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Chapter 1: The Water Remembers

	 

	The ocean is coldest at dawn, which is the only time I want to be in it.

	 

	I go in to the ankles first. Always the ankles. The cold climbs my shins like something with a purpose, and I stand there in the gray-green Atlantic and let it remind me I'm still inside a body. Still occupying a specific point in space. Still, technically, here.

	 

	It's 5:47 AM. The fog sits low and flat off the water, the kind that swallows sound. No wind yet. Just the slow push and drag of waves across the sand and the distant cry of something I can't see. A gull, probably. Or the sound grief makes when you've been carrying it long enough that it starts to speak in its own voice.

	 

	Three months in Inlet Cove. Three months of this.

	 

	I check my goggles by pressing them into my eye sockets until the suction holds, a ritual I've done so many times the steps happen without thought. Then I walk forward until the cold hits my hips and drives the air out of my lungs, and then I'm in, and there's nothing to do but move.

	 

	The swim is half a mile parallel to shore and half a mile back. I've paced it off. I don't count strokes because counting gives the mind too much to do, and the whole point of this—the cold, the dark, the salt water filling my goggles at the edges—is to make the mind shut up. I need the cold to be louder than everything else.

	 

	Jade used to call it my suffer ritual.

	 

	I don't let myself finish that thought. I turn my head to breathe, watch the sky pale to pewter above the waterline, and I swim.

	 

	By the time I come back in, the fog has lifted enough to see the line of the shore and the dark shapes of a few early fishermen down the beach, their rods planted in the sand like flags. They ignore me. I ignore them. This is the compact we've reached, Inlet Cove and me: mutual non-interference. I am the weird girl who swims before the sun fully commits to rising, and they are people who have lived here long enough to have stopped being surprised by anything the sea gives back.

	 

	My towel is where I left it on a piece of driftwood. I dry my face first, then my arms, and I stand there with the towel around my shoulders looking at the water—flat now, deceptively calm after what I just put myself through—and I wait for whatever it is I'm always waiting for. Release, maybe. The sense that something has been wrung out and now there's space. Sometimes it comes. Sometimes it doesn't. This morning it doesn't quite make it, just hovers at the edge of my chest without landing, and I decide to count that as good enough.

	 

	The walk back to Margot's takes twenty minutes on the shell-crusted path that runs parallel to the waterfront. By the time I pass the lighthouse road, the town is just barely starting. A truck engine catching somewhere behind the houses. The screen door of Patel's convenience store slapping open, then shut. I keep my head down and my damp hair dripping onto my collar, and I don't look up until I'm close enough to smell the coffee.

	 

	Margot leaves it on the guesthouse step most mornings. Today is one of those mornings. The mug is a heavy ceramic thing printed with the words INLET COVE MARITIME FESTIVAL 2018, and it's still warm enough to steam.

	 

	I pick it up and sit down on the step and drink it without going inside. The guesthouse is fine. It's more than fine for what I need—a mattress, a kitchenette, a bathroom that doesn't leak—but it has a tendency to feel very small in the mornings before I've gotten my legs under me. Outside there's at least the sound of the water a few blocks away, and the smell of salt and diesel and the low-tide funk that coats everything in this town, and those smells are, if not comforting, at least honest.

	 

	I hear Margot's shop door open before I see her.

	 

	"You're wet," she says.

	 

	"That's how swimming works."

	 

	She leans against the door frame with her own mug and doesn't say anything else. That's the thing about Margot. She has a genius for not saying things. Jade used to say she was the best listener in four counties because she knew when listening meant keeping your mouth shut, and she was right. Margot has short silver hair and the kind of hands that look like they've hauled nets and fixed engines and maybe once punched through something she shouldn't have, and she looks at me now the way she always looks at me—steady, patient, a little watchful—and then she goes back inside to open her shop.

	 

	I drink the rest of the coffee. Set the mug on the step for later. Then I get in my truck and drive to work.

	 

	—

	 

	The lighthouse road is the fastest way to the research station from Margot's, which is either a coincidence or the town of Inlet Cove making sure I can never fully disengage. I slow at the intersection without meaning to. The lighthouse is visible above the dunes—white tower, red cap, a good 130 feet of brick that's been standing since 1872 and intends to keep standing until the ocean changes its mind about the whole barrier island situation.

	 

	There's a tour group at the base of it, even at this hour. Eight, ten people gathered around a woman who is explaining something with both hands in motion, gesturing wide toward the water and then up toward the light, her whole body involved in whatever story she's telling. Honey-blonde hair in the salt breeze. Even from the road, even through the truck's dusty windshield, there's something about the quality of her attention—the way the tourists are all leaning slightly toward her—that catches for a second in my peripheral vision.

	 

	Then the light changes and I drive.

	 

	—

	 

	The research station smells like old metal and whatever chemical compound is cycling through the filtration system today. Bleach-adjacent. Sea-adjacent. The overhead fluorescents hum at a frequency that I've mostly stopped hearing, which I understand is a form of adaptation and not something to be proud of.

	 

	I badge in, drop my bag at my workstation, and start pulling water samples from the rack.

	 

	Each one is labeled in my handwriting: date, collection point, depth, salinity at time of collection. I transfer data from the field sheets into the logging system, check the volumes, note anything off, move to the next. It takes three hours on a normal day. I've gotten it down to two and a half by eliminating any pauses that aren't strictly necessary, which is a skill that sounds efficient until you realize it's really just a method for not stopping long enough to notice what's happening inside you.

	 

	Dr. Okafor arrives at eight-fifteen the way she always does, with a canvas bag and reading glasses perched on her head and the particular energy of someone who genuinely wants to be at work. She's Nigerian-American, somewhere in her fifties, and she moves through the station with the ease of someone who's spent decades in this specific fluorescent-lit world and made peace with every corner of it.

	 

	"Morning," she says, not looking up from the bag she's depositing on her desk.

	 

	"Morning."

	 

	"Sleep?"

	 

	"Some."

	 

	She makes a sound that could mean anything. I've learned not to ask. Renata Okafor speaks in frequencies you have to calibrate to, and one of her frequencies is knowing when not to push.

	 

	"There's a dolphin pod working the sound side this morning," she says. "Mikos spotted them from the dock around six. I'm going out to observe around ten if you want to come."

	 

	I pull the next sample rack toward me. "I should finish the cataloging."

	 

	"The cataloging can wait an hour."

	 

	"It's a three-week backlog."

	 

	She glances over. "Brynn."

	 

	"I'm better with the data," I say, which is true. The data doesn't need anything from me. It doesn't look at me with an expression that's trying to be neutral but is actually asking how are you, really. It doesn't care if I eat lunch. It just needs to be recorded accurately, and that I can do. That, I am excellent at.

	 

	Dr. Okafor holds my gaze for a moment longer than comfortable and then says, "Okay," and that's it. No follow-up. No negotiation. She respects the word okay as a terminus, which is another thing I've come to depend on.

	 

	I work through the morning. The samples blur into a kind of rhythm—label, measure, record, move—and the hours pass in segments I don't have to think about, which is the goal. The filtration system hums. A buoy line clanks softly against the dock outside. I eat lunch at my workstation: a granola bar and an orange I'd shoved into my bag in the dark of the guesthouse kitchen this morning, not because I planned to be efficient about lunch but because I'd forgotten to plan anything else.

	 

	The pictures are a mistake.

	 

	I open my phone to check the weather radar—there's a low-pressure system tracking up the coast, and I want to know if tomorrow's swim will be doable—and Jade's face is right there, because I haven't changed the lock screen in three months and I keep telling myself I will and then not doing it. She's laughing in the photo, mouth wide open, eyes crinkled up so her whole face is just the laugh and nothing else. It was her birthday, two years ago. She'd just opened the gift I gave her—a ridiculous inflatable flamingo pool float, because she'd complained all summer about not having one—and she was losing her mind about it.

	 

	I close the app. Put the phone face-down. Look at the water sample in front of me, which has a salinity reading that needs to go into column F, and I think about column F with a focus that is probably disproportionate to its importance.

	 

	After a while it passes. The ache retreats to somewhere I can ignore it, the way it does, the way I've learned to manage it—not gone, never gone, just redistributed into a dull pressure behind the sternum that I carry around like a stone in a coat pocket. You forget it's there until you reach in for something else.

	 

	I stay until six-thirty. Dr. Okafor leaves at five, and I hear the other tech, Mikos, lock up the dock shed shortly after. Alone in the lab, I run through a secondary set of equipment checks that don't strictly need doing until next week, and then I run through them again to make sure I didn't make any errors in round one.

	 

	At some point the light outside goes gold, then orange, then the particular dimming blue of an evening that hasn't decided whether to turn to dark yet. I drive back to Margot's with the truck windows down and the salt air coming in thick off the sound. When I pull into the lot behind the shop, Margot is out front lowering the hand-painted bait-and-tackle sign, her back to me, her silver hair flat from a day of work.

	 

	She doesn't turn around.

	 

	"There's soup," she says.

	 

	"I'm not—"

	 

	"There's soup, Brynn."

	 

	I sit in the truck for another minute. The engine ticks cooling. Out past the roofline, the Atlantic is doing whatever the Atlantic does in the dark, dragging itself across its own floor in some incomprehensible repetition that has nothing to do with anyone's grief, nothing to do with anyone's plans, nothing to do with me sitting in a truck in a parking lot in a town I ended up in because I had nowhere else to go.

	 

	I get out of the truck. I go inside.

	 

	The soup is chowder, local clams, made from scratch, and it's the best thing I've tasted in weeks, which is less a compliment to the soup than an indictment of the rest of my eating habits. I sit across from Margot at the small table in the back of the shop, and we eat in the particular silence that two people can only manage when they are both grieving the same person and have agreed, wordlessly, not to make that the first thing they talk about tonight.

	 

	The second thing Margot talks about is the maritime festival.

	 

	"They need volunteers for the lighthouse," she says. "Hollis is organizing it. Asked me if I knew anyone with some free time on the weekend."

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Didn't finish asking."

	 

	"Still no."

	 

	Margot sets down her spoon. "It's three hours. You hand out programs and stand around."

	 

	"I stand around here for free," I say. "No organizational structure required."

	 

	She picks her spoon back up. "Think about it."

	 

	I'm not going to think about it. I tell her this, not unkindly, and she accepts the answer the way she accepts most of my answers—with a small nod that means I've noted your position and also I'm not fully convinced yet. We finish the chowder. She clears the bowls. She walks me to the guesthouse door the way she does sometimes, not all the way inside, just to the step, and she puts one hand briefly on my shoulder and then takes it away before I have to decide whether to lean into it or not.

	 

	"Good night," she says.

	 

	"Night."

	 

	Inside, I lie on my back on the mattress with the window open and the sound of the ocean coming in. It's always louder at night. The town quiets down and the ocean remembers it's in charge of the noise and fills the space accordingly. I stare at the ceiling, which has a water stain in the shape of something I've decided not to identify, and I listen.

	 

	Three months.

	 

	Ninety-two days since the phone rang at 2 AM. Since I sat up in bed in my apartment in Raleigh with my heart already going sideways before I even picked up, because that's how bodies work—they know before you know—and since a stranger's voice told me that my sister's car had been hit on I-40 and she was being airlifted and then, eleven minutes later, called back to tell me the second thing.

	 

	I don't think about it in sequence if I can help it. I think about it the way you think about something that happened to someone else—at an angle, in pieces, never the whole picture at once.

	 

	The ceiling stain. The sound of the water. The particular quality of silence in a room where you are the only living thing.

	 

	I stay awake for a long time, which is normal. I fall asleep eventually, which is enough.

	 

	Tomorrow there will be more samples to catalog. The water will be cold. The fog will sit on the surface of the Atlantic and wait for the sun to burn it off, and I will go into the water before that happens, and the cold will do its job, and I will keep going.

	 

	That's the whole plan. It's not much of one. But it's held so far.

	 


Chapter 2: Cataloging Loss

	 

	The fluorescent light in Lab B flickers every forty-seven minutes. I know this because I've been in Lab B for three weeks and I've started timing it—not on purpose, not really, just the way you absorb the rhythms of a place when you spend enough hours inside it. The flicker lasts about a second. Then everything goes back to humming.

	 

	It's 8:15 AM. The water samples are lined up on the rack in front of me in the particular order I established my first week here: collection point, north to south, deep stations before shallow. No one told me to do it this way. The previous system was chronological, which makes sense if you're trying to track a single location over time and less sense if you're trying to run comparative salinity profiles across a transect, which is what Dr. Okafor's current research requires. I reorganized everything on a Tuesday when the alternative was going back to the guesthouse two hours early.

	 

	Renata had looked at the new system when she came in the next morning, looked at me, and said, "This is better," and that had been its own small kind of relief.

	 

	She comes in this morning while I'm halfway through the rack, her canvas bag over one shoulder and her reading glasses already doing their usual perch on top of her head, slightly crooked. "Morning."

	 

	"Morning," I say, without looking up.

	 

	The sound of her settling at her desk: the bag being set down, the chair rolling, the soft thump of a laptop opening. Then: "You stayed late again."

	 

	I transfer a number. "Left at six-thirty."

	 

	"Mikos says the lights were on at seven when he drove by."

	 

	"Mikos drives by the station at seven PM?"

	 

	"He forgets his lunch constantly. He backtracks."

	 

	I move to the next sample. "Equipment check ran long."

	 

	Renata doesn't respond to this immediately, which is its own kind of response. She's pulled her reading glasses down to her nose and she's looking at something on her laptop with the particular focused stillness of someone who has chosen not to press a point yet. I appreciate the yet. It means she's not convinced, but she's also not going to make me defend a position I haven't exactly taken.

	 

	"The dolphins are back," she says, after a pause. "The same pod from June, if Mikos's photo IDs are right. Southern end of the sound."

	 

	"Good."

	 

	"I'd like eyes in the water this afternoon. Could use another set of data sheets. Behavioral observation, movement patterns." She pauses again. "The weather's turning tomorrow and it may be three weeks before the conditions are right again."

	 

	I know what this is. It's not quite an order, not quite a question—it's the form of an invitation designed for someone who deflects direct invitations, and I have the uncomfortable sense that Renata Okafor figured me out sometime in the first ten days and has been adapting accordingly.

	 

	"The logging's backlogged," I say.

	 

	"I know."

	 

	"The deep-station samples from last week still haven't been—"

	 

	"Brynn." She takes her glasses off entirely and sets them on the desk. "Come out on the water with me for two hours. The logging will be here when we get back. The dolphins may not be."

	 

	The thing is, she's right. The thing is, I know she's right. The thing is also that going out on the boat means standing somewhere that doesn't have a task assigned to it, where I'll have to exist in open space with my own thoughts for stretches longer than the intervals between samples. Dolphins don't care about my cataloging backlog. They're not interested in giving me something to do with my hands.

	 

	"I'm better in the lab," I say.

	 

	"Today."

	 

	"In general."

	 

	Renata holds my gaze for a moment, steady and not unkind. "Okay," she says finally, and puts her glasses back on, and that's the whole conversation. She doesn't push. She never pushes. It's the thing about her that makes the station feel survivable—the way she calibrates her presence to whatever the room requires.

	 

	I go back to the samples. The number for Column F is 34.7. I write it down.

	 

	—

	 

	Lunch is a granola bar and the last of a bag of almonds I found at the bottom of my workbag, eaten at the lab bench because eating at the lab bench while I work means I don't have to stop working, and not stopping working means not opening my phone to check the time and seeing the lock screen.

	 

	I see the lock screen.

	 

	I don't open any apps. I just see it—Jade's face, that birthday photo, the flamingo float visible at the edge of the frame—and then I set the phone face-down on the bench and look at the water sample in front of me.

	 

	Sample ID ST-14-08. Collection depth 12 meters. Temperature at collection: 18.3 Celsius. The previous record for this station was 18.1, so I flag it for the potential temperature-shift log, which is a relatively new document I started after noticing a trend across three weeks of readings that may or may not mean anything but that I can measure, which is the important part.

	 

	If you measure something, you have evidence. If you have evidence, you can draw a conclusion. If you can draw a conclusion, you have something to do next. This is the basic logic of science, and it is also, I've discovered, the basic logic of getting through a day without falling apart in a lab that smells like chemicals and salt.

	 

	I eat the granola bar in four bites without tasting it. I drink the water I've been keeping beside the rack. I don't look at the phone again.

	 

	—

	 

	Mikos comes in around two with kelp in his hair and a sunburn starting on the bridge of his nose, which means the dolphin observation was at least partially successful. He's twenty-four, two years younger than me, and he has the quality that some people have of making every environment he enters immediately more casual. He drops into his chair like it's a beanbag.

	 

	"Seven animals," he announces, to anyone who will listen. "At least two juveniles. Renata thinks it's the same family unit from the June survey based on the nicks on the dorsal fins. One of the adults did a full breach right off the bow." He pauses. "It was something."

	 

	"Great," I say.

	 

	He swivels to look at me. "You know, when normal people hear that something beautiful happened, they have like... a response."

	 

	"I have responses."

	 

	"What's your response to a dolphin breach off the bow?"

	 

	I consider this. "Good data."

	 

	Mikos shakes his head, but he's smiling when he turns back to his monitor, which means he's not actually bothered, just doing the ritual version of bothered that I've figured out is his way of making conversation. He's tried a few times to pull me into something outside of work—a bonfire at the public beach, a group dinner at the taco place by the marina—and I've declined each time with excuses that were technically true. I've never explained the real reason, which is that I can only manage a finite amount of peopling per day, and that amount is currently very close to zero.

	 

	He doesn't push. Nobody here pushes, which might be the thing I like most about Inlet Cove, or at least about this specific corner of it.

	 

	I work until Renata leaves at five, which is her usual departure, and then I keep working because the samples don't care what time it is and neither do I. The station goes quiet around me—the creak of the building settling in the late-afternoon heat, the hum of the filtration, a laughing gull somewhere outside making the noise of a thing that finds everything funnier than I do.

	 

	The backlog clears a little. Not all the way—that would require a full week of uninterrupted days—but I get through the August collection from the northern transect, which is something. I make a note about the temperature flag on ST-14-08 and set it in the pile of things to bring to Renata tomorrow. Then I sit for a moment with my hands flat on the cold metal of the lab bench and let myself be still.

	 

	This is the part of the day I've started to dread and also depend on. The productive hours taper off and there's a stretch before I can make myself leave where I have nothing to do but be in the space. The fluorescent light flickers overhead, right on schedule. Outside, the dock is dark and the water sounds close.

	 

	I think about Jade for exactly as long as I can stand it, which today is about forty-five seconds. The hospital waiting room. The way the light had come through the window in a particular stripe across the linoleum. The form they made me sign, some documentation about personal effects, her watch and her earrings and the ring she never took off since Margot put it there.

	 

	Then I pack my bag and go.

	 

	—

	 

	The drive back takes me past the lighthouse again. I don't slow down this time. The museum is closed, the tour groups gone, the whole northern point of the island quiet under the early evening. But I register it as I pass—the white shape of the tower against the darkening sky, the light not yet on because the sun hasn't committed to setting—and something about the image snags briefly.

	 

	The woman with the hands. The tourists leaning in.

	 

	I don't know why I'm thinking about it. It was a thirty-second moment through a truck windshield and I have enough things to think about without adding observations of strangers conducting lighthouse tours.

	 

	Margot's shop is dark when I pull in. She closes at six on weekdays. Her truck is parked around the side, which means she's in the house and not doing whatever bait shop owners do after hours, which I've decided not to investigate. The guesthouse light is off.

	 

	I unlock the door and stand inside the dark for a moment before hitting the switch.

	 

	The room is fine. It's fine. One chair, the mattress on the floor, a row of hooks on the back of the bathroom door where my two flannels and a damp towel live. My duffel bags are tucked against the far wall, still technically packed in the way they've been technically packed for three months, because unpacking them would mean something about staying that I haven't decided I'm ready to mean.

	 

	I make cereal because it requires no decisions. I eat it sitting in the chair, which faces the window, and outside the window the sky is doing the last of its color—a strip of dark orange above the roofline giving way to blue-black—and below that, invisible but present, the ocean is still going.

	 

	It will still be going at 5:30 tomorrow morning when I walk into it. It doesn't sleep. It doesn't take days off. It doesn't make coffee on a step and look at you with careful, patient eyes. It just goes in and out, in and out, removing itself and returning, removing itself and returning, without anyone's permission and without any apology.

	 

	I've found that comforting, lately. That something can leave and also come back. That it's not always a one-way door.

	 

	I rinse the cereal bowl. I brush my teeth. I set my alarm for five, which is ten minutes earlier than strictly necessary because I like the buffer, the ten minutes of being awake in the dark before I have to be awake in the water. I lie down on the mattress without turning off the light, and I read a paper about thermocline behavior in coastal barrier zones that I downloaded last week, not because it's especially exciting but because the language of scientific papers is specific and measured and doesn't surprise you.

	 

	By the time the light from outside goes fully dark, I'm mostly asleep. The paper is on my chest. The ocean sound comes through the window, in and out, in and out, and I let myself be carried by it into whatever version of rest I can manage.

	 

	Three months down.

	 

	I don't let myself count forward from there. Just back.

	 

	Back is survivable. Forward has too many unknowns, and I'm still in the part of this where unknowns are the things I can least afford.

	 

	The water will be cold tomorrow. I already know this. I'm already, in the way of a body that has learned to organize its small reliabilities, looking forward to it.

	


Chapter 3: Small Kindnesses

	 

	Margot's idea of a care package is a paper plate covered in aluminum foil.

	 

	She was standing at my door when I got back from the station that Tuesday evening—just standing there in the purple dusk with that plate balanced in one hand and a dish towel draped over her shoulder like she'd been in the middle of something and decided midway through that I was more important. She didn't knock. She was just there. Maybe she heard my truck.

	 

	"Fish tacos," she said. "Before you say anything."

	 

	I hadn't planned to say anything. I wasn't sure I had the energy for words. The day had been long in the way all my days were long now—not eventful, just weighted, like wading through something thicker than air. I'd cataloged forty-seven water samples, replaced a corroded O-ring on one of the filtration units, eaten a granola bar over the sink at noon because I forgot it wasn't still morning. Dr. Okafor had stopped by my station twice—once to leave a sticky note about a Tuesday supply run, once to ask if I'd eaten lunch. Both times I'd nodded without looking up. She'd accepted both nods and moved on. That was the thing about Dr. Okafor. She never pushed.

	 

	Neither did Margot, technically. She just appeared with food and let the food do the pushing.

	 

	"You didn't have to," I said, which was not the same as no thank you, and she knew it.

	 

	"I know." She handed me the plate. It was still warm through the foil, and the smell hit me—lime and cilantro and something charred and sweet from the fish. My stomach turned over in a way that was almost embarrassing. "I made too much. You know how I am with portions."

	 

	I did know. She'd told me twice already that she'd cooked for two people for twenty years and her brain hadn't caught up with cooking for one. She said it matter-of-factly, the way she said most things, and I never knew what to do with it. Grief in plain sentences. It always caught me off guard.

	 

	She waited. I think she was checking whether I'd take the plate and disappear inside or do something else. I stood in the doorway holding warm food and smelling cilantro and made a decision I hadn't planned to make.

	 

	"You want to sit?" I said.

	 

	Margot looked almost surprised, which meant she did a very small thing with one eyebrow. Then she pulled the dish towel off her shoulder, folded it once, set it on the porch railing. "Sure," she said, casual as weather.

	 

	The guesthouse porch is barely a porch—more of a concrete step with ambitions. Two people can sit on it if they don't mind their shoulders touching, which Margot and I managed by each leaning our respective direction. She'd brought nothing for herself to eat, which confirmed she'd made up the too-much-food story, but I didn't say anything about that either. I peeled back the foil and the tacos were perfect—corn tortillas gone soft in the steam, the fish flaky and dark at the edges, pickled onion over the top. The kind of meal you don't make for yourself when you live alone because the effort seems disproportionate.

	 

	The evening was warm and thick with humidity, the ocean audible from here as a low, constant breath. Somewhere in the lot behind the bait shop, a car with a loud muffler came and went. Margot and I ate—I ate, she watched the middle distance—and for a while neither of us said anything, and that was fine. Silence with Margot had a different texture than silence alone. Alone, silence pressed. With her, it just sat.

	 

	"I keep expecting to hear her in the shop," Margot said.

	 

	I stopped chewing.

	 

	"Sorry." Her voice didn't change register. "You don't have to—"

	 

	"No," I said. "It's okay."

	 

	She shifted her weight on the step. "Jade always came down to the shop in the mornings before I opened. Said she couldn't sleep past five. I'd be doing inventory or whatever and she'd just appear." A pause. "Coffee mug in one hand, half-asleep, talking about whatever she'd been dreaming about. Didn't matter what it was. She'd tell me the whole thing."

	 

	I thought about Jade and her dreams. She used to do that to me too, when we were kids sharing a room—this relentless morning debriefing, sprawled across the foot of my bed, completely uninvited. I used to fake being asleep. I'd gotten so good at it that she'd started narrating around it, like a nature documentary. This is Brynn, an elusive nocturnal creature, pretending she can't hear me. Watch as she fails to fool anyone.

	 

	The tightness in my chest was sudden and inconvenient. I looked at the tacos.

	 

	"She was a morning person," I said. My voice came out flat, the way I'd practiced.

	 

	"World's most aggressive morning person." Margot's tone was dry. Affectionate. "Used to turn on lights."

	 

	"She used to turn on all the lights."

	 

	"Every single one."

	 

	We both went quiet again, but it was a different kind of quiet now. Shared. I ate the second taco and tried to let the lime and the salt do their work.

	 

	After a while, Margot said, "The lighthouse festival's in three weeks. They're looking for volunteers."

	 

	The shift in subject was smooth enough that it took me a moment to register it as the pivot it was—away from Jade, back to surface things, to the kind of conversation that required less navigation. I recognized it as an act of mercy.

	 

	"I saw the flyers," I said.

	 

	"Hollis Tate runs the maritime history booth. Knows more about the wrecks off this coast than anyone I've met." She said it neutral, like a fact about the weather.

	 

	"She works at the lighthouse."

	 

	"Mm." Margot looked at me sideways. "You know her?"

	 

	"Not really. I've seen her." I thought about the woman leading the tour group, all that brightness even at a distance. "She covered my groceries on Saturday. I paid her back today."

	 

	Margot made a sound that wasn't quite a word.

	 

	"What?"

	 

	"Nothing." She stood, brushed off the back of her jeans. "The festival needs people to hand out programs, set up, that kind of thing. Mindless enough that you wouldn't have to talk to anyone."

	 

	I looked up at her. "That was pointed."

	 

	"Little bit." She didn't look sorry about it. "You're not doing yourself any favors, Brynn. Working until dark and then sitting in here—" she tipped her head toward the guesthouse, "—it's not the same as being okay."

	 

	"I know it's not."

	 

	"Good." She picked up the dish towel from the railing. "Just so we're clear."

	 

	She started down the path toward the shop, and I thought that was it—clean exit, Margot style. No dramatics. But she stopped and half-turned back, and her voice when she spoke again had something different in it, something quieter.

	 

	"You being here matters," she said. "Not for my sake. I mean—for yours." She looked at me for a moment. "Jade would have wanted you to have people."

	 

	She walked back to the shop before I could figure out what to say to that.

	 

	I sat on the step for a while after she disappeared around the corner. The foil-covered plate was empty in my lap. The humidity was the particular late-summer kind that makes the air feel like something you're pushing through, and the cicadas had started their slow evening spiral of sound, and somewhere not far away a door banged open and someone laughed—a neighbor, a kid, a stranger. Normal human sounds.

	 

	Jade would have wanted you to have people.

	 

	I knew that. Of course I knew that. Jade had been the most relentlessly social person I'd ever been related to, which was not a high bar in our family but which she'd somehow cleared with cheerful determination. She made friends the way other people make coffee—automatically, as part of the morning routine. When we'd moved into the apartment in Durham after she finished school, she'd known our neighbors' names within a week. When she'd started at the marine nonprofit where she'd worked, she'd organized a group lunch by her third day. She'd made friends so easily I'd sometimes wondered what she saw in me, her awkward, don't-touch-me sister who needed forty-eight hours' notice before any social event.

	 

	She'd said once—we'd been on her couch, both of us eating cereal at ten at night because neither of us had grocery-shopped—she'd said: You think friendship is something you have to deserve. It's not. It's just something you do.

	 

	I'd told her that was easy for her to say.

	 

	She'd thrown a throw pillow at me.

	 

	Inside the guesthouse, I washed the plate and the fork and set them on the dish rack. The space was small enough that I could stand in the middle of it and touch two walls if I stretched, which I never did because what was the point of proving that. A mattress on the floor—I'd gotten a bed frame from Margot but hadn't assembled it. A single chair. The hotplate. A mini-fridge that made a sound in the night like an old man sighing.

	 

	I sat in the chair because that was the only option other than sitting on the floor or lying down, and lying down at seven PM felt like surrendering to something. I'd left the window open. The salt smell came through it, thick and familiar by now, and I could hear the tide shifting somewhere in the dark—the low churn of water finding its way forward and back. The ocean always sounded the same, which was either comforting or maddening depending on the hour.

	 

	I didn't think about the festival. I thought about it very deliberately by thinking about other things instead. I thought about the filtration unit's O-ring and whether the replacement I'd used was the right diameter. I thought about Dr. Okafor's notes about the salinity readings from the eastern quadrant, which had been unusual for two weeks running and which no one had satisfactorily explained. I thought about whether I had enough of the granola bars left or whether I needed to add them to a shopping list.

	 

	Around nine I went to bed, which is to say I moved from the chair to the mattress and lay on my back looking at the ceiling. The guesthouse had a water stain in one corner shaped roughly like Florida—a fact that had taken me several sleepless nights to notice and which I now could not unnotice. Florida in the upper left. The Atlantic outside the window. And me in between, taking up exactly as much space as I needed and not one inch more.

	 

	Two days passed. Routine continued: swim, work, avoid.

	 

	Thursday the weather shifted—the air got heavier and the sky went that low white color that meant rain was thinking about it, and I swam anyway because rain was just rain and the ocean was already wet. I went longer than usual, a full hour, parallel to shore in the gray early morning with the swells running a little choppier than normal and the cold a degree sharper than it had been. My shoulders ached by the time I came out. I stood on the beach in my black one-piece and a towel around my shoulders and watched the water move and thought about nothing, which was the goal, and achieved it for approximately forty-five seconds before my mind went back to work.

	 

	I was at the station by eight-fifteen. Dr. Okafor was already there, which she usually was—she seemed to not require sleep the way the rest of us did. She nodded at me from across the lab, and I nodded back, and that was our morning. I cataloged. I checked readings. I restocked consumables from the supply closet, which was a thing that needed doing and which I did carefully, methodically, taking slightly longer than necessary because the supply closet smelled like rubber and antiseptic and not at all like salt, and sometimes you needed a break from salt.

	 

	At eleven-thirty, my phone buzzed on the bench beside me.

	 

	I glanced at it. Margot: Festival people called again. You should think about it.

	 

	I set the phone face-down.

	 

	At noon, Dr. Okafor appeared at the lab door. "We've got a dolphin pod moving through the inlet. Group of seven. I'm taking the kayak out." She looked at me. "You're welcome to come."

	 

	I thought about this. The pod would be interesting—dolphins in the inlet were not unusual but they weren't common either, and the behavioral data from close observation was genuinely useful. Also, I hadn't been on the water in a kayak in months. Also, it would be something, which was different from nothing.

	 

	"I've got the salinity logs to finish," I said.

	 

	She looked at me for a moment with an expression that wasn't quite sympathy and wasn't quite frustration—something in between, something patient. "They'll be there when you get back," she said.

	 

	"I know."

	 

	Another moment. "Okay," she said, and left.

	 

	I looked at the salinity logs. I looked at the door she'd just walked through. I picked up my phone and turned it face-up and stared at Margot's text for a while, then set it down again without answering.

	 

	What I couldn't explain to Dr. Okafor, or to Margot, or to anyone—what I couldn't really explain to myself—was that staying was not actually the same as choosing. It looked like choosing. Stay at your station, finish your work, keep your head down. But it wasn't choosing; it was just not moving. There's a difference. Choosing requires intention. What I was doing required only inertia, which was a resource I had in surplus.

	 

	The afternoon went by in pieces. The salinity logs. A tank filter that needed replacement. A batch of samples from two weeks ago that needed a second cataloging pass because my first notation had an error—wrong quadrant code, which I caught by accident and corrected with more relief than the small mistake warranted. At four-thirty the rain finally decided to happen and came down hard against the station's metal roof, and the sound was loud enough that the hum of the filtration systems disappeared into it. I liked it. All that noise for no reason. Just weather doing what weather does.

	 

	I drove home in it, wipers working hard, the road turned dark and slick. Margot's shop was lit but I could see through the window that it was empty—late enough in the day that the fishermen who came in the mornings were long gone. Her truck was out front. She'd offered, again this week, to have me join her for dinner, and I'd said maybe, which was how I said no when I was trying to be polite about it.

	 

	I parked behind the shop and made my way up the shell-and-gravel path in the rain, which soaked through my sneakers in about four steps. The guesthouse light was on—I must have left it on this morning, which was unlike me. I tried to remember if I'd been distracted. I probably had been. I'd been thinking about the dolphins I hadn't gone to see.

	 

	I changed clothes and heated water for instant soup, which was not really soup but was hot and salty, and ate it sitting in the chair with the window cracked because the rain had cooled things down and I wanted to hear it. Outside, the downpour moved through the tops of the scrub pines and dripped from the eaves in an uneven rhythm. The smell of wet salt and pine and mud. Inlet Cove in the rain smelled like something beginning, or ending—I hadn't decided which.

	 

	I ate the soup. I thought about what Margot had said, about Jade coming down to the shop before it opened. About the coffee mug and the dreamed stories. I thought about how many mornings had existed in Jade's life that I hadn't been part of—twenty-eight years of mornings, minus the years we'd shared a bedroom, minus the years she was in school, minus the years she was with Margot—and how strange it was to grieve someone and still be discovering them. To keep learning things about a person you would never get to ask about.

	 

	She used to tell me her dreams. I used to fake sleeping.

	 

	I'd give a lot, right now, for her to come in and turn on all the lights.

	 

	The rain let up around nine. The cicadas resumed. I stood at the open window for a while and looked out at the dark strip of the path and the guesthouse roof's wet overhang glinting in the shop's distant light. The air was cooler now. The kind of night you could almost believe in, if you were a person who believed in things.

	 

	I should go to the festival, some small practical part of my brain offered. I could hand out programs. I wouldn't have to talk to anyone.

	 

	Another part of my brain—less practical, equally small—thought about the woman at the lighthouse, her voice carrying clear and easy through the tour group, her face turned up toward the building's height. The way she'd told me, at the grocery store: I've seen you around. And then, when I'd gone to repay her: she'd laughed like she'd been told something funny, when I hadn't said anything funny at all.

	 

	I closed the window.

	 

	I went to bed.

	 

	I lay on the mattress and stared at Florida in the corner and told myself I was going to sleep, and the ocean outside did its low patient work, and eventually—later than I wanted to admit—I did.

	 

	Two days later, the routine continued.

	 

	But in the mornings, driving to the research station along the coast road, I noticed the lighthouse in a way I hadn't before. Not consciously—I didn't slow down or crane my neck. It was more that it registered now. White tower, red cap, the sweep of the beam at night. The keeper's house with its museum hours posted on a small sign I'd never been close enough to read. Whatever was happening in there at this hour.

	 

	I told myself it was just familiarity. You notice things once you've noticed them. That's all it was.

	 

	I didn't go to the festival booth. I didn't call Margot back about the volunteering.

	 

	But I drove past the lighthouse twice on the way home from the station the next day, on routes that were both technically routes, if not the most direct ones.

	 

	The second time, there was a light on in the keeper's house.

	 

	I drove home. I ate cereal standing at the kitchenette counter. I sat in the chair and read a paper about salinity fluctuations in barrier island ecosystems for forty minutes, and then I sat with the paper in my lap and thought about the lighthouse light in the window, warm and steady, visible all the way from the road.

	 

	Just familiarity, I told myself again. You notice things once you've noticed them.

	 

	That was all.

	 

	 

	The rain came back on the third day, Thursday, heavier this time, and I sat in the station lab long past when I needed to be there. Dr. Okafor had gone home at six. The overnight maintenance crew wasn't due until ten. For those four hours, the station was mine—the hum of the filtration systems, the blue-white fluorescence overhead, the smell of chemicals and salt that by now I associated with something like safety. Small rooms with predictable variables. I could control what happened in this lab in a way I couldn't control anything outside of it.

	 

	I was double-checking the notation on a batch of samples I'd already checked once when I heard the rain on the metal roof shift in pitch, the way it does when it goes from steady to serious. I looked up. Through the narrow window above the sink, I could see the dock lights blurring in the downpour, the water surface of the inlet hammered flat and silver.

	 

	Somewhere out there, the lighthouse was doing its work. Turning, counting, warning.

	 

	I thought about lighthouse keepers. About people who chose a job where staying was the job. You couldn't be a lighthouse keeper and also be someone who left—not if you meant anything by it. The light had to keep going. The ships had to be warned. The staying was the whole point.

	 

	Jade had stayed. She'd stayed in Durham when our father left and our mother went sideways and I was nine years old and needed someone to make lunches and sign permission slips. She'd stayed when she probably could have left—she'd been accepted to a graduate program in Seattle when she was twenty-three, and she hadn't gone, and I'd found out only years later that she hadn't gone because she'd been worried about me. I'd never gotten to yell at her about that. I'd thought I'd have time.

	 

	You always think you'll have time.

	 

	I capped the last sample, logged the notation, shut the cabinet. The lab in the silence after: the tick of the industrial clock on the wall, the filtration hum, the rain. I put on my jacket and turned off the lights and drove home in the storm with my wipers running hard and the heater on high because the temperature had dropped eight degrees since noon, and told myself there was nothing wrong with me that a night's sleep wouldn't fix.

	 

	The guesthouse smelled like the lavender soap bar I'd bought at the grocery store because it was the cheapest option and not because I liked lavender, particularly. I changed into dry clothes. I made the instant soup that was not soup. I sat in the chair and thought about not thinking, which is a special kind of torture available only to people who think too much to stop.

	 

	Jade would have loved it here. That was the thing that kept surfacing, unwanted. She'd have loved the salt and the old buildings and the bait shop smell and the fishermen who came in before dawn. She'd have known all their names in a week. She'd have asked Margot about every fish on every photograph on the wall and remembered every answer.

	 

	She'd have gone to the dolphin pod with Dr. Okafor. She'd have gone without being asked.

	 

	And she'd have gone to the lighthouse and taken the full tour and probably ended up in a two-hour conversation about Ezra Voss and the Eleanor Anne.

	 

	I thought about that. I turned it over.

	 

	It wasn't useful, this thought. It didn't go anywhere except back to the same place—back to the police at the door, the terrible stillness of that particular Tuesday night. Back to a phone that wouldn't stop ringing and a world that had kept going without asking my permission. But the thought happened anyway. Jade would have been here and not been here in the ways I was not here, and that difference seemed important even though I couldn't explain why.

	 

	I put the soup cup in the recycling. I brushed my teeth. I lay on the mattress and let the rain count down the hours until morning.

	 

	The next day—Friday—I went back to the grocery store for the thing I'd forgotten, which was actual milk, because I'd started making oatmeal in the mornings instead of cereal and oatmeal requires milk. This was not a deliberate attempt to improve my diet so much as a tactical response to having run out of cereal three days before I'd expected to. The grocery store on a Friday midday was different than a Saturday—fewer people, quieter, Debra replaced by a teenager who scanned things with the spiritual vacancy of someone doing a thing to get paid.

	 

	I got my milk and a block of cheese and a box of crackers and paid for all of it without incident, and I was almost back to the truck when I remembered the lavender soap was nearly gone and went back inside for another bar, and this time when I came out there was a pale blue bicycle with a basket leaned against the rack by the entrance.

	 

	I stopped.

	 

	I looked at it. The basket had a small yellow flower tucked into the weave at the front—plastic or silk, something that wouldn't wilt. It had been there long enough to fade slightly at the petals, which meant it had been there for seasons.

	 

	I looked through the store window. Inside, visible through the produce section, a yellow sundress moved between displays.

	 

	I got in my truck.

	 

	I was four blocks away before I realized my hands had tightened on the wheel without my meaning them to. Not dread, exactly. Something smaller and less nameable—the body registering information it hadn't finished processing yet.

	 

	The lavender soap sat in the passenger seat in its paper bag.

	 

	Fine, I thought. Fine. I would see her around town and it would not be a problem. This was a small town and she was visible in it—brightly, cheerfully visible—and that was simply a fact of geography. I would run into her occasionally. I would nod. The thirty-two dollars was settled. We were done.

	 

	I drove past the lighthouse on the way home, and the OPEN sign was up, and there was no blue bicycle outside because she was still at the grocery store, and I didn't stop.

	 

	That evening, Margot knocked on the guesthouse door.

	 

	She didn't have food this time—just herself, in her work jacket, keys still in hand, hair still damp from what I suspected was a swim of her own. She came in when I opened the door and looked around the space with the critical eye of someone who had both given this room to me and had opinions about what I'd done with it. She didn't say anything about the unmade bed or the stack of marine biology journals I'd been using as a second chair.

	 

	"You went to the lighthouse," she said.

	 

	I blinked. "How do you know that?"

	 

	"Hollis mentioned it."

	 

	"How does Hollis—" I stopped. "You know her."

	 

	"This is a town of three thousand people. I know everyone." Margot sat on the edge of the actual chair, leaving me the choice of the floor or the bed, and I sat on the edge of the bed because that was less embarrassing. "She said you came by to repay her for the groceries."

	 

	"I owed her."

	 

	"I know." She looked at me steadily. Not like she was building to something. Just looking. "She's a good person, Hollis. Has been helping me with the maritime festival for two years running."

	 

	"Margot."

	 

	"I'm just saying."

	 

	"I know what you're saying."

	 

	She held up one hand. "I'm not saying anything. I'm informing you that a good person exists in our vicinity and has now had two separate conversations with you, which is approximately two more than you have with most people."

	 

	I looked at the ceiling. Florida, upper left. Patient and stain-shaped and offering no guidance.

	 

	"I don't need—" I started.

	 

	"I'm not telling you what you need." Margot's voice went quieter. Not soft, exactly—she didn't really do soft—but less armored. "I'm just watching. That's all." She stood. "She asked if you were new in town. I said you'd been here a few months. She said you seemed like someone worth knowing."

	 

	She left before I could answer, which was probably deliberate.

	 

	Worth knowing.

	 

	I sat on the edge of my mattress and turned that over in my hands like a stone I'd found on the beach—something that could be ordinary or could be something else, depending on whether you looked closely enough. Worth knowing. She'd said that about me, a person who'd paid her back in exact change and bolted without taking the tour.

	 

	Worth knowing.

	 

	I reached out and turned off the bedside lamp and let the dark settle in, and through the cracked window the ocean continued its patient work, and somewhere three blocks from the waterfront, I imagined a pale blue bicycle leaned against a fence outside a small rental house painted yellow.

	 

	I thought: I don't know anything about her.

	 

	Then I thought: She doesn't know anything about me either.

	 

	Then I turned over and went to sleep, or tried to, and lay in the dark with the ocean in my ears until sleep eventually decided to cooperate.

	 

	 


Chapter 4: First Collision

	There are exactly two grocery stores in Inlet Cove, and one of them is a gas station with delusions of grandeur.

	 

	The other is a real place with actual produce and a deli counter that closes at four in the afternoon whether you need it or not. I'd been going there on Saturdays because Saturday was when I remembered that I'd been eating cereal and granola bars all week and that this was eventually going to catch up with me. I was not a person who planned meals. Jade used to say I ate the way a feral animal eats—whatever's in reach, whenever hunger becomes impossible to ignore, and not a moment sooner.

	 

	She would have had opinions about the instant soup.

	 

	The Saturday after the fish tacos, I went to the grocery store with a list I'd made on the back of a receipt. It said: eggs, bread, coffee (real), something green, that pasta Dr. O mentioned. I'd written "that pasta Dr. O mentioned" not because I knew which pasta it was but because she'd said there was a specific brand here that was better than it had any right to be, and I'd noted it with the vague intention of asking her which one when I inevitably forgot.

	 

	I had, in fact, forgotten.

	 

	The store was Saturday-afternoon busy—not city-busy, but small-town-busy, which meant I recognized one person from the docks and two more from the street outside Margot's shop, and they all did the nodding thing that Inlet Cove people did, this measured territorial acknowledgment, I know you exist and have chosen to coexist with you for now. I nodded back. I'd gotten better at it. Three months in and I'd almost stopped reaching for my phone as a social shield every time I made eye contact with a stranger.

	 

	Almost.

	 

	I worked my way through the store methodically, which is how I do everything. Eggs first, because they were near the door. Bread. Coffee—real coffee, ground, not the terrible stuff I'd been using, which had the flavor profile of gravel steeped in sadness. I spent longer than necessary in the produce section because choosing something green should not be this complicated, and I ended up with both kale and green onions because I couldn't decide, which was not a choice so much as a deferral.

	 

	The pasta aisle was a problem. I stood in front of fourteen varieties of penne and tried to remember if Dr. Okafor had said anything about shape. She might have said rigatoni. She might have said something else entirely. I picked up a box of rigatoni that looked like it had Italian words on it that weren't just Italian-ish marketing English, put it in the basket, and told myself that was good enough.

	 

	I was at the checkout—second of four lanes, the one with the woman who'd been there every Saturday and who scanned things with a resigned efficiency that I respected—when I realized the wallet wasn't in my jacket pocket.

	 

	I checked the other pocket. The back pockets of my jeans. The basket itself, as if I'd somehow tucked a wallet in with the kale. Nothing.

	 

	The cashier, whose name tag said DEBRA, had already scanned about half my items.

	 

	"I'm sorry," I said. "I think I—my wallet." I looked at the basket. "I don't have it."

	 

	Debra looked at me with the expression of someone who has seen this before and has feelings about it.

	 

	"It's fine," said a voice behind me. "I've got it."

	 

	I turned around.

	 

	The woman from the lighthouse was standing behind me in the checkout line with a basket of her own—tomatoes, bread, what looked like an unconscionable amount of peaches—and she was already holding out her card toward Debra with the ease of someone who'd made this offer before and found it uncomplicated.

	 

	I stared at her. She was wearing a yellow sundress and her hair was loose and slightly wavy from the humidity, and she had exactly the kind of face that looked like it had never carried a difficult thought in its life, which I knew couldn't be true but which was the overwhelming first impression.

	 

	"You don't have to do that," I said.

	 

	"I know." She smiled at Debra. "Can you add it to mine?"

	 

	Debra was already running the card. The betrayal was clean and swift.

	 

	"Really," I said. "I have money. It's at home."

	 

	"It's fine." She looked back at me with warm brown eyes that crinkled at the corners and the air of someone who genuinely did not find this awkward. "I've done it before. Forgotten my wallet, I mean. It's a terrible feeling."

	 

	It was a terrible feeling. I hated it. I also hated being helped, which was a separate problem, and I hated that my face was probably doing something obvious about that.

	 

	She paid for both our orders. My total was thirty-two dollars and change. Debra handed me my receipt like she was passing a verdict.

	 

	"I'll pay you back," I said. "Where—I mean. Is the lighthouse museum—"

	 

	"Hollis," she said, and extended her hand. She had small hands and her nail polish was pale pink and she shook hands like a person who'd been shaking hands their whole life and found it a reasonable activity. "Hollis Tate."

	 

	"Brynn." I shook her hand and immediately thought too late to wonder if my palm was clammy. It probably was. "I've seen you—at the lighthouse. You were leading a tour."

	 

	Something in her expression shifted, interested. "I do that. Lead tours." She said it not like it was a small thing but like it wasn't a big one either—just factual. "You do something at the research station? I've seen your truck out there."

	 

	I blinked. "How do you know my truck?"

	 

	"Green pickup? Marine bioscience sticker on the bumper?"

	 

	I had forgotten about that sticker. Jade had put it there years ago when she'd visited me in college, when I'd first started the biology program, and I'd never taken it off because I'd never thought about it. A thing Jade had touched, still stuck to my truck.

	 

	"Research assistant," I said. "I catalog water samples."

	 

	"That sounds—" she paused, tilted her head, like she was actually considering the right word. Not dismissive. Considering. "Important. In a quiet way."

	 

	I didn't know what to do with that. "It's a job."

	 

	"Sure." She smiled again. Not the automatic kind. Something genuine in it. She picked up her bag from the end of the counter, shifted it to her other arm, and I realized she was letting me leave if I wanted to—not pressuring the conversation forward, not filling the silence with chatter. Just there, if I wanted to keep talking.

	 

	I did not particularly want to keep talking. And yet.

	 

	"I'll come by," I said. "The lighthouse. To pay you back."

	 

	"You really don't have to."

	 

	"I know," I said, and then I picked up my groceries and walked out.

	 

	The parking lot was white-hot with afternoon sun, asphalt radiating heat up through my sneakers. I loaded my bags into the truck and sat in the cab for a moment with the windows down, letting the heat settle. The kind of quiet that follows an interaction you're not sure how to categorize.

	 

	She hadn't made it weird. That was the strange part. Most people either made the kindness performative—look what I did, acknowledge it, be grateful in the right way—or they made it awkward, that overly careful politeness that made both people uncomfortable. Hollis Tate had just done it and moved on, like it was as normal as weather.

	 

	I sat with my eggs and my coffee and my two types of green vegetables and my rigatoni that might be the wrong pasta and felt something I didn't have a name for. Unsettled, maybe. But not badly.

	 

	The drive home took me past the lighthouse, the way most routes in Inlet Cove did. I didn't slow down. I noted the museum hours on the sign—nine to five, closed Mondays—and did some quick arithmetic about when I could go, how long it would take, what the minimum necessary interaction would be to hand over thirty-two dollars and consider the debt cleared.

	 

	Then I went home and put my groceries away and spent the rest of the afternoon in the chair with the marine salinity paper and tried not to think about warm brown eyes crinkled at the corners over an unconscionable number of peaches.

	 

	The next two days, the routine continued: swim, work, avoid. But there was a new element, or the beginning of one—an awareness I hadn't asked for and couldn't quite shake loose. When I drove past the lighthouse on Tuesday, I noticed the museum sign was turned to OPEN and there was a cluster of tourists outside. When I passed again on Wednesday evening, there were no tourists, but there was a light in the keeper's house window and a bicycle leaned against the fence that I'd started to recognize, pale blue with a basket on the handlebars.

	 

	I noticed these things the way you notice a stone in your shoe—not because you want to, but because your body keeps reporting back.

	 

	The wallet thing bothered me, functionally. Not the having-forgotten-it part—though that bothered me too, proof that I'd gotten so checked out from basic life maintenance that I'd left the house without the one object you need to buy things. What bothered me was the debt. Thirty-two dollars and someone else's name attached to my receipt. I didn't like owing things to people. It made them real to me in a way I was trying to avoid.

	 

	On Wednesday, I drove all the way to the lighthouse parking lot and sat there for about four minutes before deciding I was being ridiculous and leaving.

	 

	On Thursday, I went in.

	 

	The keeper's house was smaller inside than the pictures on the lighthouse's tourist pamphlet made it look—low ceilings, wood floors that creaked at each step, glass cases along the walls with nautical instruments and old photographs and handwritten logs in frames. The smell was old wood and something like cedar and the particular dusty-dry smell of old documents kept in climate control. A group of maybe eight tourists was clustered near the back, and a voice was carrying over them—clear and animated, telling a story about

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
