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      The waves’ rhythmic crashes called me from the wooded trail I had been following, and I responded to their chant like a mermaid-enthralled sailor. I fought my way through thick brambles and rotting logs, snapping off dried-out pine branches until an outcrop of pale gray rock surged from the mossy forest ground.

      As soon as I climbed over the rounded summit, the landscape panned out like a book opening, the Atlantic greeting me with a salty breeze and excited gull’s cries.

      The rounded rock slope was a work of art. Glaciers had eroded the hard stone into a smooth finish. Crystalline fractures etched by powerful forces crisscrossed the rock, tracing an abstract pattern of orange, black and white lines.

      I shuck off the light nylon backpack and the heavy walking shoes, then pulled off the cotton-and-polyester, reinforced-sole socks, crusted with mud, sweat and fatigue. After two days of hiking in the forest, the sun-warmed rock soothed my aching feet.

      I sat, my back resting against my heavy pack, watching dainty shorebirds picking up their dinner, their curved beaks soaking in the brine. The exhaustion of the hike fell away, as the sun bathed my limbs.

      I opened myself to the waves’ sonic pendulum, the swooping vibration of diving cormorants, the gulls’ plaintive calls, the squeal of a startled killdeer, the deep diesel rumble of a fishing boat, its hull a bright blue, approaching the harbor.

      A cloud of white birds escorted the small craft, circling, swooping, hoping for a gift.

      The boat rounded the breakwater barrier, motoring toward the harbor. Squinting, I could make out a marina full of gleaming hulls, masts spiked with bouquets of silver antennas.

      A long wooden pier separated the marina from the beach, colored with sightseers, shops and a parking lot glittering with toy-sized cars. Carried by the gentle wind, their faraway chatter mingled with the bird calls.

      My baby brother would have parked his easel at the end of this pier, sitting there for hours, drawing the fishing boats bobbing along the fancy yachts, the blue sea receding, the waves rushing and crashing against the long arm of a breaker wall.

      Me, I preferred to blend in the landscape. To become a part of it, forgetting everything else.

      The waves came, endless, rows and rows of them. An image of eternity. After a while, I rose and followed a dark fracture in the polished rock until the mineral surface sank under the beach.

      I rolled up my pants and scampered to the surf, leaving imprints in the moist sand. (In forested trails, I favored pants, since Lyme disease was transmitted by ticks falling on unsuspecting vacationers.) The cold water soothed my sore feet.

      A stranded jellyfish, its translucent skin shimmering with rainbow colors, lay half-buried in the sand.

      Nearby, a pristine conch beckoned for an ear to hear its song. I picked it up and listened to this primeval, timeless echo. I pictured a remote Neolithic ancestor bending over and doing the same, maybe smiling.

      I walked until I didn’t see the pier anymore, hidden by the gray rock. On the way, I avoided the loose rocks and the small plastic fragments rolling with the waves.
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      My rubber shoes sank in the wet sand. They produced a vampire suction sound each time I pulled them off.

      The sea wind could not erase the smells of decay: lines of dead brown algae and plastic refuse undulated like a half-finished cartoon, fish skeletons lay among sea urchins cut open by competent gulls.

      I sidestepped a dying jellyfish, looking like a glittery plastic bag with long trailing strings. A Portuguese Man O’ War.

      This poisonous nightmare prevented our children to wade in those waters. The result of years of neglect, tons of industrial wastewater leaked into the sea, while our idiot mayor courted more companies to revive our dying economy.

      His latest brainchild was a natural gas extraction site smack on the old fish cannery lot. This, after inviting a mega pig-production factory (fortunately they found a better site) and a luxury condo project close to the mall (the contractor went belly up, leaving half-finished beams). And, yes, the expansion of the Prodigal Fish Farm, whose unregulated effluents would kill what’s left of the fish life.

      What a mess! It felt good to punch the air and kick out some sand, and watch the stupid gulls fly away.

      I glimpsed a white shell, left there by the waves. Almost unbroken. I picked it up and pressed it against my ear, a gesture dating back from the time I still dreamed. Of course, there was no siren song inside, only a never-ending sigh, as empty as I felt.

      A vibration throbbed in the air overhead: a black cormorant plunged, bringing death from above. It pierced the water with a minimal splash, then came up again, a quivering prey in its beak. It took up, its dark wings sending a spray of droplets around.

      Thin-legged plovers ran as fast as hasty marketers, then stopped abruptly. Their scimitar-like bills pierced the sand, pulling up hapless worms.

      I stepped up on the bedrock incline advancing on the water like a big gray tongue. I could feel the heat through my soles, as if the stone was alive. The rock face was scarred and lined as an angry old man’s. The smoothness of it gave the unnerving idea that a giant petrified cadaver was buried under the ground.

      Normally, I would walk up the cragged rock face to the row of wind-abused pines, but, from my position, I spied an army-green backpack sitting there by itself.

      A tourist. Somewhere in the pines, probably pissing. Meh.

      I turned, one hand on Bryan’s cap so the wind didn’t carry it off. I was high enough to look at the harbor, protected by a long arm of concrete blocks.

      The water break kept the marina in a smothering embrace, while clay deposits slowly built up its lee side. The indifferent sun lit up the marina in all its futile glory, uppity yachts and pristine sailboats snubbing the rickety crafts of the local fishermen. At the end of the water break, a lone automatic lighthouse rose, not tall enough to warrant a sightseeing gallery, not singular enough to warrant a postcard picture. Its beam brushed the waves at night, guiding the fishermen going out.

      The low whine of a motor pulled my eyes to the sea. A cloud of gulls circled over cousin Stan’s blue-hulled boat, calling, bickering with plaintive voices, pleading for scraps of fish.

      The hungry birds would be disappointed. The low speed of the boat told me of another empty-handed fishing night. A freighter must have ignored Stan’s line of floats and ripped through his nets. This wouldn’t pay for his fresh paint job! (Why did he pick this awful, look-at-me blue?)

      A smell of fried fish wafted to me. In the distance, I could hear pop rock music, chatter and laughter from the covered restaurants patios, all noisy enough to wake the dead. In the beginning of June, most classes were over, and every day is a holiday. The main pier stuck out in the marina, lined with tourist traps, one support post half rotten.

      This brazen pier was in a dire need of repairs, again. And guess who would have to pay for it?
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      At that time of year, this beach should be littered with tourists. I wondered briefly why most kept to the harbor, then decided to simply enjoy soaking up the freshness.

      I was walking back toward the rock, when I heard an alarmed high-pitched chirp in front of me. Two plovers flap-flapped by my position, before landing farther on the beach.

      Someone was walking the sand, coming from the pier. I could make out faded jeans, a checkered black-green-blue shirt. No backpack. Loose strands of gray hair peeked out of a fisherman’s cap.

      The lone figure strode on the beach like a giant stork, thin legs pumping the sand, one fist occasionally punching at the air.

      Wow, was that kick worthy of a NFL game start!

      Even from afar, I could see individual gobs of mud flying off. No need to be a psychic to see that this was one troubled soul. He must have descended on the beach while I was walking on the other side, sheltered from view by the projected rock.

      Prudence and months of traveling alone in the wilderness prompted me to get out of the water, retrieve my socks and hiking shoes, then scuttle away to the much-animated harbor. Problem was, his trajectory would cut me from my shoes resting on the rock. Plus, I was ankle-deep in the brine.

      The guy had not seen me. Presently, he was ascending the artistic rock face. Crap. He would see my unattended backpack. And I couldn’t run fast enough if he decided to steal it.

      I tensed, prepared to wage an heroic backpack rescue.

      No. He had stopped mid-slope and turned to admire the harbor. Maybe he had not seen the backpack. Or he had, and was searching for the owner’s presence in his favorite place…

      After a beat or two, he descended.

      I could surge off and run up to my pack.

      Alas, pride was a harsh mistress: the crazy would see me running like a hare from him. No way I would switch sidewalks like a stalked prey. Never show your fear, my self-defense instructor had said.

      So I decided to mask my concern under a cool attitude, and waded in some more. I wasn’t squeamish of cold water soaking my rolled-on pants when high surf rolled on.

      The underwater mud was easy to thread, past the row of pebbles, so I could safely put one hundred feet of sea water between any predator and me.

      Presently the walker had slowed down as he reached the end of the rock. I ignored him, making a show of scrutinizing the pier jutting out of the harbor. With luck he would get the message.

      As I looked at the pier, I pulled out my small binoculars from my waist pocket. I followed the water breaker line to the pier, then to the shops and restaurants huddled close together, as if to weather a storm. I followed the entire pier length with my augmented vision. Barnacles shells and seaweeds ringed the wooden supporting posts at the waterline. There was one freshly replaced, its gray metal surface still gleaming, with only a thin ring of seaweed. I checked the other pillars, a professional reflex from another life.

      I spotted a slight curvature of the pier under the first hanging patio. The post under that bamboo restaurant was riddled with algae, shells and maybe bird nests. Moreover, the shaft looked burnt over the waterline, with some black soot showing under the adjacent pier platform beams. I couldn’t see more as the shadow kept the underside dark. I wondered how something this close to the water line could have burnt like that.

      At this moment, two things happened.

      Over the bird calls, I heard a series of splashes and a shout. A shape was sloshing toward me. The guy, hatless now. A gust of wind had pulled the hat off his unkept gray hair.

      As my attention was redirected toward this menace, a white-hot pain shot up my leg.

      In all my hiking days, I had cut myself on sharp cacti needles, twist my ankle on rocks, been bitten by red ants, bees, even a yellow jacket swarm, you name it.

      This beat them all. Coming from an inflated plastic bag!

      It felt as if a heated ironing board had been pressed on my knee, or if one of those Sci-Fi movies Aliens had slobbered pure acid on my left leg.

      I hissed and jumped away from the rippled bag reflecting a rainbow of colors dominated by the blue. Then I noticed the plastic bag was trailing a bunch of wavy lines.

      One graceful tendril trailed close to my exposed knee. I recoiled, but my move in the water brought the thing closer. A new flash of pain shot at the exact same point it touched. Such beauty, and such pain dealt by a jellyfish!

      A new surging wave almost made me fall flat over it.

      Almost being an arm yanking me off water, while a pale shoe stamped down, crushing the bag-like jellyfish under its rubber sole.

      Another rolling wave crashed, higher, and almost brought us under. My savior dragged me toward the beach, still yelling nonsense about those damn nightmares.

      Out of the water, pain returned. I sat down, rocking back and forth. I had expected the pain to recede; it did not. Small red welts had appeared on the underside of the rotula, a cloud of tiny triangles, as if I had kneeled on a bed of sharp rocks. All those docs about people poisoned by jellyfish tugged at my memory, adding panic to my pain.

      “Crap,” I groaned.

      The local went on with his rant, snatching up the fallen cap from where it had landed.

      “Even with warning signs every kilometer, some idiot will wade in…”

      Despite the pain dissolving my knee, I found out the things that felt off in the guy. His raucous voice was too high-pitched. It could have been a teenager’s voice breaking but not with this shoulder-length gray hair. Then I notice the beardless face, the skin just too smooth, and the angry eyes, a faded shade of blue tinged with gray.

      “What were you thinking of, stupid frat boy?”

      Oookay, I thought.

      That makes two of us.
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      Since I hit the trails, I had favored loose garments and cut my hair short. Less trouble that way, even if some predators had developed a sixth sense smelling the lone female hiker.

      From up close, there was no doubt: my savior was a lean, fiftyish woman, with a sea-weathered face promoting her sharp cheekbones. Most of the strands creeping from the fisherman’s cap sun shone a fiery silver. A few darker strands revealed that her hair had once been some shade of brown.

      When the distraction of this discovery wore off, my knee joint and I screamed in pain.

      “Is there a pharmacy nearby?” I asked, hugging my knee.

      She blinked, as my own soprano voice made my sex rather obvious. Then she proffered a hand.

      “Yeah, sure. Come on. And don’t touch your skin. The venom might reach your fingers.”

      Her grip was as strong as a man’s when she hauled me up.

      “Wow,” I said. “Do you work up?”

      She smiled, one missing incisor short of perfect, a smile speaking of hard times, but also of pride and grit.

      “If you call hauling sails and carrying rolls of net for my cousin a workout, yes.”

      Standing, I found the pain a little more bearable.

      “Your cousin’s a fisherman?”

      Not the smartest question, but any conversation helped to forget my knee.

      She pointed at the harbor. The postcard-cute boat was approaching the marina beside the big pier.

      “There. He’s coming ashore.”

      “Nice color,” I said, decorator mode on.

      She made a face.

      “Of all the ugly, horrid, look-at-me statements! The bumbling idiot won a few hundreds at the lottery, decided to invest in cosmetic changes instead of paying his mortgage. He had the paint job done before I could say anything.”

      “Hm,” I commented, switching off decorator mode.

      I noticed a big sign resting on two sticks, maybe a hundred meters from our position.

      The small letters Safe Harbor City Safety Committee sat upon tall black caps:

      SWIMMING

      STRICTLY

      FORBIDDEN

      Technically, I was not swimming, but the jellyfish sting had driven the point home. She pointed in the other direction.

      “There is a similar one at the end of the trail.”

      Too eager for a dip in the water, I had missed the sign, along with the village’s name.

      “So no one can enjoy the water.”

      She stared at the beach as if it was an enemy.

      “Jellyfish have multiplied for six years. Tourism is dropping, as the catch sizes. Overfishing, pollution, radio waves, big pharma, everyone has theories about what killed off the fishes.”

      I wondered if the little blue boat had caught anything. Time to lighten the mood.

      “Well, at least, there is a Safety Committee overseeing things,” I said.

      She snorted.

      “What? You don’t approve of the Committee?”

      She flashed her gap-toothed smile.

      “Ye’re looking at the full Safe Harbor Safety Committee!”
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      This reckless young hiker was a girl!

      Fancy that. I should have noticed, even with the bulky cargo pants (now thoroughly rinsed with salt water) and shapeless olive-green T-shirt, despite the short, almost buzz-cut hair (even with a finger-thin braid jutting off the brown buzz).

      She looked in her twenties, around the age Stel would have been today…

      I shut down the thought. The skin on the lower knee was reddening, in a pattern I had seen at least twice before.

      “Got to take my things,” she hissed, her arm indicating the rock.

      “Stay there.”

      Retrieving her things was the affair of a minute. When I had walked up the rock earlier, I was too irked to notice the pair of walking shoes next to the bag. I lugged her things down the slope, marveling at the weight of the pack.

      She winced as she pulled her socks in.

      Jellyfish stings were painful. I helped her putting on the shoes, a simple gesture reminding me of doing the same for Stella a long time ago. Not so different. As she stumbled up, I firmly took her pack and shouldered it.

      “I can do it…” she began, before biting her lips.

      “Concentrate on walking. I know where to go, but we need to get you there fast.”

      So for the next minutes we walked or, more exactly, I walked and she hobbled until we reached a parking lot. A restaurant and a few shops lined the street on one side. The taxi station was empty. I pulled out the magical problem-solver plate for my pocket. Then, my finger hesitated. The hospital was too far. Even with the nifty application, an ambulance would take all of fifteen minutes to get her, then to whisk her away, then to proceed her insurances, then…

      I remembered how it had been, so long ago. My eyes alighted on a Ford 150 parked near the marina, high enough to be seen despite the circulation. I tugged at the young hiker’s arm, supporting her and her bag.

      As the silence stretched, I found something to say.

      “Name’s Kathleen, by the way.”

      “M…Maeve.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6 - MAEVE

          

        

      

    

    
      From up close, the blue fishing boat did not look so little, the painted hull bobbing lightly against the low quay, its mast wagging at the sky. I caught a mixed smell of dead fishes, sweat and gasoline. Its owner was wrestling a heavy rope around a mooring post set in the quay, his back to us. A crate filled with meager crabs awaited nearby.

      Kathleen called at him as soon as we veered from the sidewalk to the quay.

      “Hey! Stan!”

      The man stood up. The surprise made me almost forgot my knee. He was younger than I had expected, considering his cousin’s age group. Probably in his mid-thirties, his forearms ribbed from talking and pulling ropes or nets. The trekker in me approved of his outdoor vest with dozens of handy pockets. He squinted at me under a mop of sea-bleached hair longer than mine, his light blue eyes etched with fine lines as he puzzled out my sex before committing a faux pas.

      But he addressed the woman beside me.

      “Still trying to get some hapless tourist onboard your crusade, Katie?” he asked, clearly amused.

      What crusade? I thought. Then: hapless tourist? With two intact knees, I’d show this jock who’s hapless!

      Kathleen brushed off the taunt.

      “Bug off, big oaf! I need vinegar from your kit.”

      She pointed toward the parking lot at the pier’s foot.

      “And a ride in town.”

      My throbbing knee informed me that the mooring post would make a fine seat. I hobbled forward and sat atop the squat post, avoiding the stinking crate and the dirty rope snaking away. Stan’s eyes fell to my rolled-up pants. I looked down, and sucked air between my teeth. I advanced a hand to the swollen skin stretched over the knee, but stopped, remembering Kathleen’s advice.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice soft with genuine concern.

      “Jellyfish,” Kathleen said. “I’m guessing a Portuguese Man O’ War.”

      “You mean…”

      He stopped mid-sentence and unzipped one vest pocket. Some clinking later, he shoved a ring of keys in Kathleen’s hand.

      “Start the car. I’ll follow.”

      “Vinegar first.”

      He bounded up the gangway. As I was pushing myself up to look over the edge of the odd blue hull, Kathleen whirled on me.

      “Stay put!” she ordered in a stern voice. “The less you move, the better. It’s bad enough that I made you walk here.”

      Loud metallic bumps echoed from the cabin’s open door. There was a storage space under the cabin, accessible by what looked like a rickety scale. Clanging and thumps attested to the man’s hurried action.

      Kathleen snorted.

      “You’d think that in such a tiny room, it would be easy to find anything.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t carry vinegar,” I said.

      “I checked his emergency kit every week.”

      A minute later, Stan emerged, carrying a one-gallon jug of vinegar and a pile of Second Cup napkins.

      “This OK?” he asked.

      Kathleen took the jug from his hands and uncapped it. As she busied herself with the napkins, she belatedly remembered her social skills.

      “Maeve, this is Stanley Marchand, my little cousin.”

      The “little” cousin towered over us like an oak tree.

      “Pleasetomeetya” I said, ejecting the words as fast as I could with one burning knee.

      Stan took my hand in his and squeezed lightly, having puzzled off my sex. His smile added a few more creases in his face, and showed his good, strong teeth.

      He hovered anxiously as Kathleen swaddled vinegar on the swelling. Then, she fished a knife from a pocket and delicately swept the skin, sending new pain messages to my brain. The blade edge collected tiny beads, like pepper grains.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “Nematocysts.”

      “Huh?”

      I knew about jellyfish stings, but their precise mechanics eluded me.

      “Little poison pouches covered with hooks,” she explained.

      “Can we rinse it with water?”

      “Nope. The acidity change from salt to freshwater would cause the nematocysts to release their poison in your blood.”

      In seconds, she had scraped off most of the black dots.  She swiped the blade with a waddle of napkins, avoiding any direct contact with her skin. Then, she threw the soiled waddle in a plastic sandwich bag, another production from her pocket.

      “I can’t do more,” she said. “Now we must get you to the clinic.”

      She pulled at my arm to get me up.

      As soon as I put weight on my left foot, it felt as if my femur was breaking into pieces, each sending agony up and down, zipping through my poor rotula. I suck in air, pinching my lips to stifle a cry.

      Kathleen noticed me wincing.

      “Shit! The poison’s spreading. She can’t walk.”

      I put my right foot down; pain flared up in my left leg. Before I could take another step, Stan whipped me up in his bearish arms. The jolt sent new pain up my poisoned knee.

      This time, I cried out.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      Then he pounded the pier’s wood toward the parking.

      Kathleen was already speeding up front. Wow, was she fast! She must have been a sprinter in another life.
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      My hands were clamped on the wheel of Stan’s Ford 150. I had had to swerve twice around a double-parked car, and once for a distracted lady checking her make-up while jaywalking. Each small turn of the wheel rattled the tools on the flatbed, and the passengers on the back seat.

      It was bad enough that I had decided to walk from home to check the beach today. I had vinegar and a good first aid kit in my own 1995 Chevy. The Chev’ was high on its tires, excellent to roll on sand and mud.

      The Dr. Salim’s Family Clinic would have what it needed to treat a jellyfish sting. I barely noticed the gaudy façades of the B&Bs, expensive shops and bistros lining the aptly named Ocean View Street.

      I turned right on Safe Harbor main road, creatively called Main Street. I passed branching streets of the pioneer village with its big mature elms and maple trees and proud fishermen’s cottages. I was tempted to cast a glance at the end of Elderberry Street where my house sat, but not while driving.

      My old neighborhood dwindled off at an abandoned field slowly reverting to wilderness, an old farm stand that Main Street sliced in two. The field provided a tampon zone separating the touristic area near the sea from the Safe Harbor town center.

      On the left side of Main Street, a still-standing house was invaded by wines. Sometimes hardy children explored the crumbling structure that waited for a new owner. (There was a high barbed wire fence, mind you, but teens always found a way in.) On the right side, a field of wild grass stretched until it met the limit of the National Acadia Park, forested hills crisscrossed with trails like the one Maeve had followed.

      A squat silhouette rose from the grassy landscape, surrounded by the gray patch of a parking lot where nothing was parked. Puddles of muddy water had congregated on the unequal asphalt. Most of the windows gracing the concrete building were broken.

      My stomach knotted with acid resentment at the abandoned factory. The fish transformation plant, erected with dollars and enthusiasm, had closed four years ago, when it became clear that the bountiful catches of the past would not return.

      Years before that, I had warned the town council about the fish population crash, about the new invasive species migrating north. The rising sea temperatures linked to climate change had contributed to jellyfish blooms, the worst of it occurring in the southern Maine coast in 2014. I recalled those floating mattresses of bulbous translucent bells of the Moon jellyfish, and golden hairy Lion’s manes clogging water ducts. Per chance, most of the deadly species of jellyfish, like the translucent blue box medusa, lived around Australia.

      We might get more toxic species, I had told the Council, standing next to a colored cardboard poster showing pictures of those flimsy but deadly creatures.

      They were too busy to listen. It did not help that half of the elected councilors were climate skeptics. My pleas crashed on their polite wall. Or on their polite commiseration with my personal losses. I was exaggerating the danger.

      My one-woman (unpaid) safety committee had met with more rejections than I could count: refusal to fund a study on water quality, refusal to sample the fish farm wastewater, refusal to look into the pier structural supports…

      The council, which had, over ten years, spent thousands and thousands keeping the fish canning factory out of bankruptcy (not counting the State’s help), did not want to subsidize more studies. Too costly, they had said.

      (But when the mayor’s younger brother had proposed to build a new shopping mall, the money flowed in like water. De-zoning? Expropriating long-time residents? No problem.)

      Even my practical, low-cost propositions, like installing a floating barrier around a shallow water area where families could swim in safety, met with skepticism. The nice Dr. Salim had helped me draw a plan of the protected swimming area (I’m lousy with pencils and Stan is worse).

      The proposal was turned down. Decades after the 9–11 terrorist attack, resentment endured. Despite being American-born and a resident of Safe Harbor for almost thirty years, Ziad Salim bore the burden of an Arabic name.

      Condemning the beach had been a no-brainer.

      “Couz.”

      Stan’s voice held a tinge of disquiet. A look in the cracked rear mirror showed only his big head of hair. I turned back for a lightning-fast look. Maeve was slumped against Stan, so tiny beside him. A red soccer ball had replaced her knee, pushing up the rolled pants leg.

      I managed to get my eyes back front.
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      The city was a spattering of gray and pastel houses evenly distributed along Main Road like a cloud data diagram.

      You don’t find the Safe Harbor town center, it finds you.

      First came a small, Mom-and-Pop linear mall, the closed Giant Tiger store, the gas station, then a poor excuse for a municipal library, the church and, finally, the streamlined monstrosity of City Hall.

      The first City Hall building had been a serviceable three-story bricked house. It had been teared down and rebuilt in a grandiose concrete affair, is nautical curves at odds with the rest of the architecture, with a concert hall to boost. (What the architect had been smoking, I didn’t want to know.) That remodeling had had something to do with the old canning factory construction, a glorious time of high hopes and tax breaks.

      The grandiose architecture fitted well with the ambitious, sepulcher-white shopping mall erected in the same period.

      Sitting on its own gray parking lot opposite City Hall, the Safe Harbor Mall soared like a white sailboat, the nose pointed toward the distant sea, over a line of glassy revolving doors. The floors already harbored upscale coffee shops, clothing outlets, one hardware shop selling fishing and hunting gear, sports outlets, an optician, a pharmacy and… a state-of-the-art clinic manned by a councilor’s relative.

      Maeve didn’t know any of the backstory, but she shared my opinion of the work.

      “Ugh,” she groaned. “Consumer’s paradise…”

      Yes, the project reeked with opportunity and ambition, too much ambition for a small fishing town. That had been Bryan’s opinion, too, except he had used stronger words (and his huge fists on the kitchen table). The mall’s blueprints had just been released then, but the forest around the site had already been cut down by the condo promoter eager to build new neighborhoods “with a view.”

      Looking to the north, I could see the white cliff of the old sand pit (minus the sand) where a series of round concrete enclosures, like big pills, announced the Prodigal Fish Farms.

      My destination was a quieter residential street, not far from the concrete curve of the City hall. The mature trees lining Mimosa Street told of an older neighborhood, as did the primary school. A small hardware store sat at the intersection of Main Street, its doors and windows boarded over. It had been unable to compete with the brand-name outlet in the cozy mall.

      The Dr. Salim’s Family Clinic had been set in a red-bricked cottage with a wide front porch and wicker chairs. When the weather was fair, patients would sit and talk outside while waiting to be seen by the doctor.

      The clinic would have gotten more roomy offices in the mall, but the astronomic rent requested by the current mayor’s brother had convinced the new arrival to set up shop in his own cottage. I ran up the steps to the front porch and rang the door. The door was painted in white, with a half-circle transom overhead. A loud buzzing let me in.

      It was a slow day, with only one young harried-faced mother bouncing a toddler on her knee to calm him down. Her eyes rounded when she saw Stan following me

      Stanley had some genes from his giant dad, my uncle Peter, a younger brother of my husband’s dad Oscar Marchand. So his presence cast a powerful impression, especially with our latest visitor in his arms.

      My dear Bryan had inherited from those family genes too, as the long and wide bed in my room could attest. I could have changed the bed with the insurance money, but had decided against. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine he was still sleeping besides me. (But not snoring.)

      The waiting room had been a small living room, floorboards sanded and waxed. Large, paneled double doors separated this area from the examination rooms (two rooms, one encroaching on the corridor kitchen). In the angle of the wall near the front door sat a small, pulpit-like desk, with a large chair.

      The doctor’s assistant-cum-receptionist lifted her eyes.

      “Hey, Kathleen.”

      Sasha has been a front-line worker in the pandemic, working impossible hours before being casually dismissed when the dreaded virus whittle down. She had been later hired by the doctor, who needed a competent nurse. Her warm and outgoing personality brought us soon on a first-name basis.

      “Hey, Sasha. Sorry to barge in like this.”

      I explained the injury. Before I finished pronouncing “poisoning,” Sasha punched her intercom box.

      “Doc, we’ve got a jell’fish sting,” she said with her peculiar sense of concision.

      By reflex, I patted my hair down. There was no mirror, but I knew how loose and wild my hair usually looked. If I had planned to visit the clinic today, I would have washed, brushed and tied them up. I counted only three seconds before unequal steps sounded from the other side of the door.

      The door opened and a man with warm brown eyes and a full head of black hair speckled with gray walked in. When he saw me, his perfect, white teeth shone amidst his short beard. The doctor was a bit shorter than me and slim, but his wiry arms were strong from handling patients in the week and pulling fish lines in the weekend. We knew each other since more than thirty years, having met at the same high school where Bryan studied.

      Stan was already moving toward him.

      The doctor cast an apologetic look to the lone patient waiting, then he ushered us through the doors. I heard Sasha’s quiet voice talking to the mother.

      That part must have been a large living room. A curtain on a circular rod separated two cubicles. He swapped aside one curtain. Stan helped Maeve lie down, the white paper crinkling under the slight pressure of her weight. She did her best no to cry out, but she winced so hard that lines fanned her smooth temples.

      My hulking cousin stood back. He fidgeted, his eyes roaming the shiny instruments, the spotlights and other medicine things. On sea, Stan was a decisive man. Here, he looked like the proverbial elephant in a porcelain shop. I took pity on him and led him back to the waiting room.

      Behind me, Maeve was answering the doctor’s questions in a slurred voice. The jellyfish venom, even with most nematocysts removed, was affecting her.

      When I got back, the doctor was swabbing the knee with antiseptic. He prepped the dose in no time and injected in the same spot. I lowered the backpack in a corner so Maeve would find it.

      She was in good hands. As I turned toward the door, I heard her voice, still groggy from the toxins.

      “Why did you leave me, Rowan?”

      She must have been hallucinating, but the sheer despair in her voice clinched my nerves. To elicit such a longing, this Rowan must have been one mean son-of-a-bitch.
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      A mob of gulls was hacking away my poor cousin’s meager crab harvest, while hangers-on lower on the pecking order flew in tight circles over the boat, or waited, perched on the rails. One unlucky fellow hopped around on one webbed foot, compensating its missing limb with a raucous agressivity.

      They all scattered with angry protests at my approach. The crate was empty except for two brown younglings still pulling at a crab’s leg.

      Oh my! I thought. This takes the cake.

      After a full night out at sea, followed by the emergency of getting a perfect stranger to the doctor, he needed his sleep. So, I had let him drive me home, then I took my Chevy back to check on Stan’s boat.

      The gulls’ cries were deafening, and their mad flapping sent a smell of damp feathers and fish. I threw the empty crate back on the boat. It landed on a pile of algae-encrusted ropes.

      I jumped on board. My emergency had prevented Stan to close his boat properly. Anyone could have come up the gangway. A brief tour told me that someone had. Two cigarette butts lay on the deck near the cabin.

      There was not a lot of things to steal from a fishing boat, and Stan had already put his GPS in his vest pocket when I ran to him. (Thanks God for miniaturization!) His paperbacks were stacked on the tablet, with yesterday’s edition of the Safe Harbor’s Clarion.

      But the little short-wave AM-FM radio, the sole company of a lone fisherman, was gone.

      It had been a solid and sturdy box, not a great resale value compared to the GPS. I doubted the thieves would even keep it. Bored kids, likely.

      Another bad day.

      Stan was one of the three active fishermen left from the forty or fifty that Safe Harbor had boasted at its heydays (my husband among them). Every morning, he motored thirty to sixty miles from the coast to get to the deeper sea.

      Even there, nothing was simple. Stan had to fend off multiple dangers, tourist crafts, coast guards and competitors, to respect territorial limits and whatnots. Some days, he brought back enough to pay his house’s mortgage installment. Most days, he stayed ten hours at sea for a few bottom-dwelling crabs.

      I locked the boat cabin’s door and walked back toward the spot where I had left my good ol’ Chevy. I passed the row of colored shops lining Ocean’s view, stepping around folded blackboards announcing the bistro’s specials in a flourished handwriting, breathing in the fresh coffee aroma.

      The concrete slab of the pier’s parking was now quite full. I unlocked my door, climbed behind the wheel and unrolled my window. Velvety vocals sifted from one open bistro. It was a nostalgic blues sung by the Ella Fitzgerald, her rich voice covering the scale without effort.

      Bryan knew every jazz player, any singer. He could wax long and passionate about Winston Marsalis or Ella or Billie Holiday or the myriads of contemporary artists whose names I forgot. He had told me about a Ray Charles open-air concert that he had attended when he was a boy, in a larger city park, and how this had sparked his love for jazz.

      I was not into jazz, but a few drops of his vast knowledge had percolated into my brain. And now, each time I heard a jazz piece, I thought of Bryan.

      “Hey, missus, you going or what?”

      The voice, less musical than Ella’s, rose from a sporty two-seater, placed in my blind angle.

      The driver was a fortyish guy with dark sunglasses and a baseball cap over his sparse blond hair. The roof of the two-seater had been rolled down, letting me see a bad sunburn on his forearms and a trophy girlfriend in the passenger seat. The young lady was busying herself with the shiny yellow tourism brochures boasting of the local attractions.

      The full pier parking had forced some tourists to circle around, waiting for any motorist to leave. I got a grip on myself—and on the wheel.

      My hands had gotten clammy in no time, smudging the hard plastic with sweaty prints. I should have bought those leather steering covers, but… Bryan never did, his big hairy hands on this very wheel.

      I offered the impatient tourist a neutral, you-don’t-impress-me-at-all-you-big-oaf nod in acknowledgement, then started the Chevy. The engine sputtered, sending
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