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Chapter One

The Mouth of the Harbor
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The harbor was doing its October trick — fog so thick you could only hear the water, not see it. I stood on the sidewalk outside Renata’s coffee shop with my hands wrapped around a paper cup and listened to Gig Harbor exist without showing itself. Halyards tapping against masts somewhere out in the gray. The slow groan of pilings adjusting to the tide. A diesel engine idling at the dock, patient as a horse tied to a post. From inside the shop, the hiss and clatter of the espresso machine and the murmur of two old men who came every morning at six-thirty and sat by the window and talked about things I’d never be invited to understand — boat engines, family grudges, the way the current ran differently at the harbor mouth than it used to, which one of them blamed on the second bridge and the other blamed on climate change and neither was willing to concede the point.

I raised my camera out of habit, then lowered it. There was nothing to photograph. Just the fog, the sounds, the smell of salt and wet cedar bark that settled over everything when the air got heavy. Nine months I’d been here, and I still noticed that smell every morning — the way it sat differently than Portland’s rain, softer, more brackish, mixed with something green and alive from the Douglas firs that grew right up to the edge of the waterfront. Locals didn’t notice it anymore. I was still deciding if that made them lucky or deprived.

Harborview Drive curved along the western shore of the harbor, one lane each direction, sidewalks that buckled where tree roots had pushed up the concrete. At this hour — barely past seven — the shops were still closed, their awnings dripping. A man in rubber boots walked past carrying a coil of rope over one shoulder, headed for the docks. He nodded at me. I nodded back. We’d done this every morning for three months and neither of us knew the other’s name. That felt right. That felt like enough.

I walked south along the waterfront, sipping coffee that Renata had made too strong again, the way she always did. “You want it weaker, you go to Starbucks across the bridge,” she’d told me the one time I’d mentioned it, and she’d been smiling but she hadn’t been joking, and I hadn’t mentioned it again. The fog was starting to thin at the edges, and I could make out the shapes of boats moored in the harbor — the commercial seiners rafted together near the working docks, their rigging spidering up into the gray, the pleasure boats spread out farther in, their white hulls ghostly against the gray water. A woman I recognized from the gallery — she bought a print every few months, always landscapes, always for her mother in Tacoma — was walking a border collie along the seawall. She waved. I waved. The dog ignored us both, fixated on something in the water that only dogs can see.

Seventeen netsheds lined this stretch of shoreline, most of them older than anything I’d ever lived in. Some were weathered to the color of driftwood, their pilings green with algae at the waterline. A few were still working — you could tell by the nets hung to dry on the frames outside, heavy cotton mesh stained dark with something that smelled like tar and the sea mixed together.

The Skansie Brothers netshed sat at the far end of the park, its big doors closed against the weather. The park itself was empty except for a heron standing one-legged on the concrete seawall, staring into the fog with the profound patience of something that had been doing this longer than the town had existed. I photographed the heron. I photographed the closed doors of the netshed. I photographed the way the fog erased the far shore of the harbor so that the water seemed to go on forever, and for a moment, standing on the sidewalk with my lens pointed at nothing, I felt the particular loneliness of being in a beautiful place that wasn’t mine.

Not yet. Maybe not ever. I hadn’t decided.

That was the thing about Gig Harbor — it didn’t push. Portland had pushed. Portland had expectations: career trajectory, social obligations, a five-year plan that my ex-fiancé, David, had literally charted on a whiteboard in our shared office. When I’d left, I’d left the whiteboard too, with its color-coded timelines and its little magnets shaped like cameras. I wondered sometimes if he’d erased my column or if it was still there, a ghostly outline of a future I’d declined to inhabit.

Gig Harbor didn’t have whiteboards. Gig Harbor had the fog, and the coffee, and the slow rhythm of a town that had been doing the same things for a hundred and fifty years — fishing, building boats, watching the water — and saw no reason to explain itself to newcomers. You either stayed or you didn’t. Nobody asked which.

I’d been telling myself I hadn’t decided. But I’d been here nine months, and I hadn’t left, and my lease was up in November, and I still had boxes in the spare bedroom that I hadn’t opened since the move. If I was leaving, I would have done it by now. If I was staying, I would have unpacked.

The fog was lifting. I could see Jerisich Dock now, its wooden planks dark with moisture, and beyond it the narrow mouth of the harbor where the sand spit curved in from the north, leaving barely two hundred feet of open water between the harbor and the Sound. That opening was the first thing that had gotten me. I’d driven across the Narrows Bridge on a Tuesday afternoon in January, following a job posting for a part-time gallery assistant that I’d found at three in the morning during an insomnia scroll, and when I’d come down the hill and seen the harbor for the first time — the way the water sat inside it, protected and still, like a secret the land was keeping from the open sea — I’d pulled over and sat in my car for twenty minutes, just looking.

The bridge hummed behind me now, a constant low vibration in the air that I still heard and the rope-carrying man did not. It connected the peninsula to Tacoma, and Tacoma to everything else, and when I’d first arrived, I’d thought of it as my escape route. Now I thought of it less often. The hum was just the hum. The bridge was just the bridge. Except sometimes, late at night when the wind was right, it sounded like the town was breathing.

I finished my coffee, dropped the cup in the bin outside the park, and headed uphill toward the gallery.

* * *
[image: ]


The Shoreline Gallery occupied a narrow storefront on Harborview Drive between a jewelry shop that sold sea glass pendants and a real estate office whose window display featured houses I would never be able to afford. Jolene Marsh had opened it eleven years ago with money from a divorce settlement and a conviction that Gig Harbor needed a space for local art that wasn’t watercolor sailboats. She was mostly right. The gallery showed photography, mixed media, ceramics, the occasional oil painting that was dark enough to make tourists uncomfortable. It didn’t make money, exactly, but it didn’t lose money either, and Jolene supplemented the income by framing things for people and by being, in her own words, “the nosiest woman on the peninsula, which is a public service.”

She was already inside when I arrived, standing behind the counter with her reading glasses pushed up on her forehead and a stack of invoices in front of her that she was ignoring in favor of her phone.

“Morning,” I said.

“You’re wet.”

“It’s foggy.”

“It’s October. Get a real coat.” She set her phone down and looked at me over the glasses that weren’t over her eyes. “You eat?”

“Coffee.”

“That’s not food, Nadia. There’s a muffin in the back. Lemon poppy seed. Renata dropped it off yesterday — she’s trying a new recipe and she uses me as her test kitchen, which I’m fine with because free muffins, but don’t tell her I said the last batch was dry.”

I went to the back room, found the muffin, and ate it standing next to the framing supplies. It wasn’t dry. It was dense and sweet and tasted like lemon peel and butter, and I thought about how Renata’s grandmother had come from a town on the Croatian coast where the lemons grew wild, and how Renata had told me this the second time I’d walked into her coffee shop, like it was the most natural thing in the world to tell a stranger where your lemons came from.

When I came back, Jolene was rearranging the front window display, which she did every two weeks whether it needed it or not.

“Help me with this,” she said, gesturing at a ceramic bowl that was too heavy for the acrylic stand she wanted to put it on. I held the stand while she positioned the bowl — rough stoneware glazed in a blue-green that looked like the harbor on a clear day. The ceramicist, a woman named Deb who lived on Fox Island and fired her work in a kiln she’d built from a converted propane tank, had delivered six new pieces last week, each one heavy enough to serve as a doorstop and beautiful enough that you’d never want to.

“You shooting anything good lately?” Jolene asked, which was her way of asking if I was working, which was her way of asking if I was okay.

“The netsheds,” I said. “I’ve been going out in the mornings before the tourists show up.”

“The netsheds.” She considered this. “You know the Tarabochia shed is still working? Nick Junior lives in it half the year. Don’t photograph that one without asking — the family’s particular.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” She gave me a look. “The old harbor families are — they have their ways. You’ve been here, what, nine months?”

“About that.”

“That’s nothing. I’ve been here eleven years and some of them still call me a newcomer. Not to my face, but you know. To them, if your grandparents didn’t fish the Sound, you’re a tourist who just hasn’t left yet.”

She wasn’t wrong. I’d felt it — that invisible line between people whose names were on the street signs and the dock plaques and the memorial at Skansie Brothers Park, and everyone else. The Croatian families, the Scandinavian families, the ones who’d been here since the 1860s when three fishermen rowed into the harbor and decided to stay. They weren’t unfriendly. They were just complete. They had the harbor and each other and a shared history that went back generations, and they didn’t need anything from people like me.

“Jolene,” I said, “do you ever think about leaving?”

She stopped fussing with the display and turned to look at me properly. Jolene was fifty-five, with silver-streaked brown hair she wore in a braid, and a face that showed every feeling she’d ever had, which was all of them, often simultaneously.

“Leaving Gig Harbor?”

“Yeah.”

“Where would I go?”

“I don’t know. Anywhere. Somewhere bigger. Somewhere with more—” I gestured vaguely. “Infrastructure.”

“Infrastructure.” She said the word like I’d offered her a plate of something suspicious. “Nadia, I have a gallery, a view of the water from my kitchen, and a mechanic who doesn’t overcharge me. That’s infrastructure. That’s the whole thing.” She picked up a smaller ceramic piece — a vase, narrow-necked, the same blue-green — and placed it beside the bowl. “You’re the one with boxes you haven’t unpacked. Don’t project your commitment issues onto me.”

“I don’t have commitment issues.”

“Honey, you have a lease that expires in five weeks and you haven’t mentioned whether you’re renewing it. You have commitment issues.”

She wasn’t wrong about that either. I changed the subject to the gallery’s upcoming show — a local ceramicist whose work Jolene described as “gorgeous but weird, which is my target market” — and we spent the morning hanging new pieces and arguing about lighting angles. Jolene wanted soft and atmospheric. I wanted crisp and directional. We compromised the way we always did, which meant Jolene got what she wanted and I got to feel like I’d participated in a democratic process.

Around noon, I took my camera out to the dock and shot the harbor in full light. The fog had burned off completely and the water was that impossible October blue that happens when the summer haze clears but the winter gray hasn’t arrived yet. Mount Rainier stood in the distance, enormous and improbable, its glaciers catching the sun. I took fourteen shots of the mountain from slightly different angles and deleted twelve of them. The remaining two were technically perfect and emotionally vacant — beautiful pictures of a beautiful place, made by someone standing outside of it.

I knew this. I’d known it for months. My Gig Harbor photographs were good. They were the kind of pictures you’d see in a tourism brochure or a real estate listing — the waterfront at golden hour, the netsheds in morning fog, a sailboat framed by the harbor mouth. Pretty. Accomplished. Empty. I was shooting the town the way I’d lived in Portland: from a careful distance, composing the frame, never stepping into it.

An old man walked past the dock with a grocery bag in one hand and a cane in the other. He was tall, slightly stooped, with a weathered face and white hair that the wind had rearranged into something sculptural. He wore a flannel shirt and canvas pants and moved with the careful deliberateness of someone whose body had recently started requiring negotiation. I’d seen him before — most mornings, in fact, on this same stretch of waterfront, always alone, always moving with that measured stride that suggested a destination he was in no hurry to reach. I’d never spoken to him. He’d never spoken to me. But I’d noticed him the way I noticed things — through the viewfinder, from a distance, with a photographer’s appreciation for the way light fell on a particular kind of human face.

He paused at the end of the dock and set the grocery bag down. Stood there for a moment, looking out at the harbor, his face turned toward the eastern shore where a line of trees marked the residential neighborhoods that climbed the far hill. Something about the way he stood — perfectly still, his weight settled, his eyes tracking something I couldn’t see — made me think of the heron. The same patience. The same sense of having been here longer than seemed reasonable. Then he picked up his bag and continued on, and a seagull landed where he’d been standing, and the dock returned to its ordinary business of being a dock.

I raised my camera. The old man turned the corner toward the hill that led up to the residential streets, and the light shifted, and the moment passed, and I lowered the lens without pressing the shutter.

I didn’t know his name. I wouldn’t learn it until he was dead.

* * *
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My rental was a two-bedroom cottage set back from the road on a wooded lot above the harbor’s western shore. The real estate listing had called it “charming” and “cozy,” which in Gig Harbor meant small, slightly damp, and surrounded by Douglas firs so tall they blocked most of the afternoon sun. The rent was twelve hundred a month, which was reasonable for the peninsula, and the view from the kitchen window — if you craned your neck and ignored the neighbor’s fence — included a sliver of the harbor and, on clear days, the suggestion of Mount Rainier above the tree line.

I liked the house. I liked it the way I liked Gig Harbor: provisionally, with one foot already turned toward the door.

The living room had my couch, my bookshelf (half full, the other half still in boxes), and my editing desk, which was a door laid across two sawhorses that I’d built the week I moved in as a temporary solution and which had, like everything temporary in my life, become permanent through inertia. My prints were thumbtacked to the wall above the desk — not framed, not hung, just pinned there in overlapping clusters like evidence on a detective’s board. Harbor shots, mostly. A few from Portland I hadn’t been able to throw away. The ceramic ring holder David had given me sat in a box in the spare bedroom with the rest of the things I’d decided I didn’t need but couldn’t quite discard.

I made dinner — pasta, jarred sauce, the kind of meal that signals a person who has given up on impressing anyone, including herself — and ate it at the desk while uploading the day’s shots. The harbor in fog. The harbor in sun. The heron, the netsheds, the mountain. I arranged them in a grid on my screen and looked at them the way I’d learned to look at my own work, which was with the brutal honesty of someone who knew exactly how far the gap stretched between what she was capable of and what she was producing.

They were beautiful. They were empty. They were the work of a woman who had driven across a bridge nine months ago and still hadn’t decided if she’d arrived or just paused.

Before Portland, before David, before all of it, I’d been good. Not just technically — anyone can learn f-stops and composition rules — but instinctively. I’d had a series on the fishing communities of the Columbia River that had almost gotten a gallery show in Seattle. Almost. Then a photographer with a grant from the Pew Center had published a nearly identical project six months before mine was ready, and my almost evaporated, and David had said, gently, practically, that maybe I should pivot to commercial work, and I’d heard what he meant, which was: stop trying, and I’d packed the Columbia River prints in a flat file and hadn’t looked at them since.

The Gig Harbor photos were better than the commercial work I’d done in Portland. But they weren’t the Columbia River series. They weren’t the thing I was afraid to try again.

The spare bedroom door was open. I could see the boxes from where I sat — seven of them, stacked against the wall, still sealed with packing tape that had my Portland address written on it in David’s neat block letters. Books, winter clothes, photo albums, the good kitchen knives. Things a person unpacks when they’re staying. Things a person leaves in boxes when they’re not.

I closed the spare bedroom door.

Outside, the harbor was dark except for the anchor lights on the moored boats — small white points scattered across the black water like stars that had fallen and were too tired to climb back up. Somewhere beyond the harbor mouth, the Narrows Bridge hummed its low, constant note. The sound of the town breathing. The sound of the place I lived but had not yet, in any way that mattered, chosen.

I turned off the desk lamp, and the harbor disappeared, and the window showed me only my own reflection: a thirty-two-year-old woman with dark hair she hadn’t cut in months, sitting alone in a rented house in a town she could leave tomorrow, looking at herself looking at nothing.

I went to bed early. I didn’t dream. Or if I did, I dreamed of fog — the kind that erases everything, that turns a harbor into just the idea of a harbor, that makes the whole world into a sound you can hear but cannot see.
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Chapter Two

What the Tide Brings In
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The boatyard sat on the eastern shore of the harbor, across the water from the netsheds and the tourist strip, reachable by a ten-minute drive around the head of the harbor or a much longer walk that I preferred because it gave me time to see the town from angles the tourists missed. The road climbed away from the waterfront, past modest houses with overgrown rhododendrons and pickup trucks in the driveways, then dropped back down to a gravel lane that dead-ended at a dock and a low, corrugated-metal building with its doors open to the water.

I’d found it a week ago while scouting locations for what I was tentatively calling my working waterfront series — the Gig Harbor that existed behind the boutiques and the galleries, the one that still built things and fixed things and hauled nets and smelled like diesel and wet fiberglass. The boatyard was perfect. It had the right light, the right texture, and the right kind of beautiful mess: hulls in various states of repair propped on wooden cradles, coils of rope and stacked lumber, a table saw under a tarp, and everywhere the particular smell of sawdust and marine varnish that I’d come to associate with the harbor’s working life.

The man I’d come to photograph — or rather, the man I’d come to photograph around, since I hadn’t exactly asked permission — was already at work. He stood with his back to me, running a long-handled sander along the hull of a wooden sailboat that looked like it had been through something. The boat was maybe thirty feet, clinker-built, with a sweeping sheerline that suggested the early 1960s or late ‘50s. Its paint was gone in patches, showing wood beneath that was dark with age and weather. The man sanded in long, even strokes, the sandpaper whispering against the planks, and the wood dust drifted down through the morning light in slow spirals that my photographer’s brain immediately started composing.

I raised my camera. The shutter clicked. He turned.

“Morning,” he said.

He was about my age, maybe a few years older. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of forearms you get from manual work rather than a gym. His hair was brown and needed cutting, and his face had the weathered quality of someone who spent most of his time outdoors — not aged, exactly, but seasoned, like the wood he worked with. He wore canvas work pants, a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and an expression that was neither annoyed nor welcoming but somewhere in between, like a door that was ajar but not open.

“Morning,” I said. “Sorry — I should have asked. I’m photographing the working waterfront for a gallery project.”

“Which gallery?”

“The Shoreline. On Harborview.”

“Jolene’s place.” A small shift in his expression — not quite a smile, but a softening. “She framed a chart of the harbor for me last year. Refused to charge me because she said it was historically significant and she was doing the town a favor.” He looked at my camera. “What are you shooting?”

“Boats, mostly. The ones that are being worked on. The process.”

He nodded, turned back to the hull, and ran the sander along a plank. Then, without looking at me: “This is a 1962 Folkboat. Swedish design. She’s been in the harbor since 1978. Previous owner let the topsides go — water got into the planking, swelled the frames, popped three garboard seams.” He touched the wood. “The wood’s yellow cedar. Quarter-sawn. You can tell by the grain — see how it runs straight? That’s what makes it stable. It was a good boat, built by someone who understood the material. She just needs someone to remember what she was.”

I took another photograph. He didn’t seem to mind.

“I’m Nadia,” I said.

“Callum.” He paused. “Vass. Callum Vass.”

“You own this yard?”

“It’s just me and the boats. I lease the space from the port. Do restorations, maintenance for the commercial fleet, the occasional private commission.” He ran his hand along the hull with a familiarity that was almost tender. “I came down from Anacortes six years ago. The harbor needed someone who could work with wood. Most boatyards these days, it’s all fiberglass and epoxy. But half the fleet here still has wooden hulls — the old seiners, the classics. Somebody needs to know how they’re built.”

I lowered the camera. There was something
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