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​The Lichen on His Name

The tide had gone slack. That breathless minute when the water forgets which way to pull. Calla Niemi knelt in the wet grass above the harbor and went to work on a dead man's name.

The wire brush bit into the stone. Green came away in flakes. Lichen always found the deep cuts first. The letters. The dates. The places where grief had pressed hardest.

She worked the brush along the C. Then the O. Slow. Careful. The granite was blue in the morning light. Blue grey, the way the bay went just before rain.

Cormac. That was the name under her hands. She had cut it herself.

Most people did not cut their own husband's headstone. Most people called someone like her. Paid the deposit. Picked a font from a laminated sheet. Cried a little in the shop and went home and let the stonecutter carry the weight of the carving. But Calla made the stones. So Calla made his.

She remembered the weight of the chisel that day. The way her wrist had not shaken once. People thought grief made your hands tremble. It did not. Grief made them steady. Grief made them quiet. It was the after that shook you, weeks after, in the dark, when the work was done and there was nothing left to hold.

The brush caught on the date. She stopped. Her thumb found the carved numbers without looking. The day the storm took him. The day after the cannery burned.

"Three seasons," she said to no one. To the stone. To the gulls.

Three crab seasons since the water took him. She had marked them the way the harbor marked them. Not in months. Not in years. In tides and catches. The first season after, the boats had come back light, and the town had blamed the storms. The second, the prices had been good and the bar had been loud, and she had hated the loudness. The third had just ended, the pots stacked on the docks for mending, and here she was again, on the hill, scrubbing a dead man clean.

The brush moved. Brush. Wipe. Breathe. There was a rhythm to it she could fall into the way she fell into the saw. The diamond saw down in the shop could cut a slab in minutes, screaming through granite like the stone was butter. But this part, the cleaning, the keeping, she did by hand. Slow as the tide. A machine could cut a name. Only a hand could tend one.

From the hill she could see the whole harbor. The pilings, black and slick at the low water. The boats, leaning on their lines. The grey teeth of the jetty where he had gone under. The cannery, or what the fire had left of it, a burned spine of timber the town had never quite torn down. And above all of it the cemetery, on the hill, where her shop sat too. One sightline. The place he drowned. The place she buried him. She could hold both in one look.

Some mornings that felt like a cruelty. A thing the hill did to her on purpose. Some mornings it felt like the only honest thing left in Quillhaven, the two facts of her life laid out plain, the water below and the grave above, and nothing pretending to be other than it was.

A boat horn sounded down in the bay. Low. Mournful. The ferry, coming in late, the way it always came in late in the off season when the schedule went soft.

Calla dipped the brush in the bucket. Wrung it out. The water ran grey down her wrist, granite dust and lichen and three seasons of weather. She went back to the stone.

The thing about stone was that it did not lie. You cut a thing into granite and it stayed cut. It did not change its mind in the night. It did not love you in the spring and leave you by the autumn. A name in stone was a promise that kept itself. That was why she had chosen the trade, though she had never said so out loud, not even to her grandfather who taught it to her. In a town that ran on weather and luck and the moods of the sea, where a man could go out on a calm morning and not come back, she had wanted to make the one thing that held.

She had carved a thousand names for other people's grief. The Halloran bench. The Vesterly twins, both at once, that hard winter. Old men off the boats. Children, twice, which she did not let herself think about. A thousand names, and she had kept her hands steady through every one of them.

His was the only one she could not stop touching.

Her knees ached. The grass had soaked through her trousers and she had not noticed until now, the cold of it reaching the bone. She did not move. There was a comfort in the ache. It was honest. It was the body paying its small daily tax for the keeping of the dead.

She thought about the casket. She tried not to. But the hill did this to her. Dragged it up. The box had come up too light when the brothers lifted it. Light as a thing with nothing in it. She had asked to carry it, had taken a corner against all their wishes, a widow does not carry, and the box had risen under her hand like a hat box, like a thing made of paper and air. She had told herself grief had made her strong. That love had put iron in her back.

"Stop," she said. Out loud. To herself this time. Her own voice came back flat off the wet stones around her.

The brush moved again. Green flaked away from the date and the numbers came clean and sharp, the cuts she had made herself, deep and true, the way her grandfather taught. Measure twice. Cut once. Because forever does not forgive.

She had nearly finished the date when the wind shifted. It came off the water now instead of off the land, and it carried the harbor up to her. Diesel. Salt. The rot of weed on the low pilings. The smell of the place she had lived her whole life. She breathed it in without meaning to and let it out slowly.

Below her, on the harbor road, a truck moved. She did not look up. Trucks moved. It was a working harbor, even in the off season, even at slack tide. There were always trucks, always a man going down to check his lines or haul a pot up for mending.

She rinsed the brush a last time. Sat back on her heels to look at her work. The stone was clean now, blue and true in the thin light, his name sharp, the false dates sharp, the whole lie of it gleaming like the truth. She did not know yet that they were false. That morning she still believed every cut she had made.

Then she heard them. Boots. On the gravel path behind her. Heavy. Slow. Coming up the hill from the road.

She did not turn. "You're early," she said. "I told you nine."

Birdie was always early. Birdie was always loud about being early, too, full of the bus or the truck or whatever had nearly made her late instead.

The boots stopped. Close. Too close. And Birdie did not say a word.

That was wrong. Birdie did not own silence. Birdie filled rooms with talk the way the tide filled the flats, without trying, just by being what she was. A silent Birdie was a thing that had never once happened in the years they had worked side by side.

The hair on Calla's arms stood up under her wet sleeves. The gulls had gone quiet too. Even the water seemed to hold its breath. Slack tide. That dead minute. The current stopped, deciding which way to pull.

Her hand tightened on the brush.

She turned on her knee. Looked up. And the morning broke in half.

A man stood over the grave. Weathered. Bearded. Bigger than the gravel path had any right to hold. The light was behind him, so for a breath he was only a shape against the white sky. But she knew the shape. She had slept against it for years. She had carved it into stone.

"No," Calla said.

Not a scream. Not a sob. Just the word. Flat. Final. The word you say to a dog that has done a thing it knows is wrong.

Cormac looked down at his own headstone. At the clean blue granite. At his name. At the dates. Then at her. His face had three more seasons on it than it should have. Lines the weather up the coast had cut. A scar over one eyebrow that had not been there the last morning she kissed it. But the eyes were his. Grey as the bay before rain.

"Calla," he said. He said her name the way a man pays out money he cannot spare.

She got to her feet. Slow. The wet grass dragged at her trousers. The brush was still in her fist. The bucket tipped over against her boot and bled grey water into the grass, and neither of them looked at it.

"You're dead," Calla said. "I cut the stone."

"I know."

"I cut the stone." She heard her own voice climb and dragged it back down by main force. "I picked the granite. I drove to the quarry myself and put my hand on three slabs before I chose this one. I sanded the face. I set the dates. With these hands. With my own two hands."

"Calla."

"Don't." She said it the way she had said no. "Don't stand on my hill and say my name like it's yours to say."

He took a step toward her. Just one. Up the slope, over the wet grass, closer to the grave with his name on it.

It was the wrong move.

Her hand went to her belt. The chisel was there. The chisel was always there, on her hip where another woman might keep a phone, the worn handle warm from her body. She did not think. The body that had carved his name did the work now, faster than thought, and she swung.

The flat of the chisel caught his cheekbone. Then the edge bit. He turned his head with it at the last instant, took the steel on the side of his face instead of in the eye, and a line opened along his cheek, clean and sudden. Red welled up dark and ran down into his beard.

He did not raise a hand against her. He did not even step back. He stood there on the slope above his own grave and bled.

Calla stared at the blood. Bright. Real. Running down a dead man's face into a dead man's beard.

"You bleed," she whispered.

"Yeah."

"You bleed." Louder now. Her whole body had begun to shake, the after shake, the one grief had been saving for three seasons. The brush dropped from her other hand into the grass. "You let me bury an empty box. You let me carry it down the aisle. You let me cut your name into rock and you were breathing the whole time, somewhere, breathing."

"I can explain the box."

"Don't." The chisel was still up between them, her knuckles white on the handle. "Don't you dare stand here and explain the box. There is no shape of words that makes the box all right."

He breathed. The cut dripped off his jaw onto the collar of a coat she did not recognize. A heavy canvas coat, salt stained, the kind a man wore on the water for work. Not club leather. Not his cut. The colors he had ridden under for half his life, gone, replaced by a stranger's coat.

"Calla," he said again, like her name was the only word he had brought up the hill. "There were things I had to do. People who were. There was a woman who."

He stopped.

He stopped on the word woman and the rest of it went back down his throat like a hook swallowed by mistake. She watched it happen. Watched a door open behind his eyes and slam in the same half second.

A woman who. There was a woman who.

The chisel did not waver in her hand. But something behind her ribs cracked clean through, quiet, the way slate splits along a hidden seam when you tap it just right, no warning, the break already there inside the stone before the hammer ever fell.

"A woman who what," Calla said.

Cormac's jaw worked. Blood and silence. The wind came up the hill and moved the wet grass and he said nothing.

"That's what I thought," Calla said.

She lowered the chisel. Slow. Wiped the flat of it on her thigh, his blood smearing grey red on the wet canvas of her trousers. She looked at him one more time, the weathered face, the scar that was new, the cut that was hers, the coat that belonged to some other life. Then she stepped around him. Around the grave. Around the whole impossible morning. And she started down the hill toward the shop.

She did not run. She would not give him that. A running woman is a woman undone, and she would not be undone in front of him, not on this hill, not over this man. She walked. Slow as the tide going out. One boot in front of the other down the wet grass.

And the dead man did not chase her.

That was the part that told her everything. A living husband chases. A living husband catches your arm and turns you and makes you hear him, says your name into your hair, will not let you walk. Cormac stood by his own headstone, bleeding, and let her go. Whatever he had become in those three lost seasons, whoever the man in the salvage coat was, he had lost the one thing a husband never loses, the right to follow. He knew it. She knew it. The not following said it louder than any word he had failed to say.

Behind her the gulls started up again, harsh over the water. The tide had finished deciding. Below, in the harbor, the current began to pull back out toward the jetty, toward the place he should have stayed, drawing the grey water off the flats and leaving them bare and shining in the thin light.

The shop smelled of stone dust and machine oil and the cold mineral breath of cut granite. Calla shut the door behind her and stood in it, her back against the wood, and let the smell hold her up.

Slabs leaned against the walls in their order. Granite. Marble. A half cut bench for old Mrs. Halloran, who had paid up front and would not live to read her own name on it. The big diamond saw squatted in the middle of the floor like a sleeping animal, its blade dull with dried slurry. Her grandfather's old hand tools hung on the far wall in their leather roll, oiled, kept, though she used the machines for most of the work now. The shop was the one place in the world that had never lied to her. Stone did what you told it. Stone stayed where you put it.

Calla walked to the saw. Put both hands flat on the cold steel housing. And did not turn it on.

Her hands wanted work. Work was the thing that had carried her through three seasons, the only thing, the saw screaming and the dust rising and her mind gone blessedly quiet behind the noise. But her hands were shaking now, the chisel hand worst, the one that had opened a dead man's face on the hill. She pressed both palms to the metal and waited for the cold to take the shake, the way she had waited a thousand mornings for the cold to take the grief.

It did not take. Not this time. The shake went all the way up her arms.

The bell over the front door jangled.

"Morning, morning, I know I'm late, the truck wouldn't turn over again." Birdie Kestler blew in like weather off the water, scarf half off her neck, two coffees in a cardboard tray held up like a prize. "That old beast needs a new starter. Or a funeral. You'd do me a nice stone, wouldn't you. Something with a truck on it and a rude word."

Calla did not turn around. Her hands stayed flat on the saw.

"Got the Halloran proof back from the family," Birdie went on, setting the tray down, peeling the scarf the rest of the way off, hanging her coat the way she hung it every morning, three seasons of the same small motions. "They want the lettering bigger. Course they do. Everybody wants Mum bigger in death than she ever was in life. Woman was four foot ten and meaner than the tide and now they want her name six inches tall." Birdie laughed at her own line, easy, the laugh that usually pulled a dry word out of Calla in return.

Calla said nothing. The shake had reached her shoulders.

"And the harbor's all stirred up this morning," Birdie said, prising the lid off her own coffee, blowing across it. "Some fella down by the slips. Not one of ours. Asking questions."

Calla's spine went straight against the saw.

"Asking what," Calla said. Her voice came out wrong. Thin. A stranger's voice in her own mouth.

Birdie shrugged, sorting the morning's invoices into their tray, not looking up, oblivious as a gull. "Old stuff. Club stuff. Years back stuff. The cannery, somebody said. Who's still around from the old Slackwater days. Like he had a list and was going down it, ticking names." She snorted. "Probably one of them true crime types. They love a dead biker and a burned cannery. Smells like a podcast."

The coffee. The lettering. The truck that would not start. Ordinary words. The most ordinary morning in the world, the same morning they had shared a thousand times across this shop. And every word of it landed on Calla now like a stone dropped from the top of the hill, because up that same hill, ten minutes ago, a man in a salvage coat had bled on his own grave, and down at the harbor a stranger was going down a list of names, and Calla did not believe in coincidence any more than she believed in forever.

"Cal." Birdie looked up at last, coffee halfway to her mouth. "You've gone the color of the marble. You eat anything today?"

"I'm fine."

"You're not. You've got that face. The funeral face. The one you wore that whole first winter." Birdie set her cup down and came around the bench, frowning now, the easy morning gone out of her. "And what's that on your leg? Cal. Is that blood?"

Calla looked down. His blood. Grey red, drying stiff into the canvas of her thigh where she had wiped the chisel.

"Cut myself on a slab," Calla said.

It came out smooth. That frightened her, how smooth the lie came, how her mouth made it without asking the rest of her. She had never been a liar. She made the true things, the dated things, the things that held. And here was a lie sliding out of her easy as water, on the first morning it was needed.

"On a slab," Birdie repeated. She did not believe it. Her whole face said she did not believe it. But Birdie had worked beside Calla through the worst season of her life, had minded the front desk while Calla fell apart in the back, had learned the exact shape of a door being closed in her face. "Okay," Birdie said quietly, after a moment. "On a slab." She set the second coffee down by Calla's hand, the one not pressed white knuckled to the saw. "It's here when you want it. It's the good kind. I splurged."

Calla nodded. Did not pick it up. "Mind the front. I need the back a minute."

"Cal."

"Mind the front, Birdie." Gentler than she felt. "Please."

Birdie looked at her a long moment, and whatever she saw in Calla's face stopped whatever she had meant to say. She nodded. Went back around the bench. Picked up the Halloran proof and the bigger lettering and the ordinary morning and carried it all back to the front of the shop, because that was what Birdie did. She minded the front. She had always minded the front.

Calla walked through to the back room.

The back room had no windows, just the cold and the rough stock and the cot she had slept on more nights than she would ever admit, the seasons she could not face the empty rooms upstairs. She kept the unfinished slabs there. The roughest stone. The leather roll of her grandfather's spare tools. The light was off.

But the room was not empty.

Cormac sat on the edge of the cot. Soaked through, the salvage coat dripping a dark pool onto her concrete floor. He had let himself in the back, the way he had always known the back way, the way a husband knows the rear door of his own life. The cut on his cheek had clotted dark, his own blood crusting into the grey of his beard. He looked up when the door opened, and he did not stand, and he did not speak first. He had learned that much, somewhere. He waited.

The shake came up Calla's spine again. She put it down. She had put down worse in this room.

"Get out of my shop," she said. Quiet, so it would not carry to the front, so Birdie would not hear. "Before I finish what the hill started."

"I can't," Cormac said.

"You can. You're good at leaving. You're the best I ever met. You went off that jetty and left clean as anything. So go. Go now, while there's still a door to go out of."

He looked up at her. And there was something in his face she had not seen on the hill, where there had been only blood and silence and the swallowed word. Not guilt. Fear. Cold and old and bone deep, the fear of a man who has heard a sound in the dark he hoped never to hear again.

"There's a man asking at the harbor," Cormac said.

Calla went still.

"You know about that," she said.

"I knew he'd come. I came back to get in front of it." Cormac wiped the dried blood from his jaw with the back of his hand, slow, like the gesture cost him. "Calla. Listen to me one time. Just once. Then throw me out if you still want to, and I'll go, I swear it. But listen first."

"You don't get to swear things in my shop."

"There's a reason I let you bury a box," he said, low and fast, getting it out before she could stop him. "There's a reason I went into the water. There's a reason I stayed gone three seasons instead of one. None of it's the reason you'll think. But the man at the harbor changes all of it. That's why I'm here. Not for you. Not yet. For what's coming."

"There's a woman," Calla said. The chisel was back in her hand. She did not remember drawing it. "You said it on the hill. You started to say it and you swallowed it. There's a woman who."

His jaw worked. The same as on the hill. Blood and silence.

"That too," he said finally. "That's its own grave. We'll dig it. I'll let you dig it all the way to the bottom, every inch, I won't stop you. But not first. Please. Not first."

"Then what's first." She hated that she asked. She hated the question the second it left her, hated that her mouth had handed him a thread to keep talking, hated that some part of her, three seasons starved, wanted him to keep talking, wanted the sound of his voice in this room again no matter what it carried.

Cormac stood. Slow, so she would not flinch, so the chisel would not come up again. He filled the small room the way he had filled the hill, the way he had filled every room she had ever put him in. Water ran off the salvage coat and pooled around his boots, black on the grey concrete.

"First is the man at the harbor," he said. His grey eyes held hers in the dark of the windowless room. "Because the second they know I'm breathing, the people who already mourned me start dying."

The cold of it went through her deeper than the wet grass had.

"Who's they," Calla said.

"Starting with you," Cormac said, as if he had not heard her, as if that was the only part that mattered. "The second they know I'm up out of the water, you're the first one they come for. Because you're the one they'd reach for to reach me. You always were."

Outside, down the hill, the tide finished going out. The water pulled back from the flats and left them bare and shining and dead still under the thin gold light. And somewhere in the harbor, down among the slips where the boats leaned on their lines, a stranger stood with a list of old names, going down it one at a time, ticking off the men who were left from the old Slackwater days.

Calla stood in the dark of the back room with the chisel in her hand and her dead husband dripping on her floor, and for the first time in three seasons of keeping the dead, she was afraid of the living.
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