either.”

         
         

         “It’s been forever!” Evan calls from the back of his skiff, early the following morning.

         
         Annie has just woken and come topside. Her sleep was fitful and dreamless. A mist hovers over the water, fogging everything.

         
         Evan ties off and hops aboard. In the cockpit he pulls her into a close embrace, too fast for her to resist him, too fast
            to stop, to push him away, to ask what he was doing with that other girl. His voice is in her ear: “Why didn’t you come and
            find me yesterday?”
         

         
         “Annie, want some oatmeal?” Mara interrupts, climbing up the companionway.

         
         “Mara,” Evan says. He takes a step back from Annie. “Welcome back.”

         
         “I thought you’d be at work again,” Mara says.

         
         “Again?”

         
         “We saw you at the timber lot when we sailed in, yesterday.” Mara’s words aren’t as sharp as Annie wants them to be.

         
         “I start in fifteen minutes,” he says.

         
         “I’m not hungry, Mom.”

         
         “Alright. I’ll make us some tea.” The boat rocks as Mara climbs back below.

         
         “When can I see you?” Evan whispers. “There’s a party tonight at Courtney’s cabin on Goose Island.”

         
         “I don’t even know who Courtney is.”

         
         “Come with me. We can catch up—” He’s interrupted by a ping. Evan pulls a device from the back pocket of his jeans. It’s
            foreign to Annie; neither Ruth nor Annie’s parents wanted a cell. Ruth says they’re addictive. Evan swipes, scans a message,
            then slides it away. “Sorry,” he murmurs.
         

         
         Where did he go, just then? He wasn’t with her. “I better stay here,” she says.

         
         “Will you at least think about it?” He squeezes her arm and lets his hand linger there.

         
         “Can you imagine me at a party? Look at me.”

         
         His eyes narrow. “I’m always looking at you.”

         
         “Except when you’re not.”

         
         He straightens. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “You’d better go now.” She turns. “You’ll be late for work.”

         
         “Annie. Stop.” He reaches around her waist, closer, bringing her back toward him. She’s wanted those hands on her for so many
            months. But now a wedge has lodged between them. “What’s this about?”
         

         
         She can’t bring herself to ask about the girl over his shoulder at the beach. She stares at the deck instead, at the worn
            teak under her feet, until he pulls her toward him. Inside his arms, all she feels is his heartbeat, his breath against her
            cheek, her face tucked between his jaw and his collarbone.
         

         
         “Please just think about it. Dad’s away and you can stay at our place after,” he says.

         
         Annie feels butterflies in her stomach at the idea of being alone with him.

         
         “And it would be good practice, to meet some people, right?” he asks.

         
         “Practice?”

         
         Before he can answer, Mara comes back up with a steaming cup in her hands. “Better get going, Evan,” she says. “Your dad will
            be wondering where you are.”
         

         
         

         By lunchtime, Annie’s been round and round about what to do. She’s always been scared of going ashore, but finally she works up the nerve to ask. 

         
         “No,” Mara sighs. “The Chinook are still running. We’re heading back up the channel this afternoon.”

         
         “So soon?”

         
         “She could stay for the party and sleep at Ruth’s tonight,” Aiden says.

         
         Mara gives him a fierce look. “Leave her behind?”

         
         “She’s nineteen, Mar.”

         
         “I don’t want us to be apart.”

         
         “We can’t lock her up here forever. She’s an adult.”

         
         Annie lies flat on the cockpit bench, trying not to listen to the harsh whispering between Aiden and Mara down below.

         
         When they emerge on deck, Aiden stands unusually firm. “You should go, Annie. It’s your life and you need to make your own
            decisions.”
         

         
         Mara sighs.

         
         “It’s normal,” Aiden says. “Past due.”

         
         “But you’re sailing out,” Annie says.

         
         “Ruth’s back on the ferry this afternoon after her transfusion. You can sleep at her place and we’ll be back in a couple days.
            It’ll feel like no time.”
         

         
         Mara opens her mouth to speak again, but says nothing.

         
         

         The party is down the channel, six kilometres southwest. Annie puts on a fresh T-shirt that she hopes doesn’t smell too much
            like fish and ties her hair back in a ponytail. Evan picks her up at Ruth’s jetty in a Hale Timber bowrider.
         

         
         She sits in the passenger seat and he reaches across to hold her hand briefly.

         
         An insurance commercial plays on the boat radio. She clicks the knob off and taps her feet as Evan speeds up toward full throttle. Cool wind hits her cheeks, but the seats are hot and sweaty under her legs. It’s too windy to talk, the engine revving too loud, and Evan doesn’t slow the pace until they’re well outside of Hale’s. 

         
         The waves whoosh and swirl around them. He turns to look at her, all chocolate-brown eyes and unshaven scruff and that mouth
            she wishes she didn’t want so badly on her own.
         

         
         “You’re here,” he says, but somehow it feels like a question. He stops the engine and pulls her over toward him. “Come here.”

         
         She sits in his lap. He puts his hands on her cheeks and pulls her to him until their noses touch.

         
         “Hi,” he says.

         
         “Hi.”

         
         “I need to kiss you,” he says. “Can I kiss you?”

         
         She doesn’t stop him and doesn’t want to, even though she’s angry. She needs him so badly. His lips find hers, soft and open.
            She wants to stop doubting whether they’re okay.
         

         
         But the vision of brunette-swan-neck swims up. She shivers.

         
         He pulls away an inch. “You’re somewhere else, aren’t you?” he asks. “I felt it this morning.”

         
         Annie can’t hold it in. “Who’s that girl?”

         
         “Which girl?”

         
         “You had her over your shoulder.” She can’t meet his eyes anymore, so she looks out over the water. They bob in the eddies.
            “On the beach when we sailed in.”
         

         
         “That’s what this is about?” His voice is louder than usual.

         
         “I get it. We were away.”

         
         “It’s not what you think,” he says, turning her face back toward his. “It was a stupid dare.”

         
         “You don’t have to explain it.” She doesn’t know why she says that; she does want him to explain. The tide’s flowing in and
            they drift backward against the waves. The sky is a bruised violet colour in the setting sun. “I’m fine.”
         

         
         “Nothing has changed, Annie,” he says. “Let’s talk about this later. They’re expecting us at the party.”

         
         But she’s not sure nothing has changed. The distance between them isn’t the only problem. Everything seems louder since she left Amphitrite. She returns to her seat and Evan starts the engine again. When he finally moors at the Goose Island dock, the noise has
            amplified: his jangle of the boat keys, the bump of the hull against the squeaky fenders, the tacky sound as her legs peel
            off the leather.
         

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Evan looks concerned as she steps up and out of the boat. He steadies her hand.

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “We can go back?”

         
         It doesn’t feel like a real offer, even though she wants it to be.

         
         “I’m good,” she lies again. When was the last time she was this far away from Amphitrite and her parents? Evan tries to keep hold of her hand, but she doesn’t want him to. She straightens her shirt instead, then
            follows him down the path to the cabin.
         

         
         It’s not a cabin at all. It’s an estate: a two-storey home with gabled windows, bright white siding, and slate walkways. Buckets
            of ferns hang from thick-beamed awnings. The wrap-around front porch has several sitting areas, each with its own throw pillows
            and blankets arranged symmetrically. Music pours from the built-in speakers in the ceilings. The front doormat says Home Sweet Home.
         

         
         Inside, a dozen or so people mill around, drinks in their hands. The coffee table is laden with bowls of chips, a bottle of
            spray-on SPF 50, a mickey of tequila. A couple is making out at the far end of a leather sectional. A blaze roars in the fireplace
            off to the left and an air conditioner hums incongruously nearby. Annie is unsettled by the sounds of a fridge door opening
            and closing, the clatter of ice dumped into a cooler, the pop of beer cans, voices weaving into a swarm of sound.
         

         
         Evan introduces her to his friends. She keeps a smile pasted on her face, puts her hands in her pockets, takes them out, tries to look normal, even though she’s not sure what normal is supposed to look like. She tucks her hair behind her ears, then tries not to fidget. She pretends she’s listening. 

         
         Evan is pulled by the arm into another circle. Annie ends up alone beside the dining table, with an abandoned bag of Doritos
            and lipstick-rimmed glasses of wine.
         

         
         It’s too much.

         
         She makes her way to the furthest corner and presses her palms over her ears. The noise is scattered and rhythmless and overwhelming.
            She needs to cut off the volume but not look ridiculous doing it.
         

         
         “Seashell wine?” One of the girls is holding out an uncorked bottle and a stemmed glass. Annie thinks her name is Courtney
            from a prior introduction, thinks she’s the one who this cabin-estate belongs to, thinks she’s the type of girl who knows
            what to do at parties like this—what to say, how to look. Casual and cool and hot all at the same time. Her eyeshadow is
            glittery, with eyeliner applied in thick swoops.
         

         
         “No thanks,” Annie says.

         
         Courtney pours a glass anyway. Evan is at the far end of the living room, a beer in his hand, laughing, not looking at her.
            Annie’s even angrier than before. How is this fun? She doesn’t want him to drink.
         

         
         Courtney hands her the glass. “We make it ourselves,” she says.

         
         Annie feels stranded on Goose Island, at this Brillo pad of a party, half her brain hatching escape plans, half wanting to
            fit in, for Evan’s sake. For her own sake? The wine in her glass is amber and syrupy and smells faintly of dirt.
         

         
         “Might take the edge off.” Courtney raises her glass to cheers her, and smiles with a thin-feeling niceness. She looks like
            she’s had braces and teeth-whitening treatments. Their glasses clink with an uncomfortable ping. Annie takes a first sip. The wine tastes sour, with something gritty underneath.
         

         
         “Like it?”

         
         “It’s great,” Annie lies, her head swimming instantly.

         
         “So how long have you known Evan?” Courtney leans in closer. Her sun-shiny perfume stings Annie’s nose.

         
         “Since forever.” Annie sips again.

         
         “Might want to slow down with that. It’s stronger than you think.”

         
         Behind them, a pinball machine makes a ding-ding-ding-ding, mixed with the hollers of the boys playing. Who has a pinball machine at their house? Annie turns to watch them, these boys
            talking to each other in exclamation points. They’re handing around a joint and a bag of Skittles. A rainbow of colours in
            crinkly plastic. The machine lights up with a new high score and one of them launches the plunger again. The silver ball shoots
            back and forth, zigzagging down ramps and into bumpers. Time slows, each second pulled longer by the maze of the ball in the
            machine, the repetitive hammering of the flipper buttons. More chimes and bells that seem to sway and bump into each other.
            Annie can’t stand it.
         

         
         “I need to sit down,” Annie says, but Courtney is long gone, swept into the sea of Evan’s friends. The people Annie is expected
            to like. She can’t see Evan anymore, either. How long was she preoccupied with the pinball? She takes another sip of the grimy
            wine, which she’s beginning to suspect may not be wine at all. Her tongue feels swollen and hot. The music blaring from the
            speakers gets louder. Annie swears she can see the sound waves exiting a subwoofer under the console table in the hallway.
            Her brain mushes around the edges.
         

         
         Is she tilting off to the side? Is the floor moving?

         
         She needs to get outside.

         
         She exits alone, back onto the walkway toward the dock, past the swingy overhead lanterns and the manicured garden beds. The
            moon is fuller than she remembers and its halo pulses, morphing into wavy rings spreading out across the sky. The ferns glow
            an otherworldly green. They furl and unfurl unnaturally with Annie’s breath—why are they breathing with her?
         

         
         The reasonable parts of Annie’s brain start to fall away. In their place: Something is breathing into her ears, a low-pitched rumbling in her thigh bones, and she slides into a familiar drum rhythm. She can’t find the moon any longer . . . only an obsidian sky descending overhead. 

         
         Behind her, the voices from the house are a distant constellation of stars.

         
         At the end of the walkway, Annie climbs down onto the beach on wobbly legs. She wishes she did not have legs at all but fins,
            or wings. Finally, on her hands and knees, she reaches the waves. The sand feels fuzzy-soft. The sea reaches for her with
            its own voice, the one that will tell her the real-actual-beautiful-truth-about-things. Its pitter-patter whisper begins,
            but Annie can’t decipher it . . . what is it saying? It’s an entrancing radio-station song but she can’t tune past the static.
         

         
         Annie’s jeans are soaked. Sand pushes up between her toes and fingers. She has to lie on her back. That will help. Water seeps
            under the hem of her shirt; her bra and underwear are drenched. The back of her brain shouts, Stand up and get out! But it’s a far-off instruction. Her limbs do not listen. A velvety mist covers her eyes. Her bones expand, the fluid between
            her joints swells, her skin becomes more pliant, juicy. Her shirt sticks cold against her belly.
         

         
         Water seeps into her ears and brings with it another orchestra: the pat-pat-pat of an otter trotting to the water’s edge, the languorousness of a starfish stretching its legs over hours, mid-verse hymns
            from undersea caverns, calling her to come for their secrets. Schools of fish swim out and back around her arms and legs,
            cooing and shushing, trying to tell her out-and-back things, nibbling her shoulder blades, lighting up the tips of her fingers.
         

         
         The burning in the pit of her stomach reminds her she has a stomach. Her mouth tastes acidic. She rolls over, trying to focus on the right muscles, and clambers back up on unsteady hands and knees, vomiting everything into the sand, as the far-off constellation of voices approaches, hooting and laughter surrounding her. Who are these people? Do they understand their lungs are like tree branches, that we’re breathing with the same leafy vessels as oaks do? Annie tries to stand but she’s pulled back down by nausea and the spasming of her organs. Vomit pushes up in her throat. 

         
         The sound of her name: “Oh god, Annie.”

         
         She feels stretched out. Her body is too big for this place. Do they not know how big the ocean is? Her hands shake. She opens
            her eyes: Shadowy silhouettes are circling around her. People without wings, or fins, raising eyebrows, whispering, laughing
            in unison.
         

         
         What is she doing? Who is she being?

         
         “Stop it,” Annie says to everyone. She tries to stay calm but is struck by a flashback to that day in kindergarten, under
            her desk, Evan pushing Liam away.
         

         
         “Jesus, Annie. Were you drinking?” Evan’s voice is slurry. He’s some floppy version of Evan; the way he reaches for her is
            messy and off balance. He smells of alcohol.
         

         
         “Courtney gave me some wine,” she says, or at least she thinks that’s what she says.

         
         “Did one of you give her the seashell wine?” Evan looks around.

         
         “I want to stay here,” Annie says.

         
         “That wasn’t just wine you had.” Evan tries to pull her up. “Come on. You could drown.”

         
         She refuses. It would be better to stay with the songs. That would be best. “Leave me here.”

         
         “You need to get out, Annie.” His voice and the laughter pull her from where she wants to be, inside the sea music, the dreamy
            ocean-radio.
         

         
         Evan tries again to lift her to standing. “I’m such an idiot,” he mutters. “This is all my fault.”

         
         Thunderous laughter around them. Annie gives up and lets Evan carry her back to the boat, back onto the sticky leather seat. He wraps a towel around her. But she doesn’t want it, or him. She wants to be back inside the music, away from all of them. Away from the noise. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         
            Before

         

         Aiden stands at the helm early the next morning.

         
         His fingers trace the carved names on Amphitrite’s wooden helm: Annie, Mara, Aiden. As if the three of them are inside the safety of his palm every time he steers.
         

         
         After they left Annie ashore with Evan, they sailed through the night, as they typically do. Referencing his chart, they are
            forty nautical miles from Hale’s already. In front of him sits his thick, leather-bound ledger, closed with a black string
            around the cover. He undoes the string and opens the ledger to the correct page.
         

         
         He drinks his usual coffee, strong and black. It steams into the morning breeze. Using a felt-tipped pen, he notes in neat
            lettering on a dated line that Annie is not aboard.
         

         
         As he’s done since he was a teenager, methodical and regular, he still tracks everything on his checklists and tables. He
            captures the stories of the tides. Turning to his chart again, he checks the bearing and jots down their northerly direction.
            They’re making good time. Mara’s soft footsteps come up the companionway. She always makes him turn off the radio. She doesn’t
            like the static or the chatter. And she doesn’t like to look at the GPS.
         

         
         Mara is beside him. She wraps her arm around his waist and rests her cheek against his shoulder. Her warmth transfuses through the knit of his shirt. 

         
         She’s always needed this—affection and closeness, to have as little space between them as possible. He loves this about her.
            Even after all these years, Aiden feels the same pull to her that he always has.
         

         
         Mara runs her fingertips over the words in the ledger. She pauses in the middle of the line about Annie.

         
         “Something’s not right,” she says quietly.

         
         

         At that same moment in the morning, Annie sits on the tall bluff beside Ruth’s cabin, Evan beside her, their feet dangling
            over the rocky ledge of the bluff. The horizon is empty.
         

         
         Around midnight after the party, Evan had carried her off the boat. After making her drink a tall glass of iced water with
            two ibuprofen tablets, he tucked her into her bed, then slept on the couch. Her head had finally stopped spinning around 3:00
            a.m. The ferns are now normal ferns again, not ones that breathe.
         

         
         But the noise didn’t stop, nor her intolerance for it. When she woke up in a cold sweat an hour ago, she got up and changed,
            dug a pair of foam earplugs out of Ruth’s bedside table, and dove back into bed. Under the crisp white sheets and thick cotton
            comforter, she felt like a sinking ship. She stared at the wall, bunching the blanket around her ears. It didn’t help. The
            overhead fan rumbled, the clock ticked loudly on the bedside table, electrical buzzing continued nonstop. Like vertigo, she
            felt an awful oscillation inside her. Her legs rocked.
         

         
         “It’ll pass,” Evan says now. He has not mentioned the earplugs, which she’s still wearing.

         
         “What will?”

         
         “The mushrooms from the wine. The hangover.” He leans one hand back on the granite behind him. “I should never have taken
            you there.”
         

         
         “I think I have sea legs,” Annie says, but she doesn’t know what it is. It’s not a hangover. It’s quicksand, fast and devouring her, and she can’t crawl out of it. She tries to imagine where her parents are. Even now, she can feel the current pulling them along. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she says finally. She presses her fingers into her temples. 

         
         “Nothing’s wrong with you,” he says. “I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

         
         She weighs possible responses: It’s no big deal. It’s all your fault. What was all of that? Do people actually like any of
            it?
         

         
         She goes with: “It’s not your fault.”

         
         He opens his mouth to reply, but they’re interrupted by Ruth, who has a garden hoe in her right hand and a sun hat tied snugly
            around her chin. A reassuring pink blooms in her cheeks.
         

         
         “So?” Her eyebrows are raised.

         
         Annie takes out her earplugs and puts them in her pocket.

         
         “What’s going on with those?” Ruth says.

         
         “Wore them overnight, is all.”

         
         “And still wearing them?”

         
         “The party was loud.” Annie doesn’t elaborate. But the earplugs were helping, muffling the noise, as if she were dunking her
            head underwater. She gets to her feet and brushes pine needles off the back of her shorts.
         

         
         Ruth stands over Evan and taps the top of his head. “You watched out for her?”

         
         “We shouldn’t have gone.” Evan looks guilty. “It’s not worth talking about.”

         
         Annie feels a new flush of shame.

         
         “Well . . . everyone needs to grow up sometime.” Ruth seems to be treading lightly. “Annie can’t stay on Amphitrite forever.”
         

         
         Annie leans her head onto Ruth’s shoulder, inhaling the clean scent of her laundry soap. “I might have to.”

         
         “Have you been thinking about school, like I asked?” Ruth would like nothing more than to send Annie and Evan off to university in a flurry of pencils, notebooks, and tinned fish. 

         
         “Mom wants me to stay. And I’ve never done anything else . . .” Annie trails off. Does she want to do something else? The
            sea, fishing, migrating the coast has been the sum total of her experience; everything else feels foreign. But where is her
            life going? Her head hurts.
         

         
         The earth trembles under her feet.

         
         Annie looks at Ruth and Evan, who do not seem to notice anything amiss.

         
         “You need to figure out what you want,” Evan says.

         
         “What about you?” she asks. “Is working at Hale Timber what you want to do with the rest of your life?”

         
         Evan pushes himself up off the granite. “If I can make it better, I should stay. Right?”

         
         A stiff breeze picks up. Another tremor passes through Annie’s feet.

         
         “Did you feel that?” she asks.

         
         “Feel what?” he says.

         
         Ruth looks at the ground.

         
         A low-pitched drone starts up. Annie feels as if she’s tilting over, but when she looks around, nothing is moving. She swears
            the land is sliding away, a carpet pulled out from under her.
         

         
         “Do you feel it now?” Annie asks.

         
         Evan leans over the edge of the bluff and looks down at the sea. He stares for a long time, frozen there, until Annie and
            Ruth join him.
         

         
         Over a halting minute, a long strip of land reveals itself. Sand appears where they’ve never seen sand before. The sea has
            pulled away from the shore and the seaweed-covered plain of the channel stretches out bare beneath them.
         

         
         Annie can’t look away.

         
         Evan takes her hand.

         
         “We have to get higher,” Ruth says, as she grabs them both by the arms.

         
         

         Mara’s hand tightens around Aiden’s torso.

         
         A gust of wind picks up her braid and spills it over his arm. Aiden runs his fingertips over the greying ends of her hair,
            coarse from salt water.
         

         
         “Something’s not right,” she repeats.

         
         Aiden agrees. He closes the ledger and massages the salt-and-pepper stubble along his jaw. He thinks about the way Annie has
            been isolated for so long. Is it right? Mara always thought so.
         

         
         When they talked about Annie leaving the boat in the past, Mara always said: Not yet, not until she’s older, it will all make
            more sense when she’s older. What kind of sense? Mara could never articulate that part.
         

         
         Should he have been frustrated by her oblique explanations? Aiden has always tolerated this kind of blurriness with Mara.
            Tolerates isn’t the right word; maybe embraces is more accurate. He embraces the strange line between what he knows and doesn’t know about Mara, and embraces the sensation
            that she lives only partially inside his world—and partially somewhere else.
         

         
         But, occasionally, like now, Aiden does wonder about a normal life for Annie: a house, maybe a job that earns her some regular
            money. Just because he hadn’t wanted that kind of life in the end doesn’t mean Annie shouldn’t make her own choices. Aiden
            puts his hands back on the helm. Mara startles, her fingers tightening around him.
         

         
         The sea is calm. The sun is out.

         
         But Mara is more and more unsettled. She has goosebumps, the white-blond hair of her arms standing up in the sunlight. Aiden
            turns and rubs his hands over her forearms. A chill races up his spine.
         

         
         She kisses him urgently, pulls at his shirt.

         
         The sea level plummets as a wall of water rises from the west. Aiden is transported away into some sapphire escape, a dark warmth. He can’t—does not want to—open his eyes. 

         
         A roar builds that Aiden cannot hear, inside a merging daydream he never wants to leave.

         
         Within minutes, the forty-foot wave overtakes Amphitrite. Aiden’s ledger flies into the water and the sea receives it back, the stories of herself. The ledger drifts into the dark
            as the boat capsizes and the mast snaps.
         

         
         Aiden and Mara are catapulted overboard into the sea’s waiting arms.

         
         

         Ruth pulls Evan and Annie along, toward the cabin, up the mountain behind, past the squawking chickens in the coop.

         
         “What’s happening?” Annie yells.

         
         “It’s a tsunami!” Ruth yells back. Annie knows what a tsunami is, but only from what Aiden taught her about earthquakes on
            Amphitrite. Ruth drags them faster, through the forest and its loamy smell. The eagles screech overhead. Annie’s legs throb. She falls
            and puts a deep scrape in her right knee. Blood runs down her shin. Evan takes her hand and helps her up.
         

         
         She’s unsteady, but Evan keeps hold of her.

         
         They climb to the top of the outcrop.

         
         “Okay.” Ruth is out of breath. They can see Hale’s Landing in the distance. “This should be okay.”

         
         They’re all panting. The rumble in Annie’s legs has stopped, but it’s replaced with a deeper reverberation.

         
         The three of them are paralyzed as they watch the surging water ingest most of Hale’s Landing in galloping waves. A tube of
            water consumes the channel. The wharf is sheared off in a single gulp. All the boats are hurtled and pulled under. The waves
            pulse, houses collapse, roofs tear off and slide into the white swells.
         

         
         “People need help.” Evan is ashen and clammy. “I’m going down there.”

         
         Ruth won’t let him. “You sit down. Right this minute.”

         
         They all sit, then stand and sit and pace and sit down again. Repeated surges—tugging, blue-green ropes of seawater—keep
            everything submerged for what feels like hours. When the ocean finally retreats, she leaves with a growl in her throat.
         

         
         

         Annie can’t speak.

         
         She has no idea how much time has passed. She stays in a sweaty ball, her arms around her knees. Every image in her mind is
            of her parents: the way her dad’s beard is going white before the hair on his head; the way her mom still always wants to
            hold her hand. The way they’ve never been apart. What’s happening to her parents out there?
         

         
         Evan’s face is still pale. He looks like he might pass out.

         
         Ruth is resolute. “It’s time to move.” She looks into their eyes, puts hands onto their shoulders. “We aren’t going to like
            what we see. But we’ll make it through this, okay? And don’t get too far apart.”
         

         
         

         The eventual hike down reveals the usual things: pendants of lichen hanging off branches, roots punching up in the dirt, insects
            buzzing in Annie’s ears. But also wreckage that appears with unnerving frequency, dripping in angry seawater. The driveway
            they expected at the edge of Ruth’s property isn’t there. In its place is a stew of garbage, glass, pulverized wood, rammed
            and overlapping rubble.
         

         
         The bottom of the ocean was dredged up and hurled at the mountain.

         
         The three of them navigate birds’ nests of telephone cable and trash to reach Ruth’s cabin. The yard is strewn with junk; Ruth picks things up—an empty potato chip bag and a sprinkler head—even though there’s nowhere to put them. The stairs down to the beach and the jetty are now a jumbled heap of broken wood strewn against the rocks. Next to the flattened vegetable garden, the chickens squawk in their coop, wandering around a puddle of salt water. Eerily, the songbirds are silent. 

         
         But the cabin survived. Walls, a roof.

         
         “It’s a miracle,” Ruth says over and over as she walks the circumference. “It’s still standing.”

         
         Things that withstood the tsunami look strange now: Ruth’s bright white propane tank, electrical wires still strung up to
            the roof. The Honda in the driveway, its rusting gold paint and wheels sunk in the muck. Colourful buoys still hanging off
            the porch rafters.
         

         
         When they stop walking, Annie’s brain takes over: This never should have happened, she shouldn’t have gone to that party,
            it’s all her fault somehow. If she hadn’t gone, she’d still be with her parents.
         

         
         Ruth’s feet are planted in what remains of the grass, her hands on the handle of the old water pump. She throws her weight
            into each downward push, trying to get the pump to yield.
         

         
         Annie sits down on the porch in front of Ruth, searching for a gut feeling, some sensation that her mom and dad are alive.
            Her instincts are muddy and missing. “They’re dead, aren’t they?”
         

         
         Evan sits down next to her. “We don’t know that.”

         
         “We can’t get ahead of ourselves,” Ruth says.

         
         “Your parents are the strongest swimmers I know,” Evan says quietly.

         
         “We have to take this one step at a time.” Ruth pushes down on the handle again. What initially comes out is thick, silty
            grey and doesn’t look like water at all.
         

         
         “No one could swim that,” Annie whispers.

         
         

         Time falls out of order.

         
         The wall clock lies shattered on the floor. Evan took off his watch last night, and can’t find it now. The microwave and stovetop
            clocks are blank.
         

         
         Ruth is collecting bandages and antiseptic wipes, Polysporin and Tylenol. She places a pair of scissors in the front zippered pocket of her backpack. 

         
         Annie sits on the kitchen island—the only dry place—and stares out the cracked bay window. Her grief is a jellyfish with
            tentacled stingers, taking over her body, ready to reach out and lash her anytime she thinks of her parents.
         

         
         “Can you get pants on,” Ruth says, as if Annie has legs to put into pants, instead of jellied appendages. Her mind can’t process
            Ruth’s request, or which day of the week it is, or how far out her mom and dad must have been. Could they have been far enough
            out to survive this? The jellyfish stings her.
         

         
         Ruth is in front of her, now. “You’re still bleeding, Annie.”

         
         Annie manages to look down. Yes. The gash on her right kneecap.

         
         Blood pools on the counter, but Ruth is gone again. Annie remembers the butterfly decals on the side windows to warn the birds.
            The glass shattered in one of them. The decals must be somewhere on the shattered pieces. Will birds fly in now? Will they
            get trapped in the house?
         

         
         Ruth returns with a wad of gauze in her hand. “Hold this.” She takes Annie’s hand and presses the gauze over the bleeding
            area.
         

         
         “I feel light-headed.”

         
         “You’re in shock. Put your head between your knees,” Ruth instructs.

         
         Her head bowed, Annie turns to watch Ruth fish out a can of roasted almonds from the top cupboard and wipe off the mud with
            her sleeve. How did mud get into the top cupboard? “Eat these. You need salt.” Ruth turns. “You, too, Evan.”
         

         
         Across the room, Evan is standing still, holding a broom. Blood trails down his forearm—is it hers or his?—and onto the back of his hand. He still looks like he might faint or vomit. The brim of his Hale Timber hat is caked in dirt. Annie vaguely remembers they’re low on washing detergent on Amphitrite. She puts her forehead back on her knees, and all she can see is the fine hair on her muddy thighs. Mom never wanted her
            to shave her legs. Why not? Mud is caked under Annie’s fingernails. Mud everywhere. Will her hair still grow if her parents
            are dead?
         

         
         Ruth hands her a granola bar, one of those gluten-free, peanut-free, low-sugar ones in mauve packaging. “Eat this, too.”

         
         Can she still eat if her parents are dead?

         
         “Keep pressure on the gauze, eat the almonds, then find pants.” Ruth lists the instructions on her fingers. “And put the granola
            bar in your pocket. We’re heading to Hale’s in a few minutes.”
         

         
         “I’m holding it,” Annie says, unsure which instruction she’s referring to. It does not matter.

         
         Evan takes one sweep with the broom. The muck goes nowhere. He stops and leans his head against the wall.

         
         Annie realizes she has to pee. Where should she go? The toilet won’t work. Does Ruth have extra pants for her? The jeans she
            wore to the party were wet from the water, from the seashell wine event. Where are those jeans? She doesn’t have a pocket
            in these shorts for the granola bar, she hasn’t eaten the almonds, and her knee is still bleeding. The gauze is bright red.
         

         
         Ruth opens the cabin door. Outside, more mud.

         
         

         Once they’re finally underway, Evan wears the backpack with all Ruth’s medical gear. The forest is empty; the usual bunnies
            and squirrels and salamanders seem to have gone. No trilling frogs or trails of ants carrying leaves. Under their feet: broken
            toasters; torn welcome mats; aluminum cans, the lids hanging off.
         

         
         It looks like Hale’s has been dragged away in pieces. The beach is covered in broken boats. Concrete foundations remain where
            houses used to be. The noise is unnatural, with low and intermittent groans as buildings cave on their innards and remaining
            windows crack. The heart-sickening sound of concrete scraping metal.
         

         
         Most things are hard to recognize, like the buckled garage doors and upside-down cars. Some things are recognizable, though, like the relief on faces when they cross people they know. People who have lived. 

         
         Rosie stands in the ruins of her shop.

         
         “You’re here!” Ruth cries. They grab on to each other.

         
         Annie spots Isaac before Evan does. He must have come down from the logging camp as soon as he heard and is now standing in
            the middle of the beach where the barge-loading equipment used to be. He’s wearing navy-blue loafers and no socks. His mouth
            is agape, his gaze fixed and faraway, oblivious to Evan. He flips his lighter on and off with his thumb.
         

         
         Annie and Evan climb over sideways traffic signs and slippery telephone poles. When they reach Isaac, Evan puts a hand on
            his shoulder.
         

         
         “Dad,” he says.

         
         Isaac turns around. He leans into Evan like he’s going to collapse, then pulls him into an embrace. “Thank fucking god,” he
            says.
         

         
         Evan cries. Annie cries because Evan does, and because she hasn’t seen him cry since he was eight years old and slammed his
            thumb in the galley hatch. Or maybe she’s crying because it wasn’t her parents they found.
         

         
         The jellyfish in her body has her again, its venomous tentacle encasing her throat. She suffers a sailboat school memory,
            the marine biology textbook: While jellyfish stings cause immediate pain, redness, and swelling, they can also cause life-threatening complications such
               as difficulty breathing or cardiac arrest.

         
         “I didn’t know where you were.” Isaac is crying, too. “I didn’t have a fucking clue.”

         
         “I was at Ruth’s.”

         
         “Are you hurt?” Isaac feels Evan’s shoulders, turns him around and checks him like he’s a small child.

         
         “I’m fine, Dad. Stop.”

         
         Isaac leans over and braces his hands against his knees. “When you were little, she’d always go after you.”

         
         Annie assumes he’s talking about Celeste. She’s never seen Isaac act like this.

         
         “You’d run off, but she’d never let you out of her sight. She was better at all of this. I’ve never been able to—”

         
         A streetlamp topples behind them, interrupting Isaac and crashing into a pool of standing water. The mud splatters the three
            of them.
         

         
         “God dammit.” Isaac stands abruptly and wipes grime from his face. “We only have a couple hours of daylight and we need to
            get our shit together.”
         

         
         “I miss her, too,” Evan says.

         
         Isaac shakes his head. “You and I can stay in one of the houses off the logging road,” he says. “We have a lot to do here.”

         
         “I want you to stay with us,” Annie whispers to Evan.

         
         Evan turns to her. “I can’t leave him like this.”

         
         It hits her like the dark wave itself: She stayed ashore for him. She left Amphitrite for him.
         

         
         “He’s already lost everything once,” Evan whispers.

         
         “We’ll quarterback this thing from up there,” Isaac announces.

         
         

         It’s evening by the time Ruth and Annie return to the cabin on their own. The absence of her parents and now Evan are like
            holes in Annie’s chest. She works up the bravery to face the sea and take a long look. The water is unfamiliar, like a dirty
            bathtub. It’s churning and sullen and full of things that shouldn’t be there.
         

         
         She folds herself to the ground, her back slumped, her knees pink with the indentation of pine needles, and sobs. The air
            isn’t enough; she heaves in and out. Her throat closes. She digs her fingers into the dark earth, then pounds her fists into
            it.
         

         
         Cold and wet, her toes clenched in her boots. One last glance at the horizon. She covers her eyes with her muddy hands and
            has to look away.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Slack

         
         No back and forth exists in the slack tide. The tidal stream goes quiet in the middle. Currents cease before the decisive
               moment: Will the sea move toward or away from the shore?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         The coast guard arrives two weeks after the tsunami.

         
         Ruth watches from her porch as they speed through the channel toward town: a red-and-white lifeboat, towers of antennae, a
            fluttering Canadian flag. They toss up a wake that crashes onto her beach.
         

         
         Walker and Henry are out on Galene, again. Much like yesterday and the day before that, Annie has needed distracting. This morning, her eyes were puffy and
            her cheeks tear-stained. Ruth sent her on a mission to forage for mushrooms and berries. She’s too far away now to see the
            officers roll in.
         

         
         Ruth walks to town on her own. Her heart races and her breathing is irregular. She makes it to the beach as three men come
            ashore on an inflatable skiff, wading through ankle-deep water with crates on their shoulders.
         

         
         “Ma’am,” the first officer says, shaking Ruth’s hand. His grip seems dainty, given the circumstances. He wears a navy-blue
            uniform and tightly laced leather boots. “Officer Yetman.”
         

         
         “I’m Harvey Dennison, from CTV,” says a willowy man in a charcoal cable-knit sweater. He holds a small notepad.

         
         “Wish we weren’t so late reaching you folks,” Yetman says. “But what a mess.”

         
         Others drift down toward the beach: Danika Sherneck, the owner of Lucky convenience, and the Canada Post mail carrier, Tom Hynes. He’s still in the shoulder sling Ruth gave him to stabilize his broken humerus. His teenaged daughter Sylvia’s gash on her left cheek is healing. Maggie Babcock’s three-year-old, Sam, is perched on her hip. The last time Ruth saw him for a checkup, his pockets were full of acorns. 

         
         Maggie puts Sam down next to a washed-up square of Astroturf. Sam pulls at the rubbery strands. “It’s not real grass, sweetie.
            You can’t pick it,” Maggie says, lifting him back up.
         

         
         The logging crew is stationed at the opposite end of the beach. Ruth can make out Isaac, surrounded by his logs and trucks.
            Evan at his side, both wearing matching work coveralls. They don’t appear to be coming over.
         

         
         A second officer, with a scruffy beard and hollows under his eyes, deposits a crate on the sand with a thump. “I’m Captain
            Harrison Reddick,” he says to everyone and no one in particular. “We’ll need a dry spot for these supplies.”
         

         
         “You can use my building.” Danika points him toward the husk of her store.

         
         “Can you describe what used to be in that spot?” Harvey says while he flips to a new page in his notebook. “Did you lose everything?”

         
         “There’s a tarp over there we can put underneath the stuff,” Danika says to Reddick. “I’ll get it.”

         
         “Let’s finish the interview first,” Dennison says, clicking his pen.

         
         Danika stares at him blankly.

         
         Ruth has the sense that these officers will be of very little help today. It’s useful to have some additional supplies, of
            course. But that lifeboat isn’t big enough for evacuations. They’ll probably be leaving shortly. Other families drift in:
            the Wrights, the Vanderleests, the Fowlers. The people who have always kept Hale’s afloat, because they’re the ones who know
            how to contend with the elements.
         

         
         They’d been naive about nature’s true power, though, hadn’t they?

         
         The officers give more marching orders about unloading the supplies, words about water purification, questions about food storage. Ruth is attentive, but what’s their endgame? Leave everyone here? 

         
         Now Reddick is going on about hand washing to a small collection of folks still listening.

         
         None of that matters to Ruth.

         
         All she cares about is what they can do for Annie.

         
         

         Isaac isn’t willing to go over there yet.

         
         He stands next to the carcass of the wharf with Evan and his head engineer, Ed Hollingsworth. They don’t need to be rescued.
            More pressing issues consume him: the lack of salvageable loading equipment and no barge. Logs bundled with dog wire lie on
            the truck beds, not going anywhere. He smokes an increasing number of cigarettes and doubts they brought any of those. His
            mind hammers on the problem of the dwindling company accounts, the looming inability to make payroll. And then what?
         

         
         Celeste’s ghost is busy knocking on his chest. She would have hated this: his chain-smoking after he’d quit. The insane workaholism
            he’s been using to cope without her, let alone the fact he’s still cutting down all the goddamn trees.
         

         
         God, he misses her.

         
         He met her twenty-two years ago. She was sitting on the concrete steps of his office, wearing cargo shorts and hiking boots,
            tortoiseshell sunglasses, and had her nose in a National Geographic with a stack of loose papers in her lap.
         

         
         Instead of saying hello, he asked her what she was reading.

         
         She held her sunglasses up to reveal her eyes. “Did you know the human body loses buoyancy thirty feet down in the water?”

         
         “I did not.”

         
         “If you dive that deep, you sink.” Her irises were strikingly dark and her pupils large, even though it was sunny. He’d never
            seen her before. He knew everyone in Hale’s Landing.
         

         
         “You enter free fall,” she added.

         
         “I’m Isaac.”

         
         “I know.” She bundled up the papers and tried to stand. The pen holding her hair in a loose bun slipped out, and in grabbing
            for the pen, the papers also fell in a fluttery stack.
         

         
         Isaac collected them while she collected herself, and for some reason, he already felt reverential toward her. Even when,
            over oysters at the dock, she came out with the fact that she knew all about Hale Timber, that she was there to oppose his
            clear-cutting practices, that she was a botanist from the University of British Columbia and logging issues were related to
            her PhD dissertation. Even then, he was lost in the soft fuzz on her earlobes and the way her hair—pulled back up into place—curled
            at the nape of her neck. She explained her research with a lot of hand movements, leafed through her papers to show him spreadsheets
            of calculations from a comparative logging firm, which had moved to selective cutting and still increased its revenues.
         

         
         “Do you want to get dessert?” he asked, because it would have been unreasonable, that soon, to ask if she’d relocate to Hale’s
            Landing and maybe move in with him and keep having these conversations while he kissed her.
         

         
         She agreed to sticky toffee pudding; eventually, she agreed to Hale’s, and him, and to finishing her PhD remotely. Isaac was
            willing to move on her ideas because they made financial sense and, in an indescribable way, Celeste ensured life made sense. She was pregnant a year later and diagnosed with her first round of breast cancer after Evan was born.
         

         
         Isaac now understands the buoyancy of the human body—the lack thereof—and the true meaning of free fall, the way pressure
            can compress the air in your lungs, how grief can squeeze you and reduce the space around your inner organs while you sink.
         

         
         He let Evan down when Celeste died. He let everyone down. The company went into arrears and he lost some of his best employees because he failed to pay them while he was drinking and smoking himself into oblivion. 

         
         He can’t buckle now. Not again.

         
         The demand for lumber is going to be unprecedented. They have to get the logs off the trucks, to start. Then cross the hundred
            kilometres between Hale’s Landing and the nearest functional mill. The coast guard isn’t going to help with that.
         

         
         “The sawmill’s up and running in Dean Channel,” Isaac says. “Got word this morning.”

         
         “There was a massive tsunami, for god’s sake.” Ed Hollingsworth isn’t one to mince words. He’s a tall string bean of a man
            with a receding hairline and a permanent frown. “Our loading equipment is toast. No barge.”
         

         
         “Let’s see what the coast guard has to say,” Evan says.

         
         The base of Isaac’s spine tweaks. “We can’t go into the red. Everyone will lose their jobs.”

         
         “I know, Dad.”

         
         “We have to be responsible.” Celeste would want him to go easy, but Isaac feels himself ratcheting. “It’s the legacy of this
            whole town. This isn’t just you and me. Look around.”
         

         
         “So how are you going to deliver it?” Ed presses, eyebrows arched.

         
         Isaac lets out a long sigh. “We have one truck we can use to get a load out on the backroads. What about a heavy-lift helicopter
            for the rest?”
         

         
         “You can’t get a helicopter right now. All we’ve got is that one coast guard boat. Plus, it’s over twenty thousand board feet
            there,” Ed says. “It’s too much.”
         

         
         “A log boom?” Isaac pushes. They haven’t used booms in years, since they cleared the mountainsides along the channel. They’ve
            used the barge instead. Isaac racks his brain about what they’d need to scrounge up to make it happen again: diesel, chains,
            cables.
         

         
         “Tide and wind will destroy a boom on a good day,” Ed says. “You have a tug skipper up your sleeve?”

         
         Beside them, the flat sea pulls the tide back out. Sedge grass arches in the breeze. Isaac doesn’t like the ocean anymore.
            It makes him feel tired in a way nothing else does. He doesn’t sail, doesn’t like to fish, hasn’t skippered a boat since his
            twenties. He doesn’t like the sway of it, the unpredictability.
         

         
         “There’s an old tug in a yard off Juniper Street. And a side winder in the shipyard. I’ll bet we could tow a boom if the weather
            holds,” Evan says quietly.
         

         
         The idea coalesces in Isaac’s mind. “Evan, you can skipper the tug.”

         
         “Yeah, but I’ve never towed booms.”

         
         “You’ll be excellent at it.” Isaac claps him on the shoulder. “I know it.”

         
         “But—” Evan frowns.

         
         “You want a million dollars of logs crashing onto the beach, Isaac?” Ed interrupts. He widens his stance and crosses his arms.
            “That’s madness.”
         

         
         “Do you have a better plan?” Isaac counters.

         
         Evan scrubs his face with his hands. “I’m going to go over and see what they’re saying.”

         
         Ed exhales hard and recrosses his arms in the other direction.

         
         

         “You look like a strong lad.” Reddick puts a hand on Evan’s shoulder as he arrives. “We have more to unload.”

         
         Within a few minutes, Evan is carrying canisters of propane off the coast guard skiff, then bags of potatoes and a case of
            instant soup mix.
         

         
         Ruth tears the clear packing tape off another crate that’s labelled MEDICAL. One at a time, she pulls out tensor bandages,
            birth control pills, toothbrushes. Boxes of Kleenex and a cardboard sleeve of alcohol swabs.
         

         
         “I know this has been a traumatic time,” Reddick says loudly. He has an empty crate in his hand, and bits of Styrofoam packing drift away in the breeze. “We can’t take everyone out of here right away.” 

         
         “Take everyone where, exactly?” Evan asks, sweaty after hauling a propane generator off their skiff by himself.

         
         “The evacuation camps in Vancouver are slammed,” Reddick says flatly.

         
         Ruth looks down at the bottle of sanitizer in her hands. She can imagine those camps: rows of government-issued tents, people
            trying to sleep on uncomfortable cots. People milling around, listless, waiting for who knows what. But safe and out of the
            elements, at least.
         

         
         “We’ll have to come back through this area with a ferry for relocations, once we have temporary housing figured out.” His
            voice is a worn-out record player.
         

         
         “When’s that going to be?” Evan asks.

         
         “We’ll take anything urgent now, but everyone else will have to wait until October.”

         
         “Everyone?” It’s Isaac, who has made it down the beach, several loggers in tow. “Is this a mandatory evacuation?”

         
         “We’re trying to make sure everyone can—”

         
         “Because we’ve got millions in timber on shore here,” Isaac interrupts. “We can’t just leave it.”

         
         “Maybe take it easy.” Evan tries to calm him.

         
         “How bad is it everywhere else?” Ruth asks.

         
         Reddick massages his lower back with his free hand. “Thousands are dead or missing. Mostly the coast and Vancouver Island.
            Vancouver proper got the least of it.”
         

         
         “You’re not so bad, up here,” Yetman says. “The archipelago softened the blow.”

         
         “We can take anyone sick or injured today. We can take children with a family member,” Reddick says.

         
         Harvey retrieves a thermos from the skiff. His press badge flaps against his sweater. “How many are left in town here?” he asks Ruth, unscrewing the lid. 

         
         “Sixty-eight was my count,” Ruth says.

         
         “Wow.” Steam rises as he takes a sip. “Trailblazers up here. Everyday heroes.”

         
         “How are you dealing with sanitation?” Reddick asks.

         
         “Some of us had outhouses. We dug two latrines.” Ruth’s head is foggy. She needs to sit down.

         
         “Anyone with acute medical concerns you’re aware of?”

         
         She pauses. “Kyle Tonkin is diabetic and running short on insulin. And Gabrielle Stitt is thirty-four weeks pregnant.”

         
         “What about you?” Evan says quietly.

         
         “I’m fine.” She isn’t sure she is fine, but she guesses she’s fine enough. The last transfusion should hold for a month at
            least. She isn’t about to leave Annie here alone. Not today.
         

         
         “Would anyone share a sound bite for the news tonight?” Harvey says to the wider group. “I’ll call it in.”

         
         A chorus of voices:

         
         “We haven’t had power in two weeks.”

         
         “How can you leave us here?”

         
         “Do you have a list of survivors?”

         
         “We’re bathing in buckets.”

         
         Harvey scribbles. “One at a time, please.”

         
         “If we evacuate, where would you put us?” Sylvia asks.

         
         “The military is setting up old hotels and schools in East Van. Food and supplies are coming in from the interior and out
            east.”
         

         
         “Gymnasiums, a couple of rec centres,” adds Yetman.

         
         “Would you bring us back afterward?” Maggie asks, putting Sam back down beside her. He finds a snake of bull kelp, and he’s
            off and running, swinging it like a kite. His shoes don’t match.
         

         
         “At this time there’s no immediate plan to reinstate services here,” Reddick says. “We’re prioritizing based on population size for now. Everyone will have to move.” 

         
         “So you’ll leave us to fend for ourselves?” Nancy asks.

         
         “All I’m saying is there isn’t a plan,” says Reddick, “at this time.”

         
         Isaac paces the shore. He waves his hand and turns to leave. Reddick takes a hammer and nail, puts up a laminated relocation
            notice on what’s left of a telephone pole.
         

         
         Isaac pulls it off the pole and tosses it on the ground at Reddick’s feet. “This isn’t what we need,” he says. “We need help
            rebuilding, otherwise we lose everything.”
         

         
         “They’re just doing their jobs,” Evan pleads.

         
         “Emotions are running high,” Yetman says, moving in between them. “We get it.”

         
         Isaac walks away while Yetman hands out evacuation information to every person on the beach. The white pamphlets flutter against
            the wind.
         

         
         “How’s Annie?” Evan asks Ruth.

         
         “Come ask her yourself.”

         
         “You see how Dad is.” He nods toward Isaac. “I have to stay.”

         
         “You’ve hardly seen her.”

         
         “It’s better for her in the long run if I do this.”

         
         “I don’t think she sees it that way. Why don’t you come back to the cabin with me this afternoon?”

         
         Evan waits before replying. He unzips his coveralls, takes the top half off, then ties the arms around his waist in a knot.
            “Did you ever figure out who that guy was? Walker?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Where is he?”

         
         “Deckhanding for Henry.”

         
         Evan pauses. “I can’t come this afternoon. Dad needs me to bring one more load down from camp.”

         
         “You can make your own choices.”

         
         Evan frowns at the sand. “My mom wouldn’t want me to leave him. Not right now.”

         
         Ruth nods. Any resolve she’d been holding about Evan—chastising him over his absence and his choices—slips away. Her frustration
            with Isaac loosens its hold. She can only think of six-year-old Evan sitting next to Celeste’s bed, running his small hands
            through her hair.
         

         
         Evan meets her eyes. “I’ll be over soon. A couple of days, max. Can you please give her this?” He hands her an ivory sand
            dollar from his shirt pocket.
         

         
         Ruth walks the weedy road home, through the mud and silt. Soon, she has to sit down on a stump. Her heart pumps too quickly,
            punching at her ribs. She holds up the pamphlet with the relocation date: October 1.
         

         
         She folds it and puts it in her pocket.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Annie broods at the kitchen counter with a basket of berries beside her.

         
         She secretly hoped Walker would hate it on Galene, that the obvious choice was to stay here with her, clam, and find rogue objects on the beach. Maybe fish from the dinghy,
            not too far out.
         

         
         Instead, he comes home after dark, bursting with excitement. He looks like he’s grown an inch out there, or maybe she’s imagining
            it. He reminds her of when she loved the water so much she couldn’t peel herself away. She sees herself in the rosiness of
            his cheeks, his smile, his wind-blown hair. But he lacerated his shin with a fillet knife; the only part he didn’t enjoy.
         

         
         Ruth is already asleep, so Annie repairs it.

         
         “The skin is so thin . . . our bodies are so delicate.” He winces at the hydrogen peroxide. They have no lidocaine left; his
            right eyelid twitches in pain with each suture.
         

         
         “We’re more resilient than we look.” Annie is struck by the sturdiness in her own voice. She sounds like her dad.

         
         

         Walker goes out on Galene every day that week.
         

         
         While he’s away, the noise finds her. Even the forest sounds off-pitch—the screech of a breeze through branches, the cries
            of birds—all building into an agonizing cacophony, the world shaking itself through her ears.
         

         
         But when he’s back with his steadying sound, everything goes quiet again. She can breathe; she surfaces for air.

         
         Stop being so dramatic, is what she tells herself, riding the pendulum, confused, feeling like she’s losing her mind, more
            and more antsy about Walker being there and her being here. She’s unmoored without him, trying to keep busy by collecting
            eggs, pumping water, foraging up the mountain, stringing laundry on the line. But around midafternoon each day, she’s done
            everything she can think of doing.
         

         
         Ruth cleans around her, scrubbing the kitchen counters and cabinets with a rag and bucket of soapy water. Annie isn’t sure
            if it’s her own protracted silence or the fact she’s wearing her earplugs again that makes Ruth finally ask, mid-scrub: “What’s
            happening over there?”
         

         
         “Nothing,” she lies, removing the orange foam from her ears. A crescendo: the fizz of bubbles in the bucket, the rasp of the
            rag across the countertop.
         

         
         Annie’s anger-confusion-exasperation is on the cusp of boiling over.

         
         Ruth puts down her rag and points to the earplugs. “What’s that really about?”

         
         “My ears are ringing.”

         
         Ruth retrieves her otoscope from the first aid kit under the sink. She flicks it on and looks into Annie’s ears. “When did
            that start?”
         

         
         “The day before the tsunami.”

         
         “Like tinnitus?”

         
         “It’s not really ringing. More like . . . everything’s too loud?”

         
         “What happens when you wear those?”

         
         “They muffle it.”

         
         “Tinnitus doesn’t get better with earplugs.”

         
         “I’m not imagining this.”

         
         “I didn’t say you were.” Ruth lowers the otoscope and slides it back into its case. She picks lint off the Velcro closure before speaking again. “You’ve never been in the cabin this long in your life. Do you want to be on the boat after all?” 

         
         Ruth sounds as unsure about it as Annie is.

         
         “No.” Annie squeezes the earplugs between her fingers. “Besides, someone should be here with you.”

         
         “You think I’ll fade away while you’re gone?”

         
         She does think that. “You’ll probably need a transfusion soon. Then what?”

         
         “I’m fine, honey.”

         
         Annie stares at the beige, flecked countertop until it blurs into sand dunes. She can’t bring herself to ask all the specifics,
            like what will they do when Ruth does need another one? Where will they go? Should they be planning for it? Instead she says,
            “Henry doesn’t need me out there.”
         

         
         “Henry always says you’re a better skipper than he is. He can’t sail like you.” Ruth pulls the bucket onto the countertop.

         
         Annie puts her earplugs down in front of her. “I can’t make myself go on a sailboat yet.”

         
         “I get that.” Ruth dips her rag in the bucket and wrings it out. Then she stares at Annie, as if she’s trying to figure something
            out. “But you want to be with Walker, is that it?”
         

         
         “No.” It sounds unconvincing. Annie rubs at a smudge on the counter with her thumb. “He loves sailing. You can tell.”

         
         “He does seem to have a knack.” Ruth wipes the smudge away with her rag.

         
         Annie crosses her arms on the counter and rests her head on them. “I tried to swim. I couldn’t even get in the water.”

         
         “You’re being too hard on yourself.”

         
         Annie speaks into the dark crooks of her elbows: “Do you think they’re dead?”

         
         Ruth breathes in and out twice, then says quietly: “It’s possible.” The words drop like stones.

         
         Annie closes her eyes. “Walker said they could be alive. That we can’t know.”

         
         “It’s unfair for him to suggest that.” An edge rises in Ruth’s voice. “He has no idea what he’s talking about.”

         
         “I’m worried I’m forgetting them already.”

         
         Ruth softens. “All you need to do is look in the mirror. You’re just like your parents.”

         
         Annie sits up and puts the earplugs back in. “Should I be afraid of that?” It’s out of her mouth before she can stop it. “Why
            did Mom never leave the boat?”
         

         
         Ruth is quiet.

         
         “They say she was crazy,” Annie says. “Maybe I’m crazy, too?”

         
         “You’re not crazy.”

         
         “I can’t stand being around other people. I hear too much and it’s all too loud. I feel like my brain is going to explode.”

         
         Ruth bites her lower lip like she’s holding something back.

         
         “Maybe they wouldn’t be dead if I had been with them,” Annie says. “I should have been with them.” Her throat is closing up.

         
         “That wouldn’t have changed anything, and you know it.”

         
         “Or if Mom hadn’t insisted on the boat.”

         
         “Annie, listen.” Ruth sits down before launching in: “Your mom . . . Aiden didn’t meet her at the hospital. He found her after
            a boating accident.”
         

         
         “Where? When?”

         
         “Out the channel toward Bella Bella, about four years before you were born.”

         
         Annie hugs her arms around herself. “I thought she was from the Aleutians.”

         
         “We never found her family. They had to hospitalize her for a long time.”

         
         “Because she was injured?”

         
         Ruth hesitates. “No . . . not physically.”

         
         “Tell me, please.”

         
         “For a while, she wasn’t making sense. She would talk about . . . sea creatures.” Ruth waves her hands. “Water gods. Things
            like that.”
         

         
         “Water gods?”

         
         “She had a mental health disorder.”

         
         Annie lowers her voice. “She had . . . psychosis or something? My mother was psychotic?”

         
         “Things straightened themselves out once they moved to Amphitrite.”
         

         
         “Oh my god.” Annie covers her eyes.

         
         “You’ve always been the most important thing for them. Having you was healing.”

         
         “He found her on the beach?” Stories collide into one another. Annie tries in vain to connect them.

         
         Ruth scratches at a chip in the countertop. “You couldn’t have kept your mom ashore, that’s my point. Even if you tried. I
            won’t have you torturing yourself.”
         

         
         “Is this going to happen to me, too? Am I going crazy?”

         
         “No, honey. You’re fine.”

         
         “Am I, though?” The story about Mara’s psychosis feels wrong. The boating accident feels made-up, too. Somewhere in the basin
            of Annie’s heart a voice says neither is true.
         

         
         Ruth stands and retrieves a pamphlet from her jacket pocket. She hands it to Annie. “And no one is saying you have to choose
            the life they did.”
         

         
         Annie unfolds the pamphlet.

         
         “The coast guard was here this morning. They’re planning to relocate everyone,” Ruth says.

         
         In Annie’s peripheral vision, a large soap bubble in the bucket pops. “Leave Hale’s?”

         
         “They won’t have space until October.”

         
         Annie reads the letter, paralyzed.

         
         “This is a chance for a new start,” Ruth says.

         
         “I don’t want a new start.”

         
         “You and Evan will be safer in Vancouver. Think about the opportunities. No one is trapping you in any kind of life. No one
            is trapping you anywhere.”
         

         
         “Evan hasn’t even been here.” Irritation rings in Annie’s voice. “He should be here.”

         
         Ruth nods. “He will be. He’s sorting things out with Isaac.”

         
         Annie clenches her jaw. “And you’ll go with us?”

         
         “They say we all have to.”

         
         Annie waits for her to say more, but Ruth picks up the bucket and walks out to the porch.

         
         “But you don’t want to leave, do you?” Annie says, following. “Unless you get sicker, and you have to?”
         

         
         “We’re talking about you. It’s not a bad thing for you to have your feet on solid ground for the time being, to give you a
            new perspective.” Ruth pours the dirty bucket water over the railing.
         

         
         Annie watches the water drain into the earth. “I wish I could talk to Mom.”

         
         Ruth opens her mouth to speak but then stops herself. She shakes the last of the water from the bucket before turning to Annie.
            “I love you, honey.”
         

         
         “I love you, too.” She takes the empty bucket from Ruth’s hands. “I’ll fill this up again.”

         
         

         Annie reads the coast guard notice again shortly after.

         
         She tries to imagine climbing aboard a boat and leaving, a wake frilling out behind them, Hale’s fading in the distance. It
            feels wrong. She folds the pamphlet again, hiding the words.
         

         
         She wants to hide herself in a drawer, too, some inner compartment where her ears will shut off.

         
         In the garden, she uproots weedy intruders with her hoe and watches pink earthworms scoot around the dirt. Then she kicks
            around the beach alone, digging clams and checking the lines for mussels. Near the shoreline, she finds a flip phone with
            a single crack through its screen and puts it in her pocket as she searches the empty horizon for Galene’s return.
         

         
         Walker’s sound is too faint for relief.

         
         Back inside the cabin, she opens the closet and adds the phone to her collection. On the middle shelf, her eyes land on something unexpected. 

         
         A sand dollar lies waiting for her, white and smooth and delicate.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         The following week is full of wide blue skies, unfurling green, and heat steaming off the sand. Weather so perfect that if
            Annie keeps her mind blank and her eyes on the sky, she can pretend her life hasn’t evaporated. Hale’s hasn’t crumbled, and
            she isn’t about to be forced to leave it behind.
         

         
         She meets Galene in Hale’s during an unusually sweltering afternoon while Walker unloads a day’s worth of crabs onto the area cleared by Isaac’s
            excavator. Henry is handing them out to a line of familiar faces. It’s enough to feed everyone who needs to be fed and then
            some.
         

         
         Walker smells of sweat and salt; Annie finds it weirdly distracting. He unloads the last crab pots in minutes, as if they’re
            light as air.
         

         
         “Can I show you something?” he says, as he stacks the last pot.

         
         She follows him off the beach, through the huckleberry shrubs and salal, up the hill to the shipyard.

         
         It’s dark and cool in the warehouse. Angled light falls through the grimy two-storey windows. An emerald-green canoe is stowed
            in the rafters with a single broken oar beside it. Cobwebs thread over the beams, and faded orange life jackets line the far
            wall, straps dangling.
         

         
         Walker points to a sailboat up on a cradle, the name Polaris printed on the aft. Her black bottom paint is peeling and the hull is stained with algae.
         

         
         “Isn’t she amazing?” he says, eyes shining.

         
         Annie wanders her perimeter. The keel has a fair amount of damage, but the hull joint looks sound. No cracks. The mast lies
            on the concrete floor. The fibreglass looks sturdy enough, but the wood trim is cracked. Rust weeps from the lifelines and
            along the terminals. One copper porthole is missing its glass. “Looks pretty wrecked.”
         

         
         “Henry says I can rebuild it.” Walker digs around the workbench and returns with a metal scraper in one hand and a palm sander
            in the other.
         

         
         Annie puts her hand against the boat. It’s rough but feels good. She has a sudden childhood memory of jumping off Amphitrite into the cold salt water and Evan cannonballing in beside her.
         

         
         “You know how to repair boats?” She looks at the thing, then toes a cardboard box at her feet, full of metal wires, batteries,
            odds and ends.
         

         
         “I can use parts off the other boats in the yard.” Walker runs the scraper over the bottom and unlatches dried barnacles.
            They hardly make a sound as they fall to the floor. Annie hoists herself up an aluminum ladder onto the deck. She pulls against
            the lifeline as strands break, releasing powdery rust particles and leaving her fingertips orange.
         

         
         “Want to look inside?” he asks from below.

         
         She does.

         
         Walker climbs up and unlatches the doors of the companionway. They descend into the dark interior, lit by the portholes and
            the large open hatch in the v-berth.
         

         
         The galley has cherry cabinetry and a stainless-steel sink clogged with sand. On the port side, next to a fold-up dinette,
            is a rusty two-burner kerosene stove. The faded fabric on the bench may have been blue once. Everything is coated in dust.
         

         
         “Come in here.” He crawls into the v-berth and lies sideways on the mattress. On the two shelves in the space above him are a few beat-up magazines and a flashlight, the battery end missing. 

         
         Annie hesitates; the space is so small, and Walker’s sound is so close.

         
         “I want to show you what the view would be like.” He points up at the hatch above him. Annie’s ears flush with heat as she
            climbs in and lies down a few inches from him.
         

         
         He rests his head on his elbow and looks at her.

         
         Annie rolls onto her back and stares up at the hatch.

         
         “Do you think you’re ready to sail?” he asks.

         
         She closes her eyes. She can almost feel herself rock out and back like the sea. “Maybe.”

         
         “You started looking at the water again.” His arm brushes her skin. “You know, Annie. You could leave on this thing one day.
            Pack it up, sail away. It could be yours.”
         

         
         “Mine?” She opens her eyes.

         
         He’s quiet, still looking at her.

         
         “What would I do?” She turns to look at him. Since the coast guard’s visit, Walker hasn’t talked about leaving. She doesn’t
            think he wants to go, either. “Where would I go?”
         

         
         “Somewhere else.”

         
         Annie imagines another place, secret, where no one would find her; where time would slow down and space would open up. The
            vast ocean could make her feel alive again—less like a caged animal.
         

         
         “Your heart’s beating fast,” he says.

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “I can hear it.”

         
         “What else do you hear?” she whispers.

         
         “Most things.”

         
         Her hands are sweaty. She wipes them against her shirt. This intense proximity is getting hard to contain. The way he can hear her? She feels drunk with it and wants to get even closer. An overpowering urge that scares her. 

         
         Annie shimmies out of the berth, across the galley, and back up the companionway. She rests her hands on the helm, relieved
            by the cool, solid metal under her fingertips.
         

         
         She tries to make her brain work again.

         
         Walker arrives beside her in the cockpit.

         
         “We should get home,” she says. “It’s going to rain.”

         
         “I didn’t mean to make you nervous . . . I shouldn’t have gotten so close.” Walker’s voice falters in a way Annie hasn’t heard
            before.
         

         
         “I liked it,” she says, before she can stop herself or think of the ramifications.

         
         His hum stills at the base of her spine. Annie stays where she is, as if the hum might stop if she spoke, if she moved at
            all.
         

         
         “Me, too,” he says.

         
         

         It thunders on the way home, the air still and thick. The light rain starts and tamps down the dirt. When it’s pouring, they
            take shelter under a crab-apple tree near Ruth’s road.
         

         
         The bark presses into Annie’s back. The branches rub and click in the wind, rain funnels off the leaves. Apples lie on the
            ground, holes in some, left by scavenging birds. Even under the tree, she’s soaked through.
         

         
         Walker sits a few inches away from her. Annie is hyperconscious of the space between them, of the precise gap where their
            skin is not touching. Thunder rattles through the sky and beneath them, through the earth. Walker’s sound is strong and close,
            a magnetic field. She wants to collect it inside herself. His cheeks are red from the rain and the walk. His wet T-shirt clings
            to his broad shoulders. Bluish veins curve in the crook of his elbow and raindrops collect on his arms.
         

         
         Annie wishes he would touch her again.

         
         But she doesn’t know how to ask for that.

         
         The hard rain knocks more apples off their branches and when it finally eases, they collect armfuls. Later, they roast them
            on top of the wood stove. The insides taste like burnt honey.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         Annie and Walker work on Polaris almost every evening after that.
         

         
         Even when he’s out late fishing on Galene, she finds herself there, alone, unable to resist chipping away at repairs, making imaginary packing lists, charting courses
            that might never exist.
         

         
         It’s near the end of the week when Evan appears in the doorway.

         
         Annie’s at the top of the ladder working on the trim. For possibly the first time in her life, she doesn’t immediately recognize
            him—wearing those logging coveralls with the Hale Timber insignia covering the area between his shoulder blades.
         

         
         But it’s him: the familiar moves of his body, in the way he takes off his hat and runs his hand through his dark curls. His
            usual close-cropped sides are growing out. He looks up at her with a small smile, the dimple in his high left cheek, his dark
            eyelashes.
         

         
         “Fixing up a sailboat?” he asks.

         
         “You’re here.” Her voice is firm.

         
         He has both hands and one foot already on the ladder. “Permission to board?”

         
         Annie nods. He climbs up and over the lifelines, into the cockpit. The hatch is open, exposing the heart of the engine.

         
         “You think you can fix that?” He points inside.

         
         “I’ve been poring over old repair manuals.”

         
         “And?”

         
         She pauses. “Where have you been?”

         
         “God, I’ve missed you.”

         
         Those words should make her feel happy. They do not. She has to look away from him.

         
         “My dad’s been on a tear,” he continues. “But I needed to see you. I’m towing the log booms tomorrow.”

         
         “Booms?”

         
         “We don’t have enough gas for the trucks.”

         
         “On your own?” She looks back at him. “That’s way too dangerous to do by yourself, and weather reporting’s still down.”

         
         “I’ll watch the barometer gauges like a hawk.”

         
         Annie frowns. “Did you check the tug seams for leaks?”

         
         “Took it out in rougher water last night. Seams were good.”

         
         “You were back in town last night and you didn’t come see me?”

         
         He grimaces.

         
         She shakes her head. “So do you have a manual deck pump or just the hydraulic?”

         
         “I wanted to see you,” he says.

         
         “God, Evan.” She gazes upward.

         
         “We were working so late. I couldn’t get away.”

         
         “Manual or hydraulic?” Her eyebrows arch. “Your pumps.”

         
         “I’ve got a manual, too.”

         
         “Extra diesel?”

         
         Evan picks up a stray screw. “Jerry cans.”

         
         “Oil’s fine?”

         
         “Do you want to write me a checklist?” He looks up again, meeting her eyes.

         
         “There’s no one to deckhand for you?”

         
         Evan shakes his head. “They’ve got enough to do here. Plus . . . none of those loggers has any experience on the water. I’d
            be babysitting them.”
         

         
         “You’ll be awake for two days straight.”

         
         “It’s a short run, Annie. There and back in under a week.”

         
         Annie nearly offers to go with him. She opens her mouth to say it, but nothing comes out as she tries to envision herself
            on the tug. Leaving Walker and his hum behind. She prefers Evan to stay here where she can see him. She doesn’t want him up
            at camp, or on the tug, awake for god knows how many hours.
         

         
         She wants him to erase the distance he’s made between them.

         
         “I’ll be okay, Annie.”

         
         “Why have you stayed away?”

         
         He sits on the cockpit bench. “I don’t know if my dad’s thinking straight. He won’t stop.”

         
         “He’s not the only thing that matters, Ev.”

         
         “Of course he isn’t.”

         
         “I wasn’t with my parents—because I was with you.”

         
         He takes a big breath.

         
         “Tell me I made the right choice,” she says.

         
         He encloses the screw in his palm. “Mom always said, look after the things we love.”

         
         “What about me?” she says. It sounds squeaky and selfish and childish even, but she still doesn’t understand. A tear falls
            down her cheek.
         

         
         He reaches up to brush it away. “I keep thinking . . . everyone in town is depending on Hale Timber. Maybe I can change things.”

         
         “What things?” She focuses on the taut tendons of his fingers, veins spreading like branches.

         
         “What we do to the trees . . . how this town can survive.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know how yet. But I can’t abandon
            all of this.”
         

         
         She sits down heavily beside him. “What if there’s weather—”

         
         “If there’s weather I’ll tuck into a bay and wait it out.” He takes her hands. His are cool and dry. “I want there to be something on the other side of this for us. I can’t have us squatting in cabins that have no running water and no power. Living off the crabs Henry catches.” 

         
         “It’s not going to be this way forever.”

         
         “And we’ll, what, live in a relocation camp?” Evan says. “My dad might not survive if the company goes under.”

         
         “We’ll figure things out. Like we always have—”

         
         “Annie.” He slips his hand around the back of her neck. His brown eyes pour into hers and flashes of the Evan she’s always
            known come to the surface: from when they were little, sharing the aft berth on Amphitrite, when they sat on the bow, arms spread like eagles, soaring between sky and sea, their cheeks windburnt. Back then, he never
            let her wander the deck without a life jacket.
         

         
         “You haven’t been here, Evan,” she says.

         
         “Let me say this—”

         
         “I needed you here,” she interrupts. “I need you here.”
         

         
         “I love you, Annie.”

         
         Her breath escapes to somewhere she cannot reach.

         
         “You know I’ve always loved you,” he continues.

         
         Annie is startled to feel Walker’s quiet thrumming suddenly arrive in her abdomen, increasing in volume as Evan speaks.

         
         “And I know you love me, too.”

         
         Of course she does. But then blood starts to pound in her ears. A sudden vision of underwater, a thousand bubbles racing toward
            the surface.
         

         
         “Annie?” Evan’s voice is coming from far away, but she isn’t here with him. She’s deep in the sea.

         
         “Say something, Annie.”

         
         She shakes her head, and she’s back here. Evan’s face is so close it feels claustrophobic.

         
         “I need a minute,” she says, standing up.

         
         He releases her and moves back on the bench. “It’s always been us. Me and you. Don’t you feel it?”

         
         “Of course I do.”

         
         “Haven’t you always?”

         
         “Always,” she whispers.

         
         “But?”

         
         “I’m so angry at you. I’ve lost everything, Evan! Don’t you see that? Or you haven’t seen it because you haven’t seen me?”

         
         “That’s not fair.”

         
         “It’s been weeks.” Her tone is clipped.

         
         “But that has nothing to do with how I feel about you.”

         
         “You left me here.” The words feel like a punch in her own gut. She’s pushing Evan away.

         
         “That wasn’t what I wanted—” Evan starts.

         
         “But you did it anyway.”

         
         He looks at her, a longing in his eyes.

         
         “I need some space,” she hears herself saying.

         
         He blinks. He does not breathe for a few moments, until he stands and climbs over the lifelines and descends the ladder.

         
         Something feels cracked, but Annie’s not ready to mend it. “Wait.”

         
         “What is it, Annie?” he says quietly from the base of the ladder, staring resolutely at the ground.

         
         Her voice catches. Walker is standing in the doorway of the warehouse, wearing his work gloves and a blue T-shirt and shorts.
            He’s looking across at Evan. How long has he been there?
         

         
         “Be careful tomorrow,” Annie manages to finish. “I can’t have anything happen to you.”

         
         “I will.” Evan turns and notices Walker. He opens his mouth as if he’s about to say something, but reconsiders. Giving Walker
            a curt nod, he grabs his hat off the hook and heads out without another word.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         It takes Annie longer than usual to fall asleep that night.

         
         Tossing and turning, she flips onto her front and cradles her head in her forearms. Her thoughts swivel around Evan, his explanations,
            what he said about his mom, the way he told her “I love you” so close to her face. But it feels as if he’s choosing something
            he hates instead of choosing her. She’s upset with him but also misses him so badly. It’s all coated in a thick worry about
            him towing booms solo.
         

         
         She rolls onto her side and tugs the blanket snugly around her shoulders and ears. The only thing that seems to help right
            now is Walker’s sound, lulling her from the next room.
         

         
         Is his vibration affecting her in ways she can’t understand? When she was seven, Aiden took her through a lesson in snakes
            and how they respond to the world. “There’s a delicate bone in the inner ear, which is quite well developed,” Aiden said,
            showing her a diagram in a biology textbook. “There’s no external ear, no tympanic membrane. Sounds conduct through bone.”
         

         
         It had been storming that day. The boat was heeling in the wind; the portholes covered in flecks of seawater. But Aiden’s
            voice was calm and unhurried. “Snakes can locate and strike at mice using vibration alone,” he continued, as he flipped the
            page. “Makes you wonder what animals do during storms, right? They detect these things long before humans do.”
         

         
         Annie tries to picture her mother—was she with them in the galley? No.

         
         Mara had been swimming in the middle of that storm, hadn’t she? Annie has a vague recollection of pulling herself up the companionway,
            wanting to get topside to find her.
         

         
         Before she can remember the full story, Ruth’s screen door creaks. The flashback fades. Annie’s watch on the side table reads
            1:08 a.m. She pulls on a hoodie and goes out into the hallway to investigate. The door to Walker’s room is open, the bedcovers
            thrown back.
         

         
         He’s gone.

         
         Back in the kitchen, she grabs a beach towel from the trunk beside the door. Outside, the wind is cool but not cold, blowing
            strands of hair into her face. She holds the towel between her knees and ties her hair back.
         

         
         At the edge of the bluff, she spots him in the distance, a faint silhouette half submerged in the low tide.

         
         She climbs down to the beach and sits in the furrows of sand. He’s swimming again in the middle of the night. Why? His sound
            is strong, and it seems to make everything else bearable. How can she face real life on her own if this is the only way she
            can manage?
         

         
         Two black-crowned herons take off from the water and flap out to sea. She wants to be like them—still following a normal
            ritual, their normal pattern, in a place where everything normal has been upended.
         

         
         When Walker emerges from the water, he doesn’t look surprised to see her.

         
         “It’s the middle of the night,” she says, handing him the towel.

         
         “The water’s lit up, Annie.” He dries himself. “You need to see it. It’s sparkling.” He sits down next to her, his arm against
            hers.
         

         
         “It’s called bioluminescence. Dinoflagellates. My mom would wake me up to see it. We used to stir it up off the bow to watch it shimmer.” 

         
         “Come in the water with me?” he asks. “We can swim inside it.”

         
         A lump in her throat. She swallows hard to get rid of it. “I still can’t.”

         
         His voice is light but definitive. “You’ll swim again, Annie.”

         
         “You don’t know that.” Her eyes sting. She’s not going to cry, again, for the second time today. She presses her shirtsleeves
            against her eye sockets.
         

         
         “I promise.” Walker puts his arm around her.

         
         He’s so warm. It feels different from when Evan holds her—more gentle?—and his skin vibrates hers, almost. She closes her
            eyes and is flooded with vivid images: a whorled shell, a clay shelf thousands of feet deep, swirls of octopus legs, and a
            cloud of black ink. Annie opens her eyes, expecting to find herself underwater, but she’s here on the rippled sand.
         

         
         “Did you feel that?” Walker asks.

         
         Did she just imagine it—the clarity of that sudden watery vision?

         
         “I closed my eyes and I was in the water.”

         
         “Because the ocean is inside us,” he says.

         
         Annie cocks her head. “You’re always saying things that don’t make sense, Walker.”

         
         He laughs. “Maybe you’re not hearing it the way I’m saying it, yet.”

         
         Yet. As if he’s speaking of something predestined. “Why does it feel like you know the future?”
         

         
         “Because sometimes I can hear what’s going to happen.” He unwinds himself from her and uses his fingertip to draw a wavy line
            through the sand. It looks like a mountain chain. “It shows us where we’re going.” He turns to look into her eyes again. “Where
            we’re supposed to go.”
         

         
         Annie can still feel the buzz of him, even though they’re not touching. “You can hear the future?”

         
         Walker rubs the sand with his hand until it’s smooth and clear again. “Can’t you hear her, too?” he asks.

         
         “I can hear you. I love how you sound . . .” She’s treading into dangerous territory but cannot stop. “I think about you all the time.”
         

         
         Walker looks at her and pauses.

         
         “Did I do something wrong?” Annie asks.

         
         “Nothing.” Walker shakes his head and a vertical crease forms between his eyebrows. She hasn’t seen it before. “You’re doing
            everything right, Annie.” He looks away from her, off to the left, and seems to travel somewhere she cannot follow.
         

         
         

         As they walk back to the cabin in the dark—up the ladder, across the yard, over piles of pine needles, under the ghosts of
            the cedar trees—he reaches for her hand, and she lets him. The forest stays asleep.
         

         
         He’s quiet again, in that way that he gets. Would it be possible to live without words? Maybe that would be better. She wants
            to keep holding his hand, lie in his bed, curl into him and say nothing at all. Stay in the sound.
         

         
         But when they open the door, Ruth is in the kitchen, sitting over flickering beeswax candles, a frayed polishing rag in her
            hand, a dozen spoons laid out across the table.
         

         
         “I couldn’t sleep,” she says. “I didn’t know where you’d gone.”

         
         “I couldn’t sleep either and needed some air,” Annie says. “What are you doing?”

         
         “These were all mixed up in the hutch. I’d been meaning to sort them out.”

         
         “These handles are beautiful.” Walker picks up a heavy serving spoon etched with grapevines.

         
         “They’re hard to polish, is what they are,” Ruth says. “And each one is different. They don’t make a set.”

         
         “My mom collected them,” Annie says.

         
         “I’m going to put them in this divider tray based on size,” Ruth says. “Get them sorted once and for all.”

         
         “Why do they need polish?” Walker asks. This time he picks up a pewter spoon cast in the shape of a conch.

         
         Ruth cocks her head. “Polish is what you do with silver.”

         
         “It’s late,” Annie says.

         
         “That’s like fighting its nature. Polishing its stories away,” Walker goes on. “Don’t you think?”

         
         Ruth shrugs. She takes the pewter spoon out of Walker’s hand. “Yes, it’s late,” she says.

         
         When they’re all back in their own beds, Annie can’t stop replaying Walker’s words: The ocean is inside us. You’ll swim again. He sounded so certain she almost believes it. She sinks into his sound coming from the other room, as deep as she can go,
            letting it sing her songs that don’t have words, until she’s asleep again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         The mid-August sun rises later and sets earlier. In between, Annie and Walker circle one another: fishing, fixing, doing chores,
            and repairing Polaris when they have time. In town, they’ve run out of shelf-stable milk and root vegetables. Supplies of toilet paper, batteries,
            and kerosene are dwindling. The nights are cooler.
         

         
         There’s no word from Evan on the tug. He’s been gone nearly a week. Annie is sick worrying about him. The evacuation date
            looms, and Ruth looks ashen. Annie wonders if she’ll make it until October without a transfusion.
         

         
         A warm drizzle hangs in the sky when Evan pushes through Ruth’s screen door. A rush of humid air hits Annie where she stands
            beside Walker at the counter, preparing dinner.
         

         
         “You’re back!” Annie exhales her relief. Then more firmly: “It’s been six days.”

         
         His eyes are bloodshot, his hair is wet from the rain. “I didn’t mean to barge in on your dinner.”

         
         “Don’t be silly,” Ruth says from her seat at the head of the table.

         
         Evan’s gaze flicks to Walker. “I thought you were staying on Henry’s boat.”

         
         “Henry likes to be alone. I don’t think he wants overnight guests,” Walker replies.

         
         “Right.” Evan pauses, then unloads his backpack onto the counter. Two bottles of multivitamins and a box of peanut-butter protein bars. Next, a dozen Mylar pouches of freeze-dried dinners. Annie picks them up one at a time: just-add-water beef stroganoff, pasta primavera, a pad thai advertising vegetables and the crunch of roasted peanuts. 

         
         “Grab and go,” Annie reads the label. “Twenty-five-year shelf life. And sriracha lime sauce.”

         
         “Let’s all eat some real food,” Ruth insists. Walker hands Ruth a bowl of chili they’ve concocted from the remaining canned
            tomatoes and beans.
         

         
         “Are you sure there’s enough?” Evan deposits himself in a chair to Ruth’s right.

         
         “There’s plenty,” Walker says.

         
         Annie pours water into a glass and hands it to Evan, then sits across from him with her own meal. “When did you get back?”

         
         He takes a long sip before answering. “I came straight over.”

         
         “Isaac didn’t have a to-do list for you tonight?” she asks, and then immediately wishes she’d been gentler.

         
         Evan swallows hard and places the glass down on the table.

         
         “I shouldn’t have said that,” Annie says.

         
         “I know what you meant. I get it.” Evan sounds resigned. “He doesn’t know I’m back yet.”

         
         Walker hands Evan a full bowl and a spoon. “You look hungry.”

         
         Ruth puts her hand on Evan’s shoulder. “How did it go?”

         
         “It’s chaos, like you’d expect. They’re trying to get lumber from everywhere.” Evan takes a bite. “I asked about the hospital
            situation . . .”
         

         
         Annie shifts forward on her chair. “What did they say?” She hasn’t been brave enough to broach the topic of transfusions with
            Ruth again. Her grandmother doesn’t like to talk about her leukemia—she’s always said that giving it airtime is like feeding
            a weed.
         

         
         “I mean . . . it’s not good.” Evan takes another drink and empties his glass. “But they managed to get an emergency wing open. The Red Cross is on-site, and they’re taking people.” 

         
         “That’s a relief.” Annie looks to Ruth.

         
         “I’m glad they can help the people who need it,” Ruth says, putting down her spoon and dabbing the corners of her mouth with
            a napkin. “There must be a lot of acute concerns.”
         

         
         “It got me thinking . . .” Evan starts. “Do you think you’ll need a transfusion soon?”

         
         Ruth shakes her head. “That should be the least of our worries.”

         
         Annie stares at her bowl. “It’s one of my biggest worries.”

         
         “You could come with me, Ruth.” Evan leans forward over the table. “I’ll be leaving again soon with the other booms.”

         
         “Other booms?” Annie’s eyes widen. “I thought that was supposed to be a one-off thing.”

         
         Evan looks down at his forearms, folded on the table. “Dad says we can’t let up now, because the prices are so good.”

         
         Annie moves to stand up, but Ruth puts a hand on her wrist to keep her at the table.

         
         “As long as I’m going, Ruth can come with me,” Evan continues. “Why not get that transfusion and come home with me after?”

         
         Ruth doesn’t take the bait. “I don’t want to leave Annie alone.”

         
         Annie was about to take her first bite but puts her spoon down. “Maybe Evan’s right.”

         
         “It could be a solution for now.” Evan shakes his head. “I don’t know what my dad’s endgame is. We’re surviving day by day.
            But we’ll all have to leave soon enough, won’t we?”
         

         
         Annie doesn’t want to talk about Isaac and his plans. She wants Ruth to get a transfusion if she needs it, without Evan doing
            Isaac’s bidding. And she doesn’t want to think about leaving—being forced to—or what’s going to happen if Walker doesn’t
            go with her. “Are you finished?” Annie points to Ruth’s near-empty bowl.
         

         
         “You haven’t eaten yet, honey.” Ruth squeezes Annie’s hand. Her fingers are cold. “It’s my job to make sure you’re okay.”

         
         “We’ll figure out how to make it work, even if we stay,” Annie says, conjuring another future where they don’t have to evacuate,
            and Ruth remains Ruth: strong and well and unchanging. And Annie can stay inside the hum.
         

         
         The rain drums through the downspouts. It’s getting dark. They’ll have to light candles soon.

         
         “You could sail there and back to get the transfusions when you need them,” Walker says, leaning against the kitchen island
            as he eats.
         

         
         “That’s not feasible,” Evan says.

         
         Annie pushes her untouched bowl away and turns to Walker. “Is that what you think we should do?”

         
         “Why are you asking him?” Evan’s voice is restrained.

         
         “He’s been with us,” Annie shoots back. “He’s here.”

         
         “You think I don’t want to be here?” Evan says, louder now. “That I don’t care?”

         
         “Enough,” Ruth says firmly. She puts her palms up. “It’s not the time to argue.”

         
         “Everyone has a path,” Walker says, as he retrieves the coast guard pamphlet and a pen from the drawer. Placing the paper
            face-down on the kitchen table, he carefully draws four lines on the blank side. Each line a differing length, some overlapping
            in places, some not. One line includes a dotted section, two spiral over each other repeatedly. “We each have a beginning
            and an ending. We cross over at different times, and it makes a pattern.”
         

         
         Evan glares at Walker. “Where are you going with this?”

         
         Walker draws small circles around each spot where the lines intersect. “We’re not separate, exactly, but we have to pay attention
            to the pattern,” he says. “Ruth knows the pattern best, because she’s been here the longest. She’s a good guide.”
         

         
         “Are we in some kind of fortune cookie now?” Evan squints at the lines on the paper.

         
         “Stop it,” Annie says.

         
         Ruth chimes in. “I think he’s saying you should listen to me.”

         
         Annie leans closer to see the drawing from Walker’s vantage point. The overlapping sections of the lines resemble DNA’s double
            helices.
         

         
         “Ruth is a guide, but you can’t lose track of your own line, either. You have to slow down. You’re here in this place right
            now.” He circles a few more intersections. “Even if your lines are overlapping for a period of time—even a long time—they can move apart. Or come back together. There’s nothing incorrect about that, if you’re listening for your own
            pattern.”
         

         
         “Should I be taking notes?” Evan picks up his bowl and starts eating in earnest.

         
         Walker doesn’t seem to hear him. His gaze is off to the left; that crease between his eyebrows again. “We have to be careful.
            Sometimes what we think we want gets in the way of what we know we have to do. That’s hard.” He places the pen down as if he’s explained everything
            that needs explaining.
         

         
         “You’re saying that we don’t all necessarily need to do the same thing,” Annie summarizes.

         
         Walker looks out the window. “I’m saying . . . as long as we follow our own instructions, we don’t need to worry.”

         
         “How do we know the instructions?” Annie is intrigued.

         
         Evan is exasperated. “We need to stay practical, okay? And that means sticking together. Splitting up is not an option.”

         
         Annie looks at Ruth. “If Evan takes you for a transfusion in the meantime, we’ll have more time to figure the rest out.”

         
         “I haven’t given you any reason to think I’m not okay right now. There’s no need to panic.” Ruth leans back in her chair.

         
         “You’re breathing fast when you walk. You’ve been sleeping more,” Annie argues. “Don’t downplay it. Haven’t we kept enough
            secrets?”
         

         
         Evan sets his bowl down. He studies Annie’s face, then Ruth’s. “What secrets?” he asks.

         
         Ruth straightens her posture. Annie clamps her mouth closed. She isn’t ready to get into this with Evan—the disorienting
            fact that she has no idea who her mom really is and at some point, she was psychotic.
         

         
         “Nothing,” Annie says. “Never mind.”

         
         “Well . . . yes, coming with me next week will buy us some time,” Evan says. “We’ll figure out what to do long-term after
            that.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to risk you getting sicker,” Annie says. “Please.”

         
         Ruth refolds her napkin into a square. “I’ll think about it.”

         
         Evan places his palms on the table. “Seems to me like it’s settled,” he says. “And I can’t keep my eyes open any longer.”
            He yawns and stretches his arms over his head. “Is it okay if I crash on your couch?” He’s lying down before he receives an
            answer, and within a few minutes, he’s fast asleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         Annie is pulled from slumber by the sound of screaming. But when she opens her eyes, she can no longer hear it. She sits up
            and throws a hoodie over her faded Hale’s General Store T-shirt. She checks on Ruth, who’s still sleeping. By the time Annie’s
            in the kitchen, Walker and Evan are already on the porch. Henry is there, gesturing at the water.
         

         
         “If there was a way to put it out of its misery . . .” Henry says, as Annie arrives outside.

         
         A gust of wind hits the side of the cabin and thwacks the screen door closed behind her. “What’s going on?”

         
         “There’s a whale stuck off my bow,” Henry says. “It’s been circling the boat all night. Looks like it’s caught on something
            at the bottom.”
         

         
         “I can see her.” Walker trains his eyes to a spot next to Galene. “She’s definitely stuck.”
         

         
         “Where is it?” Evan asks.

         
         “Starboard side.” Walker’s already down the stairs, striding out to the bluff.

         
         “What are you doing?” Annie asks.

         
         “Maybe I can help.”

         
         Evan shakes his head. “I still can’t even see it.”

         
         “Probably too deep,” Henry responds. “It can reach the surface for now, but come high tide—”

         
         Annie remembers the humpback dying on Hale’s beach, her mom wedged up against it, in the water, trying in vain to push it back to sea. 

         
         She finishes for him: “It’ll drown.”

         
         

         Walker insists on rowing the four of them in the dinghy, fast, through whitecaps and wind that works its way under the collar
            of Annie’s sweatshirt. She represses the terror of being in rough water so far from shore. Clouds pool overhead, threatening
            rain. The water is the colour of lead.
         

         
         “We won’t be able to cut the lines around it,” Henry says. “Too tangled, too deep.”

         
         Evan stiffens. “No one should get in the water with that thing. It could be deadly.”

         
         “I’ll try,” Walker says.

         
         “You could drown,” Annie says. “Or hypothermia.”

         
         “It’s not that cold,” Walker says.

         
         “It’s cold if you’re under for too long.”

         
         Henry rubs his jaw. “I can’t think of a way to mercifully kill the poor thing. It’s not like we have a harpoon.”

         
         Walker rows harder. It’s not long before they’re alongside Galene. He roots around in a supply box under the seat and pulls out a pocketknife. “I’ll cut the net off,” he says.
         

         
         “I’m going in with you,” Evan says.

         
         “It doesn’t need two of us.” Walker pulls off his jeans. The dinghy rocks under his weight.

         
         “No way you’re going in,” Annie says again. She puts her hand on his arm. “The water’s too rough.”

         
         “You don’t need to worry about me.” Walker’s grey eyes are unyielding.

         
         “At least wear a life jacket.”

         
         “I can’t dive with that thing on.”

         
         “What if it eats you?”

         
         Walker smiles. “If I leave her, she won’t be able to breathe.”

         
         Why does he think the whale is a she? Annie looks into the water and finally sees it—a shadowy body camouflaged by the water, a knobby dorsal fin and broad tail. A tangle of net pulls at its flukes. 

         
         “Careful with your knife so you don’t wound it,” Henry says.

         
         Walker takes off his socks and stuffs them into his boots.

         
         Another barnacled whale snout emerges at the surface. An eruption of breath plumes beside them, a few feet away, smelling
            of fish. Then a shudder. A low and cavernous growl.
         

         
         “There’s more than one down there,” Evan says.

         
         “I am not letting you do this,” Annie says, her voice escalating. “You’re not listening. You could drown!”

         
         “I am listening.” He sits down next to her in his boxer shorts. “I have to do this.” The expression on his face is clear and
            unflinching. She stumbles over what else to say, how else to argue.
         

         
         “You’ve got ten minutes.” Henry ties a guide rope around Walker’s waist. “Then we’ll haul you out one way or another.”

         
         Evan interjects. “I’m going to say right now this is a terrible idea.”

         
         Walker takes Annie’s hand. “Wait for me to come back.” His sound makes her irrationally relaxed. In this exact moment she
            both loves and hates this about him. Before she can get in his way, he picks up the knife and dives. A cold spray hits her
            skin.
         

         
         Evan wipes the splash off his face.

         
         “You’ll both see better from the deck on Galene. Go aboard and keep watch,” Henry directs. “I’ll stay here in case he needs me.”
         

         
         He’s right. On Galene, Annie has a better view. In glimpses, she sees Walker. At first, he comes up to the surface every minute or so. Often enough
            for her not to panic. Each time, he looks more distraught. When he’s deep underwater, she can no longer hear his sound.
         

         
         “You need to get out!” Annie calls down.

         
         “I can’t get my knife under the net.” Walker cuts the guide rope from his waist and tosses it toward Henry.

         
         “Jesus,” Henry mutters.

         
         “It’s not long enough. I need to get underneath her.” He dives again.

         
         Annie paces on the deck next to Evan. It’s well past ten minutes. Twenty, then thirty. Walker’s been under dozens of times,
            but this time he’s deeper than she can see.
         

         
         “I’m going in after him,” Evan says, taking off his shirt. “We can’t let him hurt himself.”

         
         Annie looks at her watch. The red second hand limps around. How long now since he came up for a breath? But then, a flash
            of skin. “I see him!” He’s above the whale. “He’s still swimming.”
         

         
         “He’s going to drown.” Evan pulls off his belt.

         
         “Give it a minute.” Annie holds the lifelines and watches Walker pull against the net with the knife.

         
         He finally surfaces with a handful of loose netting in one hand.

         
         The whale breaches and releases a blast of air through its blowhole. Walker climbs onto Galene’s ladder. Once everyone is aboard, Henry pushes a blanket into his arms.
         

         
         Annie examines his hands and feet. They’re warm against her own hands. His lips are pink. He’s not even shivering.

         
         “You scared the shit out of us,” Evan yells from the foredeck.

         
         “I’m fine,” Walker says.

         
         But what if he isn’t? She digs out the thermometer from the first aid kit in the lazarette.

         
         “Put this under your tongue.” She places her hand on his forehead, but he feels mysteriously warm. His sound is stronger now.
            The thermometer beeps and she pulls it from his mouth. She stares at the grey screen: 37.5 degrees Celsius.
         

         
         “This can’t be right. It must be broken.”

         
         He pulls on his shirt. “It was easier once I cut the line around me.”

         
         Another puff and snort fill the air. The whale dives under and then breaches again a few metres away, followed by the smack of its colossal body against the surface. A spray of water. A low-pitched groan. They watch, stunned, as the whale submerges again. It feels prehistoric. 

         
         “Humpbacks are so good at direction,” Walker says, rubbing the blanket over his wet hair. “They travel their migration paths
            with total precision. Less than a one-degree shift off course every single year.”
         

         
         Annie has a flash of her mom lying next to her on the foredeck of Amphitrite, stretched out under the stars. “Where is the water pulling you? Close your eyes and tell me,” she whispers.
         

         
         This all feels tenuous and liminal. Repetitious. She wants Walker to explain how he was down so long without breathing and
            how he stayed so warm. But before she can ask, another whine crosses the water and more whales moan in the distance. Speechless,
            she’s drawn into their melody.
         

         
         “They follow it like a map,” he says.

         
         Annie is struck by a feeling that she knows this already. But she can’t remember how.

         
         Walker pulls off his wet shorts. Annie turns away from his bare skin.

         
         In the chorus of wind and waves, in the spray of the whale’s breathing, she shakes her head to break the spell. “You have
            to get dressed,” she says. “You must be cold.”
         

         
         

         The whale puffs around Galene. She releases spouts of air then dives between stone-coloured waves. She seems to want to stay, and Walker is transfixed
            by her.
         

         
         “I want to stay with her awhile,” is all he says.

         
         “I’ll get the crab pots ready.” Henry is already business-as-usual. “We’ll set them out later this morning.”

         
         Evan and Annie head back in the dinghy. Evan yanks the oars like he’s mad at them. He’s tight-lipped until they’re nearly
            ashore.
         

         
         “I should have gone in,” he says.

         
         “No, you shouldn’t have.”

         
         “He could have drowned.”

         
         “No one should have gone in,” she says, stepping onto the sand. “I wouldn’t have let you.”

         
         “You let him.”

         
         “He’s not you.”

         
         Evan vise-grips the hull and drags it on shore before Annie can help. Low clouds run in the wind between short bursts of sun.
            In the light, Evan has deep hollows under his eyes.
         

         
         “You’re exhausted,” she says. “And you’re really towing more booms?”

         
         “Please leave it.” He pulls the dinghy further up and stows the oars under the benches.

         
         She waits.

         
         Evan walks to a log of driftwood and sits down. The shaft of sun disappears, gone behind a shroud of clouds. Annie sits next
            to him. She wants to take his hand, but she does not.
         

         
         He crosses his arms. “I have to fix the steering gears first on the tug, anyway.”

         
         “The steering’s out?”

         
         “It needs adjusting. I wanted to repair them before I left the first time, but there was no time.”

         
         “Your dad let you go with faulty steering?”

         
         “I didn’t tell him.” Evan pinches the bridge of his nose. “He’s been drinking more.”

         
         Annie feels an undertow that has Evan around the torso. He’s swimming against it but can’t escape.

         
         “I’ll get it fixed . . . the steering.”

         
         “I’ve never seen you like this—”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “You don’t seem fine.”

         
         “Give it a rest. I’m not some injured animal.” He looks away. “I’m going back to town.”

         
         

         Back at the cabin, Ruth is still asleep, curled on her side, the blankets undisturbed. It’s unusual for her to sleep so much so soon after her last transfusion. It’s only been four weeks. Annie watches the quick rise and fall of Ruth’s breathing, only to realize that she’s hyperventilating herself. Back in the living room, she’s pacing in a circle as Walker comes through the screen door. 

         
         “I thought you were staying out there?” Annie says.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         She shakes her head. It’s not only being devastated about her parents and stressed about Ruth and worried about Evan. It’s
            all the puzzle pieces of Walker she’s holding loose in her hands because they don’t fit together. She goes to sit at the end
            of the couch and considers what to ask. Where to start. How to broach all the questions that push up inside her.
         

         
         “You were under for too long out there,” she starts.

         
         “It took a while to set her free.”

         
         “How were you under for so long?”

         
         “I have good stamina.”

         
         “Stamina?” She stares at him.

         
         “It’s easy for me the same way it is for you.”

         
         “It’s not easy for me. It’s not the same for me.”

         
         He cocks his head but doesn’t speak.

         
         “Why did you come back up here?” she persists.

         
         “Your sound changes when something’s wrong.”

         
         “My . . . sound?” Her voice arcs.

         
         “Yes. Your sound.”

         
         Her mother’s voice floats up again in Annie’s memory: You can listen with your whole body.

         
         “Every single thing has a sound.” Walker looks at her—too calm, too impenetrable. “Sound creates time and shape.”

         
         He’s still not making sense. She waits for him to make things clear until the silence becomes unbearable.

         
         “You’re not actually explaining anything.” Annie exhales as long as possible before deciding to move on. “And I’m not okay.
            Evan told me he’s been pulling the booms with faulty steering.”
         

         
         “Pardon?” Ruth’s hoarse voice is behind them. Her slippers slide over the wood flooring.

         
         Annie turns. “I thought you were sleeping.”

         
         “I’m up now.” She comes around to sit on the couch. “Tell me,” she demands.

         
         Annie tucks her hands between her thighs. “The steering on the tug was faulty. But Evan went anyway.”

         
         Another gust of wind shakes the cabin.

         
         “My god.” Ruth laces her fingers together in her lap. Her hands are a small collection of skin and bones. “I wish Evan could
            see this isn’t the future for him. He needs to leave in October. Leave Isaac to his own work.” She unlaces her fingers and
            rubs her hands along her thighs. “That goes for you, too. What are you going to do if you stay here? Live on a boat? Catch
            halibut and rake clams for the rest of your life?”
         

         
         The room feels airless. Annie is aware of each passing second, the space between her heartbeats. “But I love this beach,”
            Annie says. “You love this beach.”
         

         
         “I never knew anything different. I was put here with these playing cards in front of me, Annie. You have different options.
            Better options.”
         

         
         Walker is quiet but has his eyes locked on Annie.

         
         “I need to know you’re going to be looked after.” Ruth puts her hand to her forehead. “I need to know you’ll be safe.”

         
         The silence stretches between them again, Walker’s low pulse now filling Annie’s belly. The wind pounds against the walls,
            like it wants to blow the house down.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         The decision comes more quickly than Ruth anticipates. By the first week of September, she’s more fatigued and not leaving
            the cabin.
         

         
         “I’m fine.” She waves it off.

         
         “You are not fine,” Annie says firmly. “None of this is.”

         
         It takes her nearly two hours to walk to town. Walker carries Ruth’s faded canvas backpack over his shoulders. Annie hooks
            her arm into Ruth’s, who’s panting with the slightest movement. But she keeps walking.
         

         
         The sun has a lilting quality. The autumn pulls them into a sweeping downslope. Eventually, the log booms come into view,
            cabled to the tug, bobbing quietly in the tide.
         

         
         Evan waits for them on the shore. He’s not in his work coveralls; instead, he’s wearing a red flannel jacket and jeans, his
            ball cap, curly hair sticking out. He looks the way he did years ago, before all of this.
         

         
         Annie blinks and the years dissolve. She’s seven years old and following him up the mountain trail, over dark soil; his bare
            feet and fast footsteps. Then she’s eighteen: his lips on hers in the water, the earthy smell of his sweat.
         

         
         But then she blinks again and she’s back on the debris-covered sand.

         
         “I’ll be back in a week.” Ruth cups Annie’s face and kisses her delicately on the cheek. Her milky blue eyes are sunken and tired. “Just sit tight.” 

         
         “Weather will hold,” Walker says, handing the backpack to Evan. “The sea’s calm.”

         
         “Flat as a pancake,” Evan says.

         
         “But watch the water so you can tell if it’s changing,” Annie says.

         
         Evan turns to Walker. His voice is sharp: “Please make sure she’s fine while I’m gone.”

         
         “Annie’s more than fine on her own,” Ruth says, looking directly at Walker. “She can take care of herself.”

         
         “I’m standing right here,” Annie says.

         
         “Let’s load up, Ruth,” Henry calls from the tug deck, having refused to let Evan skipper this one alone with Ruth aboard.

         
         Evan hugs Annie, whispering in her ear: “Don’t do anything crazy while I’m away. Alright?”

         
         The word crazy bothers her. It reminds her of her mom. And what could she possibly do? Sail away for the rest of eternity, maybe? Melt into
            Walker’s sound-spell.
         

         
         “Time to move, Evan,” Isaac says, before she can respond. He comes too close, leaving a cloud of cigarette smoke in his wake.

         
         “Two minutes isn’t going to kill anyone,” Ruth mutters.

         
         “It’s not a cruise liner,” Isaac says.

         
         Evan grips Annie’s hand. She untangles her feet from a corkscrew of seaweed, then lets him pull her a few feet away. She’s
            on an invisible tightrope—Walker at one end, Evan at the other. She can’t walk it without losing balance.
         

         
         “Listen,” Evan says to her softly.

         
         “I am listening.”

         
         “No, you’re not, actually.” His eyes narrow in concern. “I need to tell you something, again. I—”

         
         “Evan.” She stops him with a hand on his chest. “Let’s talk about this when you’re back.”

         
         He puts his hand over hers. “I love you.”

         
         A chill rolls up her body as he lets go of her hand and turns. But she’s tired of watching him turn. She doesn’t want to see the back of him again, but he’s already across the gangplank. 

         
         “Be good!” Ruth calls, as Henry bends down, scooping seawater into his hand to taste it. Then he bundles her across the gangplank.
            “There’s a list of chores on the counter,” she yells over her shoulder.
         

         
         “Okay.” Annie’s voice goes nowhere.

         
         Walker’s hum rises up and around in a warm haze. “Has Evan always been this way?” he asks.

         
         “What way?”

         
         “Ignoring who he is. This doesn’t feel like the real him.”

         
         Annie thinks about when they were seven years old, and Evan pressed his face into the bark of the grandmother arbutus tree.

         
         “No,” she says, keeping her eyes on the boat. “He hasn’t always been this way.”

         
         Evan pulls up the anchor, but it turns out it isn’t a real anchor at all. It’s a heavy cinder block on a blackened, fraying
            rope. The tug eventually motors out into the channel and the booms trail behind them.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         Walker and Annie are quiet on the hike back.

         
         Her mind churns like a cement mixer, torturing her with what-ifs and unanswered questions. Will she and Evan find their way
            back together? Or is Walker leading her down a different path? His hum drifts around them as they walk. She wants to fold
            herself into it and stay there.
         

         
         It’s Friday. The week stretches out, alone and together in the cabin. Walker bends to straighten the mat inside the doorway.
            As his spine arches, a strip of skin reveals itself around his lower back. Annie tries to distract herself with Ruth’s list
            of chores on the counter.
         

         
         “I know you’re worried about her,” Walker says, coming over.

         
         “You’d think I’d come to terms with her being sick.”

         
         He says nothing, in that way that he does when there is nothing to say.

         
         She can’t help staring at him—at the soft bow of his upper lip, the muscles of his neck—until she realizes she’s doing it
            and abruptly looks back down. How is he so beautiful?
         

         
         Ruth has delegated a range of chores—a long and individualized list for each of them—as if she wanted to keep them fully and separately occupied in her absence. And alongside “water the chickens” and “get more propane from the coast guard supply,” she’s written “pack for October.” Annie traces her fingers over the words. Then she folds the paper in half and sticks it in the drawer next to the car keys and Ruth’s measuring tape. 

         
         “Should we do chores?” she asks.

         
         “Is that what you want?”

         
         His sound feels more tactile than usual. Butterfly wings at the back of her neck, across her fingertips. All she wants is
            to get closer, and she’s scared of how badly she wants it.
         

         
         “We should tackle them before it’s too late,” she says instead, not sure how to ask for more sound.

         
         He looks at her briefly, then he grabs the compost bucket from under the sink. “Chores it is.”

         
         

         Walker scrubs the last of the laundry and hangs it on the line. Annie collects eggs from the chickens. Her desire builds up.
            But is it desire for the sound, or desire for Walker? Or are they the same thing? And why is it so potent and demanding?
         

         
         She buzzes with nerves.

         
         More work: She cleans out the kitchen drawers for Ruth, scrubs sand and crumbs and rogue peppercorns from the corners. Walker
            goes to the beach to collect mussels off the rocks.
         

         
         From the window, she watches his lanky body, his long strides.

         
         It’s the end of the day by the time they’ve done all the chores and eaten. When they sit down on the couch, the sun is heading
            toward the horizon. Annie sinks onto the cushions. Walker reads Birds of the North Pacific.
         

         
         “You want to hear this?” he asks.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Albatrosses. They can go years without touching ground. They sleep in flight.”

         
         Annie has seen the white-winged birds aloft in the sky, off the bow of Amphitrite on the open seas. Alone in the middle of nowhere. Her dad used to say they were primordial.
         

         
         “Their heart rate is the same sleeping and flying,” he finishes.

         
         “Do you think they’re lonely?”

         
         “I think they’re free.” His words drift between them. “Did you ever feel lonely sailing so long?”

         
         “Sometimes.”

         
         “But not always?”

         
         “Most times I didn’t ever want to come ashore.”

         
         “Mmhm.” He looks at her.

         
         “But that part of me felt a little unhinged, too. Like if I gave in to it, I might float off and lose track of everything.
            You know?” She takes the book from Walker’s hands and skims the page, then reads a section aloud: “Albatrosses spend the better
            part of the year sailing above the open ocean alone but return to the same partner on land year after year.”
         

         
         Walker studies her face. “You like how that sounds?”

         
         “I want to feel . . . not alone? Like I belong somewhere.” Annie meets his eyes. Why is he looking at her so attentively?

         
         “You know, you’re never alone,” he says.

         
         “I feel like I am.” Tears threaten. “I keep trying to imagine leaving in October. Then I’ll have no home base at all.” An
            image of herself appears in her mind: nice clothes, coffee cup in one hand, a city street. No hum. It makes her feel exhausted
            and small.
         

         
         Walker takes her hands. “Can I show you something?”

         
         “Please.”

         
         He presses their palms together, entwining their fingers. “Close your eyes,” he says.

         
         She does.

         
         All at once, the couch melts away and, in its place, a float-tank feeling—no grounding at all. She loses track of up from
            down as the water sinks into her. A deeper outside-in pressure builds against her limbs.
         

         
         Her vision fills without opening her eyes: She’s lying on the ocean floor. The sea rests upon her, soaking into her arteries
            and organs, filling her to the brim.
         

         
         It feels . . . real.
         

         
         “There,” he says quietly.

         
         When Annie opens her eyes, she’s back in the living room. “What was that?”

         
         He’s smiling. “You’re getting good at it.”

         
         “What did I just do?”

         
         He pulls her up to the window and presses his other hand to the glass. “What do you feel when you look out there?”

         
         Her body feels warm and suspended in softness. She leans her forehead against the cool window. “I feel better.”

         
         “Maybe you already know what you need.”

         
         Her breath fogs the window. “Live on a sailboat again?” she asks. “Everyone thought my mom was crazy for doing that.”

         
         “So?”

         
         Annie pauses. “She loved the sea more than anything.”

         
         “Because the sea is so beautiful.”

         
         Walker says it with a longing Annie feels in the front of her neck, something so tender it brings more tears to her eyes.
            She can’t help but ask him again.
         

         
         “Where did you come from?”

         
         He stares out the window for a moment. “Have you ever worried that the thing you most wanted to say could ruin everything?”

         
         “What aren’t you telling me?”

         
         “I wish I could tell you everything I know,” he says. “But that would only interfere.”

         
         Annie shakes her head. “I need to know.”

         
         “You think you don’t have everything you need, but you do.” Walker looks down to the left and pauses. “If I get too close,
            I’ll only screw it up.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you mean.”

         
         Walker levels his eyes at her. “I love how soft your skin is. That you like to make everything into doubles, like your sand
            dollars.” He looks to the ceiling. “I love the way your nose scrunches when you’re upset.”
         

         
         “Is it bad you love those things?”

         
         Walker shakes his head. “I shouldn’t be thinking about those things,” he says.

         
         Annie leans in close enough to sense the heat from his skin. “What if I feel the same way?”

         
         She wraps her hands around his waist, closing the distance between them.

         
         “God, Annie.” He tilts his head back, a desperate look on his face. “Are you sure about this?”

         
         She wants to inhabit everything he knows, to be absorbed back under the water. Can he do this? Lifting her head, she brings
            her lips close to his and takes a single breath.
         

         
         Then she kisses him.

         
         It’s soft at first, until he surrenders. With his arms around her, he melds them together. She’s never felt like this before:
            Her body does not exist, and instead, an aura of everythingness, the doors flung open to somewhere else. Somewhere faraway.
         

         
         “Tell me you felt that,” Walker whispers.

         
         Opening her eyes, she reorients herself. She’s back in Ruth’s cabin, her feet on the floor. On the wall directly behind Walker
            is the framed photograph of Ruth with her arms around Evan and Annie when they were children.
         

         
         Annie pulls away and moves to the couch.

         
         “You’re thinking about him,” Walker says, sitting down next to her. He doesn’t sound upset, but rather worried.

         
         “We were in love,” she blurts. “But I don’t know what’s happened to him lately.”

         
         “Another reason I shouldn’t get in the way.” He lowers his head and slides toward the other end of the couch.

         
         “No.” Annie reaches for his hand before he gets too far. “Don’t go.”

         
         “I know how important Evan is for you.” Walker sounds like he’s chastising himself. “He’ll figure himself out. I know he will.”

         
         “But he’s not here.”

         
         Walker strokes her hair. In his touch: a vast sea, moonless, black.

         
         She reaches for him again and can’t stop herself. She’s in his lap, pressing her lips against his again. The living room vanishes
            into an underwater dreamland.
         

         
         He tastes like salt, like the sea.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         Annie keeps her eyes closed.

         
         She’s dreamed a sequence of fantasies she does not want to leave. Underwater grottos with squid, their ink blots and bundles
            of arms. Reptilian beasts inching onto the shore under towering cedars, water dripping from their backs.
         

         
         She opens her eyes, and the images fade.

         
         The wristwatch ticks beside her bed. Light pours through the window.

         
         Memories of the night before flitter back. The kissing, Walker’s lips, his secret visions that feel like real life. The way
            she could close her eyes and see ocean. She wants it again: his body against hers, the feeling of being . . . in-and-out-of-body?
         

         
         Then she thinks of Evan. Her heart seizes more than it did in the heat of last night.

         
         Standing to shake it off, she pulls on woolly leggings and a long sweater from the closet. She scans her collection on the
            shelf and picks up the lone sand dollar. Who is she now, and what is this thing with Walker turning her into?
         

         
         She puts the sand dollar down, then collects her hair, running her fingers through to sort out the tangles. A weight sits
            on her shoulders, as if she’s carrying sandbags. What about Ruth and Evan? She minimized them, being so consumed by Walker
            last night. Is she being selfish, feeding this obsession?
         

         
         All she really wants is to walk out of this room, take Walker’s face in her hands, and kiss him again, reenter his force field.

         
         But allowing herself this . . . Evan would break. His heart would shatter, and so might her own. Pain and more pain. She goes
            to the smudged mirror over the dresser and looks into her eyes. Does Walker have what she needs most?
         

         
         Or is she losing hold of what’s important?

         
         When she finally gets the nerve to leave her bedroom, she’s still undecided, unmoored, walking a threshold she can’t step
            over.
         

         
         Walker’s already up, feeding the wood stove. He wears a white T-shirt, jeans. Bare feet. “How’d you sleep?” he asks.

         
         “Fine. Good.” Her heart bounces. She looks away from him, pours herself water from the kettle. “You?”

         
         He comes to her and traces his fingertips down her arm. Annie pulls back from him, knocking over her mug. Rivulets of hot
            water pour over the edges of the counter, dripping onto the floor.
         

         
         “I need to wipe this—” She picks up the mug and sees a large crack down the side. “Oh god. I broke it.”

         
         “I’ll clean it up.”

         
         “Ruth’s had this mug forever.” Her skin feels tight.

         
         “I’m sure we can fix it.”

         
         Annie feels like she’s plummeting. “Let me get a cloth.”

         
         “Annie,” he says. “Stop.”

         
         She wants to touch him. But the water keeps trickling off the counter.

         
         “Can we just pretend last night didn’t happen?” she hears herself say. “Between us.”

         
         He takes a step back.

         
         “I just need to think,” she says.

         
         Walker looks at the floor. His right eyelid twitches, and he rubs it away. “Of course,” he says finally. His face softens
            as he looks up at her, then turns to go out on the porch. “It’s your choice. That’s the point.”
         

         
         “It’s just—”

         
         “You don’t have to say anything else. I understand.” The screen door claps shut behind him.

         
         Annie’s chest hurts so badly it’s hard to move. She cleans up the water, paces around the kitchen, feels like screaming.

         
         She fears she has broken them before they’ve even begun.

         
         

         For the rest of the week, Walker leaves space around her. She hates every second of it. He’s even quieter than usual, his
            expression more faraway. The air is crisper as the temperatures fall. The sky darkens earlier, as night crawls up from the
            corners.
         

         
         The following Friday evening, Annie and Walker work on Polaris in what remains of daylight. Annie feels somehow bereft in the silence of the warehouse. On deck, Walker repairs the leaky
            rubber boot for the mast. Annie stitches a rip in the mainsail, not sure anymore why they’re doing the repairs.
         

         
         A burst of cool air arrives with Evan through the doorway.

         
         Ruth is not with him.

         
         Annie stands up, accidentally pulling out her last stitch.

         
         “They want to keep her for another week,” Evan answers before she can ask. “Henry stayed with her.”

         
         “What did they say?”

         
         “Her hemoglobin was in the sixties. I guess that’s really low, the lowest it’s ever been.” Evan pulls up a stool, dragging
            sawdust across the floor with it. “They considered chemo. They talked about sending her to Vancouver.”
         

         
         “That’s not the news we wanted,” Annie says.

         
         “She was already trying to talk them out of it.”

         
         “That sounds like her,” Walker says as he climbs down the ladder with his tools.

         
         “She can’t wait to get back here,” Evan says.

         
         “How will she get back?” Annie asks.

         
         “I’ll go get them with the last of the booms. They’ll be ready in a day or two.”

         
         “You must be exhausted.” Annie searches Evan’s face but can’t hook into him anymore. He was always clean-shaven but now has days of stubble on his face. 

         
         “They didn’t beat around the bush,” Evan says. “She can’t last like this, unless she’s going to stay somewhere with medical
            care.”
         

         
         “What if she stayed there?” Walker asks.

         
         “They said no one has a crystal ball.” Evan frowns. “They kept saying that. But maybe she could have years—if she got chemo
            and kept on top of things.”
         

         
         Annie’s insides tie themselves in a thousand knots.

         
         “Being there is strange,” Evan says.

         
         “How so?”

         
         “The whole thing . . .” His eyes roam around the warehouse. “Remember what it was like getting food from a grocery store?
            Functional hydro, toilets that flush . . .”
         

         
         Walker places his utility knife and hose clamps back into the toolbox at the base of the ladder, avoiding Annie’s eye contact.

         
         “Are you saying we should leave here after all?” Annie asks. “What would your dad say about that?”

         
         “You should talk about this together.” Walker closes the lid. “I’ll be back in a while.”

         
         “Isaac would lose it if I left,” Evan says. “I’d have to make sure we were up and running first.”

         
         “Well . . . he doesn’t deserve to have you stay.” Annie keeps her eyes on Walker’s back as he goes out the door. It swings
            shut behind him.
         

         
         “What’s his deal?”

         
         “We . . .” How can she explain? It’s the first time in her life she can’t tell Evan the truth. She can’t share with anyone
            that she might be in love with Walker; that she might require him in some way she can’t articulate. “He doesn’t want to go with the coast guard,” Annie deflects.
         

         
         Evan nods slowly like he’s not sure how to address that. “I think we should consider it, Annie.”

         
         “It’s too much to decide right now.” Her mouth feels cottony.

         
         “Walker wants you to stay, too?”

         
         Walker wanted to kiss her; he likes her smooth skin and scrunched nose and the way she makes doubles. He’s repairing this
            sailboat for her. Annie puts the sailor’s palm back on. It’s soft and leathery against the base of her thumb. She forces the
            needle through multiple layers of fabric, pulling it out the opposite side with her pliers.
         

         
         Evan waits for her to say something.

         
         Annie looks across to the door again. Should she go after Walker?

         
         Evan follows her eyes. “What do you want to do?”

         
         She turns back but can no longer remember what he was asking. “About what?”

         
         Evan moves closer and takes her hand. He slides the sailor’s palm off and places it on the bench, then holds her face, his
            fingers in her hair. “Listen. I just need to finish what my dad needs done here,” he says. “He’s making a killing. Hale Timber
            will be fine. Then we’ll go together with Ruth in October. We can always come back when things settle.”
         

         
         Annie’s heart thumps. “I don’t know,” she says. “That’s my answer.”

         
         But it’s another lie. She knows it as soon as she says it. She has never lived without the sea. Her body has never wanted
            anything as badly as the one thing she wants right this minute.
         

         
         And he’s outside.

         
         Annie pulls away and goes back to repairing the sail.

         
         

         Evan’s head throbs as he leaves the warehouse.

         
         He’s losing his grip on Annie, that’s certain. Something’s happened and he can’t read her the way he used to. He suspects
            none of this involves him, and that makes his stomach feel like the bottom has fallen out.
         

         
         He should have kissed her in there when he had the chance. He should have reminded her of how good it was between them, how perfectly they fit. 

         
         Walker is sitting on the ground, his back against the rusty hull of a fishing boat, his head tilted up, staring at the sky,
            at the waxing moon.
         

         
         “You don’t even know her,” Evan hears himself saying. This is definitely the wrong time to confront Walker, but he’s choking
            on the things he needs to say.
         

         
         “Look up, Evan,” Walker says.

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Look at the sky.”

         
         When he does, it glitters, an ocean of stars, a million pinpricks in the night. More than he’s ever seen before.

         
         Heat builds in Evan’s limbs. “Why the hell does that matter right now?”

         
         “To get some perspective,” Walker says.

         
         “Right. Sure.” Evan paces forward and back. “You can’t ask her to stay here.”

         
         Walker stands. “Evan—”

         
         “And repairing a sailboat?” he says. “How’s that a good use of her time?”

         
         “That sailboat is meant for her.”

         
         “Are you fucking tone-deaf, man? Her parents just died on a sailboat.” He keeps pacing. “They’re not bringing more supplies,
            you know. This is going to be one godforsaken town pretty soon. Then what?”
         

         
         “I’m not forcing Annie to do anything.” Walker’s voice is calm.

         
         “Can you please not do that?” Evan fumes.

         
         “Do what?”

         
         “This high-and-mighty act of yours!” Evan clenches his teeth. “Talk straight with me.”

         
         Walker hangs his head and takes a breath before looking at Evan again. “What do you want me to say?”

         
         “You’re influencing her in a way that’s dangerous—”

         
         “You don’t understand.” Walker shakes his head.

         
         Evan steps toward him. “You need to stay away from her.”

         
         “I can’t do that yet.”

         
         Evan squints. “What do you mean, yet?”
         

         
         “It’s so much harder than I thought it would be.” Walker seems to shrink an inch. “When I’m around her . . . I can’t think
            straight.” He blinks and looks around. “My chest wants to explode or something.”
         

         
         “Oh my god.” Evan drags his hands down his face.

         
         “I think of her all the time.” Walker’s voice is raw. “More than I should.”

         
         “You have a crush on her, is that it?” Evan can’t stand it. “Why are you telling me this?”

         
         Walker locks eyes with him. “Because I know what you’re feeling.”

         
         “You have no idea how I feel about Annie!”

         
         Walker goes on, “I didn’t expect to feel like this. It’s not the way it was supposed to work.”

         
         Evan scoffs. “Now you know how she works, do you?”

         
         “She works the same way I do.”

         
         “You don’t even know her!” Evan yells.

         
         Walker lowers his voice. “I know her story.”

         
         “What fucking story?” he snaps. “The two of us, me and her. We’re each other’s stories. She needs the chance to think about
            something different . . . about a real life. And you’re making that impossible.”
         

         
         Walker puts his hand on his chest. “I love her, too.”

         
         “Oh, you do, do you? But how far would you go for her?” Evan hates how his voice cracks when he’s emotional like this. “How
            much would you give?”
         

         
         “Probably everything.” Walker’s eyes fill with tears.

         
         Evan’s heart is a runaway racehorse. He doesn’t know if he should punch Walker or storm off or scream.

         
         Walker moves toward the break in the foliage at the edge of the shipyard.

         
         “I’m not done,” Evan calls after him. His cheeks are wet. My god, is he crying, too?

         
         Walker faces the sea. His body grows still. Evan detects a new sound. A slow ch-ch-ch-ch-ch pulse, ratcheting, getting louder. Cicadas? Evan looks up—nothing there—then back to Walker, whose eyes are closed, his
            head turned ninety degrees to the left.
         

         
         “Honest to god, I’m so done with this.” Evan doesn’t mean to spin out, but here he is, voice ramped. Sweating. He crouches
            on the ground to get his bearings, to get some blood into his brain, then stands back up. “I need to have a say.”
         

         
         The ch-ch-ch below and above gets clearer, as Walker turns back around, striding up to Evan until they’re face-to-face.
         

         
         “She loves you.” Walker’s unreadable eyes bore into his own. The cicada-pulse is uncomfortable and firm. Cicadas don’t sing
            at night, do they? “So be better.” Walker touches Evan’s chest. “For her.”
         

         
         “Better?” Evan grinds his jaw and tries not to explode. “I’m the one thinking about what’s best for her.”
         

         
         Walker steps back a few feet, hands to his sides. A gust of wind stirs the sword ferns. He lowers his voice. “Do you really
            believe that?”
         

         
         Evan squeezes his eyes shut. The cicada-sound disappears completely, replaced by his thundering heartbeat.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         “You could change your mind,” Annie says.

         
         Walker has come back inside the warehouse, and it’s taken her a few minutes to work up the courage to say it.

         
         He leans over the workbench, intensely focused, drawing a tidy diagram of the lifeline repairs on a scrap of paper. “I’m not
            going, Annie,” he says softly.
         

         
         “I don’t want to go, either.” She draws a string of waves in the sawdust on the workbench.

         
         “Then don’t,” Walker says.

         
         She wipes her fingers on her pants, leaving flecks of sawdust behind. “But I feel like I’m supposed to.”

         
         He’s pinned a map of the coast on the wall over the bench. Red pen lines trace theoretical courses north along the islands
            into Alaska. He leans against the map, his shoulder covering an entire Arctic Archipelago.
         

         
         “Did you talk to Evan out there?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What did he tell you?”

         
         “What I already knew,” Walker says, looking into her eyes. “That he’s a good person. That he’ll do anything for you.” He puts
            his pencil down. “That he wants you to go with him.”
         

         
         Annie takes this in. She knows it, too, of course. “Isn’t it the safer thing to do?”

         
         “Safer, how?”

         
         “Basic necessities? A place to live? Make a living?” She lists each point off on her fingers.

         
         “You’re in the middle of living. Right now.”

         
         “I mean the practicalities.”

         
         “We’re almost done with Polaris, Annie.” His tone is impatient. “Look at her. You love to sail. Practicalities will figure themselves out.”
         

         
         “It’s a boat, not a life.” She exhales firmly. “Look where it landed my parents.”

         
         “You still don’t know for sure where it landed them.” He pushes himself off the wall to stand up in front of her. “It’s okay
            to want what you want.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what that is.”

         
         “You do know.”

         
         She closes her eyes and feels it: rocking to sleep on a boat, in the arc of the currents. Faraway islands, rocky crags, lone
            spruce and fir.
         

         
         “This is your boat,” he says.

         
         Her heart is a stone skipping over water. “But what about you?”

         
         “I can only go with you so far.”

         
         “Why?” Annie crosses her arms.

         
         He lowers his voice. “I can’t stay here forever.”

         
         “Is this because of what happened? You’ve been distant this whole week,” she says.

         
         “I’m giving you space like you asked me to—”

         
         She uncrosses her arms. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

         
         “I want to stay.” Walker grabs his shirt with his fist. “That’s the hardest part.”
         

         
         “Then stay!”

         
         “None of this is about me,” he says. “I shouldn’t have gotten close the way I did. I know you feel alone. I hate that.”
         

         
         Annie wants to settle him, the way he settles her. She steps toward him and puts her palms on his chest, rubs them up onto his shoulder. Around his neck. She can feel every molecule of space between them. His breathing rises and falls through her fingertips. 

         
         “Don’t make this harder than it is.” Walker is crying now, too. Wiping tears away, then looking at his fingertips like he’s
            confused by them.
         

         
         She puts her hands on his cheeks. “That underwater world you show me.” She tilts her face up to his. “It makes everything
            feel right.”
         

         
         “Of course it does,” he whispers.

         
         She presses her lips against his.

         
         It’s only a few tentative seconds before he gathers her up in his arms, folds her against his body. Her tongue finds his;
            he tastes salty.
         

         
         No stopping. She pulls him by the hand, up the ladder, onto the deck of Polaris. Then down the companionway and into the berth. He is all around her, his strong hum, his hands over her arms, up her back.
            She’s against the wall, her mouth on his again, as she pulls him to her.
         

         
         She peels off his shirt and hers, unhooking her bra. It all needs to come off. There’s enough light to sense the outline of
            him, his hot skin against her own. The scent of him, behind his ears, his neck, the sea. Rock pools, sea anemones opening
            and closing.
         

         
         “Closer,” she says, and pulls him to the bed and on top of her.

         
         He kisses her ribcage, then the soft skin between her breasts.

         
         “Yes,” she says, pushes her hips into him. In one swift motion, she unbuttons her jeans and slides them down. She wants all
            of him, all at once. “Don’t stop.”
         

         
         Annie closes her eyes and the visions begin: water, rushing tides, the soft inside of an oyster. It is sweetness and throbbing. Her mind is half inside his; she’s sure of it. Memory passes through her skin. A current drags her harder toward him. She sees blue. The thwump-thwump-thwump is here, soft and slow. Annie shivers head to toe. The tide comes all the way up and washes over her. She’s ready to dive,
            ready for the cold shock against her face.
         

         
         She loses track of where her skin ends and his begins.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 27

         
         After his standoff with Walker in the shipyard, Evan sits out on the beach alone.

         
         It gets very late. He thinks things over, rakes his fingers through his hair, buttons and unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt,
            then rolls them up. Anger still simmers inside him. A headache blooms in his temples.
         

         
         He tries to tame his emotions with logical thinking.

         
         He knows Walker isn’t a bad guy. In fact, if anything, he’s annoyingly good. Maybe because it reminds him so much of Annie,
            the way she feels like the centre of the earth. His personal gravitational force.
         

         
         He can’t let Walker make this decision for Annie, though. That isn’t an option.

         
         He moves the facts around in his mind: His father is hyperfocused on the wrong things; their hometown has been reduced to
            rubble; Ruth is fading faster than he could have imagined. And those facts are taking a toll on Evan. He can feel himself
            changing, becoming someone he isn’t, someone he was never supposed to be. Pretty soon Annie will be the only person left who
            genuinely knows who he is or was. If he loses Annie, what would be left for him? But more critically, what would become of
            Annie? On a boat, no money, no safety net. He could lose her for good. That prospect is intolerable.
         

         
         His overpowering instinct is to intervene. He can’t leave Annie alone with Walker any longer. He has to break them apart, at least until Ruth gets back and talks some sense into her. But how can he do that, without making it look like he’s trying to pull strings? 

         
         Evan rises to his feet, brushes sand off his pants and starts to walk home over the garbage and soggy driftwood. He climbs
            through collapsed houses, over a corrugated roof abandoned beside the disembowelled convenience store, then strides through
            the clearing created by Isaac’s excavator.
         

         
         The nearly full moon shines overhead.

         
         He walks uphill to the house he and Isaac have been staying in since the tsunami. Isaac is banging around the kitchen with
            a half bottle of bourbon in one hand, a full tumbler of it in the other. By the looks of it, dinner is boiled eggs and salted
            sturgeon. The SSB sits on the counter emitting a staticky hiss. Evan can smell the sharp scent of diesel from the generator
            droning outside.
         

         
         Evan folds his body into a kitchen chair beside the table. The generator hiccups, and the overhead light flickers.

         
         “Where were you?” Isaac asks.

         
         “With Annie.”

         
         “What stories did she have this time?” Isaac sets the bourbon bottle down so close to the edge of the counter that Evan worries
            it will fall. “A sailboat-eating squid? Mermaids building the kingdom of Atlantis?”
         

         
         “Can we please not, tonight?”

         
         “Did she teach you how to navigate by starlight?”

         
         “Leave it be, Dad.”

         
         “Just trying to keep your head screwed on straight.”

         
         “Maybe you should worry about keeping yours screwed on straight.” Evan points to the bottle.

         
         Isaac ignores him and turns up the radio. “The booms are set for morning. Weather reports are back as of yesterday.”

         
         Evan tries to decipher the muffled voice reporting temperatures and tides. Strong wind coming up from the southwest, heavy rain starting in thirty-six hours. “We wait that out for a few days, then.” 

         
         “If you leave sooner, you can beat the weather.” Isaac stares at him with pink-rimmed eyes.

         
         A prickle of anger at the base of Evan’s neck. “You can’t tow logs in that.”

         
         “They offered a higher price if we deliver ASAP. Besides, it was dead calm out there today.”

         
         Evan stands and steps toward his father and sets his jaw but then chooses to retreat to the bedroom upstairs. There’s no reasoning
            with him when he’s drunk.
         

         
         He’s at the top stair when Isaac says: “I let you down when your mother died. There’s no excuse for it.”

         
         Evan looks back down the staircase, realizing only now that the redness in his dad’s eyes is not just from alcohol. He’s been
            crying.
         

         
         “I was a fucking mess.” Isaac takes another drink and places the tumbler back on the counter so hard that Evan wonders if
            it cracked.
         

         
         “Because you loved her.”

         
         “It hurt so bad I let too many things go.” Isaac braces himself against the countertop. “We can’t let things fall apart now.”
            Static from the radio interrupts him. After several seconds, he starts again: “Everyone left in this town is riding on this.
            Even that sailboat girl you won’t let go of.”
         

         
         Evan pushes his palms into his eyes until he sees stars. He isn’t prepared to have his loyalty questioned on top of everything
            else. “Fine. I’ll go.”
         

         
         “Good.” The static comes to an abrupt stop when Isaac switches off the SSB. “I’m proud of you, son.”

         
         

         Crickets play outside the bedroom window in the stillness of night. Evan forces air in and out of his lungs. Staring at the chips in the twin bed headboard, he slows his breathing as he decides what to do. 

         
         Night becomes day soon enough.

         
         He packs a bag, drinks a black coffee, and heads straight to Ruth’s cabin. Three gulls perch on the roof. Songbirds are awake,
            trilling and whistling in the shrubs. A robin’s nest is taking shape in the rafters.
         

         
         No one answers the door when he knocks. No smoke from the chimney. Inside, it’s quiet, and the beds are made.

         
         A shiver runs up his spine.

         
         He retraces his steps back to the shipyard, calls out from the warehouse door, and waits. Water drips through a downspout.
            A rustling noise, then the groan of the boat on the cradle. Eventually, Annie and Walker both climb out of Polaris, wearing the same clothes as the night before.
         

         
         “For fuck’s sake.” Evan feels hot anger spill from a thousand cracks in his skin. But he has to keep it contained, to push
            ahead. He manages to level his voice: “Sorry to interrupt.”
         

         
         “You’re not,” Annie says, but she doesn’t seem sure.

         
         “Booms are ready and I need to get Ruth in a couple days.” Evan swallows the burning feeling. “Got to leave right away if
            I want to beat the storm that’s coming.”
         

         
         “How do you know there’ll be a storm?”

         
         “Weather reports started back up on the radio.”

         
         “Shouldn’t you wait?”

         
         Evan dodges her question. “I could probably use a deckhand this time, in case the weather turns bad.”

         
         A long pause. Walker is watching him; it’s as if he can see straight through Evan’s skull. The whole thing feels bleak, a
            wrong turn inside a game Evan made up. One he doesn’t want to play anymore.
         

         
         “I’ll go with you,” Walker says.

         
         “We should both go,” Annie says.

         
         “I’d prefer if only Walker goes,” Evan says quickly, somehow managing to keep his voice steady. “I’m not sure you’re stormproof these days.” 

         
         Immediately, he regrets saying it.

         
         “Right.” She looks down at the ground. “You don’t think I can handle it.”

         
         “That’s not what I meant.”

         
         “I don’t know what you mean at all, lately.” Her voice is clipped. She climbs out of the boat, down the ladder, and past him.

         
         

         Annie wanders around the kitchen, picking up items and putting them down again. She doesn’t know what to send along with Evan
            and Walker. Nothing feels adequate; nothing will make them stormproof, either. All she manages to pull together are a toothbrush
            and a can of pinto beans. As if those would do them any good. She doesn’t even have a bag to put them in.
         

         
         “Why won’t Evan wait a couple days?” she says anxiously.

         
         Walker takes the items from her hands and sets them in a cloth bag on the counter. “Nothing you can say will change his mind.”

         
         “He should be terrified of a storm when he’s towing booms.”

         
         Walker puts dried fish in an old margarine container, then places it inside the bag with the rest of the food. He seems resigned.
            “He’s living inside a storm already.”
         

         
         “And now he’s taking you with him?”

         
         Walker takes Aiden’s old slicker off the hook by the door and puts it on. “It’s my own decision to go. Don’t put it on him.”

         
         “But why do you have to?”

         
         “He can’t do it on his own this time.”

         
         “Neither of you should go.” She turns back to the pantry to get the rice.

         
         “If I don’t go, he could get hurt.” Walker is matter-of-fact.

         
         Annie pours half the rice into an old Safeway plastic bag, then ties off the handles. “Will you have enough drinking water?”

         
         Walker turns to grab some water purification tablets. “How about these in case?”

         
         Annie pauses. What she really wants is to bubble wrap them both for better protection. She unclasps her whalebone necklace.
            “Please take this.”
         

         
         Walker hesitates.

         
         “A whale died on the beach when I was little. Hit by a boat. She was all by herself.” Annie takes his forearm and pushes up
            his sleeve. She wraps the leather cord twice around his wrist. “My dad carved the beads from the bones.”
         

         
         “You should keep it with you.”

         
         “If you don’t have some kind of good luck charm, I’ll be too afraid.”

         
         “You won’t always be afraid of the sea, Annie,” Walker says, as she attaches the clasp.

         
         “Please don’t take it off until you’re both back.”

         
         His eyes appear bluish now. Last night, they were their usual grey, and last night she didn’t feel alone at all. It was sex,
            but it wasn’t sex. Their bodies pressed together had a singing bowl quality, like the ones she used to hear on the beaches in Baja.
         

         
         “I’ll miss you,” he says.

         
         “I can’t watch you go.” She pulls Walker’s sleeve back down, hiding the necklace. “I’ll be here waiting.”

         
         

         They leave Annie behind.

         
         Hours pass as Evan drives the tug through the channel. He runs his hands nervously over the cool steel of the helm. The booms
            are a carpet of logs behind them, carving floating hieroglyphs into the water.
         

         
         Walker stands on the foredeck and watches the sea.

         
         The two of them have not exchanged words since they left.

         
         It’s nearly evening now. The light fades behind a growing bank of clouds. The channel is smooth, not a lick of wind—a calm
            that hides what’s ahead.
         

         
         Evan fidgets with a chewed pen cap as he watches the barometer. He doesn’t need another radio report to tell him there’s weather coming, and sooner than predicted. His pulse has quickened. He scans the chart in front of him. 

         
         Walker comes into the console. “That storm is coming,” he says.

         
         “It wasn’t supposed to hit this quick,” Evan says. “We need to find a safe harbour.”

         
         Walker looks out at the water, unblinking. He’s doing that quirky thing where he’s too quiet and seemingly obtuse, and it’s
            infuriating Evan.
         

         
         “Why don’t you ever fucking say anything?” Evan shocks himself.

         
         Walker doesn’t react. “We won’t make it in time.”

         
         Evan checks the speed they’re making. One knot per hour, slow, so the log booms don’t pull apart. He could possibly increase
            to two. But ahead, there’s only a rocky, narrow channel with sharp granite walls for at least another ten nautical miles.
         

         
         No cove, no bay . . . no hideout. Nothing close enough.

         
         “Drop the booms and speed up. That’s your only chance.”

         
         “I can’t drop the booms,” Evan growls. “That’s the whole reason we’re out here.”

         
         “You could die if you don’t.”

         
         “These logs are how we survive. Don’t you see that?”

         
         “Annie needs you.”

         
         This paralyzes him. He left her behind to please his dad. Again. Why is he risking his life for this? He squeezes his eyes
            closed.
         

         
         He can’t allow himself to lose focus. Not now. “We can make it.”

         
         Walker turns to the sea, then back to Evan. “You’re not listening.”

         
         He knows Walker is right. But as he grips the helm harder, he hears Isaac’s voice: Be-responsible-everyone-is-depending-on-you.
         

         
         He can’t drop the booms.

         
         It’s only minutes before the wind starts gliding through the branches of the trees on shore. If Evan didn’t know better, he
            could mistake it for a gentle breeze.
         

         
         But he grinds his teeth together, because he does know better.

         
         

         Over the next three hours, battalions of cumulus clouds build on the horizon. The sun sets and rain advances in sheets.

         
         Walker and Evan stand together in the console, both silent.

         
         Rough water breaks hard against the hull. One boom has already split apart, logs strewn in the channel behind them. They’re
            thrown against the rocky cliffs and splinter into shards.
         

         
         It’s getting close to midnight.

         
         Evan swears under his breath. “We’re going to lose the other one.” A larger wave throws itself over the bow.

         
         Walker goes out on deck to check. “We’ve got water coming on board!” he shouts over the wind.

         
         “Take the helm!” Evan yells back. He looks down at his self-inflating life jacket, clips it on, and cinches the strap tight.
            “And make a mayday call!”
         

         
         The current catches the stern of the tug and swings them toward the rocks. Water pours aboard, pooling on deck, refusing to
            relent. The hydraulic pump must be giving out. Evan retrieves the manual pump and throws the hose off the side. Wet wind slicks
            over his face, water splashing into his mouth.
         

         
         Evan will have to pump fast enough until the weather passes or help arrives.

         
         A huge wave throws them toward the side of the channel again. The bow scrapes along rocks, until the current catches them
            and swings them in the other direction.
         

         
         Evan pumps harder, his palms raw, his shoulders burning. Water creeps up past his ankles. He tries to stay upright in the
            wind and the water, crests of salt spray whipping across his face in the driving rain.
         

         
         

         Walker keeps a firm hold on the helm, using all his strength to keep them off the cliffs.

         
         A melody rises from the sea.

         
         Evan can’t hear it over the swoosh of the pump and the rain in his ears. But Walker does. He can always hear it, in all its
            different intensities and tones, making shape, making time, even inside these icy, stiff waves breaching the deck of the tug.
         

         
         Walker knows: The sea has decided what she wants. She doesn’t give the story all at once, but here is a piece of it.

         
         Between the thwack of the wipers, he trains his eyes on Evan through the window. He unclasps Annie’s necklace from his wrist
            and places it inside the inner pocket of Evan’s backpack. The tug rises higher on a swell of waves. The song gets louder,
            along the rocks and white shell beaches.
         

         
         The land does not begrudge the sea her storm. It allows her to extend her boundaries. Even if it means trees will be blown
            down, the trees do not complain. The sand will reshuffle itself.
         

         
         Walker closes his eyes.

         
         The sea rises, higher and higher. It batters the rocks. They lose the remainder of the booms, a seething mass of logs dispersing
            in the waves behind them.
         

         
         Walker can hear all of it, this inevitable unfolding. He opens his eyes to the flood of grey-blue water on deck.

         
         Evan is no longer there.

         
         

         Annie wakes sometime after midnight, when a maple tree—heavy with licorice fern and moss—is uprooted in the wind and crashes
            beside the cabin.
         

         
         She throws on clothes and boots and heads outside. On the porch, the rain pelts her face. Branches hurtle off trees and cartwheel
            to the ground. The roots of the downed maple are exposed—an octopus, black earth clinging to its legs.
         

         
         Annie thinks immediately of the tug. The weather isn’t supposed to be this bad, and not this soon.

         
         It’s illogical to go down to the beach, closer to the wild water, but Annie can’t help herself; she’s already moving down the rope ladder, her body swaying in a surge of wind. 

         
         The ocean is the colour of gunpowder underneath the foamy waves. The wind picks up from the southeast, blowing her hair across
            her face, plastering it to her cheeks. An off-pitch tone arcs itself through the crashing waves. She detects it only briefly.
            Her focus is on one thing: Evan and Walker are somewhere in the middle of this storm.
         

         
         The ocean stares back without answer, only her grey and liquid eyes.

         
         For a flickering moment, the full moon shines through a break in the clouds. But a sweep of wind hits Annie, the entire force
            of the Pacific behind it. It picks her up in its teeth and shakes her.
         

         
         Annie screams back into the wind. And the wind carries her voice out over the water until the sea swallows it up.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 28

         
         As Evan is catapulted off the tug and hits the water headfirst, he doesn’t know up from down. He sees only darkness.

         
         He kicks his feet. But his steel-toed boots drag him down. Struggling to remove them, he grasps fruitlessly at the laces.
            Why didn’t his life jacket inflate?
         

         
         His chest screams for air and his pulse pounds in his ears.

         
         More grey water.

         
         Images are flashing behind his eyes: Annie at eleven years old, offering him a slimy sea slug from the palm of her hand. Isaac’s
            impatient grumble as Evan stands next to the pickup, covered in sand, streaks of mud on his flushed cheeks. Annie’s laugh
            ringing out in a meadow of orange butterflies. His hands wrapped around the trunk of a cedar, a fallen giant.
         

         
         He’s blacking out.

         
         He inhales seawater.

         
         

         Walker shifts the tug into neutral, pulls off his boots and Aiden’s rain slicker before diving off the edge of the tug. He
            can hear Evan’s swift descent under the surface. His life jacket has not inflated.
         

         
         He is sinking.

         
         Walker’s dive is exact and fast. He knows the precise trajectory required and grabs Evan under the armpits, hauling him up to the surface, where he is hit in the face by a wave of water. 

         
         Evan coughs, then takes an enormous breath of air.

         
         Walker swims him to the stern of the idling tug, close enough for Evan to grab on to the ladder and pull himself aboard with
            shaking arms. As Walker reaches for the ladder, the waves pound harder against the broadside of the hull, pushing the tug
            further toward a kelp-choked part of the channel.
         

         
         In the next swell, Walker is swept into an angle that puts him, for an instant, between the granite cliffs and the tug itself.
            With the strength of the next wave, the tug scrapes the wall.
         

         
         It throws Walker against the rock.

         
         He blacks out with the impact.

         
         

         Evan is soaked. He curls over and vomits seawater. When he’s finally able to stand, he can’t see Walker anywhere. He scans
            the surface over and over. The tug scrapes against the cliffs again, knocking him off his feet. The right side of his body
            slams onto the deck.
         

         
         He drags himself back up, his vision blurring, his right eye swelling already. The white of Walker’s shirt appears under the
            water; a flash. His limp body floating face-down. And then it’s gone.
         

         
         Evan tries to think. The tug might sink if he doesn’t pump water. He might drown going into that rough water again. But he
            must try. He can’t leave Walker.
         

         
         Peeling off his useless life jacket, he tries to shed his clothes and boots, but his shirt clings and his drenched socks seem
            suctioned in place. His jeans will not budge from his ankles. His fingers are numb, and it takes all his effort to wrench
            them off.
         

         
         When he dives back in through the whitecaps, it’s a curtain of darkness. Kelp clutches at his legs.

         
         Nothing.

         
         A wave smacks his face when he’s up at the surface to breathe again.

         
         Then back under the swirl of angry water.

         
         But still, Walker is nowhere.

         
         Evan thrashes over and under the waves, until he can no longer move his hands or see straight.

         
         As if observing himself, out-of-body, he swims back to the tug and climbs out. Dripping and shivering, he wades through the
            water on deck, back to the console.
         

         
         Forcing his blue fingers to push the radio buttons, he makes another call: “Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is tug HL018.” He
            scans the GPS and reads out the coordinates: “Fifty-two degrees, two five minutes north. One twenty-seven degrees, two five
            minutes west. Approximately twelve nautical miles south of Hale’s Landing.” His voice trembles. His face aches. “Two people,
            one overboard. We’re sinking. Over.”
         

         
         The radio hisses with static. No one replies.

         
         Back on deck, he pumps until every muscle in his body screams. Time falls away as Evan clutches the handle of the pump, his
            fingertips white.
         

         
         For a moment, the clouds part. The moon hangs low and full, a nebulous halo in Evan’s vision. Minutes pass, maybe hours. He’s
            lost track. The rain stops gradually. The wind eases.
         

         
         Walker is certainly dead by now.

         
         Evan starts crumbling around the edges. If he himself hadn’t gone overboard, Walker would be alive.

         
         He tries not to hyperventilate.

         
         

         Walker sinks deeper. The ocean’s melody encircles his torso, increasing in volume. The sea whispers her instructions into
            his bones. Pulled down by his ankles, he is welcomed into a thicket of kelp.
         

         
         He is not awake; he cannot fight it, sinking until he reaches the bottom.

         
         Walker could not have stopped it if he tried. The sea has her own plans. She was the one to sing the first song and she’s held the story ever since. The timing is hers alone. 

         
         There is nothing to do.

         
         Because people can turn into other things, even when they don’t want to.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 29

         
         Annie’s cheek is covered in sand.

         
         She’s stiff and cold. The waves roar onto the beach while gulls squawk overhead, fighting over a crab leg. Everything has
            shifted out of place. The sounds are wrong: amplified, storming. Too close. Painful.
         

         
         The last thing she remembers is screaming.

         
         Now she’s lying on the sand. Wet, cold, crusted in the salt of the ocean and her own tears. She can’t hear Walker at all.

         
         Annie sits up, face to face with the sea. The sun is rising in the distance and a haze floats over the empty, slack water.
            She asks it to give her a sign, to give her his sound back, this beach that delivered him in the first place.
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         Her skin prickles, stinging, as a thought clicks into place: Walker is gone.

         
         Is he dead?

         
         Her eyes find their way from the horizon to the sand around her feet. The slew of new debris. Her gaze stalls upon a circular
            piece of wood . . . Half a steering wheel. She knows this broken circle. She brushes away sand and seaweed until she finds
            the names carved into the wood: Annie, Mara, Aiden.
         

         
         Amphitrite’s broken helm.
         

         
         She asked for a sign, and here it is. They’re all dead. Her parents, and probably Walker too.

         
         The ascent back to the cabin takes triple the time it should. Her feet don’t listen to her. She misses a rung on the ladder and skins the palm of her hand. At the top, a muddy puddle captures her out of nowhere. Her boots get stuck ankle-deep. Then, a branch of the downed maple trips her on the path to the porch. 

         
         In the kitchen, she longs to hear Ruth’s voice. She wants the clatter of her rummaging through the cabinets. A squirrel darts
            across the metal roof, and it sounds like the trampling of elephants. The shrill chirp of crickets is like fire alarms.
         

         
         She lowers herself to the floor, covers her ears, and stays there.

         
         

         Evan doesn’t get back until the next day.

         
         Annie hears him coming—his plodding steps on the round stones, the creak of the porch stairs under his weight. He’s breathing
            hard as he hesitates outside the door. Is that his speeding heartbeat she hears? She flinches at the heavy knock. As she opens
            the screen door, she gasps at the sight of Evan’s cheek. The right side is swollen and red.
         

         
         His face crumples.

         
         Annie pulls him inside the cabin. Holding on to his arm is a ballast, some proof of life. Proof that she, herself, is still
            living. He stands there, his hands now covering his eyes.
         

         
         Annie waits.

         
         Seconds creep by.

         
         “It was so much worse than we thought,” Evan says. He won’t look at her. “I got thrown into the console by a wave. I blacked
            out. I don’t know for how long.”
         

         
         “Where’s Walker?”

         
         “I woke up on the deck.” Tears start down his cheeks. “He was gone.”

         
         “What do you mean he was gone?”

         
         “I don’t know.” His voice cracks.

         
         “When’s the last time you saw him?”

         
         “I was pumping water off the deck. He was at the helm.”

         
         Annie holds onto the doorframe. “Did you look for him?”

         
         “I searched the entire coastline, Annie. I doubled back. I looked everywhere.”

         
         “Nothing?”

         
         Evan digs in the pocket of his jacket and pulls out her whalebone necklace. He dangles it from his fingers. “I found this
            in my backpack.”
         

         
         Annie’s mind races. “How do you have that?”

         
         “You never take this off,” he says, turning the necklace over into his hand.

         
         “Did Walker give it to you?”

         
         Evan stiffens. “You gave it to him?”

         
         “Do you know how it got in your bag?”

         
         “I just found it today.”

         
         Annie lowers to her knees. There’s sand everywhere: under her fingernails, in between the floorboards, stuck to the fine hair
            on her arms.
         

         
         Evan crouches beside her. His voice is quiet. “Why did you give it to him, Annie?”

         
         “I wanted you both to come back. I thought—” Annie tries to piece things together. Did Walker purposefully give the necklace
            back? Did he drown or did he leave?
         

         
         “I’ve been terrible.” Evan lowers himself to the floor. Their knees touch.

         
         Annie’s mind spirals. “Is there any way he left . . . went somewhere else?”

         
         Their eyes finally meet.

         
         “He must have left . . .” Annie digs her sandy nails into her palms.

         
         “He wouldn’t have left you.” Evan hangs his head. More silent tears fall down his cheeks.

         
         “He said he didn’t belong here.”

         
         “Maybe none of us belong here.”

         
         Annie braces against her knees. “I didn’t believe him.”

         
         “He was trying to get me to listen,” Evan says. “I was so angry I couldn’t even hear him.”

         
         Dread settles in Annie’s belly. He’d been trying to tell her something too. Would he really leave without explaining what
            it was? Why would he take off the necklace?
         

         
         Evan averts his eyes. “I felt like he was trying to take you away from me.” More tears. “This is all my fault.”

         
         Annie expects to cry, too. But instead, she freezes. She can’t feel her limbs. Her body is numb.

         
         The necklace rests in Evan’s open palm.

         
         

         Annie does not leave her bed.

         
         The days blur together as she hides under the covers, a pillow over her exposed ear. The watch ticks away relentlessly on
            her bedside table—it’s torture. She throws it across the floor. She can’t remember the last time she ate.
         

         
         Evan drifts through the cabin at regular intervals. He catches a fish and fries it on the stove. From her bed, the sizzle
            in the pan sounds like a bonfire. He touches her hand as he places the meal beside her. But she can’t even look at the plate.
         

         
         A couple of hours later he takes the food away.

         
         Annie is barely aware of him. She doesn’t know where he’s sleeping, if he’s slept at all. Her brain is refusing to string
            simple thoughts together. Did Walker drown or leave? Leave or drown?
         

         
         Late one evening, Evan arrives and pushes aside the curtains. When he opens the window, it gives a drawn-out squeak.

         
         “I know you don’t want to get up.” He sits on the edge of the bed, holding a glass of water out to her. The bruising on his
            face has faded to green and yellow.
         

         
         Her mouth is stale. She takes the glass and drinks. Cool air sweeps over her cheeks.

         
         “Henry called up on the radio.”

         
         “Is she coming home?” Her voice is hoarse.

         
         “She isn’t doing well, Annie.”

         
         Her heart stalls.

         
         “They’ve transferred her to Vancouver.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Henry agreed to it.”

         
         Annie feels light-headed as she sits up. The periphery of her vision fades, then goes dark.

         
         “The fastest way for you to get down is to go on the coast guard ferry.” Evan holds Annie’s gaze. “It’s October first tomorrow.”

         
         Everything is loud, even Evan’s soft voice.

         
         He’s holding an open duffle bag.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 30

         
         Annie pushes herself through hot tears across the boarding plank along with everyone else on the coast guard ferry. Evan waits
            with his outstretched palm.
         

         
         She is the last to board.

         
         Her trembling hand grips the duffle bag that Evan packed. The handles dig into her fingers and its zipper strains; she has
            no idea what’s inside. Evan squeezes her hand.
         

         
         She does not let go of him.

         
         “As soon as we’re there, we’ll go see Ruth at the hospital.” His words are faint and far away.

         
         When the engine starts, Annie panics and grabs her chair, as the water surges under them, rolling and unsteady. She is floating
            on an ocean she cannot trust. Never again. The ride is turbulent, the whipping wind, people milling around, their small talk
            too loud in the small cabin. The prow of the ferry dips up and down over capricious water. Annie does not look out the windows
            and cannot let go of the armrests. She’s sure she is dying.
         

         
         They make another stop six hours later, only long enough for her to walk two shaky laps around the deck at Evan’s insistence.
            She can’t look anywhere but at the floor. Then she’s back in her seat.
         

         
         Evan keeps watch over her, rarely taking his concerned brown eyes off her.

         
         It takes the whole day to get to Vancouver.

         
         Everyone is loaded onto yellow school buses with squeaking vinyl seats. They drive past the wreckage still on the beach. It’s
            minor damage, comparatively. Garbage and mud, yes, but winking cellular antennae are still intact. Buildings are upright,
            with roofs still attached. Stores have their lights on through the windows. Recycling bins still wait for pickup at the end
            of driveways.
         

         
         If she thought it was loud without Walker in the cabin or on the beach, she had not yet understood what it could be like in
            a city.
         

         
         This is head-splitting.

         
         “Temporary Housing” is scrawled on a billboard outside a mossy brick building. Weeds choke the entryway and the cracked concrete
            steps. The building is drafty. The hallways are windowless, and the walls and furniture are beige. Evan and Annie have rooms
            assigned next to each other. A broken toilet down the hall runs continuously, beside a dripping faucet that sounds like a
            jackhammer.
         

         
         Annie heads straight for her room and locks her door—not just the lock, but also the stainless-steel slide bolt above the
            handle—and refuses to respond to Evan when he knocks. Not so much that she refuses, but she cannot organize a response anymore.
            She does not bother to take off her boots before falling into the hard single bed. The wool blanket under her is scratchy
            and stiff.
         

         
         Her skin feels tingly, like it’s falling asleep or not getting enough oxygen. Sparks flare around the edges of her visual
            field.
         

         
         Evan calls her name, knocks again, tries to soothe her from behind the door, tries to reassure her that she’s okay. She is
            not okay; in fact, she is certain she will never be okay again. He leaves for a bit, then comes back. Is she wailing? What’s
            this noise escaping her mouth? Her pillow is soaked. Her face is covered in what seems like seawater. It tastes of ocean.
            Ocean she does not want.
         

         
         “Annie, you need to try to breathe slower,” Evan says through the door. “Take longer breaths.”

         
         After some unbearably-long-but-probably-short amount of time, Evan’s asking around for a key. “I don’t know what’s happening,
            it sounds like she’s having a seizure or something,” she hears him say. “Does anyone have a screwdriver?”
         

         
         Next, he’s rattling the handle, trying to pry the door open. He calls her name more insistently.

         
         The pillow is still over her head, and her thoughts are looping: Why would Walker leave? Or how could he drown? He took with
            him the sound, and the explanations she needed about herself and her mother and the sea. How will she live with so many questions
            unanswered? He was such a good swimmer. How could the ocean take him, too? She coasts in and out of an awake-asleep-ness.
            She isn’t sure where she is and everything is dark.
         

         
         “Make sure you’re out of the way of the door, Annie!” Evan shouts.

         
         The ear-shattering sound of a drill going at the door hinges, one after the other. Her pillow is not thick enough, her hands
            over her ears not strong enough. The drill bit grinds against the screws, which finally give way. Only the sliding bolt still
            holds.
         

         
         His voice again: “We can do this together. Just open the door.”

         
         She cannot. She waits for the end, for more darkness, for everything to be over.

         
         Evan pounds his body into the door—once, twice, and a third time—until the wood yields, cracking and falling inward onto
            the beige laminate flooring, landing with a smack.
         

         
         He’s broken down the door.

         
         And she is broken, too. She’s sure of it.

         
         

         With Evan now lying on the narrow bed beside her, his hand over her ear, the darkness of night comes.

         
         She barely sleeps, in and out of hallucinations: a large spider under a clear plastic cup. An aquarium of aquamarine seahorses. A whale jawbone dragged through a desert of sand. She holds onto the cord, the three whalebone beads warm against her throat. 

         
         Even if she doesn’t want it to, the sun returns. After a long period of Evan rubbing her back, miraculously finding her earplugs,
            telling her she will not die and she is not dying, despite how she feels, he manages to pull her from the bed.
         

         
         They cook scrambled eggs for breakfast in a shared kitchen with a gas burner stove. He has to strike an entire book of matches
            before the flame catches. Annie has two bites.
         

         
         “At least we’re here now,” he says. “We can see Ruth.”

         
         They walk the neighbourhood, following a folded map. St. Paul’s Hospital is a dot within an expansive grid of narrow sidewalks
            that smell of rubber and gasoline. This part of Vancouver is completely unaffected by the tsunami—no crumbling buildings,
            groaning bridges, unattended refuse piles. No clanks of generators in the background.
         

         
         They might as well be on another planet.

         
         Evan is filling the space, talking because she is not. Trying to comfort her, saying things like “it feels like regular life,”
            and “maybe we can start fresh,” and “I told Dad I wasn’t coming back.”
         

         
         Press fast-forward, he seems to be saying. Move on.

         
         The hospital is crowded. In the elevator, Annie feels like a caged animal, its slow ascent, dinging at every level, the in-and-out
            of strangers staring at their cell phones.
         

         
         Ruth is a slip of herself under a thin white blanket on the eighth floor.

         
         “Honey.” She holds Annie’s face.

         
         Henry’s shirt is rumpled and he has bags under his eyes. For days, he has been camping out on a reclining chair next to her
            bed. He pats Evan’s shoulder.
         

         
         Annie can’t help it. She climbs right into Ruth’s bed beside her and underneath the covers.

         
         

         The days unravel, each a papery replica of the next. Annie cannot keep them in order. It’s late October already. Downed leaves plaster the pavement, releasing their saccharine scent. A pervasive, damp coldness that will not leave. 

         
         Evan and Annie are not sure what to do with themselves. Most days, they visit Ruth.

         
         “There are these interest-free loans for university tuition,” Evan says, in front of a computer in the hospital visitors’
            lounge. His feet tap out a staccato rhythm. Ruth is having another chest X-ray.
         

         
         Annie watches Evan’s eyes move across the screen. Tiny clicks of the mouse.

         
         “I’m applying to a new coast guard training program, Annie. They’ve come up with entry exams if you’ve been displaced from
            the coast.”
         

         
         “That’s great,” she responds absently.

         
         “What are you thinking about? You’re someplace else.” Because he can tell with her, of course he can.

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         “You don’t need to be sorry.” He touches her shoulder and leaves his hand there. “I don’t know how to make this better for
            you.”
         

         
         “That’s not your job.”

         
         “I need to get you back.”

         
         “I’m here.”

         
         “Do you want to go back up north?”

         
         “There’s nothing left for me, Evan.”

         
         “I feel like I’ve lost you.” His voice is soft.

         
         He is not wrong.

         
         

         Ruth and Henry encourage her to make a plan for herself.

         
         Their enthusiasm carries Annie along like a current. It’s a blessing; she does not need to think or decide on her own. Without any school records, she takes entrance exams. In November, she sits at a desk in a university office and flips through a stapled package of multiple-choice questions. Math problems, basic science, essays to interpret. Then long-answer questions about her interests, her life, and family. Tell us what’s unique about your personal background, it asks.
         

         
         She’s caught up for a moment on how fine the pen tip is, the way it narrows to a point. Her pen stutters across the page in
            black ink.
         

         
         I grew up on a sailboat, she writes. I almost never went ashore.

         
         How can you put it into words? The push and pull of the tides, the way they never falter. Sails that fill up in the wind.
            Tracking the sky to stay on course. The massive wave and everything that was taken away.
         

         
         My dad was a doctor, but my mom loved to sail. We fished, we migrated the coast with stars as a map. Then I lost nearly everything I knew to the sea.

         
         The words she writes are a dried-out skeleton.

         
         “I’ll never get in,” she says afterward.

         
         “You will,” Evan replies.

         
         And he’s right. The standard-issue landline on the wall of Annie’s temporary housing room rings two weeks later, mid-December.
            She startles at the trilling sound.
         

         
         “Hello?” she answers.

         
         A bubbly voice greets her on the other end. “Hello! I’m Lori Schnell from the new accelerated coastal medical school program.
            Is this Annie MacLeod?”
         

         
         “It is.”

         
         “We read your entrance exams,” she says. “We’ve been skimming from the top results. You scored in the ninety-seventh percentile.
            We think our program is a good fit for you.”
         

         
         As Lori’s pace ramps up, Annie only catches bits and pieces. “I’m sorry? Could you please repeat that?”

         
         “. . . Six years for general practice. We should’ve done this ages ago, right? Shortened it like the European model,” she goes on. “The province was short on medical personnel to begin with. Now, look at us . . .” 

         
         “You’re saying I got into medical school?”

         
         “We need to backfill. A sustainable plan, you know? I realize it’s a lot to take in.” Lori’s voice is tinny.

         
         Annie agrees to nothing, thanks the woman politely, and hangs up.

         
         “What an incredible opportunity,” Ruth says later, her voice scratchy, a cough deep in her lungs. She’s still on the eighth
            floor, still in the same bed. “Just like your dad, honey.”
         

         
         “Did Dad really like it?”

         
         “He was incredible at it.”

         
         The room is too small, a matchbox penning them in. Annie wants to get Ruth out of here. Is medical school the way to do it?
            Besides, her dad had chosen it for good reason. To help people.
         

         
         What else is she going to do?

         
         Evan helps her through the endless pages of registration forms. He sits beside her until they are done, folded, tucked into
            a large, brown envelope; stamped and slid into the mail slot.
         

         
         It’s only been ten weeks since they arrived in Vancouver. Annie’s been washing and wearing the same clothes: a rotation of
            torn jeans, one light grey hoodie, and a few T-shirts and pairs of underwear she retrieved from the top of the bag Evan packed.
         

         
         But now she stands in front of the duffle and unzips it properly.

         
         Inside she finds an array of her usual clothes and an extra rain jacket that smells like the beach. The laces are still tied
            on her running shoes and there’s a ring of crumbly salt around the soles. She pulls out a woollen hat, a plastic bag of extra
            hair elastics, then a piece of soft cloth wrapped around five of Mara’s serving spoons, one with a starfish etched onto the
            handle, another with a clamshell. Evan must have collected them from the hutch for her. They feel ice-cold in her hands.
         

         
         The last thing in the bag is a strawberry jam jar. It’s full of water and sand, flecks of seaweed. Evan’s handwriting across a strip of masking tape: Hale’s Landing.

         
         Annie unpacks all the items, arranging them with surgical precision on the melamine shelves of her closet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 31

         
         After months of drifting along, Annie has to start school with a sprint.

         
         With prerequisite subjects to complete before September, she buys three-ringed binders, loose-leaf paper, a set of pens, and
            stacks her textbooks on the desk in her room. Pages of cell cycles, organic chemistry equations, ethical cases. It all feels
            vitally important to memorize.
         

         
         Annie has an improbable—almost photographic—memory for it all. She reads it once and knows it, like everything she learned
            so easily in sailboat school. She likes A+ grades and how gruelling the work is, the way it orders her mind when nothing else
            in her life computes. She studies late every night, attempts to sleep, does it all again. The rigour is keeping her sane.
         

         
         Except for when she derails. Today, at the bathroom sink, she’s lost: A soapy trail runs off her forearm and pools on the
            floor, and she doesn’t notice until her socks are wet. How long has she been standing here, missing him? Her eyes are filling
            again. She shuts the tap off, shakes her whole body like a dog getting rid of water.
         

         
         “You feeling okay?” Evan asks from her bedroom doorway, after she dried the floor with trembling hands and changed socks and
            failed to concentrate on schoolwork again. He’s wearing his new coast guard training uniform.
         

         
         Annie dog-ears the page and flips her textbook closed. “I don’t think I can get through the rest of this.”

         
         “I have something to show you,” he says. “It might help.”

         
         Three blocks away, Evan leads her into a glass-walled building and pays the admission. They pass through a steel carousel,
            walk through separate men’s and women’s change rooms, out onto a sea of faded blue tiles.
         

         
         A public swimming pool.

         
         The ceiling is full of skylights. A clutch of elderly women swim breaststroke in swimming lanes divided by floating ropes.
            The room echoes with splashing sounds. A teenaged lifeguard sits on a lookout at one side of the pool, her elbows leaning
            on her knees, a shiny silver whistle around her neck.
         

         
         “I know you won’t go to the beach,” Evan says as they stand together on deck, “but do you want to try it?”

         
         She does.

         
         Annie leans into him. How does he still smell like home?

         
         She visits the pool a dozen times that month. Each time, she stands on the edge, fully clothed and with shoes on.

         
         The memory of Walker’s sweet sound will not let go.

         
         It is mostly the vacant, middle-of-the-night hours when she cannot rid herself of it. He visits in nearly every dream, carrying
            the backdrop of never-ending sea. They are not peaceful dreams, for there are currents she cannot not pass, eddies and whirlpools
            and boulders in the way, then silence like a graveyard. Every night the same.
         

         
         It’s too much.

         
         Annie conjures a cement box in her mind. She imagines every single corner, each crack. She crafts a snug lid to seal it off.
            Every time she thinks of that sound, she stops herself. She imagines putting a lid on the box, walking away from it.
         

         
         She dumps the jam jar of seawater down the toilet.

         
         It’s the only way to inch forward. It’s easier to pretend it never existed. Any of it—not just the spell that Walker seemed to cast, but also her childhood on the sea, a longing for that life that feels so chasmic it makes her weepy. It’s easier to put it behind her, start this new thing. 

         
         This new life.

         
         When she finally gets the nerve, she tucks her clothes into a metal locker with a combination lock. She dangles her toe in
            the water, before lowering herself into the deep end. The water creeps up her torso, toward her neck.
         

         
         She freezes.

         
         She needs to get out. Right now. Her mind wrestles back and forth—yes or no? Go or stay? She must try; she’s here in the
            water, and she’s okay so far. Isn’t she? This moment is okay. She wants to try.
         

         
         “I can do this.” She says it out loud, to make it real. She clings to the edge of the pool, her knuckles white. Closing her
            eyes, she takes a hesitant gulp of air and submerges.
         

         
         It’s been months since she was underwater. A clarity rushes up. Her skin feels alive, like it’s waking from a long nap. She doesn’t have to work to quiet anything. The hushed silence.
         

         
         She releases her hold on the edge and floats across the narrow swimming lane.

         
         

         By the end of March, Annie adheres to the rhythm of days like a metronome. If she got offbeat, she’s not sure she could find
            the pace again. Each morning, she wakes to the painfully loud beeping and red light of the alarm clock.
         

         
         Swimming is now the only thing she desires. After the pool, before a crammed day of schoolwork, she visits Ruth. Despite a
            brief stint out of hospital and into the temporary housing, she’s been admitted again with another bout of pneumonia.
         

         
         Today, Ruth is sitting up on the edge of the bed. Her blue eyes are clear and bright. As a child, Annie would look into the
            pools of Ruth’s eyes and think she could see the future, as if she were a fortune teller.
         

         
         “What are you learning this week?” Ruth asks. Her voice does sound stronger, doesn’t it? Annie smiles, relaxing her belly muscles. 

         
         “Anatomy.”

         
         “Oh. I loved that. If only we’d brought my Netter Atlas along.” There’s lightness in her voice; she almost seems like her old self.
         

         
         One year, when Annie was about fifteen, her dad brought Ruth’s anatomy atlas with them when they sailed south. Annie was fascinated
            by the nervous system; the way the nerves looked like tree branches, a narrowing infinity of channels, an invisible internal
            mapping. She didn’t realize it at the time, but so much of what her dad taught her was related to his medical training.
         

         
         “You seem better today,” Annie says.

         
         “My vitals are normal. Bloodwork is better.” Ruth coughs lightly. “I’ll be able to come home soon.”

         
         Except it won’t be home. It will be this city, its metallic odour and crosshatch of roads, the dull pallor of concrete.

         
         “I miss being home-home.” Annie’s voice quivers. “Our real home.”

         
         “Maybe you’re thinking too much about it,” Ruth says.

         
         “I’ve tried to stop thinking about it.” Annie’s eyes brim with tears. She shouldn’t start down this road, remembering things.
            It’s risky and it only leads to more crying.
         

         
         “What if you’re supposed to be here?” Ruth straightens the blanket over her lap, then looks into Annie’s eyes. “We’re allowed
            to change, Annie.”
         

         
         A trolley creaks in the hallway. Someone is pulling at the curtain around Ruth’s bed, sweeping it aside.

         
         “One step after another. Focus on small things. You’ll see how strong you are,” Ruth finishes.

         
         Annie wipes away her tears, as an orderly slides a breakfast tray in front of Ruth.

         
         

         The phone call arrives two mornings later.

         
         It happens at 7:26 a.m. while Annie pages through a physiology chapter on the heart, reading about the first embryonic spark and the beat of its cells. Chambers constructed from emptiness itself. A collection of muscles activated in synchrony. The way the heart continues to pump its circular signals all by itself. 

         
         Until it is the end.

         
         The trill of the phone startles her as it does every time. A doctor from the inpatient unit offers flat pleasantries.

         
         And then: “I’m so sorry to let you know that Ruth passed away overnight.”

         
         Annie drops the receiver. She just saw her. Ruth looked well, she looked herself.

         
         The words on the page below her smear into a tidal wave.

         
         

         They put Ruth’s ashes into the sea.

         
         Henry is the one who does it. He stands in the shallows of low tide and sprinkles them from a grey ceramic urn. Wind presses
            against their faces, as a flock of gulls lift off, suspended in the breeze. Annie stares at Henry’s hands, his calloused palms,
            his white eyebrows furry like caterpillars. Evan stands sentinel, inches from Annie, as if she might fall, as if he might
            catch her.
         

         
         “We could go back to Hale’s if you want,” he says later that night, sitting on the edge of her bed before he goes to his own.
            “We could live at Ruth’s.”
         

         
         Annie stares blankly at the wall. “I’ve got class in the morning.”

         
         

         The week that follows is empty and hard to remember.

         
         Henry stocks up on supplies and returns to Hale’s on a fishing boat heading north. Before his departure, he empties his bank
            account. On the dock, he hands a thick stack of bills to Annie, then pulls her into a fierce hug. For an instant, it blocks
            out the whole world. “Keep listening to yourself, little fish,” he says.
         

         
         And then he lets go.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Flood

         
         The flood tide rejuvenates. The pace picks up. Water circulates through previously stagnant areas as marine life awakens.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 32

         
         
            Six years after

         

         Annie stands at the edge of the sea.

         
         She waits for news on an early, mid-January afternoon. The water is restless, pushing and pulling against the rocks with its
            ragged breath. The landing pad lights buzz against the stormy sky. Damp wind permeates everything: her jacket, her crumpled
            green scrubs.
         

         
         It’s been too long.

         
         “This is some weather,” says the flight paramedic waiting beside her. His vest radio cackles with empty static. Is his name
            Chris? She can’t remember. ARMSTRONG is printed on his reflective vest. “You don’t have to stand out here, Dr. MacLeod.”
         

         
         “Can you turn down the squelch?” she asks.

         
         Armstrong adjusts the radio knob, but the static does not ease. Still, Annie wants to stand out here; ever since she saw the
            ocean from the helicopter earlier, it’s been hard to tear herself away. The sea is dark and thick. It sprays against her face,
            catches in her eyelashes.
         

         
         The radio beeps. “This is Coast Guard Six-Five-Seven-Niner. Get MacLeod on the line.”

         
         Armstrong passes her the handset. “It’s Annie, over.”

         
         “One GCS 3, we’re bagging him. One compound fracture. It’s a femur and probably needs blood. Pressure 80/60. Two others with hypothermia. Ten minutes out, over.” 

         
         She hands the radio back to Armstrong and jogs through the sliding doors of the nursing station, into the fluorescent lights
            and smell of sanitizer. She pulls off her rain gear and runs a hand over the taut braid of her hair.
         

         
         Annie circles the resuscitation room methodically: clicks on the warmer and the ventilator, types in settings while tuning
            out the shrill beeps of the machines. She pulls medications out of vials into plastic syringes while watching the clock. Ten
            minutes out. She needs blood from the freezer in the back lab.
         

         
         Armstrong is suddenly next to her, priming an IV bag.

         
         “Can you prime a second line? Do you know how to use a level one infuser?” She hauls it out of the equipment chest.

         
         “Think I was born yesterday?” Armstrong replies.

         
         “I’m going to get blood.”

         
         The lab is down a narrow hallway at the back of the station. The door is locked, four numbers written in faded pencil on the
            doorframe beside the keypad. She crosses her fingers and clicks the numbers in sequence. A flash of green light and it opens.
            She closes the door behind her.
         

         
         And stops.

         
         A different tone. It’s hushed and barely even there. It vanishes, then returns a few seconds later. She stands still and listens.
            It must be the fans, or the ventilation system.
         

         
         But it’s more familiar than that.

         
         Annie kneels on the floor next to the freezer. She tries to open it with the key she found hanging from an orange thumbtack
            on the bulletin board. The lock jams, grinds, will not yield. She tries to force it at a different angle.
         

         
         The sound persists.

         
         The key finally turns. She retrieves the icy O-negative blood bag in its thick plastic packaging. Using the stubby pencil hanging from a long white string, she records the blood on the inventory clipboard. 

         
         Trying to ignore the sound, she fixes her thoughts on sedation protocols, dosing parameters. A rate for the Levophed drip
            and whether she saw a kit for a central line somewhere. She wipes her hands on her pants. The sound gets much stronger as
            she closes up the lab.
         

         
         She takes a pair of earplugs out of her back pocket and shoves them into her ears, presses them as far as they’ll go, waiting
            for her left brain to kick in, to spit out a logical explanation.
         

         
         Maybe she’s too close to the water. Too far from home.

         
         She was home, in Vancouver—only hours ago—and it was quieter. She and Evan had woken early, when it was still dark, and
            spent a long period saying nothing, lying in bed the way they do: bodies entwined. She’d heard of some couples that sleep
            separately, on opposite sides of a king bed, or even in different rooms.
         

         
         This is not how they sleep. It is not how they’ve ever slept.

         
         Even as kids on the deck of Amphitrite, they’d wake up with some body part attached—hands holding, arms interlocked, legs tangled. Their backs up against one another.
            Even when her mom and dad put them to bed in different places on the boat, Annie would sleepwalk to him.
         

         
         Does she actually sleep when she’s not touching Evan? Certainly it is harder; she usually takes an extra dose of melatonin
            or half a zopiclone if he’s on shift or away for coast guard work. She cannot have the covers separating them. She loves the
            smell of his armpits and listening to his steady heart.
         

         
         She doesn’t feel steady now. This sound is growing to the size of a fist inside her low belly. Was it a mistake to come up
            here, so much closer to Hale’s Landing?
         

         
         They’d decided to come together. Around 7:30 a.m., Evan’s cell rang. A sinking freighter, west of Port Alice. They were in the middle of coffee: his black, hers with a lot of half-and-half. He said it was time to go. They drove through gridlocked traffic to the coast guard station and held hands after strapping into their helicopter seat belts. As they flew north, Annie looked out the window at the twisty strands of water hugging the shore, those sandy deltas of brackish current. It was the first time she’d deliberately looked at it since leaving Hale’s. Was this the same ocean as before? 

         
         “You don’t have to look,” Evan said, and she heard him, even though she was wearing earplugs underneath the helicopter headphones.

         
         Strangely, staring at the water was exactly what she needed to do. She didn’t cry when she saw it. Her heart rate did not
            skyrocket.
         

         
         But here with this sound in the nursing station hallway, her pulse races up into her neck, with this penetrating hum she had
            tried so hard to forget.
         

         
         Annie crouches near the floor in a ball. Her vision narrows: Silt collects where the floor meets the wall; a black scuff marks
            the linoleum. The sour smell of her own sweat. She closes her eyes again.
         

         
         How is this happening? The sound slingshots her back to that slice of summer when Walker was with her. Inside her. The indescribable
            vibration of him; moving up through her chest, pouring down her arms and through her fingertips.
         

         
         The helicopter arrives with its thundering roar overhead.

         
         She opens her eyes. Water dots the floor. She’s been crying without realizing it. The blood bag is freezing in her palm. The
            rotors thunk loudly through the ceiling. There is no space in her world for this. Not now. She stands shakily and wipes the
            tears away with her shoes.
         

         
         Annie pushes her fingertips into her scalp so hard it hurts and manages to walk with some autopilot ability of her legs. She
            drops the blood on a table in the resuscitation room, then heads back to the tarmac as the helicopter touches down. A blast
            of air hits her face.
         

         
         Evan opens the door.

         
         Before the rotors have stopped, he jumps out to unload the first stretcher. Rain beads on his bright red coast guard jacket.
            His curls are compressed by the padded edge of his helmet. The second stretcher follows the first, as he gives her updated
            vital signs in rapid succession. His voice carries into the wind.
         

         
         Close to her now. His steady hand on her shoulder brings her back to earth. She needs him to keep holding on.

         
         “All yours,” he says.

         
         

         Hours later, the well-practised and nearly mechanical movements of her hands have carried her through splinting bones, setting
            lines, attaching telemetry wires, and strapping ventilators. A conveyor belt of work. Walker’s sound has paced underneath
            all of it. Persistent. The sky clears up. Night comes with the pink set of the sun and the helicopter ride to Vancouver.
         

         
         She sits alongside the more unstable of the two patients, tracking the rise and fall of his respirations, his heart rate,
            and end-tidal CO2 readings. She writes it all down in the damp medical records on her lap.
         

         
         “When did you get so good at this?” Evan asks her through the headset.

         
         Annie tucks in a stray blanket corner on the gurney. “It’s all algorithms.”

         
         “It’s more than that,” he goes on. “Those killer hours in residency gave you superpowers.”

         
         She thinks of the drawn-out midnight stretches. The thirty-hour on-call shifts. They were a gift, absorbing her so fully that
            all the memories of what happened were corralled behind closed doors.
         

         
         “I wish I could talk to my dad about it,” Annie says.

         
         “I bet he was amazing at this.”

         
         They slip back into silence.

         
         

         The patients make it back to Vancouver alive.

         
         Somewhere between the work, the helicopter ride, and the drive back to their apartment, the sound fades. By the time she and
            Evan arrive home, only a trace of it remains.
         

         
         Annie strips off her clothes into a messy pile and gets straight into the shower. Her legs quake and refuse to hold her up.
            She gets out of the shower and vomits into the toilet, then sits on the cold tiles with her head between her legs until she
            can stand again.
         

         
         Then she gets back in the shower.

         
         “You alright?” Evan’s voice carries through the closed bathroom door.

         
         She wants to say: I heard Walker up there.

         
         But that would involve explaining everything she’s never explained. It’s late.

         
         “I’m fine,” she says. She lets the water pour over her, watching it escape down the drain, through holes leading to darkness
            beneath. She turns the temperature as hot as it will go.
         

         
         Afterward, at the bathroom counter, Annie avoids her reflection. She can only catch faint echoes of Walker’s sound. She must
            have been making it all up. It can’t be real.
         

         
         “Hey, Annie?” It’s Evan again on the other side of the locked door. “Come to bed.”

         
         She wants to understand how and why this impossible thing is happening to her.

         
         “In a sec,” she responds.

         
         She stays stuck in the bathroom for so much longer that he gives up and goes to bed without her. When she finally opens the
            door, the apartment is dark, except for the light on the range hood. The wood flooring creaks as she tiptoes into the bedroom.
            Evan is already asleep—on his front, one arm over his head, the other wrapped under the pillow.
         

         
         She crawls into the soft flannel sheets and curves into his side, plugging into him like an electrical outlet.

         
         He wakes and pulls her tightly into his chest. Settling her face against his neck, in that place between his collarbone and jaw that belongs to her, she smells sleep in him and tries to forget. 

         
         “You sure you’re okay?” he asks into her hair, half awake.

         
         In the soft collapse of his body, the slow rhythm of his breathing, she knows he’s already back to sleep before she says anything
            in return.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 33

         
         At 5:30 a.m., Evan’s cell buzzes on the bedside table. It’s Peter, his dispatcher. More work.

         
         Within twenty minutes he’s in uniform, driving south on Commercial, then left on East Hastings Street. The roads are unsalted
            and slick with a thin layer of ice. He drives slower than usual on tires that feel slippery. The weather reporting airs on
            the radio in the background; he should be listening, but he’s not. He got a coffee at the Tim Hortons drive-through but hasn’t
            touched it yet.
         

         
         He hasn’t seen Annie that rattled in years.

         
         Peter’s phone call hadn’t woken her, which was unusual. He called her name softly before he got out of bed, just in case—wanting
            to hear her voice and reassure himself of her okay-ness. Fast asleep, still, she’d reached out to him and pulled him close
            to her face. Her hair was still damp. He lingered there in the scent of her shampoo, and brushed tangled strands from her
            closed eyes.
         

         
         What happened to her up there?

         
         It was her first coast guard rescue. He’d marvelled at her hawk-eyed accuracy and minute-to-minute decisions; the way she
            knew what the patients needed before they needed it. But on the way home, she was absent, staring blankly out the window of
            the helicopter.
         

         
         Evan turns on his left blinker for Granville Street. Snowflakes drift around the red and yellow neon of the Vogue Theatre sign and its depiction of Diana, goddess of the wilderness. On the right now is the Vancouver Public Library, which he always thinks looks like an ancient colosseum, all sandstone and elliptical walls. 

         
         Five years ago, they went to a violin performance at the library. Annie was still grieving. Hardly getting out of bed after
            Ruth died, an inertia even worse than she’d had after losing her parents. He had to remind her to eat; to change her hoodie
            every third day. She’d managed to get to school, but only with extensive pep talks and sometimes he had to walk her there,
            his arm hooked around hers. At that point, they weren’t “back together” yet. Evan had been desperate to find things she liked—things
            that were not beach or sailing or ocean swimming—so that maybe she’d like him again. Maybe they could resume where they left
            off.
         

         
         It felt like a scavenger hunt: watermelon popsicles from Whole Foods on Cambie, and the rosemary garlic sausage from the corner
            butcher. Flat whites from Ugly Mugs Cafe. She liked those things; her mood seemed to lift, temporarily, by degrees. What about
            music? While looking at a flyer for the Vancouver Public Library musical performances, he remembered that Aiden played harmonica.
            Had Mara played classical, maybe, on the cockpit radio?
         

         
         Annie had never been to a concert before. She’d never been to any kind of public performance at all.

         
         He couldn’t take her to a crowded event, though. It needed to be somewhere quiet and subdued, where they could exit easily,
            if required. He booked tickets for a performance at the library, hoped for the best, and dragged her along. He got a fresh
            haircut, wore a new pair of pants and polished leather shoes. She wore her earplugs, jeans with holes in the knees, a high-necked
            sweater, and a woollen hat pulled over her ears.
         

         
         She was still the most beautiful woman there.

         
         He’d called ahead so they could arrive right as the music started. A trio of brothers—each in black suits, starched white shirts and matching ties—played violin in the grand staircase. With the first notes, Annie’s posture softened. She’d been holding on to her seat edges, but she let go. 

         
         “It’s so much better when the noise is from instruments,” Annie whispered. She listened with her eyes closed.

         
         Evan felt a flare of hope.

         
         At the end of the performance, a representative of the library rose to thank the violinists, to talk about the new children’s
            literature wing opening. They were taking donations. He closed by reading aloud a quote by Oscar Wilde: “With freedom, flowers,
            books, and the moon, who could not be perfectly happy?”
         

         
         Annie’s eyes opened abruptly. Her gaze dropped to her empty hands.

         
         Evan leaned close toward her. “What is it?”

         
         She didn’t answer. She refused to get up while all the other patrons stood and departed. The violinists packed up their instruments;
            a janitor swept the stairs. Had it been too loud for her after all? Was it the wrong idea to come?
         

         
         “Let’s go, Annie. You’re okay,” he tried.

         
         “Why have you stayed with me?”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “When you could be perfectly happy without me?”

         
         He was speechless. He wanted to reply with a reassuring mix of: We’re in Vancouver and nothing bad will ever happen to us again, I promise, and I love you, and we can do this. But he couldn’t mash all these thoughts together fast enough before she launched back in.
         

         
         “I’m the worst,” she went on, words tumbling out.

         
         “No.” He shook his head. “That’s not true.”

         
         “How can you stand me?”

         
         He’s the one he can’t stand—it was true then, and it’s true now. Blinking his eyes, he’s back on the tug watching Walker drown in the white-capped ocean. He still hasn’t told Annie what happened that night: Walker sacrificing himself so Evan could live. If Evan hadn’t been so fucking manipulative, maybe Annie wouldn’t have been so sad. Maybe she’d have what she needed. 

         
         A pair of headlights blinds Evan momentarily as he crosses onto Granville Bridge. He grips the steering wheel. His hands are
            freezing and sweaty at the same time and his uniform clings to his neck. He cracks the window to get a full breath. There’s
            no point in arguing the tape recordings in his head; they always say the same thing, about how awful he is, how ashamed of
            himself he should be. He knows from experience that he has to let them play out until they reach the end.
         

         
         That night in the library, as the violinists descended the stairs, leaving them alone with the janitor and his broom, Annie
            said: “I don’t deserve you. I haven’t been there for you at all.”
         

         
         “You’re right here.” He put his hand over top of hers. “We can get back to the way it was between us, Annie. I know we can.”

         
         As he said it, Evan wasn’t as confident as he wanted to be. But he knew what he’d done, and now it was his responsibility
            to keep life going for her. An eternity must have passed while he waited for Annie to say something. She looked at him with
            her grey-blue eyes and they held him there, a mooring buoy.
         

         
         “I have to get better,” she said with a determined look on her face. “For us.”

         
         It settled something inside her. A door opened, and they stepped through it.

         
         They go to hear music all the time now. It doesn’t get old; she seems to have a full-body experience each time. Season tickets at the Orpheum, ukulele on Sunday afternoons at the pub down the street, even concerts at the Pacific National Exhibition. She collects the ticket stubs for performances they attend in a stack in her desk drawer, runs her fingertips over the neatly perforated edges, reminds him which ones she liked best. She plans ahead and fits in shows between ER shifts and department meetings and rounds. She doesn’t talk about her family much anymore. It was unusual that she mentioned Aiden, yesterday. She talks about medical conferences and mortgage rates and possibly learning to play the cello. 

         
         He still can’t bring himself to tell her the truth about what happened on the tug.

         
         It nags at him. That deeper questioning: Had Walker been what she really needed? Seeing her there on the ocean yesterday . . .
            it’s a version of her he misses. In part, that’s what made him suggest the coast guard in the first place.
         

         
         Evan approaches West 4th Ave. now. He has to get through another rescue today, then a slog of mission reporting. So much paperwork
            to deal with. His cell buzzes again in the cup holder and he answers on the dash.
         

         
         “Hey, bud. You caffeinated yet?” Peter says.

         
         He looks down at his untouched coffee. “No.”

         
         “I gotta send you to Campbell River.”

         
         He waits for Peter to go on with details, knowing he will, while he takes a sip of coffee and prays the caffeine focuses his
            brain.
         

         
         “King tide event last night. A tug collided with a container ship near Desolation Sound. Its lines are tangled up with the
            ship’s engine. Visibility is shit, too. Winds forty knots, gusts to sixty.”
         

         
         “Can’t they handle it out of the Campbell River station?”

         
         “They’re short an engineer, for starters.”

         
         Evan puts his coffee back in the cupholder and rubs his chin. “You have a pilot for me?”

         
         “I’ll even throw in two cadets.”

         
         Evan turns onto West 4th Ave. “Alright,” he says, because that’s what he always says. He’s good at this job. Being good at
            something and liking it are two different things. “My ETA’s four minutes.”
         

         
         Evan rolls the window back up. He totals the hours it’ll be before he and Annie will sync up. Not until tomorrow morning, likely. 

         
         He wants to call the apartment, wake her up, hear her voice tell him he doesn’t need to be as worried as he is—about any
            of it.
         

         
         All he wants to do is get home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 34

         
         Annie rolls over to an empty space.

         
         She fans her fingers over the wrinkly sheets, the rounded edge of the mattress. It’s cold on Evan’s side.

         
         Her ears flood with traffic noise.

         
         Their second-floor rental apartment in East Van is too close to the road. They’ve talked about getting their own place—maybe
            a house?—but they’re still saving up, still debating the merits of neighbourhoods. This bedroom overlooks cracked asphalt
            and a convenience store awning. She stands at the window in her socks. Outside: A pickup with a faulty muffler drives by;
            a bus hisses its air brakes. Music plays from the window of a black Volkswagen Golf.
         

         
         Her breath fogs the glass.

         
         The rest of the world moves. Across the street, a woman in platform sneakers walks her Chihuahua. The dog sniffs the weedy
            base of a mailbox while she scrolls her phone. A door chime, then a balding man in a crisp suit emerges from the store below.
            He pours sugar from a torn paper package into a Styrofoam coffee cup.
         

         
         The city cracks awake.

         
         Her right bicep hurts and she massages the muscle. One of yesterday’s patients, a man with a bristly salt-and-pepper beard, was particularly large; when she intubated him, she had to use every ounce of her strength to lift the lever of the old-school laryngoscope. Even then, she couldn’t find his vocal cords. His oxygen levels bottomed out. She had to climb onto the stretcher and wedge her right elbow into her thigh to get enough leverage. She forgot everything in that moment—the chaos around her, the phantom-like sense of Walker—everything except getting that tube in the right place. 

         
         Annie flips on the bedroom lights. They’re too bright. Inside the closet, on the middle shelf, is a pile of poorly folded
            scrubs. She takes two elastics from a bowl, secures her braid with one, places the extra on her wrist. Then, she steps into
            the oversized scrub pants, pulls the drawstring tight, and slides the top over her head.
         

         
         She listens. A low-level vibration whispers somewhere in her legs, coming up from beneath.

         
         Or maybe it doesn’t. Maybe she is losing it, finally, tightening herself around ghosts.
         

         
         In the bathroom, she pushes a strip of spearmint toothpaste onto her toothbrush and stares at the stained tile grout, wondering
            whether some industrial bleach might work, or a more abrasive scrubber. Water rushes through the tap and the pipes clank.
            She applies deodorant that smells of coconut, splashes her face with cold water, and pats her skin dry.
         

         
         A reassuring yellow sticky note awaits her on the kitchen counter. Evan’s loopy scrawl: “Got called in. Didn’t want to wake
            you. Love you.” Signed the way he always does, with a lower case e.
         

         
         The painting across from the kitchen island is off-centre. It was the first item they bought when they moved in together,
            four years ago, from a Taiwanese marbling artist on Granville Island. Annie had stood mesmerized while she floated paint onto
            a bath of liquid gelatin, then used a series of combs and rakes to manipulate the colours into two magnificent oak trees.
            The leaves are olive green with veins of burnt orange. Roots the colour of bloodstone reach for each other beneath the soil.
            The trees touch their branches together.
         

         
         Annie could not leave without buying the painting.

         
         They picked it up from the artist the following week after she’d made an oak frame for it. With a sharpened pencil behind his ear, his drill and screws and drywall anchors in hand, Evan hung it on the biggest wall. He hung it before they had a couch to sit on. 

         
         “So we remember where we came from,” he said.

         
         She walks by this painting a dozen times each day, but too often forgets to look at it. When’s the last time she really looked?
            She examines the gnarled knot on the trunk of the wider of the two trees, gold flecks staring back at her.
         

         
         She straightens the frame.

         
         After a few bites of toast, she scrapes the rest into the compost and lets a strong coffee steam through the percolator. Her
            appetite is off. Motionless, she stands at the kitchen island, alternating between listening and trying not to listen. Thinking
            and trying not to think. Water fizzles on the burner and the coffee is ready. She pours it into a metal travel thermos.
         

         
         “Do you think about going home?” Evan had asked her two weeks ago while, side by side on the couch, she typed her name into
            the coast guard registry. It was his idea for Annie to sign up. With her newly minted independent licence, she could go anywhere.
         

         
         “But this is home.” Annie balanced his laptop on her knees, the backlit keys making their click-click-click as a flickering cursor blinked across the screen. “Did you remember to pay the hydro?”
         

         
         “What about sailing?” he said. “You mentioned a sailboat last month. You’ve been going to the seawall to run. There are things
            to go back to.”
         

         
         Annie stopped typing and thought about what going back to Hale’s would mean. Isaac was still there, and he blamed Annie exclusively
            for Evan’s refusal to take over the timber business. He said he suspected Evan was losing his mind right alongside Annie.
            Evan and Isaac have not spoken since.
         

         
         Henry lived off his gillnetter in the channel but didn’t have a cell phone. Annie talked to him occasionally, when he called from the landline at Rosie’s. He sent Annie monthly letters on graph paper, in his block-letter print. He addressed his last letter to Little Fish on the front envelope. 

         
         Absence is what she’d find in Hale’s, more than anything. Her parents were not there, not Ruth. Not Walker. Her catalogue
            of missing people. She hadn’t yet sailed again, but she could do it here in the harbour if she wanted.
         

         
         “They don’t have orchestras in Hale’s. Or flat whites,” Annie said.

         
         “I’ve always wanted to buy an espresso machine.”

         
         Annie smiled and resumed typing. “Anyway. Last month I forgot to pay it, and the hydro company sent a warning.”

         
         She’s late for work now. On the small bench by the front door, Annie double ties her laces. All her muscles jump in synchrony
            as a neighbour down the hall slams a door. Is everything louder today? She groans as she pulls her jacket off the wooden hook
            and swings her lanyard and badge over her neck.
         

         
         Outside, it’s overcast. The sky is mineral grey.

         
         She unlocks her bike and swipes raindrops off the seat. As she rides by, the newspaper vendor on the corner is drinking his
            usual Diet Coke, while the edges of the bundled morning papers flutter in the wind. It smells of wet pavement. A cell phone
            pings as she rides past a teenager at the bus stop. She flinches at the tiny detonation.
         

         
         Pulling over, Annie retrieves her AirPods from the inside pocket of her jacket. Once they’re in her ears, she presses the
            sensor on the stem by her right earlobe until she hears the sweet chime of cancelling noise.
         

         
         At Christmas three years ago, Evan finally bought Annie a cell phone. It was wrapped in reindeer-covered paper with a silver bow. The ribbon had a stranglehold on the box, and Annie needed scissors to get underneath it. Inside, booklets of instructions and an apple-shaped sticker. The shiny set of AirPods were in a separate box. Evan took the phone from her hands and pressed the on button. It lit up with a HELLO! on a white background. Her eyes watered when she looked at the screen for too long. 

         
         Evan set up the SIM card.

         
         “You can get email on here, too,” he said. “This way I can reach you whenever.”

         
         “Are you sure this is a good idea?” She had held out so long without a phone.

         
         “So we can be connected, is what I was thinking.”

         
         “We are connected.”

         
         His fingers danced over the screen. Over the coming minutes, the pings did not stop: a relentless barrage of notifications
            and emails. Evan opened each of the apps to show her what they were. “Maybe you won’t hate it,” he said.
         

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “You can even watch TV on it.” He picked out a show with competing vocalists traipsing across a spotlit stage. Judges sat
            in front of a clapping audience. Squealing voices nattered, yelled, sang.
         

         
         She couldn’t keep up with them all.

         
         When she stashed the phone in a drawer in the back of the closet the next day, Annie couldn’t figure out how to turn it off.
            She left it there until the battery died. When she told him why, Evan did not try to sway her. He kissed her on the forehead
            and said: “We tried.”
         

         
         She kept the AirPods though, shocked by the bliss of noise cancellation.

         
         She’s getting close to work now, passing a garbage can near the north parking tower. It overflows with hospital wristbands,
            crushed pop cans, napkins. Condiments from a take-out bag splatter across the metal rim.
         

         
         She locks her bike and reluctantly takes out her AirPods. The silicone earplugs she replaces them with are not nearly as good. A pop song emerges from the speakers above the hospital entrance, piano music floats out from the gift shop. The different melodies climb over one another, worse than usual. 

         
         Layers of clouds threaten rain. It’s damp and chilly.

         
         Annie holds her breath and walks inside.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 35

         
         “First of all,” Dr. Easton starts. “Get the fucking pads on.”

         
         The ER nurse standing beside Annie is a small mouse with straightened platinum hair that swings uniformly around her face.
            Her badge reads AMBER with no last name. She must be new.
         

         
         Dr. Justine Easton’s badge reads DR. EASTON in bold. She’s the chief of emergency and has been since Annie was a medical student.
            Her greying hair is pulled back haphazardly in a magenta scrunchie. She’s only forty-five-ish but has a sphinx-like, reincarnated
            presence. Her crow’s feet already extend the length of her cheeks. She paces in arcs at the end of the hospital bed, a snake
            charmed by the song of the telemetry machine.
         

         
         It’s 8:02 a.m. on the wall clock.

         
         Amber is frantically searching the bottom drawer of the crash cart. She pushes aside packages of catheters, intubation tubes,
            bite blocks, and a few fall onto the floor. At 8:03 a.m., she still hasn’t found the pacing pads.
         

         
         Annie leans over to retrieve them from the top drawer. She places them discreetly into Amber’s hands.

         
         “Thanks, Dr. MacLeod,” she says. But once the adhesive backing is off, Amber misplaces the pads on the man’s chest.

         
         “What’s going on?” The elderly patient groans underneath her.

         
         He tries to sit up. The back of his grey hair is sticking up at the top. His gown is not tied, revealing his sun-spotted skin and spindly legs. MR. VAN DER ZEE is scrawled on the whiteboard over his bed in hasty handwriting. Details from another patient are only partially rubbed off; the chain of old vitals linger in the bottom right corner. 

         
         “Your heart rhythm is irregular, Mr. Van der Zee. We’re going to fix it,” Annie says. “Then we’ll get you breakfast.”

         
         Annie peels off the pads and corrects their placement. “Listen. The pads go on the diagonal, Amber. Imagine the heart needs
            to be between the two pads so the voltage can run through.”
         

         
         “I’m glad someone here can teach elementary school,” Easton says. “And where the fuck is RT?”

         
         The telemetry machine wails, then regurgitates a roll of white paper covered in erratic tracings. Annie turns and taps the
            buttons in quick succession. The alarm stops.
         

         
         Mr. Van der Zee groans again and clutches at his chest.

         
         Amber is now a wide-eyed statue. Annie turns to the defibrillator and sets the sync and voltage herself.

         
         “Let’s just get this over with and cardiovert him.” Easton tightens her scrunchie.

         
         

         Annie had been charting in the hallway before all of this.

         
         It used to be paper and pen. She loved the simplicity: the firm hand required for triplicate pages, shaping the letters correctly.
            Lining up the vital signs in sequential boxes. With an actual chart in her hands, everything about the patient was organized
            onto one or two pages, like a story. It felt permanent.
         

         
         Now she has to chart on a skinny computer tower. She drags it around room to room while the hard drive rattles like it’s dying. The wheels stick or spin in the wrong direction. Her AI scribe suggests notes in advance and tries to finish her sentences. She can never find the right tab and each task takes a dozen clicks. Her colleagues rarely look at the patients anymore; they type and scroll forever, glued to the screen and its demands, attached to it like an umbilical cord. 

         
         Annie has already seen two patients this morning. First: a septic-looking man in bed 8, hypotensive and tachypneic. His lips
            were flaky dry. When Annie pressed her stethoscope to his back, she heard crackles in both lung bases. Second: a cranky toddler
            burning with fever. She saw a flaming eardrum through the viewfinder on the otoscope. His third ear infection this year, his
            parents said. He’d need more antibiotics. The prescription pad was in her hand but she couldn’t find a pen.
         

         
         In the middle of charting both patients, Annie heard Easton bark: “Bring the crash cart.”

         
         

         8:04 a.m.

         
         It’s well past the end of Easton’s night shift. She looks even more tired than usual. Her eye sockets are shadows; her eyes
            thin slits. Apparently Justine Easton chops an obscene amount of wood in her backyard after each shift and loves to sharpen
            her collection of axes, or so Annie’s heard. Justine hosts all the work parties and serves red wine with cuts of rare steak
            off an industrial-sized barbecue on her deck.
         

         
         Annie never goes. They’ve stopped asking why. They’ve stopped inviting her altogether.

         
         “Page RT again,” Easton says.

         
         On cue, Jason from respiratory therapy jogs into the room. He works out. He likes to mention this to Annie often. His neck
            is ropy with muscle, nearly the same diameter as his head. He has a fresh crew cut.
         

         
         “I’d like some breakfast,” Mr. Van der Zee says.

         
         “He’s full code?” Jason asks.

         
         “No intubation. Have the Airvo ready on your side in case. We’re short on ketamine. He’s gonna tank when I give him this propofol.
            MacLeod, get a central. Nurses can’t find a peripheral and he’ll probably need a pressor. Work your fucking magic.”
         

         
         Easton swears a lot.

         
         Annie mostly ignores her. After prepping the area for a line, she tears two hot-pink chlorhexidine sponges from their sterile
            foil packaging and paints it on. She doesn’t need the ultrasound to find the vein, even if everyone else uses it. Anatomical
            marking has always worked for her. The vasculature is a map she can trace, the pulse of it in her ears, under her fingertips.
         

         
         “Just a pinprick, Mr. Van der Zee,” Annie says as she infiltrates the area with lidocaine.

         
         8:06 a.m.

         
         “You don’t want the vascular probe?” Revived, Amber has the ultrasound cart at her hip.

         
         “Can you ask Maura to run my orders for bed eight,” Annie says as she palpates the skin with gloved fingers.

         
         “She’s a machine,” Jason says. “Just watch.”

         
         “He needs a gram of ceftriaxone and two IVs. Two litres of saline,” Annie says. She enjoys being a machine, the relief of
            her brain fully occupying itself; no nooks and crannies for grief or sadness or questioning.
         

         
         “You can escape yourself,” is how her dad had explained doctoring, back when Annie was eighteen. They were resealing a leaky
            gasket and tossing around ideas about what Annie might do with her life. Mara was still asleep below; it was not a subject
            they discussed in her presence. “In the ER, it’s not about you. You don’t even have a body. You’re there to help,” he said.
         

         
         “Why don’t you do it anymore?”

         
         “Well . . . I met your mom.”

         
         “And you love it out here.”

         
         “I loved parts of that life, too. People can change. Take different roads.” He put the wrench down and made a snake-like motion
            with his hand. “You’re not glued to one path.”
         

         
         Annie places the needle precisely into the river of the internal jugular. She’s in on the first try. She threads the line, inserts the catheter, flushes the tubing with saline, and sutures it all in place. 

         
         8:09 a.m.

         
         “It freaks me out,” Jason says. “Do you ever miss?”

         
         “He needs a non-rebreather.” Annie peels off her gloves and throws them in the trash. She turns the oxygen on the wall to
            100 percent.
         

         
         “I’ve never seen you miss,” Jason says, handing over the mask.

         
         Easton pushes a bolus of propofol sedation. After Mr. Van der Zee floats away, Annie double-checks the defibrillator settings.

         
         “Clear,” Annie says.

         
         They all move back a few inches.

         
         Annie pushes the red button. The zing goes straight up her spine. It always feels a bit that way. But today, it jolts her
            like a thunderclap.
         

         
         She tries not to show it.

         
         Mr. Van der Zee’s eyes flutter open and he pulls at the non-rebreather mask. His heart is back in a regular rhythm.

         
         “I’ve got eleven handovers, MacLeod,” Easton says, already halfway out of the room. “And we’re bed-blocked. There are ten
            admits in the department.”
         

         
         

         They’re short-staffed with fifty patients in the waiting room.

         
         Annie works a double shift because she wants to help, and she wants to keep escaping herself. It’s a long sixteen hours before
            she gets home. The bedroom is dark and Evan is asleep on his side.
         

         
         She pours herself water at the kitchen sink. Flickers of the day return in sequence. 10:46 a.m.: a sixty-year-old woman knitting a yellow baby sweater. Cancer all over her chest X-ray. Her needles fell from her hands when Annie told her, the yarn spooling out across the floor. 3:08 p.m.: a twenty-two-year-old man, suicidal and paranoid, glued to a metal chair in the triage bay. When he wouldn’t stop screaming, security had to move him into an isolation room. 10:58 p.m.: A colicky newborn howling in the pediatric room, the parents unsure how to help her. Annie picked the child up and shushed her over and over against her chest. 

         
         She takes a long sip from the glass and feels the cold water hit her empty stomach.

         
         1:29 a.m.: She’d found herself in the medication room, the heavily insulated space at the far end of the department. A computerized
            wall of tiny drawers, containing tablets and ampules and vials.
         

         
         For a split second, in the quiet, Annie found a sliver of Walker’s sound. It came from nowhere and everywhere, vaporous; a
            halo of moonlight. It made her soft in the knees.
         

         
         But then a code blue rang overhead. The sound vanished and Annie went running again. Today, everyone had sixteen critical
            questions for her at once, on top of reams of reports and results. The portable phone on her hip wouldn’t stop ringing.
         

         
         In the dark of the living room, Annie sits down on the couch. A powdery feeling in the back of her throat makes her drink
            more water. She places the empty glass on the table beside her, next to the TV remote. She careens to one side and closes
            her eyes.
         

         
         The next thing she knows, Evan is kneeling on the floor beside her. On her back, he draws the shape of a sea star, then a
            whale with his fingertips.
         

         
         “Why aren’t you coming to bed?” he asks.

         
         “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

         
         “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing’s wrong.”

         
         He removes the elastic from her wrist and massages the indentation left in her skin. He takes the other elastic out of her
            hair and loosens the braid.
         

         
         “I can always tell when you’re lying.” Evan leans down and kisses her temple. His lips are soft and linger there.

         
         “Have the last two days felt like two years?”

         
         “God, yes,” says Evan.

         
         “I smell like disinfectant.”

         
         He nods. “You do.”

         
         “And you have to get up in two hours.”

         
         “Mmhm.”

         
         She sits up and leans into his chest. “I gotta rinse this off of me.”

         
         “I’ll run you a bath,” he says.

         
         

         Annie slips into the tub.

         
         The running water helps relax her, and it’s even better when she submerges her head. All the other noise disappears. But she
            can’t convince herself if Walker’s sound is there or not. She shivers despite the hot water.
         

         
         She needs to know if he’s still alive—if hearing his sound, for the first time since the accident on the tug, might mean this. But,
            equally, she wishes she could not think about him at all; that the cement box had remained sealed, instead of cracked back
            open and dumped out into her life.
         

         
         She and Evan are finally settled.

         
         She stares at the nubs of the stuccoed ceiling and stays under until the water is cold and it’s nearly morning and she’s run
            all the impossible permutations of Walker showing back up. The sky turns lavender then pink through the square window over
            the toilet.
         

         
         Evan knocks on the door to ask if she needs a rescue party.

         
         She struggles out of the bath, dries herself, pulls on her bathrobe, and listens for sounds that make sense.

         
         What she hears is Evan on the other side of the bathroom door. She opens it. His hair is shorter now than when they lived in Hale’s. He has new creases around his eyes, even if he smiles less than she remembers. His shoulders slope forward in a way they didn’t use to. 

         
         “Good morning.” She leans into him, ear on his chest, thump-thump-thump. She closes her eyes and feels the relief of him.
         

         
         “You didn’t come to bed.”

         
         She had not, but she doesn’t have a reasonable-sounding explanation for it. Instead: “I couldn’t stop thinking about work.”

         
         He rests his chin on the top of her head. “You can get a couple hours’ sleep before you go back in.”

         
         “It’s only a half shift to cover this afternoon. I’ll be fine.”

         
         “What time do you finish?”

         
         “Five.”

         
         “Let’s go for a quick dinner, after? Decompress?” he asks. “Then early to bed.” He interlaces his fingers with hers, tethering
            her for a moment.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 36

         
         After Evan leaves for work, Annie tries to sleep.

         
         She rolls around and tucks and retucks and flips the pillow to the cool side. Forcing her eyes closed, she does one of those
            body scans that’s supposed to help one fall asleep. Her skin is buzzing. She swears her cells themselves are vibrating.
         

         
         To get up, get dressed, and get coffee is her only choice. Today is the last Tuesday of the month, when the Vancouver Symphony
            plays at 10:00 a.m. for elementary schools. She and Evan have season tickets and know the ushers, who let Annie sneak in at
            the back, behind the fourth graders. The kids are making paper airplanes out of their brown bag lunches.
         

         
         It’s another universe inside the Orpheum Theatre: ornate plaster carvings and gold leaf accents, a shimmery chandelier. It
            must have five hundred light bulbs. Annie attempts to count them while she waits for the music to start. The Greek musician
            Orpheus, painted across the vaulted oval ceiling, wandered the earth playing his mournful songs, music so poignant that, legend
            has it, it attracted wild animals and even caused trees to weep.
         

         
         Annie rakes her fingers over the burgundy seats and makes patterns in the velvet under her thighs. The orchestra warms up. The children begin to quiet, drawn in by a rumbling tuba, by the flutes calibrating to one another. The lights dim. Annie’s feet relax against the soles of her shoes. Her eyelids close, and all of a sudden she remembers her nose and that she has one; that she has a breathing apparatus in her chest. Her own current scent is industrial fabric softener from her scrubs mixed with the fact she rode her bike here and forgot to put on deodorant. A girl with strawberry-blond hair and wearing a puffy-sleeved blouse is sitting in front of her. While the percussion section tests the cymbals, she turns around and offers Annie a red Twizzler. 

         
         “It’s The Little Mermaid today, for kids,” she says. “Why are you here?”
         

         
         The truth: She wants to forget the rescue, not strain toward Walker’s fleeting sound and how much she misses him, not question
            her existence here in Vancouver.
         

         
         “Because I like the instruments,” Annie says.

         
         “It’s not exactly The Little Mermaid . . . they’re playing a few songs from it. Later on.” She points to the AirPods. “Why are you wearing those?”
         

         
         “I have trouble with my hearing.”

         
         “You can’t hear?”

         
         “I hear too much.”

         
         The girl nods as if this makes sense. Then she points to the scrubs. “Are you a nurse?”

         
         “I’m a doctor.”

         
         She hands Annie another Twizzler. “Do you think mermaids are real?”

         
         Annie hasn’t eaten the first one yet, but takes the second one. “I’m not sure,” she says. “But it would be fun if they were.”

         
         The little girl points to the far left side of the orchestra pit. “That’s my mom up there with the ocean drum. It has lapis
            lazuli inside it.”
         

         
         The woman in question has matching strawberry-blond hair, blunt-cut bangs, and long waves down her back. Pink lipstick, visible
            even from here, with a knee-length black dress. She holds a two-foot-wide ocean drum in her hands. It makes swooshy sounds
            as she tilts it forward and back.
         

         
         Annie removes her AirPods to listen. “She looks like a mermaid.”

         
         The little girl leans closer and whispers: “I think she is one. She let me sneak in the Twizzlers and wear my Iron Man T-shirt
            under my blouse.”
         

         
         “She probably is a mermaid, then.”

         
         The conductor stands at the podium. The room falls silent as the strings begin. The girl sits back down in her seat. The Twizzler
            she gave her tastes medicinal. Annie swallows while the sorrowful violin tingles the corners of her elbows. A gentle pressure
            floods her forearms when the viola adds its warm notes. The cello comes from beneath.
         

         
         Her mother loved orchestras.

         
         They never attended a concert, of course, but on their migrations south, Mara tracked the classical radio stations down the
            coast. Within fifty miles of LA, she’d finally be able to tune into KUSC 91.5 FM—her favourite—and listen to the LA Philharmonic
            at full volume. During the rumbly bass notes, her mom would lie on the deck and close her eyes.
         

         
         Is it genetic, this love of music? The instruments take all the noise and find order with it. She wishes her mom was still
            here so Annie could ask if that’s what it did for her, too. Her vision blurs with tears.
         

         
         Oboes begin, adding their distinct low timbres to the xylophone chimes and glockenspiel twinkles. Any stress remaining from
            Annie’s late ER shift melts away. She’s cleansed by the salt water now coming from her eyes.
         

         
         The children are silent, mesmerized, inside the kingdom of sound.

         
         And so is Annie.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 37

         
         Tuesday 6:05 p.m. Evan waits at a table in the far corner of Terra Nova, a farm-to-table restaurant two blocks from their
            apartment. Annie is half an hour late. It’s otherwise empty and that’s why Annie prefers this place, but she’s not here yet.
            He calls the ER back line on his cell.
         

         
         Hazel, the ward clerk, picks up: “She’s in the middle of a chest tube.”

         
         “We had a dinner reservation at five-thirty. Should I cancel?”

         
         “Hold on.” The line clicks over to elevator jazz music.

         
         He puts it on speaker and scrolls Instagram. He finds his favourite feed: a reality TV woodworker on Vancouver Island who
            specializes in reclaimed wood and forest conservation. In today’s post, he has a skill saw in one hand and stands over a pile
            of barn board. The Pacific horizon fills the background. The caption reads: “2x6s and a lot of sweat! #mytwohands #offgrid
            #rainforest #nofilter.”
         

         
         Hazel isn’t back. A saxophone plays on the line as a server arrives. Wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a pineapple-patterned
            shirt, he taps a pencil on his small notebook. “Are you ready to order yet?”
         

         
         Hazel’s clipped voice: “She’s already done, Evan. She’s coming.”

         
         “Perfect. Thanks.” He hangs up and looks at the server. “We’ll need ten minutes, please.”

         
         

         Terra Nova is the restaurant they visit most. They don’t play synthetic-feeling music and the tables are far enough apart. The food is pretty decent, and Annie says it’s one of the few places where she can hear herself think. 

         
         Evan first brought Annie here during med school. After the violinists at the library, she’d done what she said she’d do: She
            got better. She threw herself in headfirst and ended up winning an academic award of excellence about six months afterward.
            Earplugs got her through the ceremony; she wore her hair down to hide them.
         

         
         After the ceremony, they sat at this same table at Terra Nova, side by side on the bench instead of across from each other—the
            way she wanted it—his thigh pressed up against hers, his voice the closest one to her. A tea light flickered through a golden
            glass. She smelled like bergamot and vanilla.
         

         
         This is where he first kissed her again, after months of working up the nerve.

         
         Annie rolls in while he’s daydreaming about it. That night was nearly four years ago, but it still makes his heart speed up.
            She pecks him on the lips, then sits across from him. She’s still wearing her scrubs. Casting plaster smears across her left
            sleeve. Her braid is loose and messy.
         

         
         She’s still distracted. He can tell.

         
         Is she working too much? They’ve hardly seen each other this week.

         
         “I didn’t have a chance to eat today.” She picks up the menu.

         
         He sometimes worries that her work will devour her whole. She has a string of shifts every day this week. They line up like
            dominoes on the calendar, tumbling into one another. She works, showers, sleeps. Rinse, repeat.
         

         
         This isn’t new but it’s worse than usual. He can’t put his finger on it, but recently there’s a deeper absence about her. He doesn’t like it at all. Maybe it’s because her life is more complex than it ever was on Amphitrite. Day in, day out, she’s getting lost in it. Or is she legitimately missing something, like a vitamin?
         

         
         “How about a burger?” he says. “You’re a little pale.”

         
         “I haven’t had anything green today.”

         
         “Or mussels. They’re the special.”

         
         “I’m not pale,” she says.

         
         He makes a mental note to suggest she see a doctor, again. She’ll hate that. Doctors never want to see other doctors. But
            maybe she needs bloodwork and an objective head-to-toe once-over?
         

         
         The server is back, pouring ice water. “Have we had enough time with the menus?”

         
         “I’ll have the mussels,” Evan says.

         
         “Arugula and fennel salad, please,” Annie says.

         
         “Make it two salads and two orders of mussels.” Evan hands over the menu.

         
         “I’m not that hungry—”

         
         “I’ll eat them if you don’t.”

         
         Two women shuffle into the next table. One is wearing a trench coat and dangling feather earrings. Her voice is throaty and
            commanding: “Then he had the gall to tell me the whole house has shifted on the foundation,” she says.
         

         
         “Jesus,” the other woman says. Her faux-fur vest brushes up against Annie’s arm as she sits down.

         
         “They’ll have to repair the entire thing, down to the studs.”

         
         “Do you want to move tables?” Evan whispers. “No big deal.”

         
         “No, it’s fine. I’m fine.” Annie jiggles her knee.

         
         “I told Domenic about that crack over the front door,” Faux-fur says.

         
         “You know how close we are to the cliff!” says Dangly-earring. “God knows. The structural engineer said the frame isn’t even
            tied to the foundation.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t meet code.”

         
         “Just floating there!”

         
         “The house could fall. It’s just a matter of time.”

         
         Evan tries to get Annie’s attention. “Johann is coming over tomorrow to fix our sink.”

         
         “Can you tell him the shower’s dripping?” Annie says. “And the toilet is still running. He said he’d come last week.”

         
         “He’ll come. I’m keeping the faith.” From across the table, he takes her hands into his.

         
         “We’re living at Domenic’s parents for now,” Dangly-earring says. “My mother-in-law is batshit crazy. So fucking neurotic.
            But we’re getting new heated floors out of the deal.”
         

         
         “How was work?” Evan tries again. Annie will usually talk about work.

         
         “I fucking love heated floors,” Faux-fur says.

         
         “Drinks?” The server pours water for both women. The ice clinks against the glass.

         
         “Do you have those grapefruit margaritas?” Dangly asks. “The ones from the summer. I’m addicted.”

         
         “Coming right up.”

         
         Faux-fur says: “I’ll have a gin and tonic.” She pets her vest like an animal.

         
         Annie puts both hands over her ears and closes her eyes. “Yeah. Let’s move to the other side of the restaurant, maybe?” A
            strand of hair falls over her face.
         

         
         “We can go home.”

         
         She opens her eyes. “It’ll be quieter on the other side.”

         
         He tucks the strand behind her ear. “How about we get this to go?”

         
         

         At home, they eat the mussels and salads from compostable take-out containers at the kitchen counter.

         
         Evan loads his fork with arugula and a ribbon of fennel bulb while Annie stares blankly at the refrigerator, an uneaten mussel
            on her fork, the empty shell in her other hand.
         

         
         He points with his fork toward the mussel. “You gonna eat that?”

         
         She blinks and turns to him. “Apparently not.”

         
         “What are you thinking about?”

         
         She does not tell him. “I don’t mean to be so scattered.”

         
         Evan can’t help but come out with it: “Was it the wrong thing to take you up north again?”

         
         “No.” She drops her fork into the container and closes the lid. “Of course not.”

         
         Evan’s not convinced. “Do you want to talk about it?”

         
         “It’s just . . .” She slouches against the backrest of her stool. “We both go to work and come home and do it all again and
            again and again, you know?”
         

         
         “I agree. We should work less.”

         
         She pauses. “We decided on this. We did it on purpose.”

         
         “But?”

         
         She leans forward again, puts her elbows on the counter and rubs her face. He waits. It takes her a few beats before she speaks
            again: “Being up there . . . it messed with my hearing or something.”
         

         
         “Like the barometric pressure?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Helicopters can do that,” he ventures.

         
         She shakes her head. He’s clearly not getting it. “It made me remember so many things.”

         
         “Well . . . Port Alice feels like Hale’s.”

         
         She massages her forehead. “I’m thinking about everything again.”

         
         He debates asking her to clarify what everything is. Whether it means all the people she’s lost: Aiden and Mara and Ruth. Or something else?
         

         
         “I want to forget it,” she says, “and just be us.”

         
         “It would be impossible to forget everything.”

         
         “It would be so much easier to never think about it all again.”

         
         He’s still not sure what it means, but her grey-blue eyes are searching his face. He would prefer to never think about it again either—the secrets he’s keeping. A line from a Robert Frost poem floats to mind, one he always misquotes, but it’s
            something like: the only way out is through. He has to tell her the truth, doesn’t he? Get everything out on the table, all the things they cannot forget. If he told
            her, she might leave him. Would she be better or worse off without him? It might destroy her . . . then what’s the point of
            telling her?
         

         
         Annie’s still looking at him. “I just want to forget everything for tonight,” she says.

         
         He has to offer her something. “How about you shower. And I’ll make us a fort? Like we used to.”

         
         She smiles, the first legitimate smile he’s seen from her today.

         
         

         While Annie showers, Evan pulls the couch cushions onto the floor and covers them with a fleece blanket. He lines up kitchen
            stools for a makeshift wall, then stretches a sheet from the couch to the stools, weighing it down with heavy books. With
            walls and a roof in place, he adds pillows and their duvet to create a cozy nest inside.
         

         
         She’s turned off the shower.

         
         He grabs an extra comforter from the hallway closet while Annie towels herself off en route to the bedroom. Since moving to
            Vancouver, she’s always cold—especially her feet and her hands—so much so that he bought her a heated blanket that he often
            plugs in before they go to sleep.
         

         
         He doesn’t want to deal with the extension cord, so he takes the extra comforter and puts it over the cushions on the floor,
            then lays the bed duvet over top of everything. They’ll be sandwiched this way.
         

         
         She arrives, on hands and knees, crawling through the entrance of the fort, wearing only his last remaining Hale Timber T-shirt. She loves to wear his clothes and does so often; says it makes her feel like they’re together even when they’re apart. He lifts the blankets for her and she dives under. 

         
         She whispers. “Take off your clothes, please.”

         
         He slips off his jeans, hoodie, and undershirt, and is down to his boxers in seconds.

         
         Back when they made forts on Amphitrite, they were too young to know they’d need to get very good at building hiding places. An escape for her, mostly; places where
            time moves differently and all the sounds are dampened.
         

         
         They used to read Choose Your Own Adventure books in those forts. Once they moved here, Evan made up the adventure stories himself. Once upon a time, a boy built an
            elaborate sandcastle with moats and turrets for a girl who called herself the Octopus Queen. Once upon a time, that girl taught
            the boy he could climb to the top of the highest trees and speak with the forest gods. He told her make-believe stories while
            he kissed her earlobes and wrapped his arms around her, while she slid her feet between his and kissed him slowly.
         

         
         “Noses,” she says. Which means: Lie on the cushions facing each other, close enough for their noses to touch. To breathe each
            other’s air.
         

         
         He pulls the blankets up to their chins to cocoon them. She runs her hands up his ribs, to his cheeks, and she kisses him,
            her lips so soft, and he wants to devour her—except that, in here, she gets to decide how it goes. That’s the unspoken rule.
            He tells the stories, and she decides the rest.
         

         
         Sometimes they make a fort and she wants to eat popcorn with sprinkles, wants to recount the conversation she overheard in the elevator: about six-metre-long manta rays that collect in herds—like bubbly manta cocktail parties—in the middle of the ocean. Or she wants to listen to his stream of consciousness, and he ends up talking about his mom and what it might be like if she was still alive and the scent of her rosemary shampoo or the way she made him brush his teeth even at lunchtime. Annie listens intently to him, as if she’s trying to hear something else underneath the words. 

         
         She does not want to talk tonight.

         
         Her mouth is on his already, her leg up over his hip. She runs her fingertips over his abdomen, pushing down the waistband
            of his boxers. Tonight is for bodies talking, and before he can remove her T-shirt, she has rolled over, pressing her backside
            into him, already insisting.
         

         
         She melts against him as he enters her gently. With a low moan, she reaches behind and pulls him deeper inside.

         
         The sound of their synchronized breathing, as he rocks into her again and again, a cascade of pleasure building from his hips
            and surging through his body.
         

         
         This is usually the moment he begins to hear her.

         
         But it’s not a sound that he hears with his ears. It seems to come up from within her, an underneath tone. It’s so quiet and
            rhythmic—watery even—he must be imagining it. Is it the sound of his own blood rushing?
         

         
         When they are still and her breath has calmed, he retucks them under the blankets and she finally sleeps. He whispers: “I
            love you no matter what.”
         

         
         He hopes she’ll take him with her, into the water sound, into her dreams.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 38

         
         Five days later, Annie sits on an examining table in the ambulatory-care wing of the hospital.

         
         The frigid air finds the skin between the ties of her hospital gown. Her bare legs are covered in goosebumps. She tries to
            rub them away.
         

         
         Evan would have wanted to come. He would have sat patiently in the waiting room for as long as it took. Afterward, he would
            have pressed for details and plans, with those attentive eyes.
         

         
         During med school, right after Ruth died and Annie entered that year-long-barely-eating-barely-showering-zombie-robot-phase,
            she tried all the antidepressant medications. First, the Cipralex that didn’t numb much at all, except it made her face feel
            like it was incapable of moving. She was nauseated all day, even when she broke the 10 mg tablet in half.
         

         
         “Try a different kind, maybe?” Evan had said, in the bathroom, while Annie bit off a quarter of a tablet with her front teeth
            and wondered if a medication could fix the fact that she’d lost everything. If a medication could make her a new life.
         

         
         Next was the Zoloft; she couldn’t stay awake, even when she took it at night. The fatigue was incapacitating, the fatigue spilled out everywhere and it was impossible to study and her always-anxious-feeling rode underneath it, still surfacing. Her anxiety became a swampy mix of tired-anxious heart palpitations and wanting to prop her eyelids open at 8:00 p.m. Effexor and its electric brain zaps every time she tried to lower the dose or stop it. Pristiq was the same, and Abilify gave her godawful headaches that made her wonder about subarachnoid hemorrhages and if her brain was really truly being squeezed into the bones of her skull. 

         
         Trintellix made her feel like she was behind a plate of Plexiglas.

         
         “Maybe it’s undiagnosed ADHD,” Dr. Tessa said, as Annie tried to explain that everything was both faraway, unreachable, but
            also too close, too loud, and at times exquisitely beautiful, all at once. She told Tessa she wanted to get better, and about
            the violin trio at the Vancouver Public Library.
         

         
         Tessa gave her a six-page ADHD checklist to complete.

         
         “The Plexiglas feeling is better than nothing,” Annie concluded.

         
         Whatever was wrong with her back then, meds couldn’t fix it. It needed time and baby steps. She tapered down to half-of-a-half
            of a standard dose of Trintellix through med school, as it let her work night shifts in the ER without being a puddle. And
            things had become so much easier. In her last year of residency, she was taking a microscopic dose of Trintellix—Tessa said it was
            doing nothing—and many days she forgot to take it at all.
         

         
         Annie has logistical things figured out, like weekly grocery lists, batch cooking. Tax filings and how to get an oil change.
            She’s discovered other small satisfactions: the heaviness of a down comforter on her feet, the bittersweet taste of espresso,
            the hummingbird feeder on their balcony. The birds visit most mornings, with their iridescent throats and the way they sometimes
            hover beside Annie’s ears and tickle the insides of them, a Walker-ish vibration that starts in her scalp and cascades itself
            down her neck and arms, rushing off her fingertips.
         

         
         And they have each other. He knows everything about her and vice versa. Annie and Evan have built something new, a life that
            resembles the lives of people around them here in the city. The way lives are supposed to look.
         

         
         Ruth would have approved.

         
         “Maybe we should have a baby,” Evan had said casually, two months ago. He was lounged out on the couch, watching a reality
            TV show about a middle-aged guy who lived on the edge of Vancouver Island, off-grid with his dog, and built cabins for people
            in the middle of nowhere. Even though she hates TV, Annie couldn’t help sitting next to him to watch.
         

         
         “We could get a sailboat,” Annie replied, shocking herself. A sailboat? It came from nowhere; she had not allowed herself
            to think about sailing for years.
         

         
         Evan paused the show. “Or that.”

         
         She went off all the meds.

         
         Not because she had to. Even if she were pregnant, they were likely safe to take. But she didn’t want to get pregnant yet
            and it wasn’t the idea of having a baby that made her want to stop taking them. It was the views of the Pacific Ocean on the
            screen, the sunburn on the man’s cheeks. It was the waves hugging the shore and the trees too large to wrap your arms around,
            the sand covering his dog’s paws.
         

         
         It was that TV show.

         
         Annie doesn’t need Evan in the waiting room today, worrying about her, the way he does, especially if nothing is fixable.
            Especially since she can’t reveal the thing about Walker’s sound, which would possibly verify what Isaac has been warning
            Evan about all along. She didn’t mention to Evan that she had booked in with Tessa. She left him at home repairing their leaky
            faucet.
         

         
         “I’m shift one today. I’ll be home around four.” She said it quickly as she zipped up her fleece.

         
         “I’ll do dinner.” He kissed her gently in the doorway, his palm lingering on her cheek. “Try to claw your way out of there
            on time.”
         

         
         Annie is not working shift one.

         
         Tessa whirls into the room, carrying a take-out coffee in one hand, a pile of folders in the other. She’s tall with a long neck and reminds Annie of a graceful giraffe. Her sleek brown hair is tucked behind her ears. “God. Sorry, Annie. I’m so behind.” 

         
         “No, thank you for squeezing me in.”

         
         Tessa sits down on a swivel desk chair and clicks rapidly on the mouse in front of the computer. “This thing never starts
            up fast enough . . . There we go.” The hard drive comes to life. A sign-in box flashes onscreen.
         

         
         Annie shifts on the table.

         
         “So, you’re tired,” Tessa says, typing. “When did it start?”

         
         It’s been months. When was the last time she felt vital? She can’t really remember. She’s been zoned out and repeating the
            days this week, lugging herself around like a sandbag. Maybe she is pale, too, like Evan said? It isn’t only this Walker preoccupation.
            Something else is off.
         

         
         “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Annie says.

         
         “Any other symptoms?”

         
         A laundry list. She cannot sleep, again. In loud places, her ears ring with that splitting not-really-tinnitus but whatever
            it is her ears do. She’s isolating in her apartment and doesn’t leave except for work. And also, she might be certifiably
            insane—listening for a sound no one else can hear, made by a man who is most likely dead.
         

         
         Annie says: “No.”

         
         “Well. Let’s take a look.” Tessa stands. She’s wearing an army-green tunic and scuffed brown leather boots. Her knee-high
            socks are patterned in mathematical equations. She wraps the blood pressure cuff around Annie’s arm. “Are you light-headed?”
            she asks.
         

         
         “Sometimes, lately.”

         
         Tessa removes the cuff and places her stethoscope against Annie’s chest and listens. “Take some deep breaths.”

         
         The air is parched. The insides of Annie’s nostrils sting.

         
         Tessa cocks her head, moving the stethoscope around the circumference of Annie’s ribcage. “Lie back. I’m going to throw the ECG on.” 

         
         The paper rips underneath her as Annie shuffles down the table onto her back. The vinyl is tacky against her skin. To avoid
            her feet hanging off the end, she bends her knees and tucks the gown around her thighs.
         

         
         Tessa wheels in the ECG machine and attaches stickers and leads to Annie’s skin. A series of waves and spikes fills the green-and-white
            screen, until it stops and prints off a page of tracings. Tessa studies it. Her mascara is smudged under her left eye.
         

         
         “You can get dressed,” she says.

         
         Tessa pulls a curtain around the examining table, then washes her hands at the corner sink. The room fills with the mild scent
            of soap. Annie peels the stickers off her skin and leaves them in a pile, the adhesive now on her fingertips. She fastens
            her bra and pulls her sweater over her head. Her leggings get stuck on her toes. She inches them up while Tessa types.
         

         
         “I got your bloodwork results,” she says.

         
         Annie tries to pull the curtain aside, but it catches on the metal rail. “Are they normal?”

         
         Tessa stares at a table of numbers. “You’re anemic and iron-deficient. I can’t believe you’re still walking, let alone working
            your crazy shift schedule.”
         

         
         “My schedule’s not that crazy.” Annie yanks on the curtain until it gives.

         
         Tessa pauses. “And you’re bradycardic.”

         
         Annie blinks and she’s back in the warehouse, in the berth of Polaris. I can hear your heartbeat, Walker says.
         

         
         “My heart rate’s always been lower than average.”

         
         “It’s in the thirties, though.”

         
         Annie sits back down. It’s never been that low, has it? And why is her iron low? “None of this has been an issue before.”

         
         Tessa types into a pop-up box. “I think we should set you up with an iron infusion, to start. Get a Holter monitor done. I want you looked at by cardiology.” 

         
         “What about oral iron? I could start tablets.”

         
         “I can book you this afternoon for an IV. Faster.”

         
         Annie hesitates, a shiver rolling up her skin. Outside, a garbage truck backs up. Footsteps and voices fade in and out from
            the hallway.
         

         
         Tessa’s eyebrows arch as her cursor hovers over a booking slot. “It’s not a trick question.”

         
         “But why is it low?”

         
         “Are you eating?”

         
         She goes whole shifts without eating. She can’t stomach the hospital cafeteria, all sugar and cellophane, wilted celery and
            small plastic pots of hummus, soggy egg-salad sandwiches. She never buys any of it. Is that why she’s not eating? A flicker
            in her brain, but it flits away. “I eat okay.”
         

         
         “I get it. You don’t have time to pee in there, let alone eat,” Tessa says. She has clicked out of Annie’s chart and into
            her message inbox, scrolling through hundreds of red lines: alerts, reminders, due dates. Her breath is shallow. Her eyes
            skim across the screen.
         

         
         “I could eat better, maybe.”

         
         “Well.” Tessa clicks back into Annie’s results. “Maybe it’s your periods. Are they heavy?” She takes a sip of her coffee.
            The lid is imprinted: compostable. Drips have escaped, staining the sides of the paper cup.
         

         
         “Not really,” Annie says.

         
         A faded birth control poster detailing probabilities based on contraception methods is pinned to the far wall with brown thumbtacks.
            A hundred stick figure women line up, all coloured in grey, except one is pink.
         

         
         “Let’s book the infusion anyway,” Tessa says.

         
         Annie can’t stop the forward momentum. And why would she? This is normal, this is reasonable. This is how low iron is treated. Maybe she’ll feel better. 

         
         “Three p.m. today.” Tessa tosses her unfinished coffee in the garbage.

         
         The room feels crowded and small. Annie feels small. She sticks her hands under her thighs.

         
         

         By 3:48 p.m., a catheter flows into the hollow of Annie’s elbow.

         
         She tries to get comfortable on the plastic chair in the hematology unit. It smells curiously of turpentine. The walls are
            whitewashed.
         

         
         A janitor walks past with a bucket of water the colour of mud. A yellow sharps container is screwed to the wall beside her;
            the biohazard warning across the front is peeling off.
         

         
         The nurse writes on a clipboard. “You good?” she asks, as Annie’s heartbeat creeps across the monitor. “Your heart rate’s
            low.”
         

         
         Annie nods. “I’m fine. That’s normal for me.”

         
         It is not normal.

         
         “Alright, Dr. MacLeod,” the nurse says. “We’ll keep a close eye on you.”

         
         Annie watches the drip, hoping it helps. Hoping she’ll feel more human again, and Evan can stop worrying, and they’ll be fine.
            If she focuses, she can hear the liquid iron falling from the bag into the plastic reservoir above the tubing. Each drop reverberates.
         

         
         “You’ll get some energy back soon enough,” the nurse says and slides the clipboard into a slot on the wall.

         
         Her footsteps disappear down the hallway.

         
         Annie looks out the window at high-rises, electricity lines, low-hanging clouds. In the distance, through an opening between
            buildings, she can see the ocean.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 39

         
         That same afternoon, Evan is alone in the apartment, a greasy rag over his shoulder and a wrench in his hand.

         
         Johann didn’t show up. Again. But Evan’s managed to repair the leaky kitchen faucet himself while Annie’s at work. Just as
            he finishes, there’s a brisk knock on the door. Outside, a gentleman waits in shined black shoes and a three-piece suit. He
            seems out of place with the dinged drywall and water-stained carpeting.
         

         
         “Mr. Hale?” The visitor has a leather folio under his arm and golden cufflinks. “I’m Leonard Gibbons.”

         
         Evan checks his palm for grease, then shakes his hand. It’s a firm shake. He smells like mint chewing gum.

         
         “I’m afraid I have bad news. May I come in?”

         
         “Of course.” Evan shepherds him inside. They sit across from each other at the kitchen table.

         
         “I’m from the legal firm representing Hale Timber,” he says.

         
         “Alright.” Evan folds his arms over his chest, bracing himself. He still hasn’t been in touch with his dad. The last time
            they spoke was when he moved in with Annie, and Isaac told him he was throwing his life away. Evan politely thanked him for
            the advice and changed his cell phone number the following day.
         

         
         “I won’t beat around the bush,” Gibbons says. “I’m sorry to let you know that Isaac Hale passed away suddenly about nine days
            ago.”
         

         
         The air seems to disappear.

         
         “They suspect a heart attack. By the time EMS arrived, it was too late to do anything.”

         
         “Oh.” Evan looks for something to say. Something to ask. His windpipe is busy collapsing.

         
         “I’m very sorry for your loss.” Gibbons pauses for only a second before he drills ahead. “You’re the sole beneficiary of Hale
            Timber, Mr. Hale. I’ll need you to come into the office to square everything away. There are licence transfer forms. Deeds
            for the land you own outright.”
         

         
         Evan finds himself nodding. “Right.”

         
         He has tried to think of Hale Timber as little as possible. He had never come to terms with his dad, or those decimated trees.
            Or how his mother would have felt about them.
         

         
         And Isaac had never even apologized for sending them out in that storm.

         
         “It’s a bit of a rigamarole, I’m sure you understand,” Gibbons says. “And I know this must be coming as a horrible shock.
            But there are a lot of people in Hale’s affected by this.”
         

         
         “Nearly everyone must be,” Evan says. He wraps his hands around the edge of his chair and squeezes as hard as he can. “I’m
            sure it’s everyone.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry to put all these logistics on your plate.” Gibbons straightens his tie. “But you should be aware the will stipulates
            Hale Timber must be run by you alone. Otherwise, it will be liquidated by our firm.”
         

         
         Gibbons’s words are far away. Suddenly, it’s the dead of night and Evan is inhaling seawater under the waves, gasping, his
            heart jackhammering.
         

         
         “Are you alright, Mr. Hale?”

         
         Evan wipes sweat from his forehead. “Yes. Fine.”

         
         The flashbacks have faded over the years, but they’re never completely gone. When he relives that night, he tells himself: Without that storm, he wouldn’t have woken up to the fact that he had to leave. He’d still be working for Isaac, cutting down grandmother trees, transporting logs, taking money for it. Annie might not be his, might not be safe. These are the things he repeats over and over. 

         
         “It took me over a week to locate you,” Gibbons says.

         
         “We hadn’t been in touch . . . my dad and I.” He clears his throat.

         
         “I’m sorry. You can call to set up a convenient time to take care of things. I would have called you, but the company didn’t
            have a number. Do you have one I can jot down?”
         

         
         As Evan recites his phone number, Gibbons writes it on the yellow legal pad inside his leather folio. “There are a few people
            at your company trying to get a hold of you.”
         

         
         The words your company bottom out in Evan’s brain.
         

         
         Gibbons shakes his hand again. With a brief nod, he’s out the door.

         
         Evan spends the next hour at the kitchen table with his head in his hands.

         
         

         Annie arrives home at 5:04 p.m., just after a food delivery person has deposited a stapled paper bag in Evan’s arms.

         
         “Right on time,” he says. He makes his voice sound as normal as possible. “How’d you manage that?”

         
         Annie shrugs off her jacket. “It wasn’t too busy.”

         
         Evan raises his eyebrows.

         
         She kicks off her shoes. “The stars aligned.”

         
         “No scrubs?”

         
         “I showered at work.”

         
         He tears open the bag. He should tell her right now—tell her everything about his dad and Gibbons and even Walker—but the
            words ball up in his throat.
         

         
         “Did you succeed?” She picks up the wrench on the countertop.

         
         He had succeeded at pulling himself together this afternoon eventually, re-collecting the scattered pieces. He put on a clean T-shirt and scrubbed the grease off his hands. He remembered to breathe. He hasn’t cried. 

         
         He opens the cabinet under the sink. “No more bucket.”

         
         “One less water problem.” She puts down the wrench and weaves her hands around his torso, under his T-shirt.

         
         Annie knows he has nightmares; she’s held him against her when he wakes with the burning pain in his ribs, the sensation of
            nearly drowning. It feels so real every time: Walker hauling him back to the surface—it replays in every version. He wakes
            up in a cold sweat at the same point in the story, when Walker didn’t come back up. The flash of his white shirt under the
            surface. His face-down body.
         

         
         He never tells Annie what happens in the dream.

         
         “Shiro’s?” She turns to peek into the bag.

         
         He ordered all her favourites: agedashi tofu, tuna tataki in a ginger vinaigrette, an avocado roll. Salmon sashimi. A bunch
            of plastic trays and cardboard boxes, packages of soy sauce, wooden chopsticks in paper sleeves.
         

         
         “Have some tuna,” he says. “Protein.”

         
         He does not say: My dad died. Hale Timber is mine. Walker should be alive and not me. Why can’t he say it?

         
         “Remember all the albacore we used to catch near Tofino?” Annie asks.

         
         “Of course.” It’s not so much the fishing he remembers but watching her for hours: the way her face scrunched while she was
            pulling in the lines. The strength in her biceps. How her cheeks got so red, but she hardly broke a sweat. “I was no help.”
         

         
         “Not true.”

         
         “You caught them all,” he says. “You were a magnet for them. The albacore whisperer.”

         
         She smiles.

         
         He wonders if there’s another solution to all of this. Maybe going back to Hale’s could make it right for Annie, too. She wouldn’t want him logging—she wouldn’t allow it. But Evan’s mind turns to some alternate reality where she’s sitting in the cockpit of her own sailboat moored on their dock. Endless ocean the way she used to have. He pushes it further. Maybe they could finally start a family in Hale’s? Their kids would run barefoot, through tide pools, and swim in the sparkling water. 

         
         Annie takes off her hoodie.

         
         “What’s this?” Evan touches a taped cotton ball on the inside of her elbow.

         
         “Oh. I forgot to take it off.” She peels it back, revealing a burgeoning bruise. “The med students were practising, is all.
            Don’t worry.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 40

         
         On the weekend, Evan departs for another coast guard rescue.

         
         “I’ll only be gone for two days.” He swipes his phone and puts it in his back pocket. “Promise.”

         
         She’s still wearing her pyjamas. When he pulls her against him, the cotton feels flimsy against his stiff uniform. He kisses
            her deeply in the doorway—more hungrily than she was expecting. There’s a pause in it afterward and the lull of something
            left unsaid. But Annie leaves it alone, for now. He slings his bag over his shoulder and leaves.
         

         
         The next day, she stays late at work, installed at the computer in the back hall. As she types, the AI tool keeps suggesting
            alternate versions of her sentences, versions she doesn’t want. She can’t figure out how to turn it off, and has to keep backspacing.
            Her lab inbox and diagnostic imaging reports accumulate as quickly as she can clear them. She checks her work email for the
            tenth time and finds what she found earlier. Nothing important at all.
         

         
         Walker’s sound arrives again in the same way as before: intermittently. There-and-gone. Confusing.

         
         She must get out of the hospital—she’s reached the crazy-making point. At the same time, she’s struck by a new idea. As she finishes
            up her notes, the idea expands in her mind.
         

         
         Outside, daylight fades into the winter darkness. The sky is streaked with airplane contrails. As she bikes home through evening traffic, she decides on it. 

         
         She hasn’t done it in years.

         
         But it feels like it’s time. It feels like yes.

         
         She stops off at the apartment, changes clothes, and stuffs a sleeping bag into a backpack. Then she’s back on her bike for
            another half an hour coasting downhill toward the ocean.
         

         
         Close to shore, she inhales deeply: the smell of seawater. She climbs over slippery driftwood on an empty beach. Stars pop
            in the sky. She unrolls the sleeping bag, takes off her boots, and sinks into it. The sand holds her there, soft and familiar,
            almost like it doesn’t mind that she’s been away. As if no time has passed.
         

         
         She lies still and listens.

         
         Walker’s sound is definitely stronger by the water. She thought it might be. It unfurls in her body like a warm liquid, displacing
            everything cold and dark. Her eyelids feel so heavy she cannot stay awake. A swollen moon rises overhead.
         

         
         A crystalline dream delivers itself. Annie stands alone on Ruth’s porch underneath colourful buoys that still hang from the
            rafters. She smells rain. The skies are dark at the horizon and clouds pile up on one another. The sea is restless, the colour
            of wolves.
         

         
         When the rain starts, it spills in waterslides off the roof. She steps into the torrential downpour. It drips from her hair,
            off her nose, around her neck. So much water.
         

         
         She blinks. Walker is there, right in front of her, so close she can touch him.

         
         His T-shirt and jeans are completely soaked. His skin appears thin and gossamer-like, as if she might see through it if she
            looks close enough.
         

         
         His light grey eyes still sparkle like fireflies. She smells the sea on him. He is sweaty and breathing hard. A film of moisture
            covers his face.
         

         
         He takes her hand. His touch is slimy and damp and holds an electric voltage that tunnels into her arm.

         
         “Meet me on the water,” he says.

         
         

         Annie is devastated to wake.

         
         What time is it? Time seems like a faraway concept.

         
         Everything might be fine if she lies here for eternity, in this place where Walker feels so alive.
         

         
         But she can’t feel her fingers and toes anymore, and the tip of her nose is icy. She burrows her hands in her pockets. She’s
            hungry. When was the last time she had something to eat? She rides home while the moon splinters light through the trees,
            between the low-rises, reflecting off the wet concrete. A woman in Roots sweatpants and Blundstones smokes beside the door
            of the convenience store under their apartment. She is wearing multiple strands of mala bracelets and a single AirPod in her
            left ear. “This is the last time I fucking tell you!” she yells at the phone in her hand. “Can you hear my voice?”
         

         
         Annie eats leftover lasagna from the fridge. Bowed over the counter, her back aches. She grips her fork without realizing,
            then puts it down. A hockey game broadcasts in her neighbour’s apartment: “Those men worked hard on the ice, am I right? That’s
            a lot of training paying off right there. That’s hustle!” A door claps shut down the hallway. A threadbare-nothingness feeling
            creeps in. She loads her plate into the dishwasher and flips off all the lights.
         

         
         She empties sand out of her pockets.

         
         When her head hits the pillow, she expects a night of staring at the ceiling, imagining life trajectories with Walker versus
            Evan. But unexpectedly, she’s asleep right away, dreamless until morning. It’s already bright outside when she wakes.
         

         
         In the kitchen, she makes coffee and loads a sticky soap pellet in the dishwasher she forgot to run. Her feet are still cold.
            The percolator hisses on the stove.
         

         
         A key clicks in the lock and the front door opens.

         
         She wasn’t expecting Evan so early. But the clock says 1:05 p.m.; she realizes that she slept half the day.

         
         “Work late?” Evan asks from the doorway. A rush of cool air against her bare legs. He stomps water off his boots, zips off
            his jacket, crosses the room toward her.
         

         
         “I just woke up.”

         
         “Come here.” He pulls her close, picks up her hair and kisses her neck. He murmurs in her ear: “You smell salty.”

         
         “I missed you,” she says. It is true. He smells like cedar, resiny. Like the woods. His cheeks are burnt from the wind. Annie
            puts her hands there and he smiles in that way he does, the dimple in his left cheek.
         

         
         He kisses her.

         
         He needs her right now. She feels it. Maybe she needs him, too? Maybe sex will put her back into the normal pattern of her
            life. Wasn’t she fine before the past dragged itself up?
         

         
         Evan unbuttons her shirt, lifts his own over his head, and pulls off his pants. His hands cup her face, lips are on hers again,
            at first soft, then urgent. He slides her underwear down and off. The place she loves between his collarbone and neck is warm
            and smooth.
         

         
         But then the faintest sound of Walker filters into her belly, her pelvis.

         
         For a moment, she’s not in her body. She’s in the far-off deepest places that humans haven’t reached. Those underwater mountains
            and valleys. She is only that sound; its inescapable message she can’t seem to decipher.
         

         
         Evan lifts her up on the counter. Behind her closed eyelids, she sees Walker’s grey eyes, feels the heat of his mouth.

         
         But Evan wraps her legs around his waist and anchors her back here. Her breasts press against him, her face in his neck. She holds Evan harder with the muscles of her thighs so she can stay here with him. Tears run down her cheeks, onto her neck. She bites down on her own forearm. 

         
         She touches herself between her legs, so she can come, too. For the shared release of it.

         
         When it’s over for them both, in the quiet, the dishwasher beeps.

         
         Annie wipes her cheeks before Evan can see. He steps back, and she slides off the counter, feet meeting the floor. Buttoning
            her shirt in his arms, she lets him draw her close and presses her face to the hot skin of his chest.
         

         
         He straightens and kisses her gently. “Come in the shower.”

         
         “You taste like outside.” She runs her tongue along her bottom lip.

         
         Evan smiles before walking naked toward the bathroom. The sound of the shower. The percolator sputters its last drops.

         
         Annie doesn’t go into the shower. She makes her breakfast, cold orange slices and yogourt, and tries to focus on the coldness
            in her mouth instead of the two things pulling her apart.
         

         
         The water is still running as she goes to the bedroom. She throws on clean underwear and scrubs and ties back her hair into
            its usual braid.
         

         
         “I have to get to work. I’ll see you tonight,” she says into the bathroom.

         
         Evan is still in the shower, brushing his teeth with an electric toothbrush.

         
         She doesn’t wait for his response. She rides to the hospital and hides out in the back of the emergency department, hunched
            over her charting. Only half paying attention to what she types, she lets the scribe do it, lets the algorithm decide, lets
            the laptop hum and the machines beep and the floors squeak and the nurses ask questions and the phone on her hip buzz and
            the overhead speaker announcements startle her again and again and again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 41

         
         Evan hears the front door click behind her as she leaves.

         
         He grabs a towel off the rack and ties it around his waist. In the bedroom, the comforter is thrown open on Annie’s side of
            the bed, which is otherwise untouched. She must have actually slept while he was away. But the heating blanket isn’t plugged
            in as it always is. It’s still folded neatly on the dresser.
         

         
         She left so quickly. Evan needs her badly right now, he needs her to bring him back to himself. But at the same time, they
            haven’t talked in days, and he’s been lying to her, or at least omitting the truth. His chest is heavy with it.
         

         
         Evan wasn’t up north for another rescue.

         
         He paid Ed Hollingsworth a visit at the logging camp. Ed offered him a float plane, but Evan declined and took the ferry up.
            He wanted to make the journey on his own terms, wanted the long hours on the open water to clear his head.
         

         
         It ended up doing the opposite.

         
         Time has not eased things as much as he hoped. Evan could not travel the channel without an internal deluge. Every time he
            blinked, he relived an undiluted version of what happened: inhaling briny water, dead trees bashing into each other and swirling
            in their wake. The ever-recurring image of Walker’s face-down body, mayday calls, pumping until his arms screamed.
         

         
         The accordion of time folded out and back. Opening his eyes, he clutched the ferry railing, its peeling white paint and rust. His palms were clammy. He felt like passing out. 

         
         There was no way he could say yes to all this again.

         
         He wouldn’t sign Gibbons’s papers. They’d have to figure out Hale Timber without him. Evan was ready to wash his hands of
            it all forever.
         

         
         The ferry finally arrived in Hale’s at 1:30 a.m. Disembarking, he walked up Main Street toward the logging road. He was glad
            to arrive at night, to avoid seeing anyone or anything up close. He had to stay single-minded.
         

         
         Some things, however, he was forced to see again. Fishing boats moored slip-by-slip next to Rosie’s fish shop, which had been
            resurrected. Likewise, the Lucky convenience store, where he used to buy freezies that stuck to his fingers. The barbershop
            next door advertised zero fades. Houses and offices—more numerous than he remembered.
         

         
         He was surprised by how much had been rebuilt.

         
         As Ed promised, a truck was idling at the edge of town. Evan opened the passenger door and met Jamie Kavanagh, a Hale Timber
            truck driver. He smelled of Listerine mouthwash. Evan closed the door behind him and Jamie did a three-point turn. They started
            up the mountain over the rutted dirt.
         

         
         “It’s a bumpy ride. Sorry, Mr. Hale,” Jamie said.

         
         Evan fiddled with the knobs on the dash and fired up the heater. “Call me Evan, please.”

         
         They drove straight for hours, further into the forest than Evan had ever been. The camp was now deeper in the interior. Probably
            chasing older growth, bigger trees, more money. Evan lowered the window and smelled forest. He closed his eyes for a minute,
            but a pothole jostled him awake. They arrived at camp with the morning sun.
         

         
         Ed looked similar but was now completely bald. He’d never been one for small talk. He was wearing a Hale Timber vest over a checkered shirt, the sleeves rolled tightly over his crossed forearms. They headed to the canteen and made coffees in white ceramic mugs. There had to be two dozen people in there. Who were these men? Where were their families? Were they all from Hale’s? 

         
         “Is that you, Ev?” A familiar voice from the kitchen.

         
         He turned to see the head line cook, Tracey Ramos. She was in her late thirties when Evan last saw her nearly seven years
            ago; new lines had appeared around her smiling eyes. An earring stud of a carved mountain range still stretched her right
            earlobe. An intricate barn owl tattoo climbed up the left side of her neck.
         

         
         “Trace. It’s good to see you,” he said, embracing her.

         
         “The prodigal son returns!” It was Michael Enslow behind him, one of Hale’s oldest loggers. When Evan was young, Michael’s
            hair was blond and shaggy, but now it was white and grey. His posture had stooped. “I’m so sorry about your dad, bud. We’ve
            missed you up here.” He squeezed Evan’s shoulder with his large hand.
         

         
         “Payroll’s been delayed,” Ed said, as he pulled Evan away toward the office trailer and held the door open. “Everyone’s grinding
            my gears.”
         

         
         “You didn’t call me.”

         
         “How was I supposed to do that? No number until Gibbons dredged you up.”

         
         “You could have called the lower mainland coast guard. You knew I was there.”

         
         “Well . . . We’re here now. Buckle up, Evan.”

         
         “I only found out about this three days ago, Ed.”

         
         “We’ll get it squared today,” Leonard Gibbons said from inside the office.

         
         Gibbons had flown up for the occasion. His black suit was nearly identical to the one he wore on the day they first met. He
            pushed a tall stack of papers across the table. They had sign here notes sticking out the side.
         

         
         Evan was almost ready to tell them: He was out.

         
         “Let me take you through the fine print.” Gibbons held out an uncapped pen.

         
         On the wall behind him hung a picture of Isaac and his timber crew at a summer barbecue. At least a dozen families. White
            curlicues of smoke drifted up from the grill behind them. Tracey in her stained cooking apron, and Michael with his arm slung
            around Isaac. At the bottom of the photo was Evan, a wide grin on his face. He couldn’t have been more than five years old.
            His mother was kneeling beside him, holding his hand. Everyone looked toward the camera except Celeste, whose eyes were turned
            upward. Evan wishes he could know what she saw.
         

         
         Evan did not take the pen.

         
         He stood up and excused himself. He left the trailer, climbed down the stairs onto the hard, wet ground. He hiked straight
            into the spruce, the hemlocks, the cedars.
         

         
         Voices in the distance. The grind of chainsaws and the smell of diesel. He watched a tree go down on the mountainside with
            a familiar knot in his stomach. Trunks thicker than fuel barrels, leaving enormous root systems like underground graveyards.
         

         
         He hiked past a yarder and its pendulous cables. He walked until his thighs burned, then paced in the mud.

         
         Even in late winter, it was as green as he remembered. Emerald moss hanging, dew beading on pine needles. Heavy pine cones.

         
         As a child, Evan did believe he could talk to trees. Celeste knew this; he whispered their voices to her, what they told him,
            like ancient lore. She never looked away. She hung on every word.
         

         
         Evan put his hand on the trunk of a western red cedar that felt as big as God and pressed his ear against the trunk. He stayed
            there for a long moment, the bark pressed into his skin, as if he was waiting for instructions.
         

         
         And the forest held its own song: the geese honking overhead, the rush of a nearby river, sap trickling, the sway of feathery branches. The three-syllable vibrato of an olive-breasted flycatcher above: I-see-you, I-see-you, I-see-you.

         
         When Celeste died, Evan asked Isaac to spare certain trees, the big ones, the ones he could wrap his arms around and feel
            the pulsing of a deeper place. Evan thought she would have wanted that. Isaac laughed. “Those sailboat hippies are wearing
            off on you,” he’d said. He felt the murky shame of it, even now.
         

         
         But he still loved these trees.

         
         The sky was clearing, the sun pale yellow. The low background din of machines, the occasional pop-pop of engines. The smell of fresh sawdust.
         

         
         He stepped away from the tree.

         
         He’d come this far, and everyone here was depending on him. Maybe even the forest. Wasn’t it best to change something from
            the inside? Celeste always said so.
         

         
         In high school he’d chosen selective, sustainable logging for his senior year science project. He’d pored over the strategies
            at Wildwood, the renowned ecoforest on Vancouver Island, where careful stewardship had saved an old-growth forest. They were
            foresters with more trees than they started with. The details were blurry now, but could he find a way?
         

         
         And maybe give Annie what she needs at the same time?

         
         He hiked back down, through the songs of dying trees, the brigade of chainsaws, the growl of the skidder, the shouts between
            lumberjacks. These were men that his payroll would be supporting.
         

         
         He had to find a new path.

         
         Evan returned to the trailer, its corrugated metal walls and muddy carpeting, the stale smell of coffee. He didn’t look anyone
            in the eye. His armpits were sweaty. Ed’s gaze pierced through Evan’s skull.
         

         
         Evan signed. He gripped the pen so hard it left indents in his fingertip.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 42

         
         After visiting the beach that one time, Annie returns nearly every day.

         
         She goes before work, after work, around the edges of her life.

         
         The next time Annie gets her blood checked, her hemoglobin levels are up. Tessa wonders how it happened so quickly.

         
         “A single iron infusion wouldn’t help that much,” she says. “What are you doing differently?”

         
         Annie walks the shore. The sand is polka-dotted with shells—purples and whites. Seagulls scout for remains among broken crab
            shells. She steps between long lines of seaweed, collects misshapen pieces of sea glass in her pockets.
         

         
         One night, she wears a bathing suit under her clothes. Maybe it’s crazy to swim in eight degree Celsius water in the middle
            of winter, but the idea is unrelenting. She works up the courage to shed her clothes, folds them neatly, and leaves them behind
            on the driftwood.
         

         
         Her toes touch the edge of the water. It feels illogically warm. She takes another step, up to her ankles. The waves froth
            against her shins. She wades until the water is past her knees, her thighs. Then she’s up to her waist. Her fear has eased.
         

         
         Annie pushes off, free-floating.

         
         She rolls onto her back, buoyant. Her skin feels loose. Her ears are under, filled with seawater. Her eyes close and visions come in waves: ivory coral walls, rainbow fish, the twirl of an octopus exiting its den. Anemones with their jets of seawater and their soft pushing-and-pulling tendrils. A million wild stories she can’t quite touch. 

         
         If she could have slept here, she would. If she could merge into the sound, she would.

         
         It’s a long time before she emerges, dries herself, and heads home in the dark.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            High

         
         High tide is completion. At its peak, the water is clearer as the advancing tide brings in clean water from deeper offshore.
               Waves lap at the highest marks on the beach, erasing human footprints.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 43

         
         
            Forty years before

         

         Aiden MacLeod takes his fishing boat out before dawn.

         
         He is eighteen years old. This is his favourite hour, mist in the air, alone with the tide pools. He starts the engine and
            shoves off the jetty.
         

         
         It’s the end of August. Hale’s Landing lies five kilometres to his east. The storefronts and cedar-shingled houses are visible
            in the faint light from the wharf.
         

         
         This town has been Aiden’s centre of gravity since he was born, but this morning is different. Everything is set in motion.
            He packed a black suitcase last night and hauled it out from his bedroom to the front hall. It waits there to be loaded in
            the back of Ruth’s beat-up Honda.
         

         
         Today, he’ll board the ferry. Its engines will leave a foamy wake behind as it chugs out to the Pacific. He’ll watch his hometown
            fade, its potholed grid of roads, tall cedars, and swooping eagles, until he can’t see it past the rocky elbows of the channel.
         

         
         He tries to imagine the new life ahead of him: the university auditoriums filled with students, their pencils and pens scratching in notebooks. Ruth has been leaning on him. Medicine would be a good choice, she says. Practical. Ruth loves the mending of flesh, pulling fish hooks out of palms and tetanus booster shots. 

         
         He wants to make her proud.

         
         But out here, he doesn’t have to answer to anyone, except himself and the sea. The water stretches before him into what feels
            like infinity.
         

         
         He pours a cup of coffee from his thermos and perches himself at the helm. Opening his ledger to the correct page, he makes
            a quick note of the date, the weather, and his coordinates. A colony of sleeping cormorants roosts in the scrubby pines on
            his starboard side, nests of sticks and seaweed. He drives on. The running lights pool in the flat water ahead until he’s
            well down the channel. When he slows, waves fall away from the engine.
         

         
         Hale’s Landing is now only specks of light in the distance.

         
         Aiden roots around in the drawer under the helm. His Uncle Henry’s cigars, a few receipts from selling catch at Rosie’s. Pencil
            stubs with shavings, a bungee cord, dusty charts of coastal British Columbia. Then he finds his harmonica in a suede case,
            wedged at the back. He slides it out. It’s heavy and cool in his palm.
         

         
         Over the bow he plays. The notes carry across the water like dragonflies, ripples of sound like the skitter of wings. Nothing
            but him, the waves on the hull, the song in the dark.
         

         
         Is it possible, so young, to know exactly where you belong? At the same time, he has to do what’s expected of him. Doesn’t
            he? For a while, at least.
         

         
         But Aiden has always been one-degree different.

         
         He stops playing and reaches his hand down. He waits, in the dark, fingertips in the water. If he’s patient enough, he knows,
            she’ll come.
         

         
         He’s done this so many times, over so many summers. Ever since he could drive a boat on his own, he was out here at this same
            spot, waiting.
         

         
         An almost imperceptible wave builds off the stern.

         
         These secret visits have left Aiden with an unspoken belief: The sea is awake. She knows a vastness he will never touch. Centuries of life lie beneath him, around him. The sea governs with an undergirding sort of power. Even if he’s a grain of sand in the scheme of things, he feels like he’s seen. 

         
         A rustling crosses the water’s surface, until finally, a long, grey back emerges from the inky water beside Aiden’s boat.
            Then, a plume of air. He has memorized the exact shape of her breathing, like a signature.
         

         
         He’s never told a soul about this. Words would cause the power to leak out of these early morning communions.

         
         Aiden places the harmonica next to him on the bench, then rests his palm on her skin. Another puff of breath, a canopy of
            vapour. A roll, then an enormous black eye peers into the centre of him.
         

         
         Soon he’ll be in the arms of the city, far from the ocean. He wonders if she knows. A moan in the water, a click. She still
            sings. Minutes pass until the whale dives back under.
         

         
         Aiden pulls up his hand, the sheen of water, his palm empty.

         
         The sun starts to rise into a lilac sky, an egg yolk on the flat horizon. Underneath the surface of the water, something anchors
            him. But it’s fleeting. As he motors back toward Hale’s Landing and the waiting ferry, Aiden can’t quite hold on to it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 44

         
         
            Now

         

         In order to push through her next ER shift, Annie drinks too much coffee.

         
         Another week has passed. She keeps daydreaming of a life with Walker—waking up to his gentle grey eyes, drinking morning
            coffee off the bow of their fictional sailboat-home. That time they had sex—was sex even the right word for it?—in the berth of Polaris so many years ago surfaces obsessively in her mind. When she relives it, half of her sparks with longing and the other flips
            inside out with shame. She’s with Evan now. He’s the one that knows her. And the more likely reality is that Walker is dead and Annie is delusional and should probably see
            a psychiatrist.
         

         
         If Evan looks too closely, he will see this insanity, won’t he? Everything Isaac has ever told him about her will be correct.

         
         She’s not ready for that. So she’s been avoiding Evan in a way she never has before—stealing away to the beach, getting up
            earlier than him, or drowning herself in work.
         

         
         It’s her seventh shift in a row. In the rapid assessment zone, the place is a mess with all of the usual things. Patients arrive with their wound infections and fractures. Head injuries, toddlers with coughs. Annie moves from room to room. She forgets to drink water for the entire afternoon. 

         
         “Honestly, Annie,” Hazel says, looking at the nursing station monitor. Annie clicks the next chart and MACLEOD shows up under
            bed 18.
         

         
         “Did the nurse already discharge bed 3?” Annie asks.

         
         Hazel lowers her glasses. Her short grey hair is styled in curling-iron ringlets. Her lips are expertly painted with lipstick.
            “Go home, already,” she says.
         

         
         Annie starts reading the next triage notes. She’s not present. What mistakes is she making? Several times today, she ended
            up in the wrong room with the wrong patient or found herself in the stockroom but forgot why she was there. She picked the
            worst choice from the vending machine at lunch and ate half of it anyway: dry ham on cardboardy bread.
         

         
         “Just a few more. The waiting room is packed,” Annie says.

         
         “I worry about you.” Hazel gives her that look. “You don’t look well, honey. What happened when you saw the doctor?”

         
         “They gave me some iron.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “My hemoglobin came up.”

         
         Hazel puts her glasses on top of her head. “Maybe you should take some time off. You never take vacation.”

         
         Annie bites the inside of her cheek. If she stops, she might lose the energy to keep going.

         
         “If I was off work, I’d just stew at home,” Annie says, avoiding Hazel’s eyes, clicking randomly through tabs on the computer
            screen. It isn’t true, what she said. She would not stew at home. She’d spend all her time at the beach, wandering, collecting
            matching shells, swimming the high tides.
         

         
         Hazel stands and comes around the desk. “Do you want another coffee at least?”

         
         “I should probably eat some real food.” She digs through her bag to retrieve the rest of the ham sandwich.

         
         “A fantastic reason to come home for dinner.” It’s Evan’s voice. Annie turns and he is there: in jeans and a black puffy jacket, jingling his car keys. 

         
         “Was giving her a piece of my mind again,” Hazel says.

         
         “What’d she do this time?” He rubs Annie’s back in his usual overlapping circles. Sand dollar drawings, he always said. Doubles.
            She leans into him.
         

         
         “Her iron’s low.”

         
         His hand stops moving.

         
         “Make sure she does something about that, Evan,” Hazel says over her shoulder as she walks down the hallway toward the cafeteria.
            “And take her home while you’re at it. We got this.”
         

         
         Evan crosses his arms. “Absolutely,” he says.

         
         “Hi,” Annie says, stepping back an inch to face him.

         
         “You got bloodwork done?”

         
         “I did.” Annie unwraps the rest of the ham sandwich. “This is practically desiccated.”

         
         “Were you going to tell me?”

         
         She tosses the sandwich in the garbage. “Would it kill them to add some mayonnaise?”

         
         A nurse comes behind Evan with an empty stretcher. The end bumps into the back of his thigh. “Sorry,” she says. “Traffic jam.
            Need to get by.”
         

         
         Evan takes Annie’s hand and pulls her into the side hallway. “Please talk to me,” he says. “Are you sick?”

         
         His eyes don’t leave hers. Those long black eyelashes—it reminds her of when he was a nine-year-old boy, scrubbing oysters
            on the beach, shucking and eating them on the spot. He gave her the best ones.
         

         
         “I’m not sick,” she says. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

         
         “I’m already worried.”

         
         “I’m managing.”

         
         “I don’t want you to manage.”

         
         “What else am I supposed to do?”

         
         “I want you to be happy.”

         
         “Sorry. Coming through this way now.” The nurse is back, manoeuvring another stretcher.

         
         “Glad you’re getting a room finally, Mr. Simmons,” Annie says. He’s been in the hallway for two hours, writhing with a kidney
            stone. She untangles his IV tubing as he wheels by.
         

         
         Evan pulls her back in front of the nursing station. “Annie. Look at me. Can we get out of here?” he asks. “We really need
            to.”
         

         
         Hazel’s phone rings and another clerical staff picks it up. “Dr. MacLeod—line two. It’s radiology.”

         
         Evan groans.

         
         A second phone line rings somewhere at the back of the nursing station.

         
         “Dr. MacLeod,” another nurse says. “It’s med surg on line three. Can you go check an ECG over there?”

         
         “I just need a minute,” Annie says to everyone, to the walls, to the ceiling.

         
         She escapes to the bathroom at the back of the department and locks the door behind her. She turns on the tap and waits for
            the hot water. The unscented soap foams between her fingers. When she’s done, she splashes her face.
         

         
         In the mirror, a woman looks back—one with exhausted and sunken eyes. Her skin is red and chafed—is that hives?—around
            the neckline of her scrubs. Annie doesn’t recognize her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 45

         
         “Your phone keeps buzzing,” Annie says.

         
         They’re finally in the car on the way home from the hospital. Rain mixed with snow pelts the windshield like the sky can’t
            decide what it wants to do. The wipers push the slush away.
         

         
         “Can you check it?” Evan asks. His cell phone lights up in the drink holder. Somehow, she can feel the buzzing through her
            seat.
         

         
         Her thumb skimming the screen, it buzzes again, penetrating the bones of her arm. “Peter’s asking where you are. Harrison
            the same.”
         

         
         Evan pauses.

         
         “I forgot. They’re meeting up for drinks.”

         
         Annie puts the phone back. “Drop me home and you go.”

         
         “Maybe we go together?”

         
         “I’m exhausted. It’ll be noisy.” Annie wants to crawl into bed and feel the relief of sleep. She zips her jacket as high as
            it goes.
         

         
         “We haven’t seen each other.” He reaches over to squeeze her thigh. His left palm steers them through a slew of brake lights.
            “I miss you. I need to talk to you.”
         

         
         “About what?”

         
         His phone rings, a synthetic cricket chirp.

         
         “Tell them I’ll call back in a minute.”

         
         Annie picks up. “Hello?”

         
         “Evan? It’s Hollingsworth.”

         
         Annie pulls the phone from her ear and puts it on speaker. “Evan, are you there?” Ed Hollingsworth’s voice fills the car.

         
         “From Hale’s?” Annie asks.

         
         Evan’s knuckles whiten around the steering wheel. “Ed. I’ll call you back.” He reaches over, takes the phone, and presses
            the red button to hang up.
         

         
         Annie’s mouth hangs open. “What was that?”

         
         Evan goes quiet. He wipes dust from the dashboard, the top of the steering wheel. He takes a drink from his mug in the cupholder.

         
         Annie stares at him. “Evan, answer me.”

         
         “Let’s just get home, okay?”

         
         “Why is Ed Hollingsworth calling you?”

         
         “Please just wait,” he says. “We need to sit down.”

         
         

         After they park, she follows him up the back stairs to the apartment. Evan unlocks the front door and holds it open until
            she enters. He sheds his jacket, tosses the car keys in a bowl on the shelf.
         

         
         Annie waits.

         
         He rakes his hands through his hair and holds the back of his neck. “My dad died.” He says it fast, as if he’s trying to expel
            it from his body.
         

         
         “Evan.” She’s unsure of the correct thing to say. If there is one. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “A month ago.”

         
         “A month?”
         

         
         “I didn’t find out for at least ten days.”

         
         She puts her hands on her head. “You went weeks without telling me?”

         
         “I was panicked.” A long pause. Then: “He left me Hale Timber, Annie.”

         
         Annie blinks and sees ancient trees on flatbeds. “He what?”

         
         “He stipulated that I had to run it.”

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me!” She can’t mask her anger. How could he hide this from her?

         
         He swallows hard. “I didn’t know how to explain what I felt about it.”

         
         “You could have at least tried.”

         
         “I’ve barely seen you!”

         
         “We’ve been short-staffed. What am I supposed to do? Abandon them?”

         
         He sags onto his forearms over the kitchen island. Silence. Then he stands back up. “Where’ve you been going after work?”

         
         She doesn’t know what to say.

         
         “I know you haven’t been coming straight home.”

         
         She bends down to take off her sneakers. The knots are too tight and they hurt her fingertips. She takes off her damp socks,
            walks to the bathroom and throws them across the hall into the bedroom hamper.
         

         
         Evan follows her.

         
         “You need to talk to Ed,” she says, bracing herself against the sink. “You can’t run Hale Timber.”

         
         “What if I’m supposed to?”

         
         “You hated it.”

         
         “What if I can do it differently?”

         
         “All it ever did was take you away from me.” She hugs her arms around herself and looks up at him. “And it turned you into
            someone we didn’t recognize.”
         

         
         “Annie, I’ve called the emergency department and they’ve told me you’ve gone home. But then you’re not here. You’re hiding
            something, too!”
         

         
         She looks down at the sink.

         
         “Is there someone else?” he asks.

         
         She shakes her head. “It’s not like that.”

         
         “Explain it, then! I’m done tiptoeing around.”

         
         “Tiptoeing?”

         
         “Worrying I’ll send you into a spiral if I ask too many questions! All I want is to help you feel like yourself. I’ve tried so fucking hard, Annie. For so fucking long.” 

         
         “I’m sorry.” She really is sorry. She’s trying not to cry.

         
         His voice lowers. “Just tell me what it is.”

         
         It all hangs there between them. Evan waits. Annie realizes that she will not—cannot—lie to him any longer.

         
         “I think Walker is still alive.” It comes out unprefaced.

         
         “Walker?”

         
         “When we were up at that rescue in Port Alice—”

         
         “You saw him?” His voice rises.

         
         Annie is sweating. She turns the water on cold and lets it run over her hands.

         
         “He’s dead, Annie.”

         
         Her heart seizes. “There was this sound I could always hear when he was around. I didn’t know if it was him . . . he said
            it wasn’t him. But it was something I could always hear when he was nearby. Only when he was nearby.”
         

         
         Evan drums his fingers on the doorframe.

         
         “It started again up there.” She pauses, unsure she wants to go on. “I can still hear it, Evan.”

         
         “Right now?”

         
         She nods. “But it’s louder by the water.”

         
         “Christ.”

         
         “I know it sounds strange—”

         
         “It sounds impossible.”

         
         “I shouldn’t have told you.” Annie escapes through the pocket door to the bedroom.

         
         Following her, he says: “Don’t run away from this.”

         
         “You just said it’s impossible. What else am I going to say?”

         
         “I didn’t mean it like that.”

         
         She turns to face him. “I’ve been going to the beach to listen for him.”

         
         “For Walker?” he asks, even though it’s clear he knows the answer.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Evan backs up and slides down the wall to sit on the floor. “He’s been gone for years.” He bows his head, then looks up at
            her. “I watched him die with my own eyes. I could never tell you all of it—it was too brutal.”
         

         
         “You told me you blacked out. That you didn’t know what happened.”

         
         “I went over,” he says. “It was me.” He balls up his fists. “My life jacket didn’t inflate. He dove in after, pulled me up. But
            when I got on deck . . .” Evan pushes himself up off the floor in one forceful move. “For a moment . . . I saw him. His shirt.
            Below the surface.”
         

         
         Evan’s words feel far away. Annie listens for the sound, the one that reattaches her and makes her feel like she’s not going
            to float away.
         

         
         “He saved me, but he couldn’t get back on board . . . And then we hit the rocks. He didn’t come back up. I tried to find him.
            I tried so hard.”
         

         
         “Is there any chance he survived?”

         
         “He wasn’t wearing a life jacket,” Evan says, as if the matter is settled.

         
         Annie does not understand why she believes, even now, that Walker is alive and that for some reason he’s trying to reach her.

         
         “Maybe he’s the one who should have lived,” Evan says. “I’ve thought that—”

         
         “Stop.”

         
         He grabs the front of his shirt. “It’s my fault we ended up here.”

         
         “Don’t.” Annie puts her hand up. “We’ve made a good life here.”

         
         “Maybe if we went back home, we could start again?”

         
         Time passes. A lifetime, or a few more seconds. The next thing she knows, he is beside her, pulling her against him, whispering into her ear. “I want us to be okay.” 

         
         She wants them to be okay, too.

         
         “I love you,” he says. “No matter what.”

         
         “I’ve always loved you.”

         
         “Come here.” He pulls her down on the bed, face to face, noses touching, tracing the lines of her cheeks, over her eyebrows
            and around her ears. It’s slow and deliberate. Her sweater is over her head, his shirt is off. Pants and underwear, too. All
            of it. His hands follow a familiar route along her ribcage and the backs of her thighs. Their bodies talking this way: skin
            on skin, chest to chest, hips against hips, trying to find their way back.
         

         
         Afterward, his hand cups her ear the way she likes, giving her quiet.

         
         The sweet escape of sleep.

         
         When Annie rouses again, it’s late. Or early. The grey space of predawn. How much time has passed? She sits up and swings
            her bare feet to the floor. Evan reaches over, draws her back toward him and whispers: “Stay here.”
         

         
         She wants to stay.

         
         But Walker’s sound comes through the ground like a siren. She hugs herself and compresses it into her lungs, her blood, as
            if it could tell her what to do next.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 46

         
         Hours later, Annie is packing.

         
         It isn’t a decision she made with her rational brain. It’s early morning, still dark outside, and she’s standing in the kitchen
            with the backpack in her hands. Evan sleeps while she puts in clothes, a sleeping bag, a pair of mitts. Cash in the front
            pocket. Her hands do this without her explicit permission.
         

         
         But her heartbeat is slow and strong.

         
         Evan comes into the kitchen in his T-shirt and boxers, hair messy from sleep. He pours himself a coffee from the percolator
            and leans against the wall. He frowns when he sees the open backpack on the floor.
         

         
         Annie is slicing white cheddar—she’ll need a sandwich for the trip.

         
         “What are you doing?” he asks.

         
         “I have to go up there.”

         
         He blows on his coffee for a few seconds. “What about work?”

         
         “I sent Easton an email.”

         
         “We could go together.” There’s tenderness in his voice. “Greg has the Hale Timber barge here at port this morning anyway.”

         
         “You know the barge schedule?” The cheddar crumbles under the knife, and she tries to scoop the shavings onto the bread.

         
         “It’s headed back this afternoon.”

         
         It dawns on her. “You’re already involved.”

         
         Evan traces the rim of his coffee cup with his thumb and says nothing.

         
         The floor feels like it’s giving way under her feet. “How could you?”

         
         “I’m doing this for us.”
         

         
         “You thought we would just leave everything here?” She grabs for the countertop to steady herself. “Without even talking about
            it?”
         

         
         He sets his coffee aside. “Do you remember when your mom and dad let you sail Amphitrite on your own for the first time?”
         

         
         Of course she remembers. She was ten years old, and Evan was there beside her. She used her body weight to tighten the winches,
            and she wasn’t tall enough to see over the dodger. She navigated by feeling her way over roaring swells. Laughter. Annie looks
            down, now, at her clean, square fingernails. Her muscles have dwindled. Her clothes are clean and tucked. She wonders if she
            can find what she left behind; if she has any wildness left in her.
         

         
         “Why would you bring that up right now?”

         
         “I was just remembering . . .” The trace of a smile appears on his face. “You were ecstatic.”

         
         They stand on opposite sides of the kitchen island, staring at each other.

         
         “I have to go back,” she says. “By myself.”

         
         “And then what?” His voice is sharper. “You’re hoping you’ll find him?”

         
         “I don’t know what I’m hoping.” She has to be honest. “It feels unfinished. I don’t think he’s dead.”

         
         Evan strides over to the backpack and starts removing the clothes from it. “I won’t let you.”

         
         “This is about me, Evan.” She grabs the backpack from him and points to her chest. “Me taking care of myself. I can’t keep
            going like this.”
         

         
         “Like how?”

         
         “On autopilot.”

         
         He sits down on a kitchen stool, dropping his entire weight. “You’re ready to throw all of this away? After everything we’ve
            built here? Me?”
         

         
         “I’m not throwing you away!” she cries.

         
         “You’re where I belong. You’re my place.”
         

         
         Annie’s voice softens. “Something isn’t right with me, Evan.”

         
         “I was always afraid if I told you about that night you’d leave.”

         
         “You’re not hearing me.” She pulls another stool closer and sits beside him, grabs his hands—as if touching him could make
            him understand.
         

         
         He does not look at her. “Then explain it again.”

         
         “Henry always said you can fix anything, as long as you know where it’s broken.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “I need to figure out what’s broken. Only I can do that.”

         
         Evan pulls his hands away from hers. He stares outside at the rain, falling slanted against the darkened window. Eventually:
            “I want you to have what you need.”
         

         
         “Can you please ask Greg to take me up on the barge?” she asks.

         
         A longer pause. Evan leans over, covers his face with his hands. His nod is almost imperceptible.

         
         

         They do not speak as he drives her out of the city toward the port, past land still fallow from the tsunami. They park next
            to a wall of graffitied concrete. Evan kills the engine and sits with the key in his hand. The marina is full of boats.
         

         
         Annie has her eyes on the water.

         
         “Greg’s at the end of the south slip.” Evan moves to open the car door.

         
         “I’ll go on my own.” She stops him with a hand on his forearm. “It’ll be easier.”

         
         “When will you be back?”

         
         She doesn’t know the answer. The space between them feels impassable. A seagull lands on the hood—long orange legs and a
            curved beak. Utterly still, it peers at them through the windshield.
         

         
         “All those summers when we were kids, when you left to go south?” Evan’s voice cracks. “I never knew what I would do if you
            didn’t come back.”
         

         
         It makes her remember Evan at seven years old, on a high tree branch. They were leaning against each other, a habit neither
            of them were fully aware of.
         

         
         “You would have kept going,” she says.

         
         “I’m not ready for this.”

         
         “My mom always said to listen with my whole body. Do you remember her saying that?” Annie’s eyes fill with tears. “I feel
            like I stopped, and I don’t know how to start again.”
         

         
         The seagull on the hood lifts up and away.

         
         “I might die if I don’t remember how.”

         
         “Is this it, then?” His voice is trembling. She realizes he is crying.

         
         His words make her ache like the coldest winter. Here is the divide and she’s stepping over it, into a place where Evan might
            no longer be hers. She cannot make it across. He kisses her. She lets him, lingering there.
         

         
         “I love you.”

         
         “I love you, Annie.”

         
         She pulls away. “I need to do this.”

         
         She summons her resolve and gets out of the car.

         
         

         Rust weeps down the hull of the barge. It smells of oil and metal. A ring of old tires forms the fenders, and a crane moves
            logs from the truck beds onto a holding area in the middle. The deck is sandy with splinters of wood.
         

         
         Annie locates Greg in his orange, weatherproof coveralls. He gives her less than five words and a few feet of space to set up her tent for the overnight passage. 

         
         She’s grateful he does not want to talk. Because she’s busy second-guessing herself. Evan sounded so confident that Walker
            was dead. Impossible that he lived, is what he said. Maybe it is impossible, trying to climb back into a life she can never
            return to.
         

         
         Evan loves her; they love each other. He readies her coffee supplies before she wakes up, premeasures the grounds. Knows how
            hot she likes the shower; stocks the freezer with chocolate peanut-butter ice cream for post-shift exhaustion; finds her AirPods
            every time she misplaces them, which is often.
         

         
         The unexplainable, nearly desperate need to leave this behind does have an objective flavour of insanity.

         
         Then why does it feel like the only option she has?

         
         Pitching her tent, Annie conducts a swift mental experiment. She could turn around and march back into her life. The hospital
            hallways would welcome her, a never-ending parade of sick patients. The incessant pinging, beeping, clicking, scrolling. The
            buzz of electrons turning sparks into numbers. She imagines the clamour of city streets, the grind of machinery, whirring
            engines, squeals of tires. Evan would wrap her up on the couch and kiss her forehead.
         

         
         A tightness winds up and into her.

         
         The crane halts abruptly, finished its unloading. Voices and shuffling on deck. Greg starts the engine and it whirs to life.
            The empty barge slowly motors off the pilings as it begins to rain.
         

         
         It’s not long before they find the open water.

         
         It’s happening. There’s no way to turn around now.

         
         She’d forgotten how much space there is, and the way the waves can seem menacing. They seem to clamour for her. As if at any
            moment, whatever is below could reach up and take hold of her.
         

         
         But her mind clears. The tangle in her stomach starts to unknot.

         
         The engine rumbles onward while she tries to formulate a plan: Get up to Hale’s and figure out if Walker’s there. He must be somewhere. When she finds him, will she keep a distance? Kiss him immediately? What lines is she willing to cross? Could
            she truly leave Evan when she’s loved him as long as she can remember?
         

         
         Or is all of this made-up, is she having a psychotic break?

         
         On the barge, it takes the night and the following day to get to the rocky bends of Hale’s Channel. Annie wades between longing
            and daydreams and full-blown panic attacks.
         

         
         By the time the barge docks with a thud, they’re cloaked in darkness again. She slings her backpack onto her shoulders. Greg
            lowers the gangway for her.
         

         
         “Back home tonight?” he asks.

         
         She does not know where she’ll go tonight. Greg waits for an answer, but all that comes to her mind is the nonsensical image
            of Polaris on the open sea. She tightens the straps of her backpack. “I’ll figure something out,” she says.
         

         
         The gangway touches down and Greg locks it in place with metal brackets. Thanking him, she disembarks. The scent of pine needles
            fills the familiar, clarified air. Dim lights emit from the houses and fishing boats.
         

         
         Walker is nowhere to be seen. Is that what she really expected? Him to be waiting? Of course not.

         
         But his sound: It’s not a single tone anymore. There’s a choral quality, highs and lows. Multiple voices? Dense and expansive,
            leaving harmony in the air around her.
         

         
         Annie does not stop. Her legs have decided on their own accord what’s next, off the wharf, climbing up the main road, past
            the post office and Hale’s General Store advertising lotto tickets. Past the darkened pub and its patio furniture wrapped
            up for the winter season.
         

         
         When she reaches the boggy uphill path toward the shipyard, she has an instinct to kneel and place her palm on the earth. When she does, it feels strangely warm. Even the February wind doesn’t feel cold on her cheeks. 

         
         Her legs feel stronger—a welcome burn in her thighs—as she climbs the path. She allows herself to picture Walker standing
            there when she arrives. His lanky body, cheeks ruddy from the cold, a sweat-stained T-shirt, next to Polaris, a sanding paddle in his hand. The heady scent of wind and salt.
         

         
         Fern and devil’s club flank the tarped boats in the shipyard. A single overhead lamp buzzes. She’s directly in front of the
            warehouse. The door handle clicks and gives way.
         

         
         There’s no one inside. It is dark, but not enough to hide the fact that Polaris is gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 47

         
         
            Before

         

         When Dr. Aiden MacLeod stops at that familiar bend in Hale’s Channel again, time has pulled him along like an undertow.

         
         It is not that he’s forgotten the way this liminal place made him feel at age eighteen.

         
         But he’s a decade older now.

         
         He rarely reaches back to himself, that teenager in a fishing boat, motoring alone in the morning haze.

         
         He’s lost some of the wonder he had back then, and he’s not sure if it was legitimate in the first place. Years of schooling
            have passed by in a blur. Student loan paperwork was signed with a ballpoint pen in a bank cubicle, cafeterias served him
            overcooked pasta in bland tomato sauce. He wrote dozens of exams in gymnasiums. Then, he hung his degree on a wall of a shoebox
            apartment in the city. So many nights out in dank bars with friends. He got into medical school unexpectedly. There it was
            in black and white, a letter of acceptance that would definitely make Ruth proud. Aiden went all in, too: all-nighters in
            city hospitals, life-and-death decisions at 4:00 a.m. Now it feels like his life might amount to something useful, after all.
         

         
         He’s been close to the ocean all this time, but he rarely sees it.

         
         “Your work is paying off,” Ruth says across a curly beige phone line when he talks to her at 6:00 a.m. before a shift.

         
         He cranks out the years in medical school and residency until he’s an attending physician.

         
         “I got my new badge. And my own parking spot,” Aiden says. As he talks about his new staff job at the hospital down the coast
            from Hale’s, he feels as if he can see Ruth beaming on the other end of the telephone.
         

         
         He wears glasses now. His hair is cropped shorter; he uses hair gel after the shower. His shoulders have broadened.

         
         He doesn’t get the chance to visit home very often. But as the seasons roll past, his work grinds him to a pulp.

         
         At home in Hale’s Landing for a week, he is looking forward to the quiet, time on the boat, hours of fishing in the fading
            September sun.
         

         
         “You look like you need a rest.” Ruth cups his face in the doorway. Uncle Henry is there in the kitchen. Built from the forest
            around it, this cabin soothes him. All the logs fit intricately together, cut with precise axemanship. Everything is as it
            should be: the thick bookcases, the big trestle dining table made from peeled cedar trunks. Seashells line the windowsills.
            The three bedrooms along the hallway each look out at the rocky bluff.
         

         
         A thunderstorm brews along the horizon.

         
         “Hope you’re hungry,” Henry says without a hello. He pulls a bright red crab from a steaming pot.

         
         “Starving,” says Aiden.

         
         They eat at the table, watching out the window as white-capped waves build in the distance. Ruth complains about a new conservation
            tax; Henry says the cash boats are paying less these days. All Aiden can think about is how good it feels to be back. How
            tired he is. Has he ever been so tired? Thunder cracks and shakes through the floor.
         

         
         Ruth and Henry are still talking, but Aiden can’t keep his eyes open.

         
         He heads to bed; he needs to sleep off his endless night shifts on the lumpy twin mattress in his old bedroom. Listening to
            the storm whip the windows, he falls asleep quickly. He doesn’t dream. The storm rages, mighty waves battering the shore.
         

         
         When his eyes open, much later, it’s a few hours before dawn.

         
         The storm has passed.

         
         It’s too early to be awake, but Aiden sits up. He feels a tangible pull toward his boat, in a way he hasn’t for a long time.
            Following his intuition, he shrugs on a burgundy-coloured sweater, a pair of old jeans, his smudged glasses.
         

         
         

         The dock rocks in its usual way as he jogs to the boat. Once he’s started the engine and untied the dock lines, he pushes
            off and picks up speed. Waves spit out behind him under fleecy fog and cloud cover. The old aluminum boat cuts through the
            current. Occasional raindrops spatter the windshield of the centre console.
         

         
         Near his favourite elbow of the channel, the clouds part. The full moon reveals itself. He slows further, a wordless instinct
            overtaking him, like a matchstick along his spine.
         

         
         His eyes are drawn to the beach. He’s visited this bend a hundred times before.

         
         He cranes his neck and nearly tips over. He cannot believe his eyes. A woman lies naked on shore. She’s curled up against
            a log of driftwood. Beside her, a flipped emerald-green canoe and a broken oar are strewn across the beach.
         

         
         How could she have made it so far out here? She must be dead or near it. He manages to manoeuvre the boat up close. He hops
            off and wades through the frigid water.
         

         
         She’s still breathing when he reaches her. She looks to be in her late twenties or early thirties. There’s a soft pulse in her inner wrist, but it’s slow. Too slow. Her skin feels jelly-like and spongy, as if the sea has waterlogged her. How long has she been submerged? Etched shallowly into the wood oar handle: Mara. It must be hers. He lifts her gently to the boat, lays her flat at the starboard end of the deck, covers her with the wool
            blanket he keeps stowed for emergencies. He checks her breathing once again—still there—then pushes strands of damp hair
            from her delicate face.
         

         
         Something makes him pause. A shift in the air, a melodic tone. He shakes his head and then the sound is gone. The clouds return
            and shroud the moon.
         

         
         He looks back at the beach, briefly, then starts the engine.

         
         

         Aiden speeds down the channel as seawater sprays his cheeks in the crosswind. He checks on her many times. She doesn’t wake
            up, even over the bumpiest waves. He radios Ruth to meet him at the wharf.
         

         
         She has the resuscitation supplies from the clinic when she meets him at the slip, her sleeves rolled up.

         
         Ruth drops her bag to help tie up the lines. “What on earth . . .” she says, as Aiden lifts the unconscious woman onto the
            wharf, her small frame wrapped inside the blanket, her long, blond hair tangled and wet.
         

         
         “She’s unconscious and bradycardic,” Aiden says. He lays her down and supports her head. “Pass me your bag?”

         
         “Where’d you find her?”

         
         “Up the channel. On the shore.”

         
         “Why were you out in the channel in the middle of the night?”

         
         “I don’t know.” But he knows. That wordless pull that took him out on the water in the dark. The full moon and that spark
            of a feeling that made him slow down.
         

         
         “She’ll need an airlift.” Ruth presses a stethoscope against the woman’s sternum.

         
         Aiden grabs the radio off the medical bag. But that same spark makes him hesitate now, his hand on the receiver. Like his body doesn’t want him to press the button. 

         
         “Make the call,” Ruth says firmly. She digs an emergency thermal blanket out of the bag.

         
         Aiden puts the receiver down. He pushes his sleeves up his forearms and clears his throat. “Can you get the blood pressure
            cuff?” He keeps his voice level. He’s good at his job. Direct, mild-mannered. Competent. The rain starts again, pelting against
            his shoulders and face. A chill sweeps over him.
         

         
         But he plows over his instinct and picks the handset back up. A staticky buzz against his palm. He clicks it on and makes
            the call to the coast guard on channel 16.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 48

         
         
            Now

         

         Annie stares at the empty boat cradle in the warehouse for what feels like forever before she steps inside.

         
         Very little else has changed. Inside the stove is a half-burned log. The emerald-green canoe with the broken oar still sleeps
            in the rafters, and orange life jackets dot the hangers on the wall. But a new folding cot is arranged in the corner with
            an army-green sleeping bag and a pillow.
         

         
         Annie crosses the room.

         
         A constellation of items is arranged on the workbench: the spoon with moon phases on the handle, a gold bracelet, two zipper
            pulls, a watch that no longer ticks. A cell phone with a cracked screen. Together, they form a circle. In the centre of the
            workbench, the sawdust has been brushed aside and there: a sand dollar.
         

         
         “He said you might be coming.”

         
         Annie whips around. “Uncle Henry. How’d you know I was up here?”

         
         “Saw you come in from the harbour.”

         
         She embraces him and the familiar, damp-wool smell of his jacket. His cheeks are more weathered and crepey, his beard even
            whiter. But his steadfastness feels unchanged.
         

         
         “Evan told you I was on my way up?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Annie blinks. “Who was it?”

         
         Henry removes his hat and runs a hand through his hair. It sticks up in white plumes. “He showed up buck naked again. Couldn’t
            tell me where he’d been.”
         

         
         “Oh my god.” Annie’s jaw goes slack. Her hands fall loose at her sides.

         
         “Never was much of a talker. It was even worse this time,” Henry says.

         
         Annie’s legs are shaking so badly she has to sit down on the cot.

         
         Henry puts his cap back on. “It’s late, little fish. You can stay at Ruth’s tonight. It’s shipshape up there. I’ll cook you
            something.”
         

         
         She looks to him. “Why didn’t you call me?”

         
         “Walker said he told you himself.”

         
         “What?” She rubs her thighs to try to get them to stop quivering. They will not.

         
         He frowns. “Look at you. You’re so exhausted you’re shaking. We’ll figure this out in the morning.”

         
         “When did Walker leave, Uncle Henry?”

         
         “Sailed out less than a week ago. He didn’t even have a radio or GPS for god’s sake.” Henry looks over at the cradle. “Said
            he didn’t need them.”
         

         
         “How’d Polaris look on the water?” She wishes she could have seen it.
         

         
         “She looked good. Seaworthy.”

         
         “I’m going to stay here tonight.”

         
         “Come home, Annie. Take a shower. Put your feet up.”

         
         She says nothing.

         
         “You’re thinking about going after him, aren’t you?” Henry says quietly.

         
         “I can’t think right now.”

         
         “Well.” Henry massages the back of his neck. He doesn’t fight her. “Let me at least build you a fire.”

         
         Once the wood stove is aglow, he gives Annie a squeeze on the shoulder and leaves. As soon as his footsteps fade, she shuts
            off the light and removes her boots. Still fully clothed, she burrows into the sleeping bag, into Walker’s almost presence,
            listening for his sound and finding it.
         

         
         Above his hum floats a higher-pitched whisper. A voice, isn’t it? Annie closes her eyes to listen. She sees herself on the
            transom of Amphitrite. Her body holds her strong, careening over dark green water. The whisper-voice morphs and expands, then condenses, until
            it’s clearer. Then unmistakable. It’s her mother’s voice.
         

         
         Here, Mara says, here. It repeats again and again, hypnotizing her, until Annie cannot help but sleep.
         

         
         

         Sunlight wakes her in the morning.

         
         The fire has died. Her body is stiff and sore, like she slept a thousand dreamless years. But her mind is already racing:
            Meet me on the water, Walker’s dream said. And now this one: Here.
         

         
         The messages are frustratingly far away. Why wouldn’t Walker have waited for her? Where is he going with no radio and no navigation?
            Why did she hear her mom’s voice?
         

         
         Outside, it is already bright and talk radio floats over the harbour. Fishing boats are setting out.

         
         Henry stands over a cardboard box on the wharf. Galene bobs next to him, moored in a slip.
         

         
         “You’ll need provisions, if you’re going.” He looks up at her briefly. “I put a new radio in. New mainsail, too. The electrical
            on the outboard is all rewired.” He raps his knuckles on the hull. He seems about a hundred paces in front of her.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         He turns to face her, a can of green beans in one hand, a box of spaghetti in the other.

         
         “Since you were born”—he raises his eyebrows—“you’ve never been happier than on a boat.”

         
         “You think I’m going to chase him?”

         
         He stacks the provisions on the foredeck. “Might as well get you properly set up. I owe your grandmother that much.”

         
         Annie rubs her face. “I don’t even know where he’s going.”

         
         Henry pulls canned salmon out of the box. “Rain should be holding off.”

         
         She risks a glance at Galene, its rolled jib, the way she sways in the water. A sharp longing behind her breastbone. She’s come this far.
         

         
         Would it even be possible to turn back?

         
         It takes the whole morning to get ready, to eat a cold breakfast at Rosie’s, to remember the workings of Galene. She tries the GPS, tests the radio handset, fills two large water jugs, greases the winches.
         

         
         She’s mustered the courage by midafternoon. Annie unties the stern line from the dock cleat.

         
         Henry reaches down, touches the water, and tastes it.

         
         Annie pauses. “You’ve always done that.”

         
         “When I’m not on the water, I’m always missing it.”

         
         “I tried not to think about it.” She lowers her head. “I love a lot of things in the city. We have season tickets to the symphony.
            And espresso. The grocery stores . . . they have everything. Sometimes I even love working.”
         

         
         Henry stations himself over the aft cleat. “Trappings, I think they call those. But it was only a matter of time.”

         
         “You thought I’d come back?”

         
         “I always thought they were right, the superstitions around here.” He unties the knot methodically. “That we can turn into
            seawater if we stay out there long enough.”
         

         
         “Why taste it?”

         
         He keeps his eyes on his hands. “I always hoped they’d be right. That one day I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between
            me and the sea. And then I’d know.”
         

         
         “Know what?”

         
         He looks out toward the ocean. His forehead is unfurrowed, and his eyes soften. “Everything about her.”

         
         

         After Henry grills her a few more times on the equipment, does triple-checks of her double-checks, hugs her for a long minute,
            and steps back across onto the dock, Annie starts the motor.
         

         
         Reversing, she navigates out of the slip and then into the harbour.

         
         She can’t believe she’s about to sail on her own and blinks several times to make sure it’s not imaginary. But the helm is
            cold under her gloved hands and the water rocks under her feet. It’s real.
         

         
         Henry follows along for a while in his skiff, like he’s testing her, making sure she isn’t about to sink, making sure she
            can still hoist a sail. But she does, she can. Her muscles remember. The mainsail unfurls, filling its large belly.
         

         
         Satisfied, Henry gives her a final wave.

         
         Annie’s on her own. She still knows this rocky channel and every narrowing; she can sense the sea bottom, the ocean bed.

         
         It takes the rest of the day to sail out the channel. When she arrives to open water, the horizon is gigantic. Its categorical
            smoothness empties her mind, shaking her free.
         

         
         Annie needs to set a real bearing. She closes her eyes and tries to latch on to something. A brief disorientation settles
            over her, as if she’s driven up to a four-way stop but has no idea which way to turn. She’s stuck in the middle of the intersection.
            She focuses on Walker’s low sound, tuning in.
         

         
         “Where are you?” Annie says it out loud, as if her voice might enter the sound.

         
         She waits.

         
         Annie feels an unmistakable pull. Here. A moment of righting herself, orienting to a direction. She opens her eyes.
         

         
         He is north.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 49

         
         
            Before

         

         The sun rises as Aiden delivers the unconscious woman to his own hospital, one hundred kilometres away.

         
         Against the whop-whop-whop of the helicopter rotors, he tracks her pulse under his fingers. They land with a clunk. He wheels her across the landing
            pad and through the sliding doors into the emergency department.
         

         
         Doctors descend. They’re his friends, his colleagues, and they pat him on the back like he’s a hero. Blood draws, an oxygen
            mask covering her face, a papery hospital wristband. Her heart beats across the telemetry screen in a faint green tracing.
            Her lab results unspool from the printer.
         

         
         “This woman is either very sick or a medical marvel,” Sally, a senior nurse, says. Her reading glasses look as if they’re
            about to fall off the tip of her nose. “Her hemoglobin is off the charts.”
         

         
         Aiden sits beside her in a plastic chair. Her skin is pale and hot. She’s running a fever. More nurses come and go. A chest
            X-ray film is pinned on the light board behind him. Her heart is bigger than normal.
         

         
         “She needs an ICU bed,” Aiden’s colleague, Dr. Chris Calhoun, says. He wedges the phone between his ear and shoulder. “Get
            critical care on the line. We need to transfer.”
         

         
         Another airlift. They move her to a bigger city hospital before she wakes up. Aiden goes along, because otherwise, there would be no one with her. That feels intolerable to him for a reason he can’t pinpoint. He doesn’t leave her side, can’t extract himself. She is beautiful, alone, and he feels responsible. 

         
         When she does wake up briefly the following day, Aiden’s busy looking at every detail of her face. The soft curve of her jaw
            and her porcelain skin. So he’s the first one she sees when she opens her eyes. She smiles at him as if she’s relieved. Faint
            lines gather beside her twinkly eyes.
         

         
         “Who are you?” he asks. He hadn’t planned what to say. His question feels strangely anticlimactic. She looks at him for just
            a moment, before falling back asleep.
         

         
         Doctors come and go, medical students and residents and specialists of all breeds, flipping through chart pages, examining.
            More blood draws, lengthy discussions at the bedside and shrugging of shoulders. CT scans and an echocardiogram.
         

         
         When she wakes again twenty-four hours later, Aiden has prepared his questions. They’re a waterfall: “Where did you come from?
            How’d you end up canoeing so far out on the coast?”
         

         
         She reaches up and puts a hand onto his throat while he talks. He’s taken aback by her touch, but he doesn’t stop her.

         
         “What’s your name?” he asks.

         
         “What’s your name?” she echoes.

         
         He tells her, but she asks the same thing again like she enjoys the sound of the question.

         
         

         Over a span of days, she starts saying more words. They don’t string together.

         
         “She told me where to go,” she says.

         
         “Who told you?”

         
         “The water.”

         
         “Yes, that’s where I found you.”

         
         Is she dreaming or awake? Half the time her wide, grey eyes are closed. He thinks back to the broken oar. Was she canoeing? She says the oar is not hers, but he calls her Mara anyway. She smiles at him often. She reminds him of when he was a child on the bow of his Uncle Henry’s fishing boat, his face in the wind. It has the same feeling. He’s mesmerized by her voice. 

         
         But he can’t get a coherent story out of her.

         
         Her doctors don’t understand. Her fever breaks and her red blood cell count normalizes. They transfer her back to Aiden’s
            hospital and put her in the psych ward. Amnesia, they say, delirium. Anoxic brain injury. Cardiomyopathy. She has nowhere
            to go; she can’t look after herself.
         

         
         Aiden doesn’t know what to believe.

         
         He loves her voice and the way it flows over his skin. A longing for her assembles itself. Each moment away from her he feels
            a bit unbalanced. He can’t remember feeling like this before, this level of connection.
         

         
         He sits beside her. Her words are clearer now, but all she’s talking about is getting out.

         
         “I’m stuck in here,” she says.

         
         “Where do you want to go?”

         
         “I can’t breathe. It’s so dry.”

         
         He tries to hand her some apple juice in a flimsy paper cup.

         
         She covers her face with the blanket.

         
         “They’re looking after you. You need to be here,” he says.

         
         “Do you belong in here?” she asks from behind her shield of bedding.

         
         The paper cup dents between Aiden’s fingers and juice overflows, dripping onto the floor.

         
         Locked in the ward, she gets more and more desperate. But she has no paperwork, no formal identity, no place to go, and no
            plan. And even though she looks well, is she still sick? What about the oversized heart and the slow heartbeat?
         

         
         A few days later, Mara tries to leave. She bangs on the Plexiglas barrier of the nursing station.

         
         They drag her back to bed and put her in wrist restraints. She cries. He holds her warm hands because she wants him to. He listens to her breathe, wipes away her tears. 

         
         “It’s okay,” he soothes.

         
         “I don’t think this is okay.”

         
         It’s a month more of legal wrangling with the public guardian and trustee before Aiden is able to negotiate her release. He
            works his shifts, he wrangles, he sits with Mara. He tries to get her to drink water from a polystyrene cup, through a bendy
            plastic straw. None of his colleagues understands why he’s so attached to her. They gossip about her in the hallways.
         

         
         “Are you thinking straight, man?” Chris says outside the ward. He puts a heavy hand on Aiden’s shoulder, gets close like he
            doesn’t want to embarrass him.
         

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “She’s psychotic,” he says quietly. Aiden flinches. “And she doesn’t even know who she is.”

         
         But when he sits next to her: Mara makes him feel . . . arrived, like he’s come back into his own flesh.
         

         
         He finally succeeds in having her released in November. She’s elated, if a bit shocked, to leave the hospital. She walks out
            with a list of follow-up appointments in her hand: a cardiologist, a psychiatrist. She crumples the piece of paper and throws
            it in the nearest trash can. Aiden hesitates, then leaves it there.
         

         
         “Can we go to the beach?” she asks.

         
         They walk to the end of the pier. They’re alone. He wants to let her find her feet. Maybe she’ll start to explain, maybe there’ll
            be some answers for him.
         

         
         “Will you stay with me?” he asks. It seems the only thing worth asking.

         
         She looks at the horizon and says: “I can’t leave yet.”

         
         “Then stay.”

         
         Mara turns and leans into him, nestles her whole body against him. She looks up at his face. How perfect she feels, like a piece of himself returned after being lost. He can’t help it. He leans down and presses his lips against hers. 

         
         She kisses him back and twines her fingers through his hair.

         
         Her slow heart beats against his chest.

         
         The two of them together. Aiden has never felt more right about anything.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 50

         
         
            Now

         

         It is nighttime and Annie is still sailing.

         
         She sleeps in twenty-minute chunks, scouting the horizon in between, keeping watch, checking her instincts. The dark surface
            of the water is electrified by Galene’s running lights, the moon, the twinkle of starlight.
         

         
         It is still north.

         
         She does not feel tired.

         
         Morning reveals good winds. She boils water and eats a mug of oatmeal in the cockpit while writing her coordinates in Galene’s ledger. Midway through her entry, a very subtle drag weighs at the bottom of the boat.
         

         
         She checks the bearing and the gauges. The wind is constant, the sails are full, only an occasional flutter, but Galene isn’t moving the way it should.
         

         
         Something must be caught on the keel or the rudder. She looks over the transom at the lacy foam, the flowing wake. Then she
            sees it: netting and several entangled crab pots. They drag behind like innocent stowaways.
         

         
         She’ll have to cut them loose.

         
         Annie climbs back into the cockpit and fishes out a life jacket from the lazarette. After fastening the straps, she takes a knife from the drawer under the helm. She will step down the ladder, reach across, slip the knife under the orange netting, and cut. It will take less than a minute. 

         
         It seems reasonable.

         
         Considering all the times she’s negotiated a boat deck and the calm seas she’s had all morning, she does not expect the sudden
            wave that rocks Galene as she steps onto the ladder. The crest of water knocks her off balance.
         

         
         Annie loses her grip.

         
         She falls as if in slow motion, plunging into the cold with a face full of salt water. She surfaces with a gasp, wiping sea
            from her eyes, filling her lungs with air.
         

         
         She realizes instantly what is happening.

         
         The boat has drifted. She swims—kicking hard, life jacket in the way, arms reaching and reaching—but not fast enough. She
            watches in disbelief as Galene sails on without her.
         

         
         

         How long can you float before freezing to death?

         
         Annie has been in the water for hours. Her thoughts go round and round, she berates herself: She should have dropped the sails,
            left the crab pots and tried to anchor first. She has screamed and flailed. She has yelled for help.
         

         
         But she’s still here, floating alone in the sea.

         
         Galene is a blip in the distance now.
         

         
         Annie’s limbs feel hot, and she knows this is a bad sign; this is the end coming for her. Her teeth have stopped chattering.
            She’s fluctuating in and out of consciousness, sleepy, engrossed by the empty horizon. The water tickles her cheeks like it’s
            playing. Her lips are dry, her tongue rough and swollen against the roof of her mouth. Water camps out in her ears.
         

         
         Waiting for death is unbearable.

         
         Should she unclip her life jacket and be done with it? Drowning might be easier than freezing. She feels for the clip. She is so weak, her fingers so numb, she cannot squeeze the buckle to release it. 

         
         Eventually, night swoops in with endless stars that blur together, then pull apart like strobe lights. She doesn’t know how
            she could possibly be still alive. Her body can’t hold time in order. Her skin is still delusionally hot, like she’s inside
            a steaming bathtub.
         

         
         On the edge of awake and asleep, a whining sound reverberates through her skin.

         
         Is she hallucinating? Logical thinking is failing. A sharp click, followed by a whistle. Annie can’t keep her eyes open.

         
         Sleep, or death. Some kind of oblivion arrives.

         
         Annie stands at the helm of Amphitrite. It is suddenly daytime and squinty bright. Her mom is inches away in the cockpit, her eyes sparkling as she talks of whimsical
            things like shell necklaces and marshmallows over fires, conch shells and purple starfish.
         

         
         Mara’s musical laugh spirals, an instrument playing Annie from the inside out, stirring the recesses of her brain. A thing
            she used to remember. Nothing feels as complicated anymore. The open ocean holds her. Mara and her sound envelop her in a
            watery cocoon.
         

         
         But then Mara is removing her clothing. One piece at a time, she tosses them to the wind, until she’s naked and standing at
            the transom. She peers over the edge as if she’s about to jump.
         

         
         Annie shouts.

         
         But words do not come. Her mouth opens to an empty silence. She reaches out, but Mara dives off the boat, taking her music
            with her.
         

         
         Annie scans the black water, a slurry of bubbles where her mother should be surfacing. She’s not there. Her vision clouds.
            The bubbles merge into a piercing tunnel of sound that eclipses the rest.
         

         
         It is no longer bright.

         
         Darkness cloaks everything.

         
         It is loud; a humming that moves up into her belly, honey-like and thick.

         
         It is even warmer. Heat rises from her toes.

         
         The sea must be coming for her, as if the only thing that could satisfy her would be to consume her whole. Somewhere in her
            gut, Annie knows she is dying.
         

         
         Let me tell you a story. Mara’s voice returns.
         

         
         Startled, she opens her eyes. She’s still floating in the ocean. Galene is far in the distance.
         

         
         But Annie is not alone.

         
         A humpback whale swims beneath her. Its knobby head moves gently under her fingertips. A guttural moan fills the waters around.
            All of them sing to her in concert: the sea and the whale and Mara’s dream voice. Annie opens her mouth. Salt gushes in. She
            isn’t alone anymore, swallowing it down, the sea itself funnelling into her.
         

         
         And Mara tells her, back in the heart of the darkness, I hear you, singing the words.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 51

         
         
            Before

         

         Aiden can see Mara out on the beach now.

         
         It’s past midnight, nearly four years after she washed up on that bend in the channel.

         
         He stands on the porch outside their cabin. She wanted to live far away from everyone. He gets it: Everyone still gossips
            about her like they have nothing better to talk about. No one could accept that she had no story. A washed-up and crazy, amnesic
            woman. He’s heard them talk, and he’s at the centre of it now.
         

         
         He gets on with things and tries to ignore it.

         
         He’s never gotten the full story from Mara and probably never will. Should it bother him more? He has a nebulous sense that
            it’s beyond what he’s allowed to know. Maybe she, herself, doesn’t fully know what’s real? And weirdly, he’s okay with it.
            For him, she is enough.
         

         
         Aiden can still boat in to work but it takes him an hour. His shifts pile together while Mara stays here. She reads poetry,
            fishes, swims every day. She says she doesn’t want or need to see anyone else.
         

         
         Tonight, she’s out on the sand, holding her hand up to the darkness. The stars light up her fingertips. No wind touches her.
            The moon is full, pulling the tide out.
         

         
         Aiden taps the splintered wood of the porch railing.

         
         Mara pulls her hair into the nape of her neck and winds it up in a messy bun. She takes off her dress, steps out of her underwear,
            and throws them in a heap.
         

         
         The way Mara explains it, she cannot escape the beach. Doesn’t want to. Not so much the beach, but the water, her need to
            submerge. There’s no staying inside the cabin, even when he asks.
         

         
         “Don’t swim so far out in the middle of the night,” Aiden said earlier, when she woke and left their bed, when he knew where
            she was going. He said the same thing every time.
         

         
         “Mm.” She ran a soft fingertip along his arm.

         
         “Especially pregnant, Mara.”

         
         “Don’t worry.” She kissed his earlobe.

         
         The porch creaks as Aiden leans over the railing, watching her wade out, then dive under. The water parts to welcome her back.
            He can no longer see her.
         

         
         At first, Aiden thought it was strange, how much she needed to be in the water. He understands why she wants to live out of
            town, why she recoils around people. He witnessed what happened to her at the hospital, felt the sting of what people said.
            Mostly, he’s come to accept her need to swim. He can even sleep through it most nights.
         

         
         But tonight he’s outside, feeling on the brink of change.

         
         Aiden walks down to the beach after her, thinking about the way they’re living. He hates leaving her every day. Even if he
            doesn’t say it out loud, his job is slowly killing him. The monotonous grind in the windowless emergency department, the endless
            paperwork.
         

         
         She is the only thing that makes him feel like himself again.

         
         He’s been thinking about Hale’s Landing. It offers a different kind of life, so remote, so far north. Maybe because she’s
            pregnant and they’re starting a family together—it’s forcing his hand.
         

         
         “Mara?” He stands on the sand, his voice gliding over the water. “Come to bed!”

         
         She surfaces and floats on her back. Aiden can tell she isn’t finished swimming. “In a bit,” she calls out.

         
         Eventually, he goes back inside.

         
         He sits motionless at the kitchen table for a few minutes. Then, he clicks on the overhead light and pulls out a piece of
            paper from the drawer. Dr. Aiden MacLeod writes his short resignation letter to the chief of staff. The next morning, he boats
            in, delivers it in a white envelope.
         

         
         When he exits the hospital, he smells the sea again. A deep agreement in his body. The air on his face; when is the last time
            he really felt it? He feels a hundred pounds lighter.
         

         
         Mara and Aiden use his savings to buy a thirty-four-foot cruising sailboat. They’ll moor it around Hale’s Landing and sell
            fish to get by.
         

         
         They name the boat Amphitrite.
         

         
         “The ocean goddess,” Mara says.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 52

         
         
            Now

         

         It’s a wave that awakens her.

         
         Annie knows without opening her eyes: She’s no longer drowning. She’s in a bed and wearing dry clothes. A soft cotton blanket
            rests over her shoulders and down to her feet. But somehow, she’s moving—floating—as if the mattress underneath her might
            give way to open water.
         

         
         She opens her eyes. The sun is bright through a copper porthole. Tattered sailing books fill an overhead bookshelf.

         
         Here’s what I know about the sea, Annie. It’s Walker’s baritone voice in her head. The taste of salt water lingers on her tongue. Her mind holds the image of indigo
            water.
         

         
         Is she still alive or is this some kind of afterlife? She probes the skin beneath the thin cotton of her shirt, surprised
            to find everything there: fingers, toes. All warm and intact.
         

         
         A whale was underneath her. Was a whale underneath her? Its sleek grey skin was against her palm, its solid body under her
            legs. Didn’t water slide into her mouth, her lungs, her arteries?
         

         
         People think she’s lots of different seas with different names. But she’s one sea with one song.

         
         Annie’s eyes are drawn again to the porthole. Morning light streams in and she somehow knows without seeing that she’s inside a boat anchored in a protected cove. A green expanse of Douglas fir and Sitka spruce covers the mountainside. Songbirds hum in the branches. It is the exact moment of highest tide, she is sure of it, a stilling of the water below. 

         
         This is the in-between moment.

         
         She likes to tell stories, but she doesn’t tell them all at once. Her stories spread thousands of miles, borderless, folding
               into each other, harmonizing. Expanding until they’re everywhere. She told us the story of you.

         
         She remembers Aiden speaking about the movement of animals before a large earthquake: “No one could ever prove this,” he told
            her at sailboat school, at the galley table. “But chickens stop laying eggs, bees flee their hives, dogs get restless, and
            they often escape the wake area of tsunamis. They save themselves. It’s like they’re attached to the ground, to the sea. They
            can feel what most people have forgotten how to feel.”
         

         
         Annie is remembering.

         
         She wants your story, too.

         
         Walker is here, above her on deck. She can feel his exact proportions, as if she could touch him from here. The sound of his
            footfalls patter above.
         

         
         She props herself up on her elbows.

         
         And then he’s here, he is right here, climbing down the companionway, walking across the galley and standing in front of her,
            a concerned look on his face. He’s wearing dark jeans, a brown leather belt, and a blue cotton T-shirt. Bare feet.
         

         
         Annie has difficulty keeping him in focus.

         
         “Don’t get up too quickly,” he says.

         
         Annie’s breath is shallow. “You had my clothes here.”

         
         “I packed everything you need.” He sits on the edge of the bed.

         
         She shakes her head. “I can hear you inside of me. It feels like a dream.”

         
         He reaches over and touches her hand. Annie closes her eyes to a vision of water, clear blues and greens. A rocking sensation.

         
         Annie opens her eyes and she is back in the berth, still under the blanket.

         
         She wants to know everything he knows. “You tell me things without saying them.”

         
         “It’s not me.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “It’s never been me. It’s the sea.”

         
         This makes her hide her face in her hands. She’s not sure why. Her eyes are welling up. “Why couldn’t I hear it before?”

         
         “You could always hear it. But now you’re ready to listen. Come up on deck?” he asks.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “There’s someone for you to see.”

         
         Who is he talking about? Annie doesn’t know how to broach her thousand questions. Where has he been, and how is he alive if
            he died?
         

         
         “We’re the singers,” he says, his voice light and springy. “But the sea is the song.”

         
         

         Walker raises the anchor.

         
         He does not set a bearing. He does not check the charts. Annie takes the helm as he lifts the mainsail and it catches the
            wind. It’s blustery. He doesn’t seem to mind. His heat radiates as he sits next to her in the cockpit.
         

         
         Annie still can’t unscramble her thoughts. “Why were you away so long?” she tries.

         
         “We don’t control the timing.” He smiles.

         
         Annie shakes her head. “But where did you go?”

         
         “You’ll see. She’s going to show you.”

         
         “Can I go where you went?”

         
         “You belong here.” He takes her hand. “The rest of us can’t stay without getting . . . disconnected. Sick, in a way. You remember
            when your mom stopped humming?”
         

         
         Annie touches her whalebone necklace. The three beads on the leather cord. Did she tell Walker about this? It’s true—Mara did stop humming. Annie remembers every painful detail of that day; the whale dying on the beach, Mara’s sobs and the abyss of silence that followed. They left Hale’s to sail south right afterward. 

         
         “But you can connect to both,” Walker says. “Earth and sea. As long as you don’t get too far away.”

         
         “Too far away from what?”

         
         “From one or the other.”

         
         Those rose-coloured mornings in Baja on Amphitrite, the weeks they did not go ashore. There was joy. But Annie was a little adrift, wasn’t she? Like if she wasn’t careful,
            she couldn’t come back.
         

         
         Until they sailed back into Hale’s each fall, to that boy running down Ruth’s dock with earth under his fingernails.

         
         Walker smiles again before letting go of her hand to steer. They rise and fall over tall waves. Annie’s questions dissolve;
            they seem too trivial, too far from where she is now, fitting perfectly inside the sound.
         

         
         They sail like this, wordless, until they arrive.

         
         “This is the spot.” Walker takes her hand again to show her: white-tipped waves and ocean beneath. It flows up through her
            arm in a flash. She blinks and it’s over.
         

         
         “You keep doing that.”

         
         His eyes are gentle. “Let’s swim.”

         
         

         They anchor again and undress.

         
         He pulls her to stand over the transom in their underwear. “And afterward, Annie? You have everything you need here on the
            boat. She’s all yours,” he says.
         

         
         “Polaris?”

         
         “Yes. Your home. Think about it as a maiden voyage.” He grins, then dives without a splash.

         
         Annie climbs down one rung at a time. She tries not to think about Galene, and the last time she stood on a ladder over the sea.
         

         
         Walker surfaces amid the waves. He sees her hovering there, almost naked, not getting in. He says: “You’re okay, Annie.”

         
         She believes him. Annie edges down in a crouch and pushes off. It takes her breath away, how good it feels this time.

         
         “She’s coming up,” he says.

         
         Before Annie can ask who he means, a moan in the water, eerily familiar. She can’t be more than a few feet away as a humpback
            surfaces beside her. The proximity is breathtaking.
         

         
         Walker is here. He takes her hand again.

         
         “Remember this?” Through his touch, a vision of runaway Galene in the far distance, Annie alone on the tabletop of the sea, nearly unconscious. She feels porous, permeable, as if there
            is no divide between her hand, his, and the body of this creature in the water next to them.
         

         
         A bridge forming.

         
         “Come here.” He places Annie’s hand on the whale’s back. She is taken back to that place on the threshold of consciousness,
            Mara’s voice and the sea and the whale beneath her body.
         

         
         “You’ll need to let go,” Walker says.

         
         The whale whistles and hums, hovers, as if asking permission. Annie’s belly is up against the back of the whale.

         
         “Will you dive with her?”

         
         Annie hesitates. The feeling is not fear . . . it’s an insatiable hunger she’s never felt before. Anticipation. Resting her
            hands on the whale’s fins, she closes her eyes. A deep breath in. She holds it.
         

         
         As if understanding, the whale submerges. The mood underwater is inviting. A delicious heartbeat, pacifying her, like she’s
            a baby in the arms of a parent.
         

         
         They go deeper. Annie opens her eyes to exquisite blue depths.

         
         Let me go back to the beginning.

         
         Annie knows this voice. She’d know it anywhere, from the lullabies in the berth of Amphitrite. Calling her to come for dinner. Whispering under the galley table, catching ladybugs in mason jars. Singsong fairy tales, bedtime stories. 

         
         Remember how to dive.
         

         
         Fragments reach Annie from the beginning of her life, as far back as birth. The hot skin of Mara’s chest and the interface
            between sea and air. Being cradled by her. Then, a vision of her fingers laced with Mara’s during her first steps across Amphitrite’s deck. Lying underneath the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling of her berth.
         

         
         You can listen with your whole body.

         
         Battered buoys, channel markers, lighthouses. Aiden’s fingertips tracing a course along a worn chart. The taste of lemoned
            salmon at dinner time. Mara’s easy laugh.
         

         
         Let the sea tell you a story.
         

         
         Annie’s a child again. Her knees are wet as she kneels in a tide pool. Two sand dollars look up from the water. She swims
            among seahorses and the chirps of dolphins. Pulling halibut off a curved fishing hook. Sailing fast, cutting along the harshest
            winds.
         

         
         The depths erode space and time, moving Annie into the immediacy of one memory: Aiden clasps the whalebone necklace around
            Annie’s neck. Mara sits empty-eyed in the berth.
         

         
         “Why are we staying on the boat, Mom?” Annie asks.

         
         Mara pulls Annie onto her lap, brushing the tip of her nose lightly. “This is where we belong.” Her voice is nearly musical.
            “Here’s what I know about the sea: She’s full of stories. Let me tell you one about how whales turn themselves into other
            creatures. In myths, people turn into all kinds of things.”
         

         
         Mara hums. Inside it, there is everything.

         
         The whale takes Annie even deeper. A pressure loads against her eardrums. Another vision emerges: the rogue wave, capsizing
            Amphitrite during the earthquake. Mara is unconscious and sinking through a primal metamorphosis, reawakened to what she once had been.
         

         
         Annie’s own stories spill out, one by one, everything she’s gathered. The skyscrapers and six-lane highways tumble off into
            towering kelp forests. The TVs and cell phones, computers and keyboards disintegrate and reassemble into undulating manta
            rays, basking in the current. Her inboxes drift off in a trail of jellyfish tentacles. The power cords and chargers and cables
            and connectors tangle in the nooks and crannies of a coral reef. The hospital rooms, the machine-healing, the lines and tubes
            and vials and masks turn boneless and fluid, pouring into the arms of a waiting octopus.
         

         
         The sea takes all of it.

         
         Annie realizes, somewhere in the wild beneath, she’s not alone anymore. A growing sense of many other whales. The fathoms
            of water between them are only a thin membrane. A map of everyone inside the sound. The water is alive with presence. A deeper,
            nearly inaudible oscillation, moving time even further backward. Back before there was time. Back when there was only story:
            strands of it, electrically potent. Infinite.
         

         
         The deepest water forces a kind of surrender. Annie forgets her body and her need for air. Her senses ignite inside of this
            story. It feels thousands of feet deep and centuries long.
         

         
         Their eventual ascent is like waking up. Annie remembers her body—that she still has a body. That she has legs that walk
            on the ground. Her lungs burn. The bumpy surface of fins returns under her fingertips as they break the surface.
         

         
         For what duration she was under, she doesn’t know.

         
         She scans the horizon, the waves, the boat deck.

         
         Walker is gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ebb

         
         The cycle begins again. Having done what was needed, the water returns to itself.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 53

         
         
            Eight months after

         

         Evan Hale loves late September in Hale’s Landing.

         
         An omnipresent fog hangs in the sky. The leaves burst into tangerine and gold while moss drips with rain. A cool wind blows.

         
         The front porch of Ruth’s cabin still creaks. The peeled cedar logs smell the same as they did when he was a kid. The cabin
            is as spare and utilitarian as it was; the same chipped ceramic plates, cast-iron and copper pans. A dented kettle lives on
            the wood stove. Shells line each windowsill.
         

         
         He eats the same cereal every morning with his favourite spoon, the one with moon cycles engraved onto the handle. He still
            wears the same black work coveralls, with the Hale Timber insignia between his shoulder blades.
         

         
         But some things have changed.

         
         The day Annie went north on the barge in February, he went straight to the public library. Why would he have gone there? To
            this day, he remembers it like a fugue state. An elderly librarian—with a rainbow of bracelets, glasses on her nose and another
            pair tucked into her nest of grey-white hair—led him up a spiral staircase to a narrow section on sustainable forestry.
         

         
         “I guess I could have looked this all up online,” he said.

         
         “It’s better to feel a book in your hands,” she replied. Her bracelets jangled when she patted his shoulder.

         
         He sat in a wing chair in a corner, alone, tearing up, thinking of Annie while devouring word after word; wondering if he
            could be redeemed.
         

         
         

         The following week, Evan resigned from the coast guard and went north. He knew he had no choice. When he arrived, Henry grabbed
            him by the shoulders and pulled him into a hug.
         

         
         “She called in from Polaris,” he said.
         

         
         “Polaris?”

         
         “She’s sailing south on her own. She sounded strong.”

         
         Evan stayed put. In the following months, he hiked every inch of the Hale Timber land. As the weather warmed, he trekked over
            more and more terrain, through the underbelly of mulch, salal, and sword fern, underneath trees of towering majesty. He measured
            the oldest growth, graphed the area’s remaining inhabitants by hand on large topographical maps he stuck to the office wall.
         

         
         Evan hung a photo of Celeste next to his maps. She would have loved this.

         
         Ed Hollingsworth hung his head and told him he was ready to retire.

         
         Evan walks the forest every day like a pilgrim. The oldest trees—the ones that touch the sky—seem to reach down to touch
            him, too. He presses his cheek against the trunks of many of them, the same way he did as a child. What do these trees want
            to tell him now?
         

         
         The answers are coming, slowly, flowing through cambium five hundred years thick. His sense of gravity is returning. He invites
            in foresters, naturalists, Indigenous elders; experts of all kinds arrive in Hale’s to talk with him about the trees.
         

         
         “Call and response,” a craggy old forester from Clayoquot Sound tells him one evening beside a smouldering campfire. He’s one of the ones that put his own body in the way of the loggers and ended up in court. “Bring your questions to the trees themselves. You’ll get your answers.” 

         
         Evan collects more and more forestry books—some glossy-paged, others yellowing with small, faded fonts. They sprawl across
            the living room floor and pile in a wobbly stack on the bedside table. He loves the weight of the books in his hands. The
            oldest volumes, the ones with the feathery pages and split bindings, contain what feels like lost knowledge. As if Evan might
            be the last person to read them.
         

         
         He never realized how much he didn’t know: grandmother trees and nursing logs; connected root networks and shared nutrients;
            the way trees talk to one another. He runs his fingertips over images of lacy white mycelium. He has lifetimes left of learning
            and this is only the beginning.
         

         
         The message is unmistakable: The trees need to come first.

         
         There are no more clear-cuts at Hale Timber. Instead, they only bring down trees near the end of their lives. Selective cutting
            retains diversity of species and a healthier canopy.
         

         
         Many early mornings, Evan stares at the old patches on the mountainsides near Ruth’s bluff. He googles conservation land designations
            and scrolls through long applications. The muscles in his shoulders loosen.
         

         
         It still rains most days. It rains more than he’s ever remembered. In the places that Isaac clear-cut—the places he sprayed
            or slash burned afterward—the earth feels unsteady with all the mud.
         

         
         He wonders what is possible—even here, even now?

         
         Slowly, Evan’s making something he can live with.

         
         

         Annie sails in the midafternoon.

         
         This is her: alone-but-not-alone, sailing back north, single-handing Polaris. The waves lower and then lift her back up. She dials into a low-frequency pulse underneath her—the one that stills and quiets everything else. The wind and drizzle run through her unbraided hair. She does not use the GPS. The radio is turned off, the way she likes it. She loves the drift of this; merged, right here and right now. 

         
         She’s nearly back in Hale’s Channel, closer to the towering trees hugging the shoreline. But she gets an unexpected pull to
            change course. The instinct is electric, like a charged battery. She needs to head into Jenny Inlet instead of her original
            path to Hale’s Landing.
         

         
         It’ll start to get dark, soon.

         
         Annie changes course. At the mouth of the inlet, the wind dies down and the water is quieter. She rounds up, drops the main,
            ghosts in on the jib.
         

         
         

         At 4:00 p.m. the same day, Evan is still working. Greg sits on a nylon chair on the deck of the barge, scrolling on his phone,
            a can of Coors Light in his other hand. Despite the rain, the two of them are outside, surrounded by cartons of supplies destined
            for camp, plastic crates of pancake mix, coffee creamer, and instant noodles.
         

         
         “Ben Innis from BC Ferries just texted,” Greg says.

         
         Evan doesn’t look up. He slices open the tape on another crate, then holsters his knife on his tool belt. Picking up a clipboard,
            he checks the inventory list.
         

         
         “He just crossed Jenny Inlet an hour ago. It’s a crap picture but check it out,” Greg says.

         
         Evan looks at the pixelated image. He reaches across to zoom in with his fingertips. It’s a humpback. But also: a moored sailboat,
            and he can just make out the cursive written across the stern. The hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He closes the crate,
            walks toward the wharf, over to his pickup truck. He pulls his keys from the pocket of his jeans.
         

         
         “Where are you headed?” Greg yells after him.

         
         

         The dock rocks in the familiar way it does as Evan jogs to his boat. He jumps in to start the engine, unties the lines, and
            pushes off. He picks up speed, waves spitting out behind him.
         

         
         He arrives at Jenny Inlet around 5:00 p.m. It’s getting darker, the wind has died down, the rain is clearing. Polaris bobs innocently as he comes alongside and kills the engine. Bull kelp tangles and drifts around her mooring line.
         

         
         He ties up and climbs aboard.

         
         No Annie, but nothing seems amiss. Evan opens one of the cockpit lazarettes: a set of folded towels, two life jackets, perfectly
            arranged, tucked into one another.
         

         
         He climbs down the companionway.

         
         Everything is in its place. An empty sink. A sack of organic brown rice in the cupboard. A tea towel tucked around a handle
            of one of the cherry cabinets in the galley. Books crowd the upper shelving, all of Annie’s favourites: fairy tales and poems
            and folklore. The main berth is covered in a dark grey wool blanket. He runs his hand along the edge of the soft mattress.
         

         
         Annie’s whalebone necklace sits on the table.

         
         He feels the low rhythm of waves against the hull—and something else. He can sense a new movement underneath him. He could
            swear he hears a melody.
         

         
         Returning to the deck, he looks out at the receding tide, then the expanse of smooth water in the other direction. A slight
            disturbance ripples the glassy surface. A puff of breath.
         

         
         The back of a whale.

         
         Then, a light touch on his arm.

         
         He knows this feeling. A sudden fever, a spark.

         
         Seeing Annie makes it hard to draw a full breath. Her appearance is otherworldly. There’s a flush in her cheeks he hasn’t
            seen in years. Wrapped in a towel, seawater dripping from her hair, she is smiling, clear-eyed. Her calmness washes over him.
         

         
         “You’re here,” he says.

         
         “So are you.”

         
         Before he can reach for her, a humpback breaches beside the boat, fins splaying, showering them both. It’s terrifying and
            exhilarating. He cannot breathe.
         

         
         A deep song tumbles toward him through waves and air. Evan tears up but doesn’t quite know why. Somewhere, he can faintly hear music. 

         
         Annie reaches for his hand.

         
         Holding on to the echo of song, they listen.
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