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        Forþon him gelyfeð lyt, se þe ah lifes wyn,

        gebiden in burgum, bealosiþa hwon,

        wlonc on wingal, hu Ic werig oft

        in brimlade bidan sceolde.

        

        And so he little believes, he who possesses life’s joy,

        lives in the city, free from dangerous journeys,

        proud and merry with wine, how, weary, I have often had

      
        to survive in the sea-path.

        ‘THE SEAFARER’

      

      

      

      

      
        
        þæs ofereode, þisses swa mæg.

        

      
        As that passed away, so this may.

        ‘DEOR’
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            INTRODUCTION

          

          KIRSTYN MCDERMOTT

        

      

    

    
      I first met Lisa Hannett, the person, in the middle of a sweltering Brisbane summer in early 2009. I was there for the Aurealis Awards and she was attending Clarion South, a gruelling live-in writers bootcamp that ran over six weeks. In Brisbane. In summer. An endurance test in more ways than one. We sat opposite each other at the post-awards breakfast, along with another Clarion South attendee, Angela Slatter – who surely needs no introduction herself these days. The two of them regaled me with stories of their time at the bootcamp thus far, and I don’t think I imagined the thin edge of gleeful hysteria in their voices. They both wore colourful maxi-dresses bright enough to weary the eye of a mildly hungover Melbourne goth, and I have an equally vivid memory of Lisa explaining that they allowed themselves to procure such frocks on a weekly basis as a reward for making it through yet another seven days at Clarion South. I left Brisbane with the delightful certainty that it would not be the last I would hear of her.

      I properly met Lisa Hannett, the writer, some two years later via her remarkable debut collection, Bluegrass Symphony (2011). The stories she told in that book worked together to weave a cohesive, visceral world that smelled of the prairie and fresh-cut hay, of weather-worn leathers and chickenshit scraped from the heel of a boot. A world both brutal and beautiful, inhabited by shapeshifters, vampires, minotaurs, beauty queens, and the darkest kind of carnival magic. This is what Hannett does best. She imagines worlds just one step and a briefly held breath away from our own, and conjures them with such intense and deeply tactile verisimilitude, you turn from the page expecting – if you’re lucky, or if you’re really not – that you might be able to travel there someday yourself.

      It’s what she has done again here, with The Fortunate Isles.

      Welcome to Barradoon: a cold-climes harbour village, home to a rugged and resilient community, both close-knitted and simmering with the kind of tension that people living in each other’s pockets understand all too well. Life can be hard and bellies left to hunger at times, but the sea may also be relied upon to provide a bounty – either fished, netted and harpooned, or else raided from the decks of formidably crewed longboats. Oh, and there are harpies nesting in the cliff-faces. And hippocamps and sirens and kelpies and a fickle breed of fay folk referred to only as the young strangers. You’d best stay on their good side, those strangers. And mind their rules. Wait, did I mention the mermaids? There are mermaids, and then there are mermaids. You’ll see.

      Reading this collection is a deeply immersive experience. It approaches the form of a mosaic novel, such as Hannett delivered with Lament for the Afterlife (2015), with several recurring characters serving as touchstones, and subsequent stories often casting new light on previously chronicled events. The opening tale, “Gutted”, makes for an astonishing introduction that upends our expectations not once but twice in the first page, a warning shot across your bow. (Those mermaids, sheesh.) There is magic in the world of Barradoon as well, a ruthless sea-spun magic that threads its ambiguous, mutable way through the collection, binding the tales together. It is fickle and feral and, as Winnifletch, keeper of ravens and distiller of hex-juice, has learned: “It flies where it will” (“Ebbtide”). The same might be said for these stories. Go with them. Let their tides bear you in and out, knowing they will land you safely back on shore eventually. Probably. Possibly? For there’s a salt-laced melancholy to These Fortunate Isles, a bittersweet tone that’s equal parts delicious and traumatising. If there is a persistent refrain to the collection, it’s the warning that “The Honey Stomach” lays out, plain and simple: “In this life … you got to give if you want to receive. No matter where that leaves you. No matter the cost.” That cost can break a heart sometimes, or it can mend one. Or at least that’s the hope. That’s always the hope.

      The writing in these stories offers a masterclass in lyricism, poetry wrought in prose, but can also be direct and unflinching when needed. Like many of the women of Barradoon, Hannett knows how to wield a filleting knife with cunning and craft. Flutes, we are told, make for unsuitable funeral music as they sound like “last breaths blown through old bones” (“A Shot of Salt Water”). The ocean is home to “thick-thighed finners with sharks’ teeth in sweet lady faces and a white pointer’s appetite for blood” (“Shrithing Sandwards”). The women whose lives take them to sea for ten months come home with “oar-muscled arms” and ragged pants “storm-chewed at the hems”, their time away having “staved in their cheeks, chiselled the roundness from hips and breasts” and caused “blood-cracks" to split their smiles (“A Shot of Salt Water”). There are many more such lines I could lift from these pages, but I shall leave them for you to discover and delight in.

      But it’s the characters – the people, fully rounded and so well-fleshed you might continue to hear their whispers long after you’ve turned the final page – where this collection really shines. Winnifletch and her daughter, Shale, who desires more than anything to become a bird, preferring flight and feathers to sails and ships. The tanglesmith, Bøda, who learns that magic knitted from an angry, wounded heart is the hardest to unpick, to make good – even if that was what she wanted. The young lad, Fallon, risking life and limb on a cliff-climb in pursuit of a harpie-bride, realising the love he truly longs for is grounded in the earth below. And Rowe, dear Rowe, stumbled upon as a squalling babe in a rockpool by her adoptive father. Rowe, who had never fitted in – not with her family, not in the village of Barradoon, not with anything – until finally she does. Her journey stretches between two stories and culminates in “Ebbtide”, the tale that closes the collection. It’s a pitch-perfect ending, fiercely triumphant yet resisting an easy resolution, as do so many of its companion tales. Perhaps this is what makes The Fortunate Isles such an engaging, intriguing and unforgettable book. There are no neatly tied bows here and plenty of loose threads at which to keep picking. Hannett is a writer who trusts her readers to listen and look closely, to be open to wonder and terror both, and to understand the cost.

      So, come. Drink a shot of salt water for luck, or for grief, and sink yourself into the chill waters of Barradoon. You will be well rewarded, even if you leave with a few extra scars.

      

      
        
        Kirstyn McDermott

        February 2023

        Ballarat, Australia

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GUTTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Erl doesn’t believe in selkies.

      The only skins women in his village discard are covered in scales, separated from juicy white flesh at the points of their gutting knives. Twice a day, fisherwives make short work of the fleet’s catch. Dawn and dusk see them straddling mermaids’ torsos, cleaning plump tails with efficient, intuitive slices. Thigh-length fillets slap into piles on the jetty while bloodless heads, grey shoulders and breasts splash back into the ocean. Waters churn as surviving merfolk wrestle to feed on the scraps.

      Around here, seals are a rare sight.

      He’s watched local women work countless times: always removing skins, tossing them seaward, never donning them. Even so, for six nights running he’s set out with Filcher’s crew, armed with gobbets of red meat (not yet turned rancid) to placate the region’s mermaids. To distract them while a ship’s worth of men hunt for Odessa, his absentee wife.

      I feel trapped, she’d told him a week ago.

      ‘Just you wait, Erl. We’ll find that selkie bitch.’

      Erl’s bearded jaw clenches every time Filcher speaks. No skipper should care so much about his first mate’s missus. Filcher’s expression is haunted: the lines in his face, weathered as canyons, are depthless in the moonlight. His palms are rubbed raw from handling salt-crusted nets, as are the rest of the crew’s. Erl’s scarred knuckles whiten, his broad fingers crack into fists.

      I just need some space, Odessa had said.

      You can’t leave, he’d replied. Quietly, to avoid waking the children.

      ‘Two black bobbers,’ the captain barks. ‘Off the starboard bow.’

      Erl grunts, ignores the note of hope in Filcher’s voice. Odds are the fisherman’s spotlight will sweep across a pair of buoys or a brace of seagull corpses—sure as hell won’t be a couple of selkies. He leans against the larboard rail and waits for the string of curses that will confirm his doubts. No, Erl doesn’t believe in women zipping themselves into magic seal skins, swimming off, never to return. However Filcher, still duped by fickle love, does.

      As do Erl’s children.

      The captain’s wild story, Erl had thought, was the perfect explanation. The truth was too painful. So he’d lined his kids up first thing in the morning, five boys and one girl, on the wooden blanket box that sat at the foot of his empty bed. The eldest lifted the youngest onto his lap—their high cheekbones and dark hair were so like Odessa’s it hurt Erl to see them—then twelve bleary eyes focused.

      You’re stifling me, she’d said.

      In all his life, he’d never spun such an important tale. What was it Filcher had told him? What had the skipper said his girl had done? Erl had to get the details straight.

      Breathing deeply, he inhaled the present and expelled the past. The room smelled of pine and lemon, detergent and salty air; comforting, scrubbed-clean scents he’d prayed would bleach the previous night from his memory. The kids didn’t notice his jitters.

      Instead, their eyes had grown wide, then wider, as he settled into his story. They’d all heard of selkies—even Pearl, who’d only started school that year—but they’d had no idea their Ma was one of them. Warming to his lie, Erl told them how bewitching Odessa had been at seventeen; how she’d always been tempted by shore men like him; how she’d shed her ravaged sealskin and promised any repayment for saving her from the mermaids.

      One thing only would make him happy, he’d decided then, and that was to keep her. All to himself.

      There’s someone else, she’d said.

      They’d married before the week’s end. He’d taken her home, locked her pelt away in the very box upon which the children now sat. It was for her own good: he would keep it safe to keep her from further temptation.

      A fisherman’s life wasn’t exciting but Odessa had seemed content. Erl did his duty, filled her belly with child after child. She’d been too busy to grow bored, or so he’d thought. But as her shore children grew her thoughts turned to the infants she’d left behind in the sea. No doubt they’d wound up victims to merfolk, if they’d somehow survived all these years alone. Her imagination strayed, as it had the day she’d met Erl, taking her to unexplored realms. Her mind wandered—her body followed soon after.

      It’s over. Let me go.

      She had sworn she didn’t love the six bairns on land any less than the six in the deeps; but it was the latter’s turn for attention, for her time and protection. Nothing could change her mind. Nothing did. And so she’d left.

      ‘Forever?’ the kids had asked.

      ‘Yes, forever.’

      ‘Can we have her skin? The magic one with the flippers and whiskers and tail? We could put it on; we could find her.’

      ‘She took it with her, didn’t she?’ he’d said, his voice wavering, gaze dropping to the blanket box. ‘The minute I turned my back, we were betrayed.’

      Let me go, Erl.

      ‘You should’ve held her tighter, Da. You should’ve made her stay.’

      ‘I tried. Honest.’

      ‘But what are we going to do now?’

      Let me go⁠—

      ‘Forget her.’

      The kids wailed. Their grief reached a decibel that could shatter ice—it echoed across the bay, caught Filcher’s ear, dragged him around to Erl’s cabin.

      ‘Odessa?’ the captain had called, throwing the familiar door wide. ‘Love, what’s wrong? What’s⁠—’

      Erl had looked at his friend, at his skipper, their faces mirrors of bewilderment. Filcher’s head whipped from side to side; his chest heaved from exertion, but also distress. No one would run so quickly, barge into another man’s house so easily, unless he’d had good reason.

      Understanding crept across Erl’s features, weighing him down, leaving him listless. ‘Save your breath, mate. She’s gone.’

      ‘Mamma’s a sea monster,’ Pearl cried, tears gobbing down her face. ‘She’s took her skin and skipped out on us, back to them watery kids.’

      For a moment, Filcher’s expression matched that of the girl’s; then his flushed face had purpled with anger.

      ‘Goddamn selkies!’

      The kids flinched in unison and fell silent. Erl had remained still, his fury already spent. Nothing could be done about Filcher’s trespass, not now.

      I can’t breathe, she’d said.

      ‘Fuck that, Erl. We’re getting her back, soon as dark hits.’

      Erl, I can’t breathe.

      He’d nodded, despite his exhaustion. ‘You’d best prepare for a long night then, mate.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Caught anything for us?’ The fisherwives’ blades glint peach and rose in the sunrise, their cutting edges smeared with raw innards.

      ‘Nope,’ Erl says. ‘Skipper’s got us fishing for a ghost.’

      The women click their tongues, shake their heads knowingly. ‘Them ghosts is more trouble than merfolk, but don’t yield nowhere near as much meat.’

      ‘They say phantom flesh lasts for eight days,’ Erl replies. ‘Two more nights of this shit and I’m done.’

      Two more nights, he thinks, feet dragging. His boots crunch up the shale path home, an exhausted sound like grinding bones. His heart races as he approaches the front door—but when he enters, the house is quiet as a secret. The children don’t stir as he wakes the sitter, sends her away with a pocketful of coins. Performing a ritual that’s taken less than a week to become habit, Erl closes and locks his bedroom door, opens both windows to let in the fresh morning air. He undresses and folds his clothes, crouches naked in front of the blanket box, and turns the key.

      Inside, his hand brushes the softest skin he’s ever touched, even fairer now for lack of blood. Salting has kept the smell down, but has stiffened the meat. He sweeps long chestnut curls to one side of the plastic-lined compartment, a tender but functional caress. Moving quickly, he hacks away chunks of stomach and hip for tomorrow’s bait. Two more nights and the evidence will be gone, leaving only the shell of his heartbreak. Arms that had lost their embrace long before they were stilled, legs without promise of happiness. An empty, beautiful, soulless face.

      Let me go.

      He shuts the box’s lid and climbs into bed. In his dreams, hinges whine and fingernails scrape against wood. A muffled voice echoes, begging forgiveness. Over and over, scratching and creaking and mumbling, until waves pound it all to silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A RIGHT PRETTY MATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fallon’s palms weren’t yet callused. His fingers were sea-softened, and he fancied they were gently webbed; better shaped for paddling than climbing. Each nail was blunt as a seal’s nose, not sharp like Mither’s, despite her relentless nipping and filing and grooming, her daily tugging at his little digits, at his disappointing limbs. Wings flapping, she yanked one arm, then the other, while he clung to the foot of their feather bed, or the porch rail, or the stool by the cottage hearth. She pulled while he resisted—not the idea of growth, mind, but the ache in his joints as she tried to stretch him, the clear futility of it all.

      Didn’t work yesterday, Fallon thought, rubbing his elbows between bouts. Won’t work today neither.

      Folk ’round here weren’t known to give up easy.

      No matter if they were lady-faced birds—as proud of their pinions and pterodactyl feet as they were of their lustrous tresses and perfect noses—and no matter if they were the hairy-chested and fully-fleshed men who mated with them, they all fought to raise their families well above the waterline. To lift them higher and higher. To revel in the flattering sun-gold, the sky’s open-armed promise.

      But Fallon was too little for such lofty stuff. Too shy to strut for the lasses, to preen. Though Mither reminded him, most days, of the pains she endured to have him, Fallon sometimes wondered if he was more cuckoo than harpy-born runt. He simply wasn’t built like other lads in his brood; he had none of their physical gifts. The tanned and striated muscles. The effortless extension and head for heights. The impossible, sinewed reach.

      Both his hands together would barely cup one harpy egg, he thought, even if he was careful. Fallon was always careful.
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        * * *

      

      That spring at least a dozen bolder boys turned thirteen with Fallon. A set of hard-eyed squidders come up the coast from Gallahorn way. The puffineer’s son from down south. Local triplets destined for the whalery, what with those broad shoulders, that fisherman’s gait. A pair of thick-tongued mouth-breathers whose sires bred too close to the clutch. Nearer home, Fallon’s two freckled cousins came of age. Plus his best pal Ril, who’d split from his mam’s nethers a week after the rest, so had to wait that much longer for his chance to go a-gathering on Lundey island. To scale those pocked fowling cliffs and choose the best nest, the right harpy egg. To find his first and only mate.

      Of course, Ril had nothing to worry about. Seven days shy of his birthday, he was already a curly head taller than any of the other would-be’s and well-wishers on shore; forced to hunker as proud harpies swooped overhead, singing good luck to the boys wading to rowboats moored in the shallows. Ril’s jaw was strong from a lifetime of casual defiance, cheeks and arms pink-striped with ragged scars; fair price, Fallon thought, for frequently pissing off his fast-clawed mam. Tormenting his sleeping sisters by plucking their tail feathers; gobbling their smoked cod when they were pre-ovulating and hungriest. Teasing his dam, saying he might not even bother egg-hunting at all. Saying, Now how does that tide turn ya, Ma? Saying, Plenty chuffed with Fal’s company, thanks all the same. Saying, How many more chicks do we need ’round here anyway?

      Saying things Fallon would never dare.

      Ril’s mam forgave him again and again.

      Down at the wharves, whenever the old dogs’d let him, Ril turned lathes at their shipyard. He scraped barnacles off hulls easy as knifing lard. He mucked out bilges, clambered from deck to crow’s-nest in seconds, lithe on the rigging. He worked the sweeps like nobody’s business, but claimed he rowed furthest with good ol’ Fal as cox.

      ’Cos I’m so friggin light, Fallon thought. Flushing, he bobbed in a dory twenty feet offshore, wishing they’d let him swim out to the Lundey instead. He was much more graceful under water than on it. The heavy sea held him down, compressed him, made him substantial. He didn’t need gaping-wide skies: in cold-rushing currents, Fallon flew.

      Submerged, his body soared. It wasn’t some half-formed, featherless thing. It didn’t rely on Mither or Ril. It wasn’t afraid of falling.

      Given the chance, Fallon would fin across the channel, quick as a carp, and reach the island before the other lads had even locked oars. He’d un-nest an egg with a bright abalone shimmer, race it home, and be paired.

      Fool boy, the birds tutted when he’d suggested it, flicking their hair, ruffling crests. Right from the word go, you got to care for your lady—her shell’s too delicate for all that splashing. You got to sail your girl landwards, keep her safe and warm and dry. Or, what? You keen to wind up alone?

      Guppies squirmed in his bowels when the first foghorn sounded. Thirteen minutes ’til the horn called the boys back in again. Thirteen minutes to get themselves wed.
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        * * *

      

      Instantly, oars plunked into the water—with a whoop, young gatherers heaved. All but Fallon, who was really too small to steer his boat solo; the paddles turned awkwardly in his grip, promising blisters more than propulsion. He paused, closed his eyes, exhaled. Focused on the mid-morning sun, hot on his raw neck. The comforting scent of salt and bait and tarred clinkers. The lulling waves.

      He pictured Ril on the crossbench before him. The languid rhythm of his stroke. The curve of his shoulders and spine. No matter what Mither said, this posture wasn’t an affected, lazy slump, but a sign of trust. With Fallon, Ril let down his guard.

      Deep breaths as he tried to muster some of the other boy’s ease, his pluck.

      ‘Go’on, Fal,’ the real Ril hollered from the beach. ‘I’ll be catching you up soon enough, you don’t get your arse moving!’

      Fallon cracked a lid, spied Ril laughing, flicking a long strand of kelp like a whip. A few days and Ril would have his go; he’d get the best mate of all…

      For a second, Fallon was tempted to shout back, Come on then, ya loon! Hop in! But with Mither’s caw resounding overhead, he clamped lips and hands, leaned back on the plank the way Ril had taught, feet planted wide, and sculled.
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        * * *

      

      The chicks looked different, depending on where their nests were tucked on the island, how high their caverns. The most gorgeous lasses were laid nearly two hundred metres skywards, right below the Lundey’s meadowed plateau. Most harpies hadn’t the wing-power to haul their heavy bellies to such heights, not with the laying-pangs on them. Those that could came from strong stock. The parcels left up there were off-white, freckled—definite two-handers—just like the babes they eventually bore. Topside girls’ hair was thick and sun-bleached, their down soft on full-figured bodies.

      Last year, Fallon watched his eldest sister fail to elevate her unborn girl. Poor Trix had huffed her swollen gut across the channel, claws clipping the surface, tawny wings scraping a headwind, sights fixed on the island’s distant, uppermost tier… But with a fat egg so close to dropping, she’d had to settle on a shit-spattered nook ’round about the hundred-metre mark, a hole no gatherer had yet seen fit to plunder. Now, Fallon had no intention of wedding his sister’s kid—no kin-kisser, him—but he’d aimed to soothe, saying Give it time, Trix, saying, Plenty of babes come from those central nests, thinking: Ril’s mam, for one. Opal-eyed, loam-skinned, with a fine display of fox-fire plumage—half the men in town cursed their luck sorely after missing out on collecting her.

      As he rowed, a feral breeze caught the spray, lashed it against Fallon’s back. Droplets slid off the oilskin sling knotted over his shoulder, but soon his singlet was saturated. Seawater coursed along the arse of his snug shorts, ’til it seemed he’d pissed himself. Lungs and arms pumping, he drew on the oars, the soak cool against flushed skin, bare thighs and neck already crisping with burn. Far behind, keels thunked against stone as the quickest lads reached the island. He didn’t need to turn to know they were now over the gunwales, now ascending the rock face, now easily swinging from one dark recess to the next. Keeping pace with Fallon’s boat, Mither narrated the rise of this boy and that, making it sound like each was more squirrel than man, each more man than him.

      ‘Kit Gallahorn’s past the algae,’ she cawed, spitting a gob against the curse of snagging a slime-born. Easiest to reach, the lowest fruit was most often worm-ridden—all gatherers knew that for truth. Get above the scum-line, every sire agreed, before burrowing in. Go for the first hole, you’ll mate yerself to a rank old bird, believe you me: a boneless chick, or one with fin-danglers, with a tongue like milk-skin, or with her inner bits slipped outer…

      ‘Faster, kid! Look: Berton’s already swung above the crumble!’ Mither gouged her talons into Fallon’s prow, and hauled.

      You get but one chance, the dads had said. Aim high, lads, else you’ll scoop yerself a rotter.

      ‘It’s just you and the dimwits now, son. And only six minutes to blow! Hurry!’
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        * * *

      

      A jolt as Fallon’s skiff collided with rock. Until late afternoon, the island’s shore-side would be sunlit from water to skyline; the boy squinted against its ochre glare, craned his head, shaded his eyes with a shaking hand. Impossible to see the peak from here, but he could imagine its nauseating height. There were no ropes to safeguard the collectors, no zigzagging paths to guide them on the slick limestone; they’d make it up on their own, or not at all. Lads were fast-moving, muscles limned with morning gold; if there were any grunts of exertion, any whimpers, Fallon couldn’t hear them. Any prayers were pecked dumb by a hundred thousand beaked critics. Puffins and guillemots gossiped in crevices, wheeling and watching, cackling at the gangly creatures scrambling for love.

      Harpies batted smaller birds away, clearing handholds for their sons. Feathered matriarchs cheered the climbers on. One, closest to Fallon’s ear, squawking: ‘Five minutes, boy. Move!’

      Time wobbled, bad as his legs. Air squeaked in and out. No feeling in his face, or his wet-ribbon limbs. I can’t do this. Time rocked like the bench underfoot, shaking him loose. Movements jerked from minute to minute, strobed beneath a flock of thundering wings. I can’t do this— The boat fell away, the cliff jammed into palms and knees and feet. ‘Four and a half!’ I can’t— Vision reduced to a fist-sized blur, skimming over algae and weed-cluttered holes and oyster-blobs that once were eggs. ‘That’s it, kid! Go!’ Time juddered. Now he was beyond the reek of those rejects. I can’t— and he was past the chalk line, Mither shouting, ‘Three!’ and ‘Left! Left!’ and he overshot the point of Trix’s letdown, ‘Keep going! Veer right!’ and Maybe the nests were beckoning, larger, neater at this level, ‘Don’t settle, child! You still got two minutes!’ and Maybe I can ‘Go go go!’ and zephyrs whistled across dry hollows, primal music promising forever, carrying sweet scents of sunbaked leaves.

      I’m going to make it, he thought. Not to the top, not even close, but high enough. A thrill sizzled through him, bloomed in his guts, and for one magic second he believed it.

      Jamming his toes into a vertical crease, Fallon braced as best he could. Two likely nests gaped, a full stretch above him. Gravel skittered as he adjusted position, as he quaked, cursed his stubby limbs, inched upwards.

      ‘Choose,’ Mither called, the shrill gone from her voice, tones pitched to finish this deal. ‘Just under a minute, cockerel. There’s a fine blue-black at two o’clock, a dappled fancy at eleven. Good shape on both, a good sheen. Either’d make you a right pretty mate, kid. All’s you gotta do is claim her.’

      Steeling himself, Fallon reached up to the left, willing his arms longer, straining, fingers waggling for the nest’s open mouth. His nails grazed the cavern’s lip—so close!—and he went for a second swipe. Fallon pitched to the side, overcorrected. Too far—too far!—‘Too far!’

      Time, and the boy, slipped.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a damned murk on the water, Fallon thought, lying on his back in a cramped canoe, rocking, rocking. The chop’s way too rough for catching fish.

      He fumbled for some tackle—or tried to. There was a lid on this boat; he couldn’t sit up, couldn’t turn his head. The craft’s narrow sides crushed his arms, squeezed them tight. Won’t catch nothing this way, he thought, panic rising. No reel, no wriggle room, no sun to bait a lure by. Why’d he come out after dark? This is all wrong. Humidity walloped him, right in the face, hot and damp as breath, yet he shivered ’til his teeth rattled. Where’s Ril? Fallon never set out fishing without him
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