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    For those holding on too tight, striving to control every moment—may you find courage in the letting go, peace in the drift, and joy in the unexpected wings of life.
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Chapter 1 — The Safety List
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The morning starts with a checklist and a timer. Cassie has both taped to the refrigerator door: a laminated grid of boxes she wipes clean every night, and a lemon-yellow kitchen timer she winds until it clicks. She likes when the seconds become sound, a tight little rhythm that keeps the world from slipping.

“Breakfast. Backpacks. Teeth. Shoes,” she says, touching each box with the cap of a dry-erase marker like she’s knighting it. “Jackets.”

From the hallway, Owen shouts, “It’s not even cold!”

“It’s October,” Cassie calls back. “In Maple Harbor, that means cold is crouching just outside the door like a raccoon.”

Owen appears in socked feet and a shirt that has somehow acquired peanut butter on the front without any peanut butter being in the room. He is nine and perpetual motion wrapped around a heart that forgets what it needs until it’s far away from home.

He skids to a stop when he sees the marker in her hand. “Do we get a star if we do the list without being told?”

“Yes,” Cassie says, wiping his face with a napkin that she magics from nowhere. It’s one of her skills—surprises that aren’t really surprises, because she’s planned them. “But you’ve been told, so you get... a check.”

“Boo,” he says, but he makes a show of brushing his hair with his palms and goes to retrieve the backpack that lives everywhere except where it should.

Mom’s note is stuck to the fruit bowl. Late shift turned into double. Eat leftovers. Love you both. A heart drawn with a quick hand. Cassie turns the note so the heart points toward the sink, as if that changes anything.

The timer dings exactly at seven-thirty. She presses it with the side of her thumb; silence pours into the kitchen like water into a glass. Cassie breathes. “Shoes,” she says again, because if she keeps the sequence the same, she feels like she can hold the day.

At the door, she leans down and ties Owen’s laces because he still loops in a way that falls apart by the third step. “Jacket,” she says, the last word in the ritual.

He groans, but opens the closet. His jacket is not there. Of course his jacket is not there. The jacket is wherever yesterday became messy: maybe the playground bench, maybe under the lunch table, maybe in a world where people don’t hang things on hooks.

“You promised,” Cassie says, softening it with a half-smile so he won’t fold in on himself. “Yesterday. You said today you’d remember.”

“It was sunny,” Owen argues, which is not an argument so much as a tiny poem about being nine. “What if I take the blue hoodie and it’s fine?”

“Blue hoodie plus rain equals soggy blueberry,” Cassie says, but he already has the hoodie halfway over his head, and the bus is rounding the corner.

Cassie snatches an umbrella from the stand and tucks it into his backpack. “Tell Mrs. Soto your sister says hi. And—”

“Backpack on both shoulders,” he chants with her. “Don’t trade snacks. Read the sign before I step off the bus.”

He grins as if they’re the only two people who know this spell. Cassie kisses his hair and opens the door. Air slides into the house cool and salted, carrying the faraway clank of halyards. The harbor is five walks, four bike rides, or one determined sprint away, depending on who you are. To Cassie, it’s a clockface of masts in mist.

Owen barrels down the steps and out into October. He doesn’t even make it to the sidewalk before he stops and looks back.

“I’ll find the jacket,” he says, with the exact earnestness he always has, and then he’s gone, swallowed by the morning gray and the school bus that breathes at the corner.

Cassie closes the door and checks the last box with a neat, contained swirl that leaves no marker outside the lines.

The house is quiet in a way that isn’t restful. The sink holds exactly three dishes; the counter offers exactly two clean lunch boxes to be rinsed and set to dry. She arranges them with the labels facing forward—Owen’s crooked dinosaur sticker lined up so the T-Rex’s teeth point toward the fridge. She puts Mom’s favorite mug by the coffee machine so it’s ready when she gets home. She moves the heart note to the backsplash because she needs it to look at her while she makes the lunches for tomorrow.

On the kitchen table, the week’s Safety List lies open in a binder. It is a thing of Cassie’s invention, born in the months after Dad left when everything was a little too liquid. Safety List—her way of making edges where there were none. The current page reads:

* Meals: Chili, then tacos, then leftovers.

* School: Bio lab report due Friday. English reading quiz Thursday.

* House: Vacuum Wednesday. Laundry Tuesday (colors), Thursday (whites).

* Owen: Jacket!!! Recorder practice. Special lunch note Wednesday (science test).

* Mom: Encourage feet up. Prep her favorite tea.

* Me: Run twice. Email Ms. Beck about rec letters. Breathe.

She’s added Breathe to the list since last winter. She writes it as if you can forget.

At school, Cassie moves through the halls like a person with a built-in compass. Her locker is a list: top shelf books sorted by day, middle shelf pencil case and tide of index cards, bottom shelf running shoes in a reusable bag because she trains after school when the bus schedule aligns with duty and dinner.

At lunch, she sits with her bio partner Ethan at the edge of a table full of loud friends who are always telling stories about things going wrong and then somehow right. They talk about glycogen and mitochondria and the likelihood that Mr. Park will allow models made of marshmallows for extra credit.

Ethan says, “You’re good at lists.”

Cassie feels the automatic yes hovering. Yes, lists are the bones under the skin. Instead she shrugs. “They help,” she says, which is true and also an understatement in the way saying boats float is an understatement.

“Do you ever just... not?” Ethan asks, but his tone is curious, not mean.

“Not what?” She takes a bite of her apple and feels as if he is asking her if she ever forgets how to stand up.

“Not make one. Like the kind of day where you let it be a day and not a spreadsheet.” His eyes flick to the window. The sky sits in layers—thin cloud, thicker cloud, a pale stripe where the horizon would be if the cafeteria didn’t face the parking lot.

“Sometimes,” she says. “Saturdays. If nothing’s due Monday.” She doesn’t add: If Mom isn’t pulled for a double. If Owen doesn’t have something that needs building or buying or drying. If the house feels like a house and not a boat taking on water.

He nods like that matches the answer he expected. “I admire it,” he says. “I keep thinking I’ll get my life together if I write things down, and then I end up writing ‘get life together’ on a sticky note and losing the sticky note.”

She laughs—an honest, surprised sound. “Start smaller,” she says. “Start with ‘find sticky note.’”

After school, she walks instead of running because the air is damp enough to stick to her and because the sidewalk takes her past the harbor. She tells herself she is checking on the water the way you check on a neighbor after a storm. Safety List doesn’t have a box for that, but maybe it should.

She expects quiet. It’s Wednesday. October. But when she turns the corner by the community bulletin board—a wooden frame with thumbtacks shaped like fish—she stops.

The board is covered in new flyers, and on top of all of them is one glossy announcement in navy and white:

MAPLE HARBOR FALL REGATTA — RETURNING THIS YEAR

Volunteers needed! Youth Leadership Team forming now.

Cassie stares at the font until the letters blur. The Fall Regatta. Dad’s season. The week when he would come home smelling like brine and sunscreen, talking about wind angles and safety boats, about teaching city kids to read the water. The year before last, he’d pressed a folded map into her hands—a map of the bay lines and the way the tide could nudge you if you listened.

Last year, the regatta didn’t happen. Budget. Timing. Pandemic ripple. People got busy. Or maybe the harbor knew he wasn’t in town and refused to show up without him. Cassie had been a little grateful. No parade of memories in caps and wetsuits. No public celebrations that she would not know how to stand inside.

Now the flyer is bright and impossible, and her chest does a funny double-flinch of oh and ow.

“Cool, right?” a voice says. “I’m trying to figure out if I can bribe my cousin into the dunk tank again, but she’s claiming ‘dignity’ now.”

Cassie turns. The voice belongs to Ronan Park, who sits two rows behind her in English and once wrote an essay about the word near that made their teacher stop talking for three whole seconds. He’s holding a stack of tacks and a roll of tape like someone told him he’s the human bulletin board today.

“It’s really coming back,” he says, tapping the flyer with a finger. “My aunt was on the committee years ago. They’re dusting off the checklists.”

The word makes Cassie smile despite the way her throat is trying to be a fist. “Checklists,” she repeats, and hears Dad’s voice in her head—There are checklists for boats and checklists for people, Cas. The trick is knowing when one can’t fix the other.

Ronan glances at her. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she says, because the thing about being okay is that no one can argue with you if you say you are. “I—my dad used to help.”

“Mr. Hale?” Ronan’s face warms with recognition. “The kite guy. He taught my little brother how to hold a line and not fly away with it.”

“Yeah,” Cassie says, the word this time softer. Kite guy. That was one of Dad’s versions—the man who believed that a sky could be negotiated with.

“Hey, actually.” Ronan holds up a second flyer, smaller, printed on recycled brown paper. Youth Volunteer Co-Leads: two positions. Planning, scheduling, herding cats, snacks. There’s a name and a number at the bottom: Ms. Delgado at the community center. “They’re looking for two co-leads. Ms. Delgado asked me to ask around. You’re exactly the kind of person who could keep the cats from escaping.”

Cassie laughs, startled and unsure whether she wants to be flattered. “Because I like lists?” she asks.

“Because you’re steady,” he says, like he’s read her more carefully than she realized. “And because you’re not scary about it.”

She imagines herself at a table in the community center, drawing columns and calling vendors, calculating volunteer shifts with highlighter coins. The image rings like a bell and cuts like paper. If she does this, it will pull at everything she has arranged so precisely: dinner times, laundry days, the choreography of getting Owen to his recorder lesson without skipping Mom’s three hours on the couch between shifts. If she does this, it will also pull at the stitches she sewed over the space Dad left when he decided he was a better version of himself somewhere else.

“Think about it,” Ronan says, gentle. He sticks the small flyer below the big one and smooths the corners. “I’m going to say yes. I like chaos. You could bring... not-chaos.”

He makes a mock bow and goes to talk to an older man tightening the screws on the board’s frame.

Cassie stands in front of the flyers until a breeze lifts the edges and snaps them against the cork like flags. A gull clatters somewhere overhead. The harbor sounds like it always sounds—rope against metal, a whistle of something rusting, someone’s radio two docks over—and also like something that just woke up.

At home, she adds Maple Harbor Fall Regatta to the weekly calendar in pencil. She writes it smaller than the other words, in case she needs to erase it so it won’t hurt. She makes pasta, portions it into two bowls, and writes Mom a note: Heat me when you get home. We’re safe. She cleans the counter because she can.

At seven, she sits on the back steps with her binder and a fresh pen. The ash tree in the yard is exactly halfway to bare; the leaves scrape the fence softly, like someone whispering in an old language. She opens to a clean page and writes at the top:

PRO / CON: Youth Volunteer Co-Lead

And underneath, two neat columns. The pro side fills itself like a tide moving forward.

* Help community.

* Keep Dad’s tradition alive (without Dad? with Dad-as-memory?).

* Looks good for college (don’t write that in all caps, but it’s true).

* Bonus hours for Owen—he’ll love being near boats.

* Use the lists for something bigger than the kitchen.

The con side is a different kind of truth.

* Time.

* Mom’s shifts are unpredictable.

* Owen needs rides.

* Risk crying in public (no thank you).

* What if it feels like pretending Dad is here?

She sits with the pen at the bottom of the page, waiting for more words. Her phone buzzes. It’s a text from a number she doesn’t have saved yet: This is Ms. Delgado from the Maple Harbor Community Center—Ronan gave me your number. Would love to chat about the youth co-lead role when you have a minute. No pressure, just info!

Cassie watches the three dots appear and disappear as if the woman is typing again and then deciding not to. No pressure is a nice lie people tell each other before asking you to join something big.

She types Hi Ms. Delgado, this is Cassie Hale. I can talk after eight? She hesitates over the question mark and deletes it. After eight works. Period. She sends the text and then puts the phone screen-down under the binder.

There are nights when Cassie can almost believe that people are ecosystems and not machines. She tries to make this one of those nights. She goes inside and packs Owen’s backpack for tomorrow—pencil sharpened, permission slip half-signed, umbrella re-tucked. She puts Mom’s pasta in the fridge and leaves the note on the counter in the exact spot where Mom drops her keys so it will be unavoidable. She brushes her teeth to the timer, not because she needs to but because it is satisfying to end a day with something measured.

At eight, Ms. Delgado calls. Her voice is warm and practical, like someone who knows how to lift heavy things without making you feel guilty for not lifting them with her.

“I’m reaching out because your name came up twice,” Ms. Delgado says. “Once from Ronan, once from Mr. Vargas in guidance. He said, and I quote, ‘If organization were a superhero, it would be Cassie.’ But no pressure!” She laughs at herself. “Tell me about your October.”

Cassie does, but she tells the version that looks like a calendar: school, homework, dinner. She adds Owen’s recorder lessons and Mom’s shift windows like data points. She nearly leaves out the part about Dad, but she’s trying to practice the thing she wrote on her list: Breathe, so she says, “My dad... used to help with the regatta. He moved last year.”

“I’m sorry,” Ms. Delgado says, and she says it like a hand on a shoulder, not like a script. “If this is too close, we understand. We have other roles.”

“It’s close,” Cassie admits. The ash tree murmurs against the siding. The flyers in her mind snap in the wind. “But close doesn’t mean no.”

Ms. Delgado offers options: planning meetings twice a week, a shared spreadsheet, a flexible
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