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    For my sons, Austin and Owen
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Cover Designer, Brandi Dickman - for your creative talent and expertise in creating another stunning cover that I absolutely love.
Copy Editor, Wendy Lukasiewicz - for your dedication and investment in the plot and characters, streamlining the story with your excellent feedback and editing skills.
Author and Writing Coach, Matthew Ledrew - for helping with my plot and characters. Your classes offered valuable constructive support. Thank you to my readers: Nina Pye, Bridget Ricketts, Michelle Clemens, Cyril Mullins, Joy Norman, Catherine Benedict and Jeff Slade.
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August 26, 1995

“Get away from there,” John warned, slowing the motorboat. “Scary things are buried below the surface of the Atlantic, and will pull you down deep.” He pushed Anna back from hanging over the boat, his glasses slipping off his nose. Her blond curls bounced right back over the side when John took his hand away.

“I got ahold of her, Skipper,” James said. He had a tight grip on the grab handle of his daughter’s bright yellow life jacket.

John stalled the engine.

“Well, maybe I wants to know what’s down there and pull it up.” Anna’s hands stretched to touch the surface of the water, until her torso tipped and her legs kicked to hold her balance. “I wants to see what’s buried down there.”

“She can still slip out if the buckle’s left undone.” Evelyn pulled her daughter back in, quickly clicking the leg straps before releasing her back to James’s grip. 

James turned away from his wife, ignoring her.

Alex shoved his twin sister. “You can’t bury something in liquid.”

“Buried my Annabel,” John said, readjusting his glasses on the bridge of his nose. His granddaughter’s words had struck a delicate chord. “Thirty years ago, this October.” He turned his face away from the kids and pulled out two fishing rods, setting them in Alex’s and Anna’s hands. “See what you can pull up with these.”

It was the first time in a while John had mentioned Annabel’s name. Over time, stories of Evelyn’s mother had begun to fade, but she had noted John’s sporadic, withdrawn nature leading up to the anniversary of his first love’s death. She knew the ache in his heart would never truly go away. John would forever be drawn to the magnetic pull of the water where Annabel’s memory and body would eternally reside.

At the other end of the boat, Helen sat with her head bowed, her eyes hidden under dark sunglasses. Her shoulders slumped, as though she were weighed down by the name of the woman who outdid her, even after death. Evelyn hated to see Helen like this, so despondent and unhappy. There was nothing Helen could do to be more like Annabel—fun, spontaneous, fearless. For the life of her, Evelyn couldn’t understand why Helen kept torturing herself over a man who didn’t love her. To John, Helen was merely a life jacket, a buoyant device to keep him from drowning.

Since her earliest memory, Evelyn had believed that Helen was her older sister. Ten years ago, when she learned of her adoption by Thomas and Millie Slade, and that there was no blood relation between her and Helen, a twisted thorn of contempt splintered their sisterly relationship. Helen was twenty-five years old when Evelyn entered her life, so how could it be that her sister didn’t question a baby girl showing up in Millie’s arms? Instead, Helen chose to keep the secret that Evelyn hadn’t been adopted at all—Evelyn had been stolen from Ireland’s Eye, ripped from the arms of her grandmother by her adoptive father. Helen swore she hadn’t known, but Evelyn had no reason to believe her. The betrayal cut deep.

John stared behind the drifting boat, into the depths, unblinking. His eyes shifted as if tracking something moving under the water. “Keep your rods out. We’ll troll the waters for a few minutes. See if we can catch a big one.” He started the engine and sailed farther from the shoreline of Conception Bay South toward three small islands in the bay.

Knowing James held the grip handles of both children’s life jackets, Evelyn followed John’s gaze into the growing wake. From the gentle ripples of the V-shaped trail, a black shadow darted below the waterline. Evelyn searched for the cause—a passing cloud or airplane crossing the sun’s path perhaps. The sky was clear. Evelyn’s heart fluttered when she spotted the growing thunderheads looming in the distance. Her sights returned to the water, a chokehold of panic rising in her throat.

John pulled his attention from the water when the shadow didn’t return. “I’d dig her up from the ocean floor if I could,” he mumbled.

Evelyn covered Alex’s ears. With a curt head shake, she cut short John’s ramblings of hoisting his beloved from the clutch of the sea.

“She’s down there?” Anna wriggled her fishing rod far over the edge, trying to pull away from her father. “Let go so I can see.”

James kept his firm grip as Anna did her best to stretch beyond her limits. Alex gave up and placed his rod in the rod holder on the side of the boat.

“Not right here, but somewhere out deep.” John surveyed the waters extending past the bay.

“Don’t let go of that rod,” James said to Anna. “That’s all we needs now is to lose something else we can’t get back.”

Alex scratched at his bare legs. Terror crept over every inch of his pale face.

“Give that up now, the two of you,” Helen scolded the men. “You’ll give the kids nightmares.”

Evelyn stilled her son’s hands in her own. When Alex’s breathing slowed, she let his hands go and pulled two dog biscuits from a vintage coffee tin John kept on his boat. “Comet, come do some tricks for Alex.” The sandy-blond terrier didn’t respond to her bids to perform but stayed where she lay, beside John in the stern. Evelyn put the treats in Alex’s hands.

Helen took Anna’s fishing rod and nestled it into the other rod holder. She took off her sunglasses and propped them in her hair like a headband. “Tell them some pirate stories instead, Johnny. And stories about sunken ships.”

“You knows I don’t like it when you calls me that.”

Wounded, Helen once again slunk into herself and put the sunglasses back on her nose. She crossed her arms, her face downcast.

Evelyn knew ‘Johnny’ was for Annabel and for no other woman.

“Pirate ships?” Alex sat up straight and threw the dog treats over the side of the boat.

John steered toward a small island with cliffs that stood fifty metres straight out of the ocean, cloaked in a misty fog. “That there is Kelly’s Island— a pirate hideout.”

“There’s no need for those tall tales.” James ran a slow hand over his forehead and kept it there for a moment before clenching his hair in a tight fist. “That’s no better than the long-lost stories of Annabel—”

The sharp call of a crow interrupted him. From the highest treetop among the densely pine-clad island, the bird let out another harsh caw. Crows, the harbingers of supernatural events, were nothing new to John and Evelyn. But Evelyn sensed that this particular bird was warning her—that something would unfold on the uninhabited island in Conception Bay if they got too close. She feared that Kelly’s Island, like its name, was possessive in nature. Using the trees to guard its secrets, the small parcel of land seemed to be hiding something it wanted to claim for its own.

The motorboat slowed as it approached the towering cliffs, and John shut off the engine. He picked up a ball cap tucked underneath a bench and tugged it on his head until the visor shadowed his eyes, blocking out the lowering sun. The island rockface was scarred from centuries of violence, inflicted by fierce storms—the perfect backdrop for ghastly sea stories.

“I knows a few pirate tales,” John said, giving a respectful nod to James.

With their backs to the surrounding sea, John’s family leaned in, captivated by his regaling of duelling pirates, sparkling treasures and sunken ships. When the ham radio crackled, Comet’s ears perked, at attention. The indecipherable staticky voices added to the charm of the experience.

The tattered crow swooped from the treetop and perched on the edge of a nearby cliff, setting off the already alert Comet into a fit of snarls and barking. Evelyn startled out of her treasure trance, but John kept talking. The bird spread its wings of disheveled feathers and took a sharp swan dive down the cliff face. Anna made a cross in the air with her thumb to blot out the black bird when it crossed the boat’s path. It made a quick turn and disappeared around the eastern side of the island.

“What’d you do that for?” John asked, pausing mid-story. “Why’d you cross out that old crow?”

Anna crossed her arms, silent.

“Probably a force of habit,” Evelyn said. “To cross out the bad luck. One crow is for sorrow, you know.”

“Anna does it at school, Poppy,” Alex said. “The kids thinks she’s nuts.” He sneered at his sister, then stood up, holding out his hand to call Comet over. The dog sniffed at his hands. Evelyn recalled how badly Alex had wanted to keep Comet when she was a puppy, but she was a gift for John. A necessary one. A wave slapped the side of the boat and knocked the boy over. “She even did it at the campground today.” Alex grimaced harder at his sister as he steadied himself.

Anna popped her fist in the air, threatening a knuckle sandwich.

Evelyn tsk-tsked, expressing her disapproval. “Stop it, the two of you. Your face will stay like that, Alex, if the wind changes directions.” Another wave from a swell struck the side of the boat. She wrapped her arms around Alex and squeezed him tight, then signalled for James to do the same with Anna.

The ocean surged, as the sky turned a threatening shade of grey. The air became heavy, prickly with an electrical charge. Evelyn’s skin tingled. A foreboding silence closed in from the high cotton-white puffy clouds, with only the sound of fishing lines buzzing on the rods in the holders. Snaps of static electricity ran through the rods, as tiny blue arcs discharged off the tips of the metal eyelets. 

It was as if someone had rubbed a balloon on the twin’s heads— Alex’s hair stood on end, while strands of Anna’s curls clung stubbornly to her cheeks. James scooped his daughter on his lap just as another wave hit. “Skipper, we needs to head back to shore, now! This boat’s primed for a lightning strike.”

“No need to panic. There’s no rain, and water’s pretty calm, besides those odd surges.” John paused.

Pushing Alex onto James’s lap with Anna, Evelyn stood up when the ring on the chain around her neck, a band of thin gold with a small diamond—her mother’s engagement ring, began to buzz. It was the ring James had proposed to her with, but she preferred to wear it around her neck. She held the ring to the sky. Her scalp tingled as individual strands of hair defied gravity, until her long hair stood on end. She clasped the ring inside her fist to quiet it. “Get the children down on the floorboards, now.” 

“Sit down, Evelyn,” John pulled her to a seated position beside him. He frowned at the sight of darkening clouds on the horizon. “Everyone stay low. Lightening will hit the rods first, then find its path to the water.” He tilted the outboard engine out of the water with the tiller, then dropped the handle instantly, flicking his hand in a violent spasm. The motor splashed and glugged as it fell back into the water. “Strong static shocks is coming through the motor.” 

James rose from his position beside the kids on the floorboards and immediately grabbed the tiller and locked it in place, ensuring the engine hovered over the water. “Get those fishing rods out of the boat.” James returned to the children. Every strand of hair on their heads stood on end, like unruly halos. Tucking his arms around them, he took a seat and guided the children to crouch as close as they could to the floorboards. He snapped his fingers in front of Evelyn’s face. “Throw the rods overboard, now. If a bolt hits them, it’ll travel through the rods into the boat. Could even side-flash, and blow a hole right through the hull. I knows what a lightning strike can do to a big tree, seen it first-hand. The tree explodes, catches fire and goes down.” His voice quieted, so the kids couldn’t hear. “Would do the same to this boat, except...” He lowered his gaze from Evelyn to the waters surrounding them.

Evelyn knew James was right. She stood up and grabbed the buzzing rods and put them in one hand. Gripping both at their balance point, Evelyn drew her arm back and pitched them with the wind toward the sky. The rods whipped over the water and before they made a downward fall, a brilliant flash of white chased the fishing poles, exploding them to splashing bits. The instantaneous thunder sent shockwaves through the air and vibrations through the water surrounding the boat.

“John, we need to go back.” Helen stared, unblinking, as if stunned by the sudden bolt. She held fast to the ledge of the rocking boat. With no response from John, she tucked her chin like a sulking child and hid behind her sunglasses.

The kids’ hair settled, but James kept a protective posture over them. “That strike might’ve cleared the air, but it’ll build again before too long.” 

Evelyn responded by reaching past him to tighten the straps on the children’s life jackets. 

“For Christ’s sake, this is dangerous.” James scoffed.

“A harmless bolt from the blue,” John huffed, as he carefully placed the engine back in the water, then surveyed the distance back to Holyrood, then the closer distance to Kelly’s Island. He started the engine and headed toward the small island. “That quick snap bought us some more time to explore.”

Evelyn put on a life jacket, placed handily under her seat, and passed the rest out to the adults. Helen refused the life saver, as if calling John’s bluff that they’d stay out any longer. James stood up and snatched his from Evelyn’s grasp and immediately put it on. He took a seat on the bench seat and nodded for the children that it was safe to come up from their crouching positions and take a seat. 

“What’s that going to do?” John asked, when Evelyn held one out to him. “Might keep you alive for a bit, but the cold will penetrate too fast. I’d rather drown than freeze to death.” John silenced, realizing the horror in his truth. He switched his attention to Anna. “That thing you did where you crossed out the crow. Same thing your grandmother, my Annabel, used to do.” His voice lost its power. “Superstitious, is all.”

“Nothing wrong with trying to ward off a bit of trouble,” James said, his words punctuated with the click of his jacket’s belt buckle. He sat with his elbows propped on his knees, wringing his hands. James gestured to the crow, perched on a long piece of bobbing driftwood, smoothed by the sea. “I thinks it’s a sign we needs to head back.”

“Don’t worry about that bird,” John said. “She looks worse for wear, but she’s my old friend from Ireland’s Eye. Been with me thirty years, ever since . . .” John paused, as if scanning the corners of his memory.

Evelyn knew the story. Thirty years ago, alone on Ireland’s Eye and grief-stricken after losing Annabel, in a drunken rage John had been driven to insanity by the taunting calls of the crows. John killed one to scare them off. The next day, he found a lone nestling. Realizing it was the mother bird he’d killed, he raised the crow to ease his guilty conscience. 

He bowed his head. “Ever since I found her in her nest, I trained her to bring me shiny objects and things that resembles bones. You know, in case pieces of Annabel washes up somewhere. Follows me everywhere.” John lifted his head and raised an eyebrow before continuing. “I heard that crows carries the souls of the dead to the other side. But sometimes the crow brings back the souls that can’t rest.”

John brought his pointer finger and thumb to his lips and sent out a sharp whistle to the bird. 

“Can any bird do that?” Anna asked.

“Just the crow, ’cause it has sturdy wings.” John lowered his brow.

“Well, I thinks souls should be carried by a butterfly.” Anna gently flapped her arms like a butterfly in flight.

“The wings would be crushed,” Alex cackled, throwing a slow-motion punch in the air, threatening her make-believe wings.

Anna drew her arms into her chest as her brother’s fist swiped near. She thought for a moment. “Maybe it’s a ghost bird!” she squealed. “Finish your ghost story, Poppy. Tell us what happened to the pirate ghost and his treasure.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, rocking the boat. “Does anyone live here?”

“Not a living soul,” John said.

“Why’s it called Kelly’s Island?” Anna asked.

“Named after a real pirate— Captain Alphonsus Kelly.” John raised his voice from a whisper to a gravelly rumble. “The leader of a ship sailing past Newfoundland. Kelly buried a locked treasure chest of gold coins on this island. But the story don’t end there.” John paused. “His men killed him and buried his body on top of the fortune and they hid the key. It’s said that the ghost guards the island, making sure that chest remains locked and hidden to this day.”

“I thinks you’re full of baloney,” Alex said, rolling his eyes, feigning courage.

“I thought it was Kelly that killed one of his men and buried him to guard,” Helen said, correcting John. Sulking over with, she took off her sunglasses in a flourish, revived in her desire to coax a reaction from John.

“Stories gets twisted, but I knows the truth.” John patted the chest pocket of his shirt. The button of the pocket secured something he had tucked inside. He fumbled, trying to release the button from its buttonhole. 

“Leave the rest of the story for when we gets back to the campground and sits around the campfire, eating smores and roasting wieners,” James said. “No need terrifying the kids so far from shore.”

Evelyn knew James was right. The twins had only just turned eight, and she knew John wouldn’t filter his words. In spite of herself, she remained quiet.

“Why don’t you tell them a true story?” Helen asked.

“Sometimes the truth’s more horrific than any made-up story I’ve ever heard.” John freed the stubborn button and stuffed his thumb and forefinger inside. Before he lifted his pinched fingers from the pocket, he cleared his throat. “It’s all in fun. They knows it’s not real.” He winked at his grandkids. “The stories of Kelly’s Island goes back about two hundred years, but your fadder’s right. You two might be too scared to hear what I’m about to tell you.” He let go of what was in his pocket, and folded his arms in front of him, a smirk on his face, questioning their bravery. He nudged James’s arm, shaking the man from his own clutch of terror.

“You can tell us, Poppy!” Anna shrieked. “We knows you’re just trying to scare us, we knows it’s not real, but I likes pirates and treasure.” She posed as if wielding a pirate sword, directing an invisible entity to walk the plank.

“How about you, Alex?” John asked.

Alex inched himself closer to his mother. “I don’t want to hear anymore, but I wants to know at the same time.”

James shook his head and attempted to get Evelyn’s attention with a few more snaps of his fingers.

Evelyn didn’t object to John. Cruel satisfaction rocketed through her brain at James’s current discomfort, which paralleled the tension he had brought the entire camping trip. It satiated her desire to hurt him—an unintentional retort to the emotional disconnect growing between them. She was tired of constantly feeling like he wanted to be somewhere else. He was absent from conversations, responding to her only when spoken to. In the last couple of months, she often caught him staring off, staring past her, preoccupied. Something had shifted in him, and she couldn’t pinpoint what had changed.

Evelyn had thought a camping trip to Butter Pot Provincial Park a couple weeks before the school year started would be the reset their relationship needed. She couldn’t go back to teaching living under his taciturn moods and dark cloud of reserve. She had hoped the time spent outdoors would give them some space to reconnect. Their poor communication, combined with James’s blatant lack of empathy to her feelings, left Evelyn hostile and critical toward him. He retaliated with defensiveness and silence. A vicious circle of stubbornness and misunderstandings was checkmate, holding their marriage hostage.

She understood that James’s work had to take a front seat to their lives—given the constant research since the collapse of the fishery—but lately, he was always on edge. Evelyn knew that although it was out of James’s individual control, he was part of the collaboration of misconstrued data. “It’s my team that collects the data on cod stocks,” he’d repeat over and over. The cod moratorium had also created a divide between James and his father, Charlie, a lifetime fisherman.

The first blow was Confederation, when Charlie had to relocate out of Ireland’s Eye twenty-nine years ago. Now, losing the right to fish Newfoundland’s cod left Charlie with no sense of identity. It was the same story for thousands of Newfoundlanders. Even rebuilding a cabin on his parents’ former foundation had only buoyed Charlie’s spirits for a few summers. Although Charlie never blamed James directly, every time Charlie yammered on about the inaccurate data that led to the collapse of the fishery, James took it personally. He felt partially responsible for adding to the financial hardships that had led to the decline in his father’s mental health and excessive drinking.

Evelyn knew James carried that burden on his shoulders, and was why he spent long nights at work, desperately trying to find a loophole. He wanted to bring the fishery back, to reverse the curse that had ruined the lives of those who were dependent on the ocean. The harder Evelyn tried to help, the more James pushed her away. The camping trip was not the reset she’d imagined; despite the expansive campground, there was little space to reconnect with her husband. 

Evelyn convinced herself that she wanted to stay as long as they could in the boat, despite James’s objection. She wanted to hear more of John’s bloodcurdling stories, feeling a tremble of the lore of buried treasure emanating from the heart of the island.

James cracked his knuckles.

“I knows there’s pirate treasure on this island,” John said quietly, “but what you don’t know is that it hasn’t all been found yet. But I shouldn’t tell you this . . . in case he hears.” John glanced over his shoulder to the ocean and then to the island. 

“Who?” Alex asked. “Captain Kelly?”

“He might think we’re looking for his treasure. But, if I tells you, it might give you nightmares.”

The children begged John to continue. “Tell us!”

John patted his pocket, ensuring what was inside was safe. He turned up the throttle and held his cap to his head, blasting forward en route to the island’s rocky lagoon. As the boat neared the shoreline, the engine stuttered, then stalled. John fidgeted with the pull cord and gave it a good yank. The engine whirred before stalling again. The waters churned underneath them. He shrugged in calm defeat.

John whispered into the silence “Captain Kelly was a devil. A giant among his men, and the slyest one at that. He’d fool the sharpest of seafarers. Make you think you were drownin’ when you were on dry land. And let me tell you, if anyone went against him, he’d lift ’em high over his head, slam ’em down over his knee and crack their back before throwing ’em out to sea.” John growled like a madman and held his fists in front of his face, then pretended to snap something over his knee. At the same time, thunder crackled in the distance. The children gasped.

All part of the theatrics, Evelyn reassured herself. Mission accomplished, though she sensed something else at play—a force not to be reckoned with. She suppressed her hunch.

James frowned. “Don’t be joking with the engine.” Unlike his children, he was unamused.

“Legend has it,” John continued, without missing a beat, “that Kelly’s pirate ghost keeps careful watch of anyone who steps foot on his island. Most won’t even take a rock. His ghost will follow you home until you brings it back to him.” John rubbed his hands together and looked to the sky. “Look at that, it’s the perfect time of day to search for buried treasure.”

“We’ll help you!” Anna’s shout echoed over the sea surface like a skipping stone.

“Shh!” Alex scolded. “We don’t want him to hear us!”

“I’ll get us just a little closer now. We’ll have a little adventure, I’m sure of it.” John gave the pull cord another tug until the engine sputtered, like it was choking on water. 

The crow circled high above the boat. Comet growled deep in her throat. But then, as if in warning, burst into a fit of barking, startling Evelyn.

James’s fist was at his forehead as he concentrated on the misfires of the stammering motor.

The initial sight of the crow should have made Evelyn object to John’s sudden notion to veer off their planned route—to take a pleasurable evening trip around Conception Bay to watch the sunset and go right back to Butter Pot Park. But she couldn’t resist her own childhood curiosity to search for pirate treasure. Despite the crow’s returned presence, her sense of responsibility was overtaken by a yearning for the unearthing of something valuable and macabre.

Or was she just holding on to her private protest against James? She had ignored her instincts up to this point—they had left too late, didn’t check the weather forecast, brought no snacks or water, had no towels and, worst of all, hadn’t told anyone they were going out on the water.

She picked a scab on her knuckle as the motor sputtered. Blood trickled over her finger. She applied a little pressure to the wound and took a deep breath to calm her thrashing heart. Her longing to explore the island vacillated between desire and fear.

Had Evelyn known the nightmare awaiting them, she would have agreed with James. The powerless boat, pushed by a rash wind and toppling whitecaps, seemed to be drawn into the island’s magnetic force—inching them closer to the shore. The ocean, the keeper of lost stories and dark secrets, appeared strangely iridescent as the sky clouded. The whirr of the engine rang out when John tried with all his might to start it again. The boat vibrated until the engine coughed and shut off. Waves crashed against the island’s rock cliff and ricocheted back toward them. The opposing waves made the water around the boat chaotic and unpredictably dangerous. 

“Hold on to the children and my dog. She’s about to get rougher.” John hustled to grab a set of boat oars tucked in along the sides. He laboured to turn the bow into an oncoming wave.

“Goddamn it, Ev,” James said, wrangling Comet into his arms. “You should’ve listened to me.”

Evelyn held her children tight on either side of her. 

The crow above them flew higher, and Comet barked fiercely. The ham radio hissed, the voices on the other end still incomprehensible. John fumbled for the receiver and shouted his call number.

A sizzle of static was the only response.
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The edges of whitecaps grew higher, curled inward and poised. The hungry swell opened wide like a ravenous jaw, ready to bite down and swallow them whole. Evelyn pulled her children closer when they screamed.

“Hold on!” John’s cap blew off his head, into the ocean.

The boat banked sharp to the left, locking itself in position, as if an invisible presence held the craft.

“Grab on to the side,” James yelled, alert to the wind-whipped waves, “and hold on for dear life!”

Waves cascaded over the bow as water rushed in over the sides. John grabbed a bucket and frantically bailed. The children screamed again, this time with genuine fear for their lives. Evelyn sat unmoving, while Helen lunged for the life jacket she’d refused. “We’re going to capsize!” she bawled.

The treacherous waters churned around them. Just as Evelyn braced for the seething sea to tip her out, the boat steadied. The slate-grey ocean transformed into whispering blue waters. The ocean sighed.

“See? Nothing to worry about,” John said, turning off the staticky ham radio. “We’re out of range where we’re at, but once we pulls out again, reception will be fine if we needs it.” 

“Is this part of Poppy’s story too?” Anna asked. “Do you think we made the pirate ghost mad?”

Alex reached across Evelyn’s lap and swatted his sister on the back of the head. “Stop talking about that ghost! Everything isn’t caused by him.” He crossed his arms and jammed his hands into his armpits.

“Don’t worry,” John said. “The ghosts don’t come out until night. The weather’s just watching us now, and when we aren’t paying attention, it’ll get us when we least expects it.”

“Ghosts?” Alex asked, his complexion turned green. “I thought you said there was just one.”

Evelyn watched James. He clenched his teeth under pressed thin lips. The sudden brush with death had rattled him. Evelyn reached for his hand, but he pulled it away. Something in him had shifted even more, creating a further divide between them.

“We needs to get back. Now.” James held Alex, his blond head now over the side, heaving the contents of his stomach. “That wasn’t no freak storm. It’ll be back before we knows it.”

Alex wiped his mouth and rushed to his mother.

“It’s okay,” Evelyn said, trying to reassure the children, but she knew this was too much for Alex. She should have listened to James.

Alex clutched his gut, bent over the side of the boat and vomited again. His eyes never closed once as he scanned the water. Evelyn smoothed his hair. Was Alex seasick from the motion or terrorized by the idea of what lurked below the surface?

The crow perched back on another tall treetop, peering down at the boat that was now windswept past the lagoon to the western side of the island.

“I s’pose we’ll save the lagoon for another day,” John said. “Seems something wants us to get out of here.”

“John, we needs to leave, in case that happens again.” James’s voice cracked.

“Nothing but another microburst.”

Evelyn couldn’t find her voice. She trembled. She wanted to join James and rally against John and tell him to bring them back home, but once again she remained silent.

“If those intense winds descends from rain clouds, it might mean a more severe thunderstorm or heavy rain’s on its way.” James pointed to the engine. “Start the bloody thing. It might stay calm for a spell, but it’s possible to blow fiercer.”

“Believe me, as soon as I gets this engine to turn over, we’re out of here.” John’s voice was unsteady. He struck the engine with his fist. “I must’ve whistled for a wind earlier and got it. Now we just needs to not whistle to prevent another gale. The waves will help push us to the shore, then I can see what the problem is.” 

An eerie energy radiated from the island and intensified each time John rolled the engine with no success. He gave up and picked up the oars, dipping each paddle into the water. 

The rockface towered over them as they ghosted along the island—terrifying beauty with high perpendicular cliffs sculpted by centuries of stormy seas. Although the island was small in comparison to the harbour, Evelyn thought the boat must look like a child’s toy next to the cliffs that plunged straight into the water.

John paddled the boat in closer so the children could stretch out their arms and touch the rock. Evelyn did the same and felt the coolness against her fingertips. Water trickled from oxidized cracks in the deep fissures of the iron ore cliffs, weeping rusty tears. She pressed her finger too hard into the sharp edges and reopened the wound where she had picked off the scab. A stream of blood dripped into the ocean. She yanked her hand back—an electrical charge arced from the rock to her fingers. Evelyn cradled her hand in the other.

“We still got those metal detectors?” John asked, manoeuvring the oars to turn the boat into the cove’s wide rocky beach. The pocket of beach next to the sheer cliff consisted of sharp fragments of shale mixed with round, pale rocks.

Although she didn’t want to get off the boat, not after that jolt, she knew treasure hunting would keep the kids busy. Something to do while John fixed the engine. “I think we left them in the storage compartment under the seat.”

James scoffed.

John rested the oars and dug into his chest pocket, pulling out a rolled piece of paper. “There’s something I wants to show you.” He unrolled the delicate parchment and handed it to Evelyn so he could reach into his other chest pocket, stuffed with a near-empty pack of cigarettes. He pulled out a thin cylindrical tube of tobacco, put it to his lips and lit a match. As he drew a long drag, he flicked the match overboard. He looked at the map Evelyn held and tapped his finger on the paper, pointing out the second largest of the three islands that lined the southern shore of Conception Bay, on the Avalon Peninsula. “That there’s Kelly’s Island.” The map contained multiple X markings where supposed hordes of treasure were buried on Kelly’s Island.

“A treasure map! By the Jesus, where’d that come from?” James said, glaring at Evelyn, then John. “You and John had this planned all along, didn’t you?”

“I got it by happenstance the day Annabel died,” John said nonchalantly. “I finally figured out it’s a map of this island.” John picked the oars from their resting place and continued paddling, nearing the shore.

“I wasn’t part of any of this.” Evelyn studied the shape of the land and tried to orient herself to the coastline in front of her. She rotated the paper 180 degrees and aligned the drawing to the island. She gave it another glimpse, noting that the sketched outline of two other islands—Bell Island and Little Bell Island—weren’t in correct relation to their position. “Dad, I don’t think this is the right location for this map.” A mist of surf sprayed the paper, threatening to smudge the ink, but the ink stayed put. She rolled it up and put it back in John’s pocket.

“Never mind that. There’s only a couple of places we can pull up on the shore, to navigate around the larger rocks below the surface of the water, or so I was told.”

From where they set sail, it was no more than three kilometres to the marina in Holyrood. The closeness of the community brought comfort but also a disheartening feeling considering their predicament.

James held the children’s life jackets as they hung over each side, reaching as far as they could to help paddle the boat to the landing area.

John lowered his voice into a deep whisper. “Here we are.” The boat scraped the rocky shore so violently, it sounded like the hull had been punctured. “In this bay, under the waves, right on the bottom, lies sunken ships and tunnels of iron ore mines that extends from Bell Island. Some ships sank during World War Two, but others way earlier—pirate ships. Rumour has it, after a bad storm, handfuls of gold washes up on the shores of the island.” John rubbed his hands together. “That freak windstorm might be perfect timing to find some.” John curved his finger like a hook. “Aye aye, mateys! Go see what treasure you can find.”

Anna bobbed up and down in her seat. Alex remained still.

“Be warned though!” He slammed his fist on the side of the boat. Alex jumped. “This is the only part of Newfoundland that isn’t fond of welcoming strangers.”
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“Why don’t Kelly’s Island like strangers?” Alex asked hesitantly, as though he didn’t want to know the answer.

“Because the island needs to determine whether you’re a friend or an enemy. Everyone’s treated as friends in Newfoundland, but this island is different.” John jumped out of the boat, knee deep in water, and got ready to haul it to the shore. “Can both you kids keep a secret?”

“Yes!” Anna said. Alex folded his arms, and his sister poked him in the ribs. “Stop sooking, and stop being so scared.”

“Ah, so can I.” John laughed heartily. He yanked the bow until the boat was good and propped on the rocks. Anna harrumphed her disappointment but giggled when her grandfather’s top denture loosened and fell. He caught them before they plunked in the rolling tide. He smiled, revealing a toothless grin, and popped the device back into place. “Most secrets are lost to time, and they sleeps beside the dead in their sea graves—just like Kelly’s Island’s buried treasure.”

Anna’s disappointment didn’t last long. She whirled her head around in a tizzy. Evelyn knew she was captivated by the tales of the island—of pirates and ghosts that could be watching them from under the waves, or from the island.

John stood on the shore at the bow to prevent anyone from getting out. He zeroed in on Helen as she scratched the palm of her hand. “You knows what that means,” he said, focusing on her.

Helen beamed, John’s attention finally on her for the first time in a while. “It means I have an itch?”

“A nervous itch after hearing these stories.” James’s tone was harsh, and Evelyn elbowed him in the chest.

Evelyn shushed him. “Try to make the best of it while we’re stuck. We’ll be out of here soon enough.”

James’s jaw clenched. “Don’t you start—”

“Lighten up a little for the kids’ sake,” she whispered. “We’ve got no choice right now.”

“It means a stranger will visit,” John said, loud and clear so that if there were anyone else on the island, their unintended stopover wouldn’t come as a surprise.

Helen stopped scratching her hand.

“Aren’t strangers bad?” Alex asked. Comet growled, and Alex scooped the dog on his lap and stroked her tensed back.

“Some are. But there’s different kinds, and most strangers are just someone you never met before. But pirates, they aren’t from around here. They came from someplace far away, and Kelly’s now stuck on this island in death. He don’t like strangers because he thinks his treasure might get stolen.”

“Maybe we’re the strangers, Poppy,” Anna said. “Maybe it’s a sign we’ll find the pirate’s gold!”

“Dead ahead.” John held a steadfast gaze to his right toward the high cliffs. Comet stood with her hind legs on Alex’s lap, sniffing the air, paws secured on the edge of the boat.

Alex sulked and wrapped his arms around the dog’s torso. “Who’s dead ahead?”

“What are you looking at, Poppy?” Anna asked.

When John didn’t respond, Alex removed the dog from his lap and snuggled into Evelyn. He let his mother stroke his hair, bleached blonder by the summer sunlight. “It’s the ghosts. I know it’s the ghosts.” Alex squeezed his mother’s torso and hid his face in her side.

“Not ghosts, but before you ever gets out of a boat, it’s good to take in all the surroundings for any signs of danger.”

Beside the beach, the island cliffs rose above them like a pirate stronghold, lined tight with evergreen trees. Each tree resembled drawn arrows pointing upward, set to pierce the cloudy sky above. A perfect lair for sharp-toothed thieves to bury their stolen treasure and hide in the thick branches, to peek through the pine-needled twigs. Or a perfect haunted ground for restless souls, whose lives were confiscated by the sea.

“See those trees above that high hill behind the beach, and those roots below, stuck out of the bank?” John patted Alex’s back, rousing him from his mother. “Had the trees not embedded their roots so well, this part of the island would’ve been washed away by now. It’d be a flat rock protruding from the water, I’d say. Tree roots holds it all together. But still, one should never step too close to the edge of this island. The dirt and rocks might let go and down you’d fall.”

“Let us out, Poppy!” Anna pleaded.

“Not till you hears the rest of my story.” John scanned the rocky shore.

Evelyn took her camera out of her duffel bag. She popped off the lens cover and focused the viewfinder across the bay to the scenery of Conception Bay South. She needed to calm herself down, to distance herself from the reality of their situation. She liked photographing the shadowy parts of life. The hidden things. The unseen. It was in those mysterious exposures she captured the unnoticed and the overlooked. With each click of the shutter button, she captured a stolen moment, until an easygoing stillness rested deep in her bones. The feeling lasted only a moment when she suddenly stopped on a giant boulder set haphazardly on the shore. The devil’s jackstone – one of five huge rocks scattered around Conception Bay. Evelyn had heard the tale of these rocks, that the devil had to wait out a fierce Atlantic storm, and to pass the time, played his own version of the traditional game of jacks. This rock in particular was said to have the hoof marks of the devil on top. 

James nudged Evelyn with his elbow, a little harder than he needed to. “Those roots are like bones sticking out, with a thin skin of soil. Don’t you think?” He grabbed the camera from her, trying to steady his sightline with the slight rise and fall of the water, and aimed the lens back to Kelly’s Island to the trees.

Evelyn shrugged him off. “You’re not afraid, are you?”

James furrowed his brow, contemplating and deciphering the cliffside. “That island don’t want to be bothered.” He draped one arm over her shoulder, and passed her the camera. He was taking her advice to relax, but she could feel his reserve.

Evelyn accepted the camera and set the viewfinder to her eye. She aligned and focused her sight to the high clifftop. 

John turned his back to the storm system building behind them and continued his pirate story. “A while back, seventy years ago it’s said, some fellers were at the top of that high hill, collecting firewood. One slipped, almost fell down the steep bank, but he grabbed onto a small tree growing on the edge—saved him from a deadly fall. It must’ve been some strong tree, because his weight pulled the tree from the ground and exposed the roots right down the side of the cliff, with him hanging there. His buddy gave him a hand to climb back up, and that’s when they saw the top of a wooden chest poking out. They dug it out and kept it. There’s got to be more chests full of gold coins, diamonds, and jewellery. All of it buried here hundreds of years ago.”

As Evelyn listened, she focused the camera lens, moving the magnified view from the cliff to the clouds to the tips of the tall trees—balsam fir, black spruce and trembling aspen. She froze at a shadowy flick of movement between the branches. A man stared at her. Her heart quickened. The man wore a slick black diving suit and a snorkelling mask. His foot, clad in a clunky boot, was propped on a tree stump. She held the camera still, in utter confusion at the eerie vision in her lens. She pushed the shutter button before he faded into the forest. She closed her eyes, but the image remained, burned in her memory.

Comet barked, and Evelyn nearly dropped the camera.

She leaned in close to James, her breath in his ear. “I saw someone, or something.”
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James took the camera from Evelyn, pointed the lens in the direction of where she’d seen someone and brought the viewfinder to his eye. He quickly lowered it and put the dangling lens cover back on. “You know, it’s probably someone like us up there exploring for the day. No need getting worked up about ghosts and stuff in the daytime.” He returned the camera, and Evelyn slipped the strap around her neck. She scrambled to look through the viewfinder to locate the figure again, but to no avail.

John jumped back in the boat, gesturing for Evelyn and James to move so that he could access the storage trunk. He pulled out two metal detectors and showed the children how to turn them on.

“You never knows when you might come across your own lucky discovery, so look everywhere, but be wary of your surroundings. You could be walking over buried treasure at any time. Could even be buried in sand, if you finds some between the rocks.” John nodded to the beach. “If you hears it beep, it means you found something, but if it stops, it means you dug too far.”

“We used them before. We knows how they works.” Anna snatched hers and bobbed up and down on her seat, switching it on and off to check the battery.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to get out,” Evelyn said, setting her camera on her lap. “We didn’t plan on getting off the boat, and I think we should stay aboard. I don’t want to scare the kids, but I think there is a stranger on the island.” The word had a scary connotation. Unbridled thoughts of the lurking figure sent a prickling sensation over every inch of her skin. She felt the stranger’s presence, watching.

Helen motioned everyone’s attention to the large neighbouring island. “Speaking of strangers, why don’t you tell the kids about the fairies of Bell Island? Specifically, about the boy who went missing. Poof! Just like that. Disappeared into thin air.”

“Now that’s a story worth hearing so you don’t go wandering off,” John said.

“I know I saw someone on the island, and whoever it was saw us.” Evelyn pointed at the spot where the man in the diving suit had been.

John winked at Evelyn. “That’s the spirit.”

“Hurry up and tell us the other story,” Anna said breathlessly. “We wants to get out and see what we can find!” Along the beachfront, the wet rocks and stones gleamed like treasure, twinkling bright when rays of sunlight broke through the silver clouds.

“I don’t believe in no fairies.” Alex puffed his chest and fluttered his fingers. “That doesn’t even sound scary.”

In the time she’d spent living in Newfoundland, Evelyn knew the fairies to be terrorizing, sinister creatures standing less than a metre tall with deformed and twisted bodies. The Bell Island fairies were the worst of the lot. They were known to lead people astray, but the folks of Bell Island intensified their fairy stories, saying the fairies abducted children. Evelyn assumed it was to keep children from wandering too close to the tall cliffs or exploring the underwater mines. If a child mysteriously died or acquired a bizarre ailment, the fairies were to blame. Evelyn had no reason to share this folklore with her own children; they didn’t face the same dangers when they went outside to play in St. John’s.

“I thinks we should stay in the boat,” James said.

“This engine ain’t going to fix itself,” John teased, sounding too concerned to be playful. He was now fixated on the clouds to the east of them, gauging their speed. “Everyone’s got to get on the shore so I can pull the boat completely out of the water. We won’t get home if we just sits here.”

“You coming, Poppy?” Alex pulled on his grandfather’s arm.

John patted Alex’s arm, “If I don’t get the engine working, the waves will keep pushing in until high tide, and we’ll be stuck.”

“What about the fairies?” Anna asked, but her voice was lost in the commotion of getting everyone off the boat.

“Weather’s holding up for now, but can change on a dime, so stay in sight,” John warned the kids. “Don’t go climbing that steep hill over there and end up in the woods, there’s no trails and you’ll get lost trying to find your way back.”

“You better hurry and fix the engine so we aren’t still here at nightfall.” Helen took off her life jacket and held on to the crucifix pendant on her neck, sliding it back and forth on the chain.

“You keep that on,” James said to Anna, as she started unbuckling her life jacket. “You, too, Alex.” James and Evelyn slipped out of theirs.

“We got to be ready to go as soon as I gets the engine running,” John said. “And I meant what I said. Don’t go too far.” 

Alex was out of the boat straightaway, Comet chasing behind him. The dog stopped, ears perked, surveying the surrounding water, distracted by something. Evelyn managed to grab Anna’s wrist to spray her down with bug spray before she climbed out. “The mosquitoes love you so much, they might carry you away.”

“Poppy says I got syrup for blood,” Anna said. “Alex, wait!” As soon as Evelyn let go, Anna flew out of the boat as though released from a slingshot.

“Keep those life jackets on!” Evelyn called to them both.

“Ev, they know.” That familiar edge was back in James’s voice. “I told them already.”

John put his palm to Evelyn before she could counter, like a stop sign to quiet an ensuing argument. “I remembers one year the flies were so thick, a cloud of them blotted out the sun. The buzz of them all was murderous. All of single minds, so all-in-all harmless. I wishes the bloodsuckers would suck every ounce of my blood. I’d let them suck the life out of me.” Flies landed, but he didn’t swat them away. “Put me out of my misery once and for all.”

Evelyn grabbed his arm and sprayed it. “Don’t be so foolish. We have to keep you here as long as we can.” She motioned for his other arm until John abided. “You’re the only one who can fix the engine and get us home.”

The children and the dog scampered down the beach. “I wish you would’ve told them the fairy story before letting them out,” Helen said. “Just the mention of them keeps kids from drifting too far out of sight. Keeps them out of mischief.”

“I didn’t want to frighten them to death.” John smirked.

“John, that boy went missing, but it wasn’t because of the fairies. They found him drowned,” Helen said. “The reality is more terrifying than the make-believe.”

“I don’t want them to dismiss the folklore as just a story,” John growled. “It’s more terrifying when you knows the fairies were the reason the boy drowned.”

“You actually think that pirate ghost and fairies are on this island?” James asked.

John nodded. “We’re safe for now, so keep your bearings and go enjoy the bit of unexpected time you has with the kids on the island.” John whooshed his hands in a sweeping motion, wanting everyone off the boat so he could get to work.

James slung both legs over the side and hopped onto the shore. He held out his hand for Helen to balance herself. “Does Ethan know we’re here?”

Evelyn noticed John pull in a deep breath, then slowly release. It was as though the weight of the name, Ethan, was enough to crush him. Her father avoided eye contact and tossed the anchor from the bow, the clatter and clang of the metal chain echoed as it landed on the beach rocks. John pulled the rope attached to the chain to ensure it was secured to the boat.

“I invited Ethan,” Helen said, as she found her footing on the rocky shoreline. “Well, I invited him to go camping with us anyway.”

Evelyn steadied the camera around her neck and exited the boat as well, hesitant to take James’s offered hand, but she needed it for balance. There was a sudden kindle in John’s demeanour. She wondered if it would be like before, when the slightest irritation sparked an intense rage, and they had to be careful not to ignite him.

“Ethan said he’d go next time,” Helen said. “I didn’t tell him when we’d be back, so he won’t be wondering where we are anytime soon. You two go on, and I’ll catch up with you.”

Evelyn suspected Helen’s words were filled with half-truths, bent to fit her objective to win John’s heart. It had been a year since Ethan moved back to Newfoundland, and the next times were common. Evelyn knew the real reason why Ethan didn’t join many family gatherings—John, who had been physically absent throughout Ethan’s childhood was now, emotionally absent as an adult.

“Actually,” James said, “I thinks I should stay and help John.” Like Evelyn, he wanted off the island as soon as possible. “You girls go join the kids.”

“It’s fine. I’ll stay,” Helen said. She turned her back, blocking the space between James and John.

Evelyn knew Helen was seizing a rare opportunity—getting John alone.

For the last ten years, Helen had moved like the northern lights around John, growing and retracting according to his mood, to keep him unsuspecting of the relationship she so desperately wanted to have with him. She knew how to distract John from any thoughts of Annabel and redirect his attention to her. How she longed to pierce John’s heart, to crack it open so she could crawl inside.

Evelyn followed James down the beach, no longer caring to watch the dance between John and Helen.

Far away, Evelyn heard the dull beeps of the metal detectors, signalling treasure below the rocks and sand. The dog matched the children’s excitement, yapping away, running in erratic circles and digging alongside them. Without speaking, she and James
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