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Critical Acclaim for Blaze Island


“Climate change is both an external and internal phenomenon in Catherine Bush’s brilliant new novel, — an ever-moving storm of emotion and politics that unfolds under churning skies and life-or-death stakes. Bush brings together a complicated cast of three-dimensional men and women, all fighting with and against each other in the name of saving the planet…or making a buck.”

— MICHAEL REDHILL, Giller Prize winning author of Bellevue Square




“Catherine Bush’s cast of characters roam Blaze Island after a storm of mythical strength, amid a welter of blown-off roofs, smashed windows, sunken vehicles, blazing desire, and destruction. Bush’s prose is a lightning storm in the dark of climate crisis — gothic, forceful, and beautifully intimate. Here is the majesty and awe of unleashed nature and we are caught in the grip. Swept away. This novel is sublime.”

— LISA MOORE, author of Something for Everyone




“A beautiful, far-seeing, and fiercely intelligent novel about the most critical question of our time. Every sentence has the lush exactitude of a poem — and the book, as it stuns and pivots, the stampeding heart of a thriller.”

— CLAUDIA DEY, author of Heartbreaker




“Riveting and morally complex, this is a beautiful, kaleidoscopic work that offers a resounding reply to the question of how literature might wrestle with the deepest threat facing the planet, anthropogenic climate change. In the absence of saviours and easy consolation, what Bush has created is an allegory of hubris and humility and an exhilarating space in which to re-imagine multi-species relationships and stories.”

— KYO MACLEAR, author of Birds, Art, Life
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What seas what shores what grey rocks and what islands

What water lapping the bow

And scent of pine and the woodthrush singing through the fog

What images return

O my daughter.

—T.S. Eliot, Marina




I have done nothing but in care of thee.

— William Shakespeare, The Tempest




Pressing changes are underway. Everything is becoming something else, unpredictably. A completely new outlook is required. The challenge for now and the foreseeable future is to extract ourselves from what men have engineered: a planet long on the edge of catastrophe.

—Elena Ferrante




…And then our singing

Brought on a different manner of weather.

— Tracy K. Smith, An Old Story
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PROLOGUE

She will give her daughter all this.

Fresh bread that broken open is as soft as milk. The year’s first strawberries. New radishes, crisp as apples.

It is mid-May and almost a decade into the new millennium. Already the lilacs are over. The silver maple and the copper beech are thickening with leaf. The tiny flowers of the lindens send out a subtle sweetness. In the heat, all these things arrive earlier than usual but they arrive nonetheless.

For a day she will abandon her painting. She and her daughter will take the train into the city. Breathless, as soon as the train begins to move, their fingers crowd into a punnet of strawberries, they cannot help themselves. With each bite their tongues pucker with pleasure, their lips grow soft and pink. When her daughter, beloved Miranda, offers the woman beside them a strawberry, the woman, dignified in her flowered dress, tells them her name is Aurelia. One strawberry, then another, so that the three of them are joined in this bliss, the fever and harmony of the moment, their devotion to it.

In Penn Station, she will take her daughter’s hand as they descend into the subway’s depths, hot already, air with the taste of metal. Released, they climb out of the darkness, into a cacophony of towers. On the sidewalk they pass a woman playing drums with such ferocity her dreadlocks sweep the air like comets, as a dove-white pigeon arrows a path overhead.

In the park, they will tug off their shoes and walk barefoot, heat enfolding them like a dress. There is so much she cannot give her daughter, but for now there is still this — bread, strawberries, enough beauty to swell their hearts and break them open.


. . .

Blustery when Miranda went to bed, the wind wrenched her from sleep just before midnight. Gusts moaned in the chimney as Ella, the dog, pressed close to her side. The wind moved into her. The walls shook. Light slivered through the floorboards from the kitchen below. Slipping from bed, she pulled on her jeans, wool sweater, slippers. Ella, a slim shadow, leaped to the floor. At the rear of the house, wind smashed against the windows, swooped into Miranda’s stomach, hurled rain like nails at the glass, pressing out of the southeast, where their autumn storms usually came from.

At her entry, her father started from the kitchen table, shutting the lid of his laptop. Still in his work coveralls, he was not a tall man but feral and muscular, his beard close-cropped. Something rushed across his face, which he tried to hide, and his discomfort made Miranda’s skin prickle, attuned as she was to his every fluctuation.

“What were you looking at?”

“The wind map,” her father said and opened his laptop again. When the page reloaded, the wind swirled like sleet against the blue earth, its green strength darkening to red. For days they’d tracked Hurricane Fernand, Category 5 then 4 then 5 again, winds topping 250 kilometres per hour as the hurricane churned up the east coast of North America, ripped away trees and homes in Florida, flooded land and roads and cities in Georgia and North Carolina, flattened towns. In dismay Miranda had stared over her father’s shoulder as he paced through news sites at photos of crushed and roofless houses, floating cars, uprooted trees, the pictures sinking into her before her father clicked them out of sight.

Don’t look, he kept saying. But she had — at a brown sea swelling through a Manhattan subway station she remembered travelling through so many years ago —

On Blaze Island, they were too far north for most hurricanes, but the ocean water was warming, making hurricanes larger, fiercer, pulling them closer all the time.

“You said the hurricane was moving out to sea.”

“Wind’s come round.” Her father, who went by the name of Alan Wells, ran a hand through his greying hair until it stood up in gusts. “She’s swerved, though we’ll still only get the brush of her outermost wings.”

They had their own power, stored in a shed full of batteries, a small windmill supported by guy wires, solar panels fastened with metal bolts to rock and roof, and their small house, alone in its sloped fields with a view out to sea, almost never lost electricity in storms, even when a hard wind knocked out the town’s. Her father had planted trees as a windbreak, cedars to the north of the house, alders on the slope to the east. He’d insulated the walls when they’d moved to the cove eight years before, the summer Miranda turned eleven, so the rooms were snug, the wood stove pluming heat.

“How about a game of gin rummy?” He extracted a pack of cards from the utility drawer. “And tea, if you’re not going to sleep.”

It seemed her father wasn’t about to sleep either.

As Miranda pulled mugs from the cupboard, her father came close and squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll be fine. We live in a world of wind out here. We’re storm-seasoned.”

It was true. Hurricanes might swerve their way, but ordinary winds on Blaze Island were like nothing Miranda had experienced before coming to this place: winds like a huge body pummelling her body, winds strong enough to knock her over or lift her off her feet, winds that sometimes made it impossible to move at all. Wind had ripped a car door out of her hands, unlatched the storm door, pushed so hard against their house that they were trapped inside. Winter blizzards rearranged the landscape so that from one day to the next Miranda barely recognized where she was, shoved snow so high against their back door that their closest neighbour, Pat Green, had to plow his way down their lane to dig them out.

Long ago, in a rented house on the tip of Cape Cod, in the midst of Gabrielle, the first hurricane Miranda had lived through, her beautiful mother had been the one to suggest card games. While the wind slammed against the roof and threw seaweed at the windows, Jenny Erens lit an oil lamp and seven-year-old Miranda found cards in a drawer, both of them trying to tempt her moody father, who stared fixedly into the storm, to join them.

In the darkened utility room, when Miranda went to fetch milk, the leftover wind from Hurricane Fernand grew louder, a hoarse cry, high, low, a force loud as a train hammering the walls. The wind, wild even for the island, made her stall. Through the dark window she searched for the slope leading up to the vegetable garden, through the saplings that her father had planted over the years, here in a place where there’d been no trees for centuries.

“Do you remember that storm chaser, the one who went from place to place recording the sounds of typhoons and hurricanes,” her father called from the kitchen. “We heard him on the radio, speaking from a shack in the Philippines in the midst of a typhoon, Talas, I believe it was, saying that every storm has its own voice, depending on whether it’s blowing through trees or power lines or over city or ocean. Some sound female and some male. This one sounds female, don’t you think?”

Did it? From the middle of the kitchen, her sleek black body trembling, Ella let out a bark.

“What is it?” Miranda called to her as the kettle switched off.

“It’s just the wind,” said her father, ruffling Ella’s fur. Yet Ella, who had been born in Nain, on the northern coast of Labrador, who had known hard winds her whole life, stayed tense.

In the mud room, Miranda switched on the outside light. Yellow poured onto the doorstep. At the edge of the bridge, on the steps, lay a slumped form. A hand gripped one of the wooden railings of the bridge the way a drowning man might clasp a piece of driftwood or the edge of a raft to stop himself from being swept out to sea. Shock funnelled through her as the body lifted his head, black hair plastered to his scalp. No one Miranda had ever seen.

She scrambled into her boots and jacket without thinking, wrenching the sticky handle of their everyday door. Beyond it, the wind bucked against the wooden storm door, held in place by hooks, wrestling with Miranda as her fingers stumbled to release the bottom hook. When she undid the top one, the door would swing open and bash into the stranger. What choice did she have? The hook leaped free, and the door slammed out of her hands, pulling her with it.

She was in the blast. Wind and rain tore at her. Wind ripped through her jacket, her hair, her skin, her mouth. A monstrous fury. Was this the worst, the edge of the hugest hurricane ever to pound up the coast? She was nothing to it. Wind would carry her away, but there was someone else, a boy, a young man, trying to pull himself up the steps to her house. She had to help.

She reached out. There was a tug on her hood, her shoulder, an immense strength wrenching her back as she struggled forward, pulling her into the house while the rain bit her face. Her father. There was ferocity in him, her stern protector. “Get inside.” He’d thrown on his rain jacket, a rope wrapped around his waist.

“I’ll hold onto the rope,” Miranda said, giddy and reeling. They were both in the doorway. Wind and rain swept into the room behind them.

“No you won’t,” her father said. “Tie the rope to the bottom banister.”

The house would be his counterweight. In the first hurricane ever to brush the island, Hurricane Jose, he’d struggled outside in the middle of the night to close the door of their store shed, which had swung open, and been caught, swept off his feet, forced to crawl back to the house, inch his way back. Eleven then, Miranda had slept through all of it. He told her the story the morning after, leaving Miranda with nothing but bolts of panic and remorse. Without knowing it she’d almost lost him, the only parent she had left. After that, Alan had strung up ropes between their outbuildings whenever high winds and storms were brewing.

Now, soaked to the skin, she stumbled back through the kitchen, ordinary and warm, cards and mugs still on the table. There was a howling behind the sitting room door, Ella, whom her father must have locked inside. Miranda’s heart surged into the storm again. To the stranger. Breathless, she tugged the rope around the banister as tight as she could with a knot her father had taught her.

When the rope went taut, it caught the leg of a kitchen chair and toppled it, pitched the table up against the wall. In the mud room, her father was a silhouette beyond the door, wind pouring into the house, rain like savage stars all around him. Braced against the railing, he lowered himself to reach the stranger. Everything in the room rippled and shook. The empty egg basket took flight. Miranda almost tripped over the rope. Her father hauled the stranger up the steps as the wind screamed. On his hands and knees, the young man was close enough that she could extend a hand to him once more, she and her father working together. The stranger’s hand, cold and wet, grasped Miranda’s. While her father grabbed his jacket, she pulled him in, battling the wind for him, dragging him over the lintel.

He whispered something as he collapsed to the floor.

Time grew large enough to contain her father, still outside, letting the wind flood over him, as if he wanted to meet the storm, truly see it, feel it, know it. He was shouting into it. Miranda drew in one long, ragged breath. Then her father too was inside, tugging the storm door closed. Once more they were barricaded from the weather, the dark mud room askew, hats pulled from hooks, water pooling across the floor where the stranger lay, a lime-green anorak slick against him. Cold water streamed across Miranda’s skin, her hair heavy as a pelt on her back. Stunned excitement flew through her. Her father shook himself the way a dog will after a fight, the room still too full of wind for speech, his skin shining. The stranger closed his eyes. Was he hurt, was he badly injured, dying? The clasp of his hand left its trace on hers. Miranda knelt beside him.

“Don’t touch him.”

Then it was her father’s turn to crouch over the prone body. “Are you in pain?”

Groaning, the stranger curled into a little ball. Like a child. But he shook his head and the tremor of a smile passed across his face. “I’m winded.”

Slowly he struggled out of his soaked jacket, Miranda taking hold of each sleeve as he loosened his arms from them. That he was alive and unharmed seemed miraculous. On her father’s rain-slick face, there was an expression of kindly, immense, partly suppressed curiosity and relief. They weren’t supposed to invite strangers into their house. They weren’t supposed to welcome any visitors, at least not people from away, but how could they turn away someone flung onto their doorstep like this?

“What’s your name?” Miranda asked.

“Frank,” the stranger whispered.

Her father asked, “Frank what?”

After an uncertain pause, in the same hoarse voice, the stranger replied, “Frank Hansen.”

Her father nodded with a peculiar expression that made no sense to Miranda. “You can tell us more in a moment, but first let’s get you up and out of these clothes. You must be half-frozen and bruised after battling through all that.” Alan guided Frank by the elbow as he staggered to his feet. There was shock in him, as if he hadn’t yet landed where he was.

He had pale brown skin and high cheekbones, narrow eyes, black hair. A little cotton scarf was knotted around his neck and his cable-knit sweater had holes in it, threads dangling from the cuffs. His tight, muddied jeans were ripped at the knees. From his pocket, he pulled a slim metal phone, soaked like the rest of him, and seemed not to know what to do with it.

In eight years, Miranda could count on her hand the number of times someone from away had stepped inside their house. People from the nearby village of Pummelly stopped by. Caleb Borders used to come all the time. For some years, his mother, Sylvia, too. But from off-island, other than the three young scientists, Anna, Agnes, and Arun, who had visited her father, no one, ever.


. . .

Caleb paced the parlour of his great-aunt Christine’s B&B with a restlessness that wouldn’t leave him. Nearly midnight. Wind and rain battled against the wide window. Outside lay the world he knew, the small village of Pummelly curved around its flat and treeless harbour, the ocean smashing beyond the outer ring of rocks.

As the evening had worn on and the storm unexpectedly worsened, his great-aunt, who lived just down the road, had called his mother and asked for company, her last guests having left a week ago and her husband having set off some years previous for the grand hotel in the sky. Though he’d have preferred to hold out on his own, his mother, Sylvia, would have none of it, so Caleb was forced to accompany her through the driving rain along Little Harbour Road to his great-aunt’s house.

In her parlour, the weather channel blared its endless reel of disastrous news about the hurricane, all the way from Florida up into New England: exploding power plants, flood waters stretching as far as the eye could see. Now the damage included houses with siding stripped away and gushing rivers where there’d once been streets in St. John’s, down on the Avalon Peninsula, where Caleb’s aunt Mona and his great-aunt Magdalene lived. From her armchair, his great-aunt Christine was speaking into her phone, telling someone how she’d been trying to reach her sister Magdalene all day. Caleb was halfway across the room when the lights went out, the television plunging into silence. From the kitchen, where his mother had been filling jugs of water at the sink, she gave an exclamation as Caleb held the blue light of his phone to the window, his own face shining back at him, rain streaming over the glass.

His mind surged down the road that led out of the village and into Green Cove, where the girl lived with her father in their little white house. Let her be safe. In the old days, when a gale blew, he would have called her on the land line to see how she was faring, since the land line was all the girl had. Sometimes the pain of being cut off from her still felt like being stabbed. His thoughts swept farther, across the cove, anxious, down the lane on the far side and along the track that led to Cape House, up on its promontory, surrounded by black spruce and field and scrub, waves splintering below.

Everyone had known some wind and rain were coming, the far reaches of the hurricane as it moved out to sea, but no one had predicted such a blow as this. The wind, blasting at Cape House on its landward side, would be broken by spruce trees — as long as the trees themselves didn’t break.

Already Cape House had survived so much. Used as his uncle Charlie’s sheep shed for years, it was half boarded up when Caleb convinced his uncle to pass the wrecked house on to him. No one else wanted it, and his uncle no longer cared to keep a flock of sheep. In those days, teenagers would break in to drink out of the wind, leaving cans and bottles strewn across the wooden floors. The sheep lived in what had once been the dining room and parlour, shut in by planks nailed across the doorways. Boards covered the tall bow windows. Hay bales filled the breezeway and were stacked along the far kitchen wall. As a boy, Caleb sometimes stopped by, riding on quads with his uncles and cousins. Later he started biking out to the house by himself, his cousins, that pack of boys, leaving him to his own devices. He brought a broom to sweep the kitchen floor free of straw and cans and bottle caps and swirling dog hair. A hammer to nail down loose floorboards. A wooden fisherman’s daybed, with an ancient quilt flung over it, clung to a corner. Sheep hooves clunked from the parlour. Caleb had stood on the bridge outside the back door, scenting the land like a fox, as a dragonfly hovered. He had let himself imagine the views out to sea through the boarded-up windows, right to the edge of the blue horizon. The house itself whispered to him. He felt at home out there, at ease in a way he never did other places. Out there, the colour of his skin, so unlike that of everyone around him, didn’t matter.

Sand brown. Dark hair, thick with waves. That’s what his reflection showed him. He looked nothing like his cousins or his tall, pale, red-haired mother, that much was for certain. Not her lips or eyes but someone else’s. His mother had told him how she’d discovered she was pregnant a year to the day after her own mother had died and this had seemed a beautiful omen. A fine story, yes, but a fatherless one.

There was a man out there somewhere, or there had once been, a man his mother refused to speak of even now. Caleb had searched their house on Little Harbour Road for clues, for photographs. The old kind you printed out. The photos on his mother’s computer began with their arrival on the island, when he was two, and from their earliest days in Pummelly there was only a scattered one of himself as a wary-eyed, chubby toddler.

As a boy, he’d walked awestruck under the high and still-grand ceilings of Cape House, past the rippling wallpaper, the wide staircase up to the second floor. There was a hand pump outside the back door and clear spring water poured from it. When the girl arrived in his life, he brought her out there, herself an outsider, too, with her solar-panelled house and wind turbine spinning in its field. They sat on the broken bridge and watched fox cubs tumble in the long grass. Waving away stouts and nippers, they followed the path that led beyond the house, hugging the rocky shore all the way out to the headlands. Caribou grazed in the marshy fields beyond the scrubby borderland of spruce trees, their mottled bodies moving slowly in the distance, ankles clicking, heads raised as the wind carried to them a human scent or the sound of footsteps above the crash of waves.

Now the house would be protected by the new shingles Caleb had tarred and nailed to the roof, the new clapboard he’d laid over the blue sheets of Cladmate tacked and taped between the strapping. This he told himself as he paced. On the inside, he’d stripped the parlour walls, added pink insulation and a plastic vapour barrier. He was fixing things slowly, carefully, room by room, sanding the parlour floors, installing snug windows, safeguarding the old house as best he could from the new weather, the new storms carrying winds up from the Caribbean like the trade ships of old, bringing them all this way north.

The wind had shifted, from a southeasterly, into the east. There must be cracks in his great-aunt’s house, slivers around the airtight windows through which the wind whistled and sang. Safe where he was, Caleb longed to be elsewhere, out at Cape House, feeling the wind in his bones as it hit those walls. Helplessness rose in him, and a different urgency, the desire to repair another thing, to discover the act of salvage that would bring the girl back to him. There must be a way. He had a house. He’d told her his dream and seen a bright light in her eyes as he’d done so. When they’d kissed, she had been slow to pull away.

From the dining room, his mother called, “Caleb, stop pacing. Come join us.” His great-aunt had the Scrabble set out, pieces clattering on the table, the squeak of a cork as his mother poured herself a shot of whiskey. Candlelight shivered up the walls, wind gusts coming at them now from every direction. The very rocks beneath them shook.

Caleb was in the dining-room doorway when the air itself turned suction, a vacuum pulling at him, popping his ears. His great-aunt glanced behind her at the weather glass on the wall as a shudder ran all through the house. A boom sounded. The back door burst open, as if ghosts were plunging in along with the storm.

He was first at the door, rain already soaking their jackets and boots. The coat tree toppled. He had to struggle through a thicket of downed cloth in order to reach his boots and thrust his feet into them. One thought spurred him on: he had to get to Cape House to find out what had happened there.

A loose piece of siding clattered down the rain-veiled road as his mother’s voice burst from behind him. “Caleb, what do you think you’re doing?”

He couldn’t say, Driving out to Cape House.

That was cracked.

He couldn’t say, Looking out for my future.

Grabbing him by the arm, his tall and still-strong mother wrenched the door closed as his great-aunt’s tourist booklets took flight in the dark all around them.


. . .

They settled Frank in a chair by the wood stove. It would take him hours to undo the laces of his boots, Miranda thought, having stepped out of her rubber boots in seconds, her father also, these boots like a second skin, almost all they ever wore. Nevertheless Frank tackled the tight, soaked laces with fumbling fingers. Released from the sitting room, Ella bounded to sniff him, impolite, ecstatic. The heat from the stove heightened the salt smell of his clothes. There was sand in his hair, mud on his knees where his skinny jeans had ripped and more sand all over him. It was impossible to stop staring. He, too, kept halting as if to take in where he was.

“I’ll get you some dry things,” Miranda said, attempting to break from her trance.

Frank was tall, taller than her father, long-legged. Upstairs, in her father’s wind-loud bedroom, she pulled jeans from his chest of drawers, a sweater, decided to forget about underwear. She was back in the kitchen before thinking about a towel, he’d want a towel as well.

“So you drove all the way from Boston,” her father was saying. He’d already embarked on some kind of interrogation, Ella curled in a ball at Frank’s feet.

“Yeah.” Frank seemed reluctant to say more. “I took off right after the hurricane began moving north again, ahead of any mandatory evacuation call. You could still buy gas most places. I confess, I drove fast.”

He seemed relieved by Miranda’s reappearance. She explained things — bathroom upstairs on the left, spare room on your right, towels in the chest of drawers in the bathroom. By now he’d managed to remove his sodden boots and socks. He had long, slender feet. Miranda couldn’t help staring at them. Reaching out a hand to him in the storm had felt like a dream. This didn’t. No, it felt like a different kind of dream. What kind? Excuse the mess in the spare room. Watch your head on the ceiling beams.

“Thanks, Miranda.”

He was an American. In his voice she heard traces of the voices of her childhood, from her life before.

“No whiplash?” her father asked. “No concussion?”

Frank touched places on his body where he said he was stiff. He shook out his right arm. The kettle was boiling again. The wind had turned from the southeast into the east, billowing against the mud-room walls. On his way out of the room, Frank stopped to lean against the table, Ella now at his heels. Miranda called her back.

He was upstairs, in the bathroom, no doubt taking off his clothes. Pipes shuddered. In the kitchen, Miranda tried not to think about the stranger’s naked body. Downstairs, it was just the two of them, she and her father, as it had been since they’d come to the cove and made a new life for themselves in this wild and far-off place. There was a deliciousness to be felt in walking for hours over rocks and scrub with the wind in her ears, by herself or in the company of her dog, feeling the long strides of her own body, becoming unhuman as her father said, Ella making her own loops outward. But now, Miranda’s body seemed to be undergoing another rearrangement, the entire surface of her skin quickening.

Earlier that evening, her father had received a phone call. He didn’t receive many calls. Neither of them did. As soon as he saw the number on the screen, he had headed out of the house, away from Miranda, so that she’d caught only stray words as the door closed behind him: How was the flight? And: Haven’t heard from Agnes. Arun’s trapped in Boston. When he re-entered the house, he said nothing about the call and didn’t mention who had been phoning him. Flight, Miranda thought. This had pricked her attention. Also: Arun. And Agnes.

Now, as her father dropped two tea bags into the teapot, poured hot water in, and set the tea cozy over it, she could ask him about the call. Or now, as she carried the pot to the table, soothed by its ordinary warmth, as her father placed Frank’s wet boots by the stove. The way her father moved was so familiar it was like something inside Miranda, and some part of her was reluctant to disturb this ease.

Footsteps clunked down the stairs. Frank burst into sight at the foot of them, black hair towelled and tufted. The clothes altered him. The sweater was one that eighty-five-year-old Mary Green had knit, from wool that Miranda had dyed with Sylvia Borders’s help. Sylvia had spun the wool from the sheep of Pat Green, their neighbour and Mary’s oldest son. The jeans barely reached Frank’s ankles. He had to hunch beneath the ceiling beams in order not to knock his head. The socks were thick wool, a pair of Miranda’s making.

“Magnificent,” said her father. Given his usual feelings about strangers, would he, as soon as the weather settled and Frank got his bearings, ask him to leave? The thought plucked at Miranda as she hung Frank’s wet clothes on the drying lines strung around the wood stove, ripped jeans, a thermal shirt of some slippery high-tech material, bedraggled sweater. The wind jittered through the cloth. Her own jeans were patched where she’d carefully mended them.

“I don’t suppose you have a dryer,” Frank asked, handing over his black boxers.

“Wind and wood stove’s our dryer,” said Alan as Miranda pegged the damp boxers to the line. Moments before Frank’s body had touched them and something moved into her fingers like an electric spark.

“Aha,” said Frank. “Well then, it’ll be a bit festive in here.”

Miranda asked if he wanted a cup of tea. Her cheeks flushed. Boston, he’d come all the way from Boston. Frank gave her a radiant smile.

There was brightness in him, but then a wave of wooziness seemed to wash over his body. Alan told Frank to sit down. Did he want to lie down? Frank shook his head. But he began to shiver. Miranda bolted upstairs to yank the quilt from the spare room bed and when she handed it over, Frank wrapped himself tightly in it, sinking into a chair. He was so slim. Ella watched him, dark-eyed.

“You came on the ferry?” Alan’s tone was kind, almost fatherly.

“The one that left at six o’clock. The wind was blowing but not like now.”

Miranda’s mouth was full of questions, even though her father was the one asking them.

“Wouldn’t it have been wiser to find somewhere to pull in for the night?”

“Everything was shut up. I couldn’t find a motel so I pulled over for a while, but then I decided to keep driving.”

“All the way across the island.”

“I didn’t know how far —. At last I came to the top of this big hill. By now the wind was trying to push me off the road. At the bottom I saw water, but I could make out the other side in my headlights so I thought I’d gun it, which is stupid — next thing I knew I was in the current. The car struck something and tipped, water started pouring in through the floor. I was trying not to panic. I managed to get the window open before the electrical cut out —”

A needle of concern creased Alan’s forehead.

“I squeezed through and dove —”

“I’m guessing you were in the cove, and this is the brook you’re describing.”

“It was totally dark. The current was so strong, I was sure I was going to be swept away. My mouth was full of salt water, there were rocks — and then I saw your light way in the distance. My feet touched sand, I grabbed hold of some grass, I thought, All I have to do to live is reach the light. I crawled across a big field. It took a long time but I kept clawing my way forward.”

“You’re lucky to be alive.” The ghost of another possibility twitched across her father’s body. The feeling passed through Miranda as her father reached out and touched Frank’s arm. Who knew how many hours he’d been out there.

Some people were saved from accidents. There could be this huge, stupendous grace. Exhilaration rose in her. Frank stumbled to his feet, wrapped in the quilt. “Thank you for hearing me howl at your door and rescuing a stranger on a night like this.”

“Miranda heard you,” said Alan.

“Ella did.”

Frank wrapped his quilted arms around Alan, then Miranda. It was like being hugged by a tent. She had never been hugged by a strange young man before. The steady warmth of his body stunned her. The surprising strength of the hug. Frank patted Ella’s eager head.

At the counter, Miranda cut slices of bread and slathered them with butter and jam to calm herself, bread her father had baked that morning, partridgeberry jam she’d made the previous fall. She handed a slice to Frank. The moist bread in her mouth felt delicious, the slide of butter, tart burst of jam, she ate avidly, something to set against her unsettled body, against the wind still flooding all around them, Frank’s presence, his hug. Tremors moved up through her feet. They could measure the wind’s velocity and atmospheric pressure in the weather notebooks that she and her father kept, but sometimes measurements were nothing compared to how the wind felt. The house had firm bones, even as it shook, and it had stood through centuries, through so many, many storms. In Nova Scotia, even down on the Avalon, people were dying, homes destroyed, birds and animals drowned as well. Their house would surely stand through this gale. Except the winds, and storms, were getting worse.

Storms move in a circle: her father had taught her this, and Miranda had learned to feel it. Would the three of them play cards, would they stay up all night? Should she tell Frank to go to bed? Possibly the wind was lessening as it turned. No. The next instant, gusts piled at the house from every direction.

“Pressure’s still dropping,” Alan said, after checking the electronic barometer mounted on the wall in the utility room. “Really dropping, it’s plunging.” Then it was as if all the air was sucked out of the house. A great clobbering began from above. Never in Miranda’s memory of other storms had anything quite like this happened. Her heart boomed. The clobbering stopped. They were still here. She was. Her father. Frank. Ella. Let everything, everyone, every creature around them be okay.

“How about a joke?” said Frank in a disembodied voice. “What did one hurricane say to the other?” He answered before Miranda could. “I’ve got my eye on you.” He winked.

“We’re still standing.” Her father peered through the kitchen window, let out a ghost of a laugh. “It’s a full moon and high tide so waves will be high in the cove and likely spill into the fields, but they won’t reach us here on our slope. We’ll be all right.”

They hadn’t lost power. Miranda poured more tea as her father asked Frank if there was a particular reason he’d decided to drive all the way from Boston, just ahead of the most massive hurricane to hit the North American east coast since weather records began?

“Birds,” blurted Frank.

“Birds,” said Alan, with a stir of incredulity.

“Accidentals, ones that get tossed far off course, you know like Caribbean or European birds blown astounding distances, so you get singular sightings, ones for your life list, especially now, sadly, since bird numbers are plummeting. Once off the coast of Maine I saw a red-billed tropicbird.”

“You’re a serious birder then,” said Alan.

“Trying to be,” said Frank. “There’s an island near here, the Grand Funk Island, where there’s a bird sanctuary. I’m trying to get to that.”

“You mean Funk Island,” said Miranda.

“Oh, yeah, right,” said Frank as if caught out.

“Once we saw a flamingo, out in the cove, after a storm,” Miranda told him.

“A flamingo?” said Frank in astonishment.

“Out there — you can’t see now, where you, where the brook goes out to the sea. It stayed for a day. At first we didn’t believe it.” She turned to her father for confirmation and found him giving her an assessing look. Pointing to the pair of binoculars perched on the windowsill, heat in her cheeks, she told Frank how they’d stared in wonder at the improbable bird, so pink it couldn’t be anything else, though too far off to photograph. Another time, they’d spotted a purple gallinule out on the rocks. When Frank looked puzzled, she told him this was a shorebird from the Carolinas and Florida — with yellow feet?

At that Frank nodded vigorously and said he was sure he’d seen them in the past.

“There’ve been more accidentals in recent years, given the new storms pushing up from the south, so you may well have come to the right place,” said Alan. “Though the middle of the night, you have to admit, is hardly the best time to look for birds.”

Frank had an engaging smile, and some bravado seemed to rise in him in the face of her father’s persistence.

“I figured I’d eventually find someone to take me in.”

He was smiling yet not in the room. Black hair matted to his forehead, quilt pulled tight as he peered out above it, he looked as if the wind had forced its way inside him. Miranda wanted her father’s questions to stop.

Lying in bed in the dark, her bedroom warmed by the wood stove below, she felt lonely, even with Ella’s body pressed against her, hard as a barnacle. The wind had swung around to the north. I will look after you. This had always been her father’s promise. On the other side of the wall lay Frank, in the bed that her father had brought into the house when the first of the three young scientists came to visit. Their beds faced away from each other through the wall, Frank’s head so close to hers she almost didn’t want to think about it. The mystery of her father’s phone call nudged her again, the words, How was your flight?

Who else was here? Where were they?

Frank creaked the mattress, startling her. Through the wall, came his muffled voice. “Good night, Miranda.”

The wind had calmed when Miranda slid from bed, into the dove grey of early morning. Ella a shadow at her heels, she stepped outside as silently as she could. Small cumulus clouds scudded across the sky. Yellow burst over the grassy eastern hills that led to the village of Pummelly, beyond their own shimmery slope of alders. The wet roofs of their ring of outbuildings glistened. The green wind flag that her father had mounted when they first moved to the cove leaped softly atop its pole. The wind turbine stood in the field beside Pat Green’s sheep pasture, on the way up the lane, supported by cables and posts drilled deep into the ground, switched off by her father before the storm. The solar panels hadn’t fallen from the roof. The hens burbled in their house. In a moment Miranda would feed them, Rosie, the loudest, the bossy one, always the first at the grain. That nothing seemed fundamentally altered calmed Miranda to the bottom of her soul.

Until she moved away from the house. In the distance, down in the cove, where usually pale sand formed a wide crescent, banked by flats of marram grass, spread water, nothing but water. That was the first shock. On the inland side, a torrent rushed out of the low spruce forest, a river so fierce it had cracked the road open, slabs of asphalt broken like teeth and tossed aside. In the froth lay Frank’s half-submerged car, shattered glass and bluish metal. Miranda’s breath caught. Somehow he’d pulled himself from that. A line of alders, thin black poles, stood between road and water, all that was left of the beach and the land behind it, the morning tide still rising. She squinted. The footbridge that ordinarily crossed the brook, on the shore side of the road, was missing. Most of the alders and dogwoods lining the road were underwater. Never in all her years in the cove, in all the storms she’d lived through, had the road been ripped open and the beach in Green Cove completely vanished.

Swift and silent in his approach, her father, beside her, viewed the scene through binoculars with similar intensity. On the high hill beyond the cove, the highest on the island and the one that everyone called Telephone Hill, the cellphone tower leaned at a rakish angle, some of its support wires dangling, receptor panels askew.

“Look at that,” Alan said.

“Is he still sleeping?” Somehow Miranda couldn’t bring herself to mention Frank by name.

“I believe he is.” Her father pulled out his phone. “It’s always cheering when a high pressure system follows a storm and the sun shines down on us, even though we’re without a road, not to mention no cellular or internet connection, it looks like.”

Through binoculars they took turns examining the wreck of Frank’s car. And the gaping road and vanished beach and the broken cellphone tower on its hill above the flood, all laid bare by sunlight sharp as a knife. Lacking a cellphone, the disabled tower meant little to Miranda. No strange birds, only a pair of common murres flew past. Alan scanned the hills around them. Ella dove into the long grass.

They had their own satellite connection, separate from the island’s large dish located in the town of Blaze, the biggest community on the island, and usually they didn’t lose the internet in storms. Pulling the extension ladder from the storage area beneath the house, Alan said he’d climb to the roof to check on the state of their smaller dish. Quietly. No sign of any problem with their connection, he told her as he descended, Miranda holding the ladder hard to keep it steady.

The storm must still be messing up signals high in the atmosphere. Or there were problems elsewhere. Wherever their internet server was. Maybe in one of those places she’d glimpsed online. Washington, DC, where hundreds might be dead, she’d read over her father’s shoulder. Closer places. Drowned cars and flooded neighbourhoods in Halifax. The tidal marshes breached, cutting Nova Scotia off temporarily from the rest of Canada, making it another island.

Likely the stranger, Frank, had followed the same roads they’d sped along in their own flight north nine years before — the journey her father insisted they keep to themselves. They’d crossed the border from the United States into Canada, travelling on the all-night ferry from Sydney, Nova Scotia, then the second small ferry that, pointing out to sea, had brought them to Blaze Island.

There had been brilliant skies the morning after Hurricane Gabrielle, which had ripped shingles from the roof of their vacation house in Provincetown. On the beach the next morning, sand crystals shining in the light, seven-year-old Miranda had walked wonderingly with her mother past house after house torn open by the storm’s ferocious tide. Every house beyond the breakwater had its seaward wall swept away, rooms exposed like underwear. Their house, the first within the breakwater, was spared. Her mother took Miranda’s hand and squeezed it. Then she gave an exhalation and darted off.

When Miranda caught up to her, not far away, her mother was kneeling on the damp sand left by the retreating tide, digging with her long fingers, tugging at something small and white. She pulled out a slim tube with a little bowl at one end. A pipe, she said, a very old clay pipe. Eighteenth century, probably. There was more: shards of glazed pottery, pieces of beach glass in rare colours, red and blue. How had she known these things were there? A long time ago, Miranda’s mother said, people had tossed such things into the sea and the sand had swallowed them, but a strong storm tide will unearth them and return them to the surface. Storms stir up the past. She opened Miranda’s palm, dropping the objects into it, closing Miranda’s fingers into a fist to cup the treasures, her now-lost fingers making a heat around Miranda’s, as if she were removing the image of the violated houses and replacing them with this. Her mother had painted a version of that scene, them, the beach, the houses, flickering figures beneath shining, semi-translucent layers of colour; it was one of the paintings Miranda and her father had been forced to leave behind in their flight.

Outside their house in the cove, her father was saying, “I’m going to head in to the cabin now to check on things there. Given the night we had, I’m worried about water damage. Any leaks would be devastating to the computer equipment. I won’t be long. Thing is, I also need to get hold of Caleb. He’s supposed to be running a rather urgent errand for me to Tom’s Neck this morning.”

Miranda had the distinct sensation that her father was both confiding in her and not telling her everything. It was not an unfamiliar feeling. The cabin, forty-five minutes away on foot, less by quad, was where her father had taken to doing much of his work in recent years. His weather studying and weather monitoring.

The afternoon before, he’d been out there, far off along the shore, when a small plane had buzzed as it circled in its descent, noticeable because such a rare occurrence. Working in the garden, Miranda had dropped her pitchfork at the sound. There were no regular flights to the island. Something medical, she wondered, cumulus clouds already gathering. Perhaps someone seeking safety before the coming storm?

“You could stop off in Pummelly,” she said, though her father wouldn’t want to go by Caleb’s house, given the chance of encountering Sylvia.


. . .

Storms stir up the past.

There was mist in the air as, for the last time, Miranda’s father locked the door of their house in Princeton, New Jersey, red brick with ivy climbing up the walls.

Only one person had come to see them off that early July morning, weeks after Miranda’s tenth birthday. Her father’s colleague, white-haired Adolphus Rowe, marine biologist, once of Newfoundland’s Trinity Bay, leaned his bicycle against a red-brick wall. Just after seven o’clock, maybe it was simply too early for the neighbours to stop round to say goodbye. Their bags and boxes were already in the car, packed in the back seat, the trunk, the roof rack. All else that had belonged to Miranda was gone. Sold. Given away. How swiftly she’d learned that your life can be ripped without warning from your hands.

In the driveway of the Princeton house, Adolphus gave Miranda a bear hug. He hugged her father hard as well, whispering something urgent in his ear. Knapsack in one hand, thermos in the other, Miranda climbed carefully into the front seat, trying not to disturb the weather all around her. Her haggard father said that it was her choice, to sit in the front seat beside him, since she was tall enough, or in the back where she always sat. Wherever she was, her mother’s absence in the front seat was the shadow in the car that neither of them could escape.

The rain began as soon as they turned the corner from Prospect Avenue onto Harrison and grew heavier by the time they reached the interstate. The rain was all the tears Miranda couldn’t shed. She’d cried so much she no longer felt like crying. Rain punished the windscreen. Her father didn’t remove his sunglasses. He was wearing a ball cap, something he never used to do. And growing a beard. With wiry dark hair covering his cheeks he was barely recognizable as the father Miranda had known, which brought her equal measures of unease and relief.

They had arrived in the US from England the year Miranda turned six, travelling across the Atlantic by steamer, which no one did anymore. Her father had insisted on it. When she was two, they’d flown to England from Canada but when it came time to return to North America, her father said there’d be no more flying. They had to keep their carbon budget down, all three of them together.

Miranda remembered the week at sea, the swells, standing on deck with her mother, gaining her sea legs while staring at the horizon all the way from Southampton to New York. Manhattan-born Jenny was happy to be coming home, back into the orbit of her art school friends, the Chelsea gallery that represented her, her family. To Miranda, everything was new: their house in Princeton, people’s voices, the trips into the city, as her mother called it, her grandparents
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