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For my grandfather,
The Reverend Lemuel Gibbons Roberson, Jr.
who gave me a book for Christmas 1982 and wrote inside,
“I have a feeling you will write your own one day.”
His words stay with me.
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  Chapter one
The Fisherman


He becomes aware of the water before he becomes aware of himself. 
The boat is moving. He feels it before he understands it: the slow, steady glide beneath his feet, the faint hum of the trolling motor carrying them forward. He is standing on the bow of his Pathfinder, barefoot on the casting deck, the rod already in his hands. Cool and damp. He doesn't remember stepping onto it.
The marsh slides past on his right. Marsh grass, thick and tall, glowing a pale lime green in the early light. He knows this place: the shallow bay where the water thins over sandy mud, grass and shell, where redfish tail in the shallows and herons stand like gray sentinels at the water's edge. He has worked this shoreline more times than he can count. Since his college days. Since before he understood that some places become part of you.
But something is different this morning.
The sky.
He looks up, and his breath catches.
The sun has not yet broken the horizon, but the light is already filling the sky in ways he has never seen. Colors that don't belong to dawn: deep golds bleeding into violet, ribbons of pale rose and amber stretching across the water. The light seems to come from everywhere and nowhere, pooling in the mist that hangs low over the marsh, turning the marsh grass luminous.
It is the most beautiful morning he has ever seen.
And he knows, somewhere beneath thought, that this is not real. That mornings do not look like this. That he is dreaming.
But knowing doesn't diminish it. If anything, it makes the colors sharper, the silence deeper. He is inside something sacred, and he doesn't want to wake.
The water is still. Unnaturally still. Glass-smooth even though he can feel a faint breeze on his face, a breeze that should be rippling the surface but isn't. The boat glides forward and leaves no wake. The marsh reflects in the water like a mirror, unbroken, and he cannot tell where the water ends and the sky begins.
No gulls. That's what's missing. This time of morning, they should be making their first flights, white shapes wheeling against the pink sky, their cries carrying across the sound. But there is nothing. No splash of mullet. No rustle in the grass. Only the faint hum of the motor and the slow passage of the boat through water that feels more like glass than liquid.
The silence presses against him. Expectant. As if the whole world is holding its breath.
He casts toward the marsh edge. The lure arcs out over the shallows and lands softly, just where the water meets the grass. He works it back slowly, twitching, pausing, reeling, the way he has done ten thousand times.
Nothing.
He casts again. Same spot. Same rhythm. The lure moves through water so clear he can see the sandy bottom, the thin shadows of his line. No fish. No movement. Nothing.
A flicker of frustration rises in his chest. Not because he expects to catch anything, this is a dream after all, but because the stillness feels like it's waiting for something, and he doesn't know what.
He reels in. Casts again. The marsh glides past, beautiful and silent and strange.
Nothing.
"Try the other side."
The voice comes from behind him. Quiet. Unhurried. As if the man has been there all along. And there's something in the voice, a familiarity he can't place. Not the words themselves, but the tone. The cadence. As if he's heard this voice before, in some other context, some other life. It unsettles him in a way he can't name.
He turns.
The man is sitting on the bench seat behind the center console. Elbows on his knees, hands loosely clasped. Ordinary clothes: worn, comfortable, the kind a man wears when he's not trying to impress anyone. His face is turned toward the horizon, toward that impossible sky, and there is a stillness about him that matches the water.
Lem doesn't startle. He feels no fear. Only a strange, quiet recognition, as if this were how the morning was meant to be.
"Try the other side," the man says again.
Lem lets out a breath, half laugh, half sigh. "That's not how it works."
The man tilts his head slightly, waiting.
"The fish are in the shallows this time of morning. Along the edge. That's where they feed." He gestures toward the marsh with the tip of his rod. "You don't cast into deeper water. There's nothing out there."
The man's expression doesn't change. A small smile. Patient. Knowing.
"Try the other side."
"I've fished this water my whole life." Lem hears the edge in his own voice now, defensive in a way he doesn't fully understand. "If there was something there, I'd know."
A pause. The boat drifts forward. The marsh slides past like a slow green dream.
The man's eyes soften.
"You know many things," he says gently. "But not everything."
The words land somewhere deep, deeper than they should. Lem feels something tighten in his chest, a small knot of resistance, of pride, of fear.
He looks back at the water. The deeper water, off to the left. Dark and still. Empty.
"It won't matter," he says.
"Try."
He stands there a moment longer, the rod in his hands, the weight of the man's gaze on his back. The sky blazes above him in colors that have no name. The boat hums forward through the silence.
He exhales slowly.
"Fine," he mutters. "But don't say I didn't tell you."
He turns to the left side of the boat. Faces the deeper water, away from the marsh, away from everything he knows. The water out there is darker, the bottom invisible. It feels wrong. Every instinct he has says the fish aren't there.
He casts anyway. 
The lure arcs out over the dark water and lands with a soft splash.
The line goes taut instantly.
Not violently. Not the savage strike of a big fish. Just a steady, living pull that travels up the rod, through his hands, into his chest. He feels it in his whole body: the aliveness of it, the weight and motion of something real on the other end of the line.
He reels in slowly, hand over hand, the way his father taught him when he was small. The fish doesn't fight. It comes toward the boat as if it wants to be caught, as if this was always the plan.
It breaks the surface, and he gasps.
The fish is silver, trembling, catching the strange light of the sky. But something is wrong. The scales are too bright, reflecting colors that aren't in the water, aren't in the sky, aren't anywhere. It's as if the fish is catching light from somewhere else entirely. Some other sun, some other dawn. For a moment he forgets everything else. The wrongness of the morning, the man behind him, the fact that this is a dream. There is only the fish, impossibly bright in the strange dawn.
He kneels at the rail.
The casting deck is hard under his knees as he bends over the gunwale, the fish cupped in both hands. Water drips through his fingers. He can feel its heartbeat, or maybe that's his own. The rapid pulse of something small and frightened and alive.
The fish breathes against his palms. Gills working. Body flexing. Insisting on life. And still that brightness, not glowing, not supernatural, but too much. As if all the beauty of every fish he's ever caught has been concentrated into this one small body.
"Thank you, God," he murmurs.
The words come without thought, the way they always have. Every fish, since he was a boy. His father's voice first, then his own. The habit of gratitude so old it lives in his hands.
He lowers his arms into the water, letting the cool of it rise past his wrists, and opens his fingers.
The fish holds still for a moment, stunned or resting, he can never tell. Then it flicks once, twice, and vanishes into the dark.
He stays there, kneeling, watching the last ripple fade. The water goes still again. The sky burns above him.
"People spend their entire lives trying to reach God's kingdom."
The voice is beside him now.
Lem doesn't turn. Doesn't startle. In the way of dreams, it feels right that the man is there, kneeling next to him at the rail, both of them looking out at the water, shoulders almost touching.
"They chase it. Pray for it. Wait for it." The man's voice is quiet, unhurried. "They look to the sky, or to the next life, or to someone else to bring it to them."
The boat drifts forward through the silence. The marsh glows green and gold. The colors in the sky deepen, beautiful beyond bearing.
"But the kingdom is not far away. It is not later. It is not somewhere else."
A pause. When the man speaks again, his voice is low. Tender.
"It is here."
The words settle over the water like morning mist.
Lem swallows. His throat is tight.
"The kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth," the man says, "and people do not see it."
Something shifts inside him. Not understanding, not yet. But recognition.
He turns his head.
The man is looking at him. Close. So close he can see the light reflected in his eyes, the fine lines at the corners, the steadiness of his gaze.
A face he recognizes.
His breath catches.
His hand reaches out.
And he wakes in the dark, his arm outstretched, his fingers trembling.
* * *
For a moment he doesn't know where he is.
The ceiling is faintly visible, a dim gray rectangle in the thin spill of streetlight through the blinds. His heart is pounding. His breath comes in shallow gasps. His arm is still extended, reaching for something that isn't there.
He lowers it slowly. His hand falls to the sheet.
His face is wet.
He blinks. Touches his cheek with his fingertips. Tears. His pillow damp beneath his head.
He wasn't sad. He wasn't grieving. But something in him, something deeper than thought, older than language, had wept.
The dream hasn't faded. That's what frightens him. Dreams dissolve. He knows this, has known it all his life. You wake and reach for them and they slip away like water through your fingers. But this one sits inside him whole and heavy, every detail intact. The colors of the sky. The glowing marsh. The man's voice, low and certain. The face.
The face.
He closes his eyes and tries to see it again, but it's already blurring at the edges, the features slipping away even as the feeling remains. He knew that face. He's sure of it. But from where? From when?
He raises his hands to rub his eyes, and stops.
His hands smell like fish.
Faint but unmistakable. The salt-and-silver smell of a fresh catch, the smell that lives in the grain of his skin after a morning on the water. He brings his palms closer to his face, breathes in. It's there. Real. The smell of the fish he held in the dream.
That's not possible.
He lies still, his hands hovering near his face, his heart beating too fast. Dreams don't leave smells behind. Dreams don't follow you into the waking world.
But the smell is there. And he cannot explain it away.
The warmth beside him shifts.
Beth turns toward him, one hand tucked under her cheek the way she's slept for thirty years. Her eyes are closed. Her breathing slow.
"Hey," he whispers. His voice is rough. "You awake?"
She stirs. A small sound, barely conscious. "Mm?"
"I had a dream."
She doesn't open her eyes. "Mm-hmm."
"It was different. More real than..." He stops. The words feel inadequate. Foolish. "There was a man. On the boat with me. We were fishing, and he told me to cast on the other side, and I caught something, and then he..."
"You've been stressed," she murmurs. Her voice is thick with sleep. "Dreams get weird when you're stressed."
"It wasn't like that."
She's silent. Maybe already asleep again.
"It felt like it was actually happening," he says. "Like he was really there. Like he was trying to tell me something."
She reaches over without opening her eyes, her hand finding his arm, patting it gently. "It was just a dream," she says. "Go back to sleep."
He nods in the dark. Because it's easier than explaining. Because he doesn't have the words yet. Because how do you tell someone that you just woke up from the most beautiful morning of your life, and it didn't happen, and you're crying, and you don't know why?
She turns away, pulling the blanket up over her shoulder.
He lies still, staring at the ceiling.
After a moment, her voice comes again. Softer. Already fading.
"Your pillow's wet."
He doesn't answer.
Her breathing slows. Deepens. She's gone.
He reaches up and touches his face again. His cheeks. The dampness cooling in the dark.
Then he brings his hands back down and smells them again. Still there. Fainter now, but still there. Fish. Salt. The sea.
He lies awake for a long time after that.
The dream plays behind his eyes: the water, the light, the man's voice beside him at the rail. The kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and people do not see it. He doesn't know what it means. Doesn't know who the man was, or why his face felt so familiar, or why his whole body aches like homesickness for a place he's never been.
It was real. More real than this room, this bed, this ceiling. More real than anything he's felt in years.
And he knows, with a certainty that settles into him like stone, that it wasn't just a dream.
The tears dry on his face.
He doesn't sleep again that night.
* * *






  
  Chapter two
The Morning After


He doesn't remember coming downstairs. 
One moment he's lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, the gray light of early morning pressing against the blinds. The next he's standing in the kitchen, his hand on the coffee pot, the warmth of it seeping into his palm.
He slept, finally. An hour, maybe two. But the dream didn't return. He lay awake waiting for it, wanting it, dreading it, and it never came. Just the dark, and the sound of Beth breathing beside him, and the slow crawl of hours until the light began to change.
Now the coffee is made. He doesn't remember making it.
The kitchen is quiet. The house is quiet. Through the window over the sink, the bay lies flat and silver in the early light. The dock stretches out from the shore, the Pathfinder tied at the end, rocking gently. The marsh beyond, green and gold, catching the first touch of sun.
He pours a cup. Holds it without drinking. Watches the steam rise and curl and disappear.
The dream is still there. Not the images anymore. Those have blurred at the edges, the colors fading like an old photograph. But the weight of it. The presence. The man's voice, low and certain: The kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and people do not see it.
He looks out at the water. The same water. The same marsh. But ordinary now. Just the view from his kitchen, the view he's seen every morning for fifteen years.
Where did it go?
Footsteps on the stairs. He turns.
Beth comes into the kitchen already dressed: slacks, a light blouse, her hair pulled back. She moves with purpose, the way she always does when she has somewhere to be. He watches her cross to the cabinet, pull down a mug, pour her coffee. She turns and leans against the counter, studying him over the rim.
"You look tired," she says.
"Didn't sleep well."
"The dream?"
He nods. Takes a sip of coffee to fill the silence.
She watches him a moment longer. "What was it about? You never really said."
He opens his mouth. Closes it. How do you describe something that felt more real than the room you're standing in? How do you explain colors that don't exist, water that doesn't ripple, a face you recognized but can't name?
"Just a strange dream," he says finally. "A man on the boat with me. It felt... real."
She tilts her head slightly, waiting for more.
But there is no more. Not that he knows how to say.
"You've been under a lot of pressure," she says. "The deadline. The outline. You're not sleeping well, you're not eating well. It makes sense your brain would be working overtime."
He nods. She's right. She's always right about things like this.
"Maybe lay off the coffee after noon," she adds, a small smile softening the suggestion. "And try to get some pages down today. Even rough ones. Just to get moving."
"I know."
She sets her mug in the sink and crosses to him, reaching up to touch his face. Her palm is warm against his cheek. "You'll figure it out. You always do."
He wants to believe her. He tries to.
She kisses him lightly and turns to gather her things: keys, purse, the tote bag she uses for volunteer days. He watches her move through the house, the efficient grace of a woman who knows exactly where she's going and what she's doing when she gets there.
"Food pantry today?" he asks.
"Until one or two, probably. The Hendersons are bringing a truck full of donations from the beach churches, so we'll be sorting and stocking all morning." She pauses at the door, looking back at him. "There's leftover quiche in the fridge if you get hungry. And don't forget: pages."
"Pages," he repeats.
She smiles at him, that particular smile, the one that says I love you and I believe in you and you're going to make me proud if you just sit down and do the work, and then she's gone. The door closes. A moment later, her car starts in the driveway, pulls out, fades into the distance.
The house is silent.
He stands in the kitchen, coffee cooling in his hands, and listens to the emptiness.
* * *
The dog finds him before he finds the dog.
A cold nose against his calf, a heavy tail thumping the cabinet. He looks down. Duke is sitting at his feet, watching him with that patient, expectant look that means only one thing.
"All right," he says. "All right."
He opens the back door and the lab pushes past him, bounding down the steps and across the lawn toward the water. He watches from the doorway as Duke reaches the shore and begins his morning patrol, nose to the ground, tail high, working the edge of the marsh with the serious dedication of a dog who believes the world's secrets are hidden in the marsh grass.
The bay is calm. The light is strengthening, burning off the thin mist that hangs over the water. A heron stands motionless in the shallows near the dock, watching for movement. Everything is still. Everything is ordinary.
He closes the door and walks to his office.
It's a small room at the back of the house, barely big enough for the desk, the chair, the bookshelf stuffed with paperbacks and research volumes and the accumulated debris of a writing life. But it has the window. That's why he chose it. The window that looks out over the bay, over the dock, over the boat.
He sits down. Opens the laptop. The screen glows to life, and there it is: the document he's been avoiding for three weeks. The outline. The summary. The promise he made to his publisher, the deadline he's already pushed back twice.
The cursor blinks at him.
He stares at the screen. The document is nearly empty: just a title, a few scattered notes, the skeletal beginnings of an idea that never grew flesh. He's tried a dozen approaches. Maybe two dozen. He's written openings and deleted them, sketched characters and abandoned them, built worlds and burned them down. The wastebasket beside his desk is full of crumpled paper, the physical drafts he still makes by hand when he's desperate, the longhand attempts to shake something loose.
Nothing has worked.
He tells himself it's the pressure. The first two books came easy, or easier, anyway. The first one he wrote for himself, late at night after long days on the water, never expecting anyone to read it. The second one he wrote because the first one had found an audience, and the story was already there, waiting. But this one, the third one, the contracted one, the one with real money and real expectations behind it, is supposed to be something. Supposed to prove he's not a fluke.
And he has nothing.
He types a sentence. Reads it. Deletes it.
Types another. Worse than the first. Deletes it.
Outside the window, Duke is still working the marsh edge, tail wagging, oblivious to everything except the scent trail he's following. The heron hasn't moved. The boat rocks gently at the dock, lines creaking, waiting.
The dream surfaces again, unbidden. The stranger's voice: Try the other side.
He shakes his head slightly, as if to clear it. Focus. The outline. The book. The work.
But the colors of that unnatural sky keep bleeding through. The stillness of the water. The weight of the words: The kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and people do not see it.
He looks out at the bay. The real bay. The ordinary bay.
And for the first time, he wonders if he's been looking at it wrong his whole life.
The thought unsettles him. He pushes it away. Opens a new document. Tries to start fresh.
An hour passes. Maybe two. The coffee goes cold. The cursor blinks and blinks and blinks.
He writes nothing.
* * *
By noon, he's given up pretending.
He closes the laptop. Pushes back from the desk. Stands at the window for a long moment, watching the light on the water, the boat at the dock, the easy sway of the marsh grass in the breeze.
He tells himself he just needs air. Just needs to clear his head. He'll write this afternoon, after lunch, after he's moved his body and stopped thinking so hard. That's the problem. He's thinking too hard. The words will come if he stops grasping at them.
He knows this isn't true. But he tells himself anyway.
"Duke."
The dog appears from somewhere in the house, tail already wagging, as if he's been waiting all morning for this exact word. He knows what it means. The boat. The water. The good place.
They walk down to the dock together, man and dog, the boards warm under his bare feet. The Pathfinder sits where it always sits, lines tied in the same knots he's tied a thousand times. He unties the bow, then the stern. Duke jumps aboard without being told, taking his usual spot in the bow, nose lifted to catch the wind that isn't there yet.
He steps onto the deck. Starts the motor. Lets it idle while he checks the rods, the tackle, the cooler. Everything where it should be. Everything familiar.
He pulls away from the dock, and the house shrinks behind him. The bay opens up ahead, wide and bright in the midday sun. He feels something in his chest begin to loosen, not the dream, not the weight of it, but something else. The pressure. The expectation. The outline and the deadline and the blinking cursor.
Out here, none of that matters. Out here, he's just a man on a boat, doing what he's done his whole life.
He heads toward the shallows.
* * *
He doesn't go to the place from the dream.
He tells himself it's because the fish won't be there this time of day. The water's too warm, the sun too high. The reds will be holding in the deeper channels, waiting for the afternoon cool before they move back to the flats.
But he knows that's not the real reason.
He's afraid of what he'll find. Or what he won't find.
So he takes the boat south instead, toward the oyster bars near the point, where the water drops off and the channel cuts close to the marsh. Good structure. Reliable fishing. The kind of place he used to bring clients when they wanted to catch something without working too hard for it.
Duke lies in the bow, tongue out, happy. The wind picks up as they move, ruffling his fur, carrying the salt smell of the open sound. The dog doesn't care about dreams or deadlines. The dog only knows this: the boat is moving, the water is wide, and his person is here.
Lem envies the simplicity of it.
The oyster bars come into view: dark clusters breaking the surface, the water around them rippled with current. He cuts the motor and lets the trolling motor take over, easing the boat along the edge of the drop-off. The depth finder shows three feet, then eight, then four feet. Structure below. Fish holding in the shadows.
He picks up a rod. Ties on a soft plastic: chartreuse, the color of redfish food. Casts toward the oysters and lets it sink.
The first fish hits before the lure reaches bottom.
He sets the hook by instinct, feels the weight and the fight, the living pull that travels up through his hands. The fish runs toward the structure; he turns it, works it back, keeps the pressure steady. Duke lifts his head, watching. The fish surfaces, a red, maybe twenty-four inches, copper-bright in the sun, and he lands it, hoists it for a moment, admires the spot near the tail.
"Thank you, God," he murmurs.
The words come without thought. The way they always have.
He releases the fish and watches it vanish into the dark water. Casts again.
The afternoon passes like this. Cast, retrieve, hookset, fight. He catches three more reds before he finds the school: a pod of them working the edge of the channel, feeding hard in the current. He loses count after that. Catch and release, catch and release, the rhythm of it emptying his mind the way nothing else can.
But he keeps three. Three big ones, pushing twenty-eight inches each, heavy and bright. Enough for dinner. Enough to bring something home.
The sun is dropping toward the marsh when he finally stops. His arms are tired. His back aches. Duke is asleep in the bow, paws twitching in some dog dream of his own.
He stows the rods. Starts the motor. Turns the boat toward home.
The dream doesn't surface again until he's halfway back. Then it rises, unbidden, the colors, the stillness, the stranger's voice, and he realizes he hasn't thought about it for hours. The fishing pushed it down. The work of the body silenced the noise of the mind.
But it's still there. Waiting.
He wonders if it will come again tonight.
He's afraid of it. And he wants it.
* * *
The dock appears ahead, the house rising behind it, the familiar shape of home. He brings the boat in slowly, cuts the motor, lets the momentum carry him the last few feet. Duke wakes and jumps onto the dock before the boat has fully stopped, shaking himself, ready for dinner.
He ties the lines. Unloads the cooler with the three reds inside. Carries it to the fish cleaning table at the end of the dock: the weathered wooden surface he's used for twenty years, the same knife, the same hose, the same motions.
He lays out the first fish and begins.
The knife moves without thought. Scale, gut, fillet, flip, repeat. The work of hands that know what they're doing. The bay stretches out beside him, golden now in the late light, the sun sitting low over the marsh. Duke lies at the end of the dock, watching the water, ears pricked for the sound of mullet jumping.
He's halfway through the second fish when he hears her footsteps.
He doesn't look up. He knows the rhythm of her walk on these boards: the particular sound of her shoes, the pace of her stride. She's been home for a while, probably. Watching from the house. Waiting to see if he'd come inside.
She stops beside the cleaning table. He glances up just long enough to see her taking in the scene: the fish, the knife, his hands working, the evidence of a full day on the water.
"Three reds," she says. There's warmth in her voice, but something else too. "Looks like someone had a productive day."
He allows himself a small smile. "Thought I'd clean them for dinner."
She doesn't say anything for a moment. He keeps working: the knife, the flesh, the neat fillets piling up on the board.
"You know we have a freezer full already."
She says it lightly. Lovingly, even. But the truth is there, underneath: they have plenty of fish. They didn't need more. They needed something else.
He nods without answering. Starts on the third fish.
The silence stretches. The water laps at the dock pilings. A gull cries somewhere over the marsh.
"How's the outline coming?"
He feels the question land in his chest. His hands keep moving: the knife, the scales, the familiar work. But slower now. Distracted.
He doesn't look up.
He doesn't answer.
The silence holds. He can feel her watching him, waiting. The question hanging in the air between them like something fragile, something that will break if either of them touches it.
She doesn't push. Not yet. She knows him too well for that.
But she knows. He can feel it. She knows he didn't write. Knows he fled. Knows something is wrong that he's not telling her.
"Dinner in an hour?" she finally says, her voice careful.
He nods.
She stands there a moment longer. Then her hand touches his shoulder, a brief, light pressure, and she turns and walks back toward the house.
He listens to her footsteps fade. The screen door opens and closes.
He's alone again.
He finishes the last fish. Rinses the fillets. Coils the hose. Wipes down the knife.
The sun touches the marsh and begins






