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      The old chestnut tree was dying.

      Dying fast.

      Sanah shivered, standing under it, her right hand up on one of the low branches. The bark was rough. Light gray and patchy and knobby, as if someone had run along with a dip pen and drawn ink in jagged lines, cutting at the same moment. Tattooing the tree with a maze of crisscross boxes the size of her thumbnail. The work of a lifetime.

      Patches of green lichen clung in places. Where old branches had broken away. Just in the elbow crooks. Or armpits.

      The tree stood at least thirty feet tall, towering over her. Gnarled and twisted, doing the best it could in the stony soil.

      The smell was rich and thick. Organic and earthy, but also fruity. There were chestnuts now too. A few of the branches were laden, but too many had poor crops, with chestnut runts. Tiny and shriveled before they'd even come to maturity. Some branches were completely barren.

      The chestnuts themselves were bright green and spiky. Like little hanging sea urchins.

      Soft and fleshy, with the hardening nut inside.

      The tree's leaves shuffled in a light breeze. It ran up the grassy slope below, from the edge of the bay.

      An elegant curve over a mile across, the bay's black sands sat like a smile, between the chin of the hill and the flat face of the endless ocean.

      Farther out there were boats, rocking in the swell. Lean white things, with low transoms and flat bottoms, like slivers of giant eggshell.

      Sanah leaned against the trunk. The roughest bark. It dug and jabbed into her back. It was all right. There was comfort in something so old and rugged. Standing here on the headland, somehow weathering the salt and storms. Hanging on for so long.

      It was centuries old now. Of course it was dying.

      Everything died.

      Sanah closed her eyes. Tried to be in the moment.

      She was wearing denim dungarees. Loose and comfortable. Under the straps and front bib, she had a cotton shirt, and on her feet a pair of her grandfather's ancient leather sandals. Easy, casual clothes, though not quite warm enough in the chill.

      The sandals were made, he'd told her when she was a kid, from the hide of a walrus that had been injured and lost and had died right here on the shore.

      In the animal's last moments, her grandfather, barely an adult then, had sat with it to give it comfort.

      Lying on its side, the walrus had lifted one flipper and tapped Grandpa on his shoulder. Pulled him close.

      “You know,” he'd told her, “those things weigh a few tons. Five thousand pounds. If it had rolled on me, well, I would have been smooshed right down into the sand. I never would have gotten out.”

      He'd told the story often. And with each telling he'd used his hands. His left hand with the fingers pressed together, his thumb set in the valley between his index and pinky. With his right index finger held out, lying on a table or the ground or a rock, he would place his left hand and roll it onto the hapless single finger.

      “This hand's the walrus and this finger is me,” he would say.

      Even when she was young, she'd understood that.

      “But I had to trust it,” he'd said. “Had to believe that it accepted that death was near and that I was offering all I could. Company. Comfort. A continuation of sorts.”

      Sanah had heard the story so many times along her way growing up. Each time it struck her differently. Four years old, and she had been wide-eyed and stunned. She'd never seen a walrus, let alone a picture of one, so she imagined it like some kind of sea monster. Dwarfing Grandpa, with giant tusks that could have torn him apart and an enormous blubbery body that could charge along the beach like some huge, super-powered slug. A giant slug with tusks.

      Terrifying.

      Closer to ten, she'd been revolted by how Grandpa and a couple of the others from the village had returned with blades and buckets and sliced the poor dead creature's carcass into convenient pieces. They'd taken everything. The pelt, the blubber, the meat and the bones. The brains and eyeballs had gone into a soup with turnips and chives and other vegetables.

      Sanah still shuddered at the thought.

      As a teenager, she'd kind of admired the practicality of it. The bones had been carved into toys and scrimshaw for passing tourist boats. The skin had made numerous jackets and pairs shoes that seemed to last and last.

      Perhaps that's what he'd meant by a continuation. Its death brought materials to the village.

      “The secret to leather,” her grandfather had told her, “is in the preparation. The tanning. You need the salt out and the preservatives in. We worked very hard to get that right.”

      As an adult, she'd found herself more pragmatic. The village had some lean years. They were very isolated, thousands of miles across the ocean from any towns of note. Four hundred people lived on the whole island. Barren and windswept in places, jagged and harsh in others. There were lush valleys with gorgeous waterfalls and deep pools filled with darting orange fish. Two mountain peaks that collected thick snow through winter. Cliffs and soft, sandy bays. Fields and vegetable plots. Wild goats that were extraordinarily elusive.

      She missed him.

      Three days since his passing and she found herself drawn back to this place, under the dying chestnut tree. Wearing his sandals. With her goatskin satchel and sketchbook.

      The place they'd shared so much. After Sanah's parents had drowned, she and Grandpa were left just with each other.

      And now, here she was, left with just herself.

      She adjusted the satchel and maneuvered down the trunk, to sit on the damp grass where she could still lean back.

      Getting out her fine soft-bound sketchbook and array of pencils, she stared out over the undulating ocean.

      A white wide-winged gull glided along, wing tips just grazing the surface.

      Sanah flipped open the sketchbook, and saw it wasn't her sketchbook at all. It was another book.

      The same kind. A Hornsble, brought over from the mainland on one of the trading vessels that plied the waters. They brought tools and soda pop, clothing and spare parts for sewing machines, news of the world and lots of beer. All kinds of things that made life on Chea Island just a little easier.

      Fifty stiff pages, the size of a regular book, but without her scratchings and sketches.

      Instead, there were jottings and notes.

      From Grandpa.
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      High up in the chestnut tree, a finch called. A shrill piercing sound. Tens of thousands of finches lived on the island. They pecked insects from the vegetables and took dust baths in potholes on the roads. Mated freely and often on the branches of a thick fig tree right outside Sanah's window.

      Grandpa used to take his little alcohol-fueled tri-wheeler and potter around the island's rough roads. Back in the day, which was one of his favorite expressions, there had been thousands of people living all across the two hundred square miles of it. To the north lay abandoned towns and farms, slowly returning to forest and prairie and meadows. The south, their home, had always been sparsely populated.

      The first page of Sanah's substituted notebook was blank, but the second page was filled with Grandpa's rough and cluttered script.

      My dearest Sanah, he wrote.

      You probably wonder why I did this. It possibly even feels very sneaky to you.

      Yes, very sneaky. But Sanah smiled. She looked out across the ocean again. Far off, near the horizon, a speck of a ship was gliding along.

      She looked back at the sketchbook. Hundreds of words.

      She rifled through the pages.

      He'd filled every one. Even onto the backs of the sheets, which was kind of no way to treat a sketchbook. Hundreds of words on a page. Thousands upon thousands of words.

      A book in itself.

      A chill ran through her. Speaking to her from the other side. From beyond the grave, they would say.

      “No fair,” she said. “I can't answer you back.”

      She read on.

      I'm leaving the village soon, I think. Traveling to other places and meeting old friends. I write this while I still can. I will have Jean pass this on to you.

      Secretly.

      Sanah had to stop again. She took a breath. It was as if he was at her shoulder. Reading the words aloud to her in his soft but sometimes gruff voice.

      If she had to take a breath and collect herself every few words, it would take her days to get through it all. Years.

      “You tricked me,” she said. Was that all right?

      Sanah, I'm sure you even think that this is unfair. That you can't answer me.

      But you can. Of course. In your drawer there's another sketchbook. You can write to me there. Write everything you want.

      Tell me all the things you couldn't tell me. They won't matter now, though they never did.

      Sanah had to stop reading again.

      There was only the one thing.
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