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Chapter 1

	Charlotte stared out the bus window as it sped past sumac trees and weeds as tall as a man’s waist, all swaying in the afternoon breeze. She’d been to visit her grandparents in Rocky Harbor, a small village on Cape Ann, many times before, but this was the first time she was going alone.

	Charlotte lived in a worn-out factory town in central Massachusetts, in a sagging duplex with her father and older brother, Charles. Mr. Clark, the principal at Charlotte’s school, had sent home a note the week before, during the last week of school, recommending that she attend a summer program for kids who have trouble with math. She’d barely made it out of the seventh grade because of her D- average in pre-algebra.

	Charlotte’s father said Mr. Clark should mind his own business. Instead of filling out the registration form, he bought Charlotte a bus ticket.

	Charlotte felt a tap on her shoulder. A woman about her grandmother’s age had taken the seat beside her. Her auburn hair, streaked with gray, was pulled into a bun held in place with a wooden comb.

	“I’ll bet you’re Ben and Ava’s granddaughter,” the woman said.

	Charlotte nodded.

	“I’m Marie Bouchard. I used to teach third grade at Rocky Harbor Elementary. Your father was one of my students.”

	Surprised, Charlotte said, “Nice to meet you.”

	Mrs. Bouchard leaned down and pulled two knitting needles and a skein of sky-blue yarn from a canvas bag at her feet. “I make hats for the newborns at Cape Ann Hospital. Keeps me busy now that I’m retired.”

	Charlotte watched as the shiny needles flashed. After a few minutes, a circle—what would become the top of a baby’s hat— began to form.

	“How did you learn to do that?” Charlotte’s mother could barely sew a button.

	“I’ve been knitting since I was younger than you are,” said Mrs. Bouchard “My mother taught me. Would you like to try?”

	Mrs. Bouchard reached into her bag and pulled out another set of needles. Placing them in Charlotte’s hands, she said, “Hold them like this. Don’t bend your thumb.”

	They were heavy and awkward. Charlotte struggled to get her yarn to do anything even close to what Mrs. Bouchard’s was doing. “I don’t think I can do it,” she said finally.

	“I hope you don’t give up on everything so quickly. I’ll tell you what. Next Tuesday my grandson is coming to stay with me. He’s about your age. Why don’t you come over and I’ll give you both a knitting lesson.”

	Charlotte pictured the three of them sitting out on the porch knitting baby hats. Maybe she should have tried harder to convince her father to let her stay home.

	When Mrs. Bouchard lifted her bag to place Charlotte’s yarn and needles back inside, something hard skittered onto the floor. Charlotte bent down to pick it up and found a small glass bottle the color of a sapphire lying beneath the seat in front of her.

	“What’s this?” she said.

	“Oh, that’s just something I use when I do story time at the library. It’s not the real thing, of course. But the little ones like to pass it around. I thought I’d lost it. I must have put it in my knitting bag by mistake. Has your grandmother told you the story of the blue bottle?”

	“I don’t think so,” said Charlotte.

	Mrs. Bouchard arched her eyebrows. “Well, I think it’s time you heard it, especially since you’ll be in Rocky Harbor for a while.”

	She set her knitting in her lap and began to tell Charlotte the story:

	“Sometime in the late 1700s, a woman named Ruth Smith lived in a cottage at the edge of Gertrude’s Cove. Back in those days Rocky Harbor was just a small fishing village and the town didn’t have a doctor.

	“Because Ruth wasn’t married and had no children, she took care of people in town as a way to support herself. She knew everything there was to know about herbal medicines and the sorts of cures that come from the sea. She delivered all Rocky Harbor’s babies, and some in nearby towns, too. Her ability to cure the sick was regarded by some as miraculous – and by others as a bit sinister. Some of the ladies in the village whispered that Ruth was a witch.

	“Ruth’s people, some used to say, were from an ancient line. Not from Europe like most of the townspeople’s ancestors, but from the sea itself. Ruth’s forebears were believed to be those creatures, half human and half fish, that lived beneath the cove. “One day, when Ruth was still quite young, she was sent to care for an elderly woman who’d had a terrible fall. Her house was deep in the woods, down a narrow path and away from the main part of the village.

	“This woman was the oldest person Ruth had ever seen. Her skin was nearly translucent, her legs as thin as a bird’s. Her pale blue eyes had a dullness to them as she sat in a high-backed wooden chair, wrapped in a woolen shawl in spite of the summer heat.

	“An old fisherman told Ruth that this woman had magical powers. He said when he was young, he had seen her change into a mermaid. She could talk to the creatures of the sea and the birds in the air and make them do her bidding.

	“But on that day all Ruth saw was a withered woman with a puff of white hair who needed her help. An enormous bruise had formed on her left temple and her leg was badly cut.

	“At first the woman said nothing as Ruth cleaned and wrapped the wound on her leg, but when Ruth had finished and was heating water over the fire to make tea, the woman, whose name no one is sure of today, began to talk.

	“The story she told Ruth was even older than the woman herself:

	“ ‘Once there was an English sea captain named Jonathan Goode who specialized in transporting merchants’ wares between Rotterdam and Boston. The year was 1624 and Goode had taken on cargo from Rome for a good price, much more than such a load would normally bring. At first, the captain was glad of his good fortune – and it was true that he was known among sailing men for his good luck. But soon before his ship, the Gertrude Chance, was to set sail, Captain Goode began to hear ominous talk among his crew.

	“ ‘The ship’s cargo, the men said, was cursed. It had been stolen from an ancient temple to Oceanus, the god of the sea. Within the wooden crates lying below deck were golden urns and pots, glittering trinkets of all kinds, and great marble carvings of dolphins and octopus that even a very rich man would consider himself lucky to have. But the most captivating treasure of all, packed in a crate all its own, was a small bottle made of blue glass. About the size of a man’s pocket watch, the bottle was said to hold within it all the power of the seas.

	“ ‘The blue bottle, it was said, had been the cause of a battle between Oceanus and his brother, Mortimer.

	“ ‘Once Oceanus and Mortimer had ruled the seas together, sharing the bottle’s power, but Mortimer grew tired of always conferring with his brother. He wanted to rule the oceans on his own. So he stole the bottle and hid it from Oceanus at the very end of the earth, in a cave at the bottom of the sea.

	“ ‘When Oceanus discovered what his brother had done, he sent every creature in the sea to search for him, and when he was found, Oceanus demanded Mortimer return the bottle at once. Mortimer refused, and the two brothers became locked in combat. “ ‘For eleven days and eleven nights their fighting churned up the sea, creating tempests and tidal waves. On the twelfth day,

	Oceanus defeated his brother, banishing Mortimer to live forever in darkness at the bottom of the sea.

	“ ‘Oceanus instructed his priests to build a temple on the shore of the Mediterranean, high on a hill. There he would keep the blue bottle, protecting it on dry land where Mortimer would never be able to reach it. He put a curse on anyone, god or man, who dared to take it from that place.

	“ ‘After hearing all this, Captain Goode became uneasy. A few of his best sailors resigned rather than cross the ocean with the blue bottle on board. But in the end Goode had a contract to fulfill and Gertrude Chance set sail.

	“ ‘Goode’s voyage across the Atlantic proved uneventful, putting him in a good mood on the morning of May fifteenth when he rounded the coast of Cape Ann, his ship less than a day’s sail from Boston Harbor.

	“ ‘But as Gertrude Chance came within sight of land, the weather began to turn. The sky turned from soft blue to the color of a pewter tray. The air grew cold and the wind from the southwest began to gust with all the might of the Devil.

	“ ‘Goode ordered his men to haul down the top sail, spotting a small cove off the ship’s port side. The captain pulled at the wheel with all his strength as the angry sea washed over the deck. The crew clung to the rigging, terrified.

	“ ‘In what seemed to be a miracle, Gertrude Chance cleared the towering rocks and came to rest in calm water, her sailors falling to the deck in relief.

	“ ‘But just as the men had begun to right themselves an enormous vortex formed before the bow. Twice the diameter of the ship, the whirlpool spun faster and faster, creating a roar so thunderous that the men had to shout to be heard.

	“ ‘Seeing what was about to happen, a young seaman named Boyd Morgan scurried down the ladder into the hold. Grabbing an axe, he smashed the oak crate containing the blue bottle. He slipped the treasure into his pocket and climbed back to the top deck. Amidst the terrible screams from the other men, Morgan launched himself off the stern.

	“ ‘The next thing Morgan knew, he was sprawled on the rocks lining the shore. Gertrude Chance was gone. The cove was as smooth as glass.

	“ ‘A young girl sat beside him, her blonde hair wrapped around her bare waist. Her face was the color of milk, her cheeks as lovely as a baby’s. The blue bottle rested in the palm of her hand.

	“ ‘Morgan tried to sit up but the girl, who was much stronger than she looked, placed her hand against his chest and pushed him down. It was then Morgan noticed that instead of legs the girl had a fish’s tail. He screamed, but no men were left alive to hear him. “ ‘The girl pressed the bottle into Morgan’s palm and told him he must hide it on dry land, where she was unable to go.

	“ ‘Morgan hid the bottle as the mermaid instructed, drawing a map to mark the spot. When he was finished, he sat down on a rock overlooking the water.

	“ ‘An old man wearing the tattered oil clothes of a fisherman appeared on shore. Having thought he was alone, Morgan was glad to see him.

	“ ‘Your people have taken the blue bottle from my temple,’ the fisherman said. ‘But because you have proved honorable and have hidden the bottle where it will be safe from my brother, I will give you a reward. Tell me what you wish for and it shall be yours.’

	“ ‘Morgan knew then that this was not a fisherman but Oceanus himself. He got down on his knees.

	“ ‘Because he was very much alone, Morgan said, “My wish is for a village, full of people and good boats where I might make a living from the sea and have a wife and children to carry on my name.’

	“ ‘Not accustomed to such modest requests, the old fisherman nodded. “ ‘Very well. In three days’ time a ship will land in this cove carrying passengers from England. Together, you will build a village. You will have strong boats and catch many fish. The creatures that live here, the sea people who are my children, will watch over and care for you.

	“ ‘But the blue bottle’s fate will forever be tied to your village. As long as the bottle is well cared for and kept out of Mortimer’s hands you will prosper. But if Mortimer should ever come to possess the bottle your village will be taken by the sea.’ ”

	“ ‘This sounded fair to Morgan, so he agreed and thanked the fisherman. Within a year, the village of Rocky Harbor was built, complete with a church and schoolhouse.

	“ ‘Morgan named the cove Gertrude after his ill-fated ship. He told no one where he had hidden the bottle, and kept the map he made of its location safely hidden. And it was in this way that Rocky Harbor became a thriving and civilized settlement.’

	“When the old woman had finished telling the story to Ruth she opened a wooden box, its lid and sides painted with strange symbols. She removed a yellowed square of parchment and handed the paper to Ruth.

	“ ‘Your people were once the same as mine,’ ” she said, “ ‘so I know you can be trusted.’ ”

	“Ruth looked at the worn document and knew immediately it was Boyd Morgan’s map. She hurried home and wrote down the story the old woman had told her, exactly as it had been said. She hid the map carefully, telling no one what had happened that day. “Early the following morning, Ruth was woken by a boy from the village banging on her door. Thinking someone was ill, Ruth hurried to answer. But the boy handed her a note from Reverend Brown. The old woman had died during the night.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Charlotte’s bus pulled up to the Market Basket plaza in Rocky Harbor and with a rush of air from the brakes came to a stop. Her grandparents were waiting for her on the sidewalk. Gram wore knee-length khaki shorts and a sleeveless blouse with a pink flower design. Her reading glasses dangled from a chain around her neck.

	Grandpa stood with a rolled-up newspaper tucked under his arm. His dress pants (the only kind he ever wore) were the color of a pine forest. Part of his Navy tattoo, a ship’s anchor faded from decades of working on a lobster boat, peeked out from beneath his left sleeve.

	Charlotte’s grandmother gave her a big squeeze. She smelled just the way Charlotte remembered: a combination of baby powder, coffee and roses. “You’ve gotten so big,” she said after Charlotte pulled away. “And so pretty. Isn’t she pretty, Ben?”

	“Of course, she’s pretty,” said her grandfather, shifting his newspaper. “Charlotte, show me which bags are yours and I’ll put them in the car.”

	Charlotte’s grandparents drove a 1989 Buick Regal the color of a fire engine. Charlotte had been riding in it since she was born, and it was still the biggest car she had ever seen. Its bench seats were covered in soft gray fabric that felt like the skin of a peach. And when you sat down, they swallowed you up like an old living room sofa.

	Her grandfather put Charlotte’s bags in the trunk. Then he climbed into the driver’s seat and turned up the air conditioning. “Hot one today,” he said.

	Rocky Harbor hadn’t changed much since Charlotte had been there at Thanksgiving. Except now the downtown sidewalks were crammed with people.

	Every summer thousands of tourists came to Rocky Harbor to swim at Wampannuck Beach and visit the boutiques and restaurants downtown. On White Pier, where the fishermen moored their boats, people chartered fishing trips and rented the colorful kayaks that could be seen darting around the harbor all summer long.

	Traffic moved slowly. As the old Buick sat idling at the light near the pier, Charlotte’s grandmother said, “There’s a new shop over there on the right: Ocean Brothers’ Antiques. It opened about a month ago. The owner is from England.”

	As they continued on, suddenly something swift and dark ran out in front of the car. Grandpa slammed on the brakes. Lying in the street, Charlotte saw a black, uneven lump, most certainly an animal. She was sure they’d hit a dog. She jumped out of the car with her grandfather right behind her.

	Whatever they’d hit, Charlotte could see right away it wasn’t a dog. It wasn’t like any animal she had ever seen. Its skin was shiny and wet like a seal’s. Its eyes, flat discs the color of mustard, were sunken into the sides of its head. A dark liquid pooled beneath the unfortunate creature, which, clearly, was dead. The animal gave off an unbearable stench that made Charlotte pull the collar of her T-shirt over her nose.

	After a few minutes a police car arrived. The traffic on Water Street was backed up all the way to Gertrude’s Cove.

	“What’s the trouble?” A young policeman with a dark crew cut stepped out of the cruiser.

	“Hit some kind of animal,” said Grandpa. “Came out of nowhere. I don’t even know what it is.”

	The officer crouched down to get a closer look. He stood up quickly, gagging from the fishy smell. “Got me. Doesn’t look like someone’s pet, though. Don’t worry about it, sir. I’ll call animal control and have it removed.”

	Charlotte’s grandparents’ house looked exactly the way it always had. A mint-colored Victorian, the house had been built right at the edge of Gertrude’s Cove, its backyard sloping down to the shoreline. In front of the house were Gram’s rosebushes, all of them in full bloom. When Charlotte opened the car door, the sweet scent of the flowers rushed in on a wave of warm air.

	Inside, the house was cool. The shades were drawn. A huge window-unit air conditioner labored away in the parlor.

	“Why don’t you put your things up in your room, Charlotte,” said Gram, who had begun to empty the dishwasher the moment they came through the door. “Then come down for some lemonade. I just made it this morning.”

	The room where Charlotte slept was on the third floor of the house, in what used to be the attic before it was remodeled in the early 1900s. The house had been in her grandfather’s family for almost 200 years and the story went that her great-grandmother had had the room finished so that she could rent it to bachelor fishermen.

	At one end of the oblong space was a double bed covered in a bright patchwork quilt. An oak rocking chair was positioned in front of the window on the opposite side of the room. A modest writing desk was tucked beside the bed. On the bedside table was a telephone. Charlotte held the receiver to her ear to check for a dial tone. Gram must have had the phone installed since the last time she’d visited.

	Sitting in the rocking chair, Charlotte could see out the window past Gertrude’s Cove, all the way out to the open ocean. The water was dotted with boats: yachts and sailboats and the square-hulled wooden lobster boats Rocky Harbor was known for. If she looked carefully, Charlotte could just make out the thin, dark line to the left of the cove that was White Pier.

	Back downstairs, Gram had set a glass of cold lemonade on the kitchen counter along with three sugar cookies on a small plate. Next to them was a paper napkin folded in half to form a triangle. Grandpa was on the telephone.

	“Ethan, I don’t give a damn what grade Charles is going into, a boy that age isn’t old enough to be left alone for an entire weekend. You know the kind of trouble a kid that age can get into. I shouldn’t even have to tell you … stop being so selfish. For God’s sake, think about what’s best for your kids—for once.”

	He was talking to her father.

	“I just called to tell you that Charlotte got here safe, not to get into an argument—I’ve got half a mind to have you send her brother up here, too. It would do the boy some good to get out on the boat. Do some real work. Then you and that barfly girlfriend of yours can do whatever the hell you want.”

	Charlotte didn’t want to hear it. She took her lemonade and cookies outside and sat on the porch swing, her feet barely touching the floorboards. A pair of black-backed gulls landed on the grass a few feet away. The birds looked sideways at Charlotte, their red, glassy eyes focused on the cookies.

	“I don’t think so,” said Charlotte. “These are mine. Get your own. Scoot!”

	She jumped out of her seat to scare away the birds but they merely stepped back a few feet and continued to stare.

	When she’d finished, Charlotte walked to the rear of the house. Beside Grandpa’s work shed, stacked four high and three across, was a pile of wire lobster traps waiting to be repaired. Beside the traps, a mountain of lobster buoys waited to be repainted with the Hale family’s signature yellow-and-red stripe design. Grandpa saved that kind of work for the winter, when fishing was slower.

	Ben Hale had been a lobsterman since he was fourteen years old, when he’d learned the trade from his father. Back then they used to haul the traps up by hand. There were no electric winches on the old boats. According to Gram, in those days you could tell which lobstermen worked the hardest by the muscles in their arms. Her grandfather had had the biggest biceps in Rocky Harbor.

	Charlotte’s father fished for a while when he was younger. But after he and her mother got married, they moved out to the central part of the state so that her mother could live closer to her own family. Her father took a job driving a forklift for a gardening supply company, moving pallets of potting soil and fertilizer onto the trucks that would deliver them to big box hardware stores.

	After her parents got divorced, Grandpa wanted her father to move back to Rocky Harbor with her and Charles. He was getting older, and he wanted to leave his boat and his business to someone in the family. But her father insisted he didn’t want to be a lobsterman.

	Charlotte walked down to the shoreline. It was nearly high tide
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