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For Sky





Let everything happen to you:

beauty and terror.

Just keep going.

No feeling is final.

RAINER MARIA RILKE








PROLOGUE

1952

Clay Lockhart’s cries echoed for half a mile up the rain-drowned coastline, carried on the late January storm that tore across the Outer Hebrides—an isolated, windswept stretch of archipelagos in western Scotland. The rain had come quick, driven by a snell, cold wind that cut through old, rattling windowpanes and down to bone. In Saltwell—a small shoreline community along St. Magnus Bay—the residents shuttered windows, called in their children, and herded livestock indoors as they had always done when a western gale lashed against their sturdy homes.

But Clay Lockhart flung open his oak front door and strode out into the storm, a body slumped and weighted in his arms: golden hair spilling from a pallid skull, arms swaying like wet dishrags.

Neighbors farther up the coastline saw his silhouette in the flashes of moonlight between storm clouds, and they made note of the white dressing gown that the body in his arms still wore—now stained with blood from the waist down.

He carried her out to the cliff’s edge of his property, overlooking the brutal sea, and he began to dig. It would be an hour until the work was done, when he finally knelt down—knees in the graying mud, hair slopped with sea-rain—and placed her carefully in the earth, just as he’d done with his parents a decade earlier. He strode back to the house to retrieve the two smaller bodies. They were merely stones, tiny as garden squash, not yet ripe. He placed them beside his wife, nested against her ribs, then began the gut-hard work of shoveling wet dirt back into the three-wide grave.

This tale—of the night Clay Lockhart buried his wife and his newly born twins in the soil beside the sea—might have been the only story told the following morning. It might have circulated as the most notable news passed among the Northern Isles for weeks after, if it had been the only troublesome thing to happen that uncommon stormy night.

But it was not.

Clay Lockhart staggered back to his house, shoulders bent under the weight of grief and the work of digging. The sea-rain screamed through the open doorway, and when he disappeared inside, the storm began to thrash and spit—as if it were no longer pushed ashore from the sea, but up from Hades itself.

Auld wives and pike staves, his neighbor Neil Hagdorn, a particularly bad-tempered sheep farmer, would later say when remembering the violence of the storm that night, the way the sky turned a sulfurous green. Rain pelting the walls of every home like black stones from LockMull Beach.

Neil Hagdorn heard the cracking of the land, the rush of water as if a landslide were spilling down from the treeless moor hills to the east. The splitting of rock vibrated across the Isles, and many believed it was an earthquake, or the fabled long-slumbering giant, Benandonner, who had awoken from his centuries-long rest and was now displacing the land by raising feet and elbows up from the storm-soaked earth. But it was neither earthquake nor giant that shook the Hebrides.

By morning, when Neil Hagdorn swung open his door and looked up the coastline, he found the white-washed house atop the sea cliff—where Clay Lockhart had lived with his pregnant wife—was gone.

But it wasn’t merely the house that had vanished. The entire plot of land was missing. Neil, even with his bad hip, was the first to amble up the steep shore and look down at the place where the house once stood, expecting to find it reduced to broken beams and glass and piles of foundation stones far below the cliff edge. But there were only waves battering against the rocks, and no sign of the house.

Or the land.

Neil lifted his eyes and peered out at the sea, the sky now calmed, the air flinty and strange. And he wondered…

In the years that followed, stories sifted from neighbor to neighbor, from one island town to the next, tales of Clay Lockhart, whose wife died in childbirth, and whose grief was so deep and wide it split the ground clean open the night of a storm, causing the house and the four hectares of land it sat on to crack free of the mainland and drift out into the Atlantic.

Sea-mad sailors, fishermen, and hardened captains swore they saw the newly formed island with its white house perched atop a stony outcropping, drifting out into the farthest reaches of the deep gray Atlantic. Men would go to their graves insisting that they saw someone on that island, Clay Lockhart, still delirious with grief, wandering the rocky shores of the island with no intention of calling out to the ships for help. Of ever leaving the place where he had buried his wife and two infant children.

It’s known as Saltwell Island, a ghost ship, a fabled drifting island that should be avoided. A cursed heap of land. But over time, these warnings faded. The old tales were dismissed as superstition and lore. Clay Lockhart, in his despair, likely flung himself over the cliff’s edge that night. And as for the house, perhaps it broke apart in the storm—lashed to splinters, sloughed off into the sea along with the rich, grassy shoreline—and the locals simply preferred to tell stories of forsaken islands lost to the Atlantic than the truth: a man whose sorrow drove him into the sea.

It would be many decades later, on a foreign, distant coastline, before someone else would spot the elusive island and dare to step foot onto its rocky shores.

A girl named Eleanor Mills, whose life would veer off course on a rainy, tempest night. Who would be both remembered and forgotten because of that island. Because of what would happen. And what already had.





CHAPTER ONE

2007

Nova Scotia rose up from the Atlantic as if it were a clot of broken teeth, forced from the maw of a giant mouth. I hated it that first summer, arriving by train, Grandma June standing with a hand over her eyes to shield the dull afternoon sun. Her skin was bronzed and rough from her days spent wandering the shoals and tidepools along the outer rim of eastern Nova Scotia, and her eyes still had that dewy sapphire quality, like she could see across the entire ocean to the coast of Ireland on a clear day.

I hardly knew her that first year.

She was merely a collection of stories told to me by my mother.

It was only supposed to be temporary. A couple months at most, Mom had said when she kissed my forehead and ushered me onto the Amtrak train car that would take me through the forested, craggy backbone of eastern Canada. I’ll write soon, she called out to me, eyes watering, the mournful gray of the Ohio skyline sinking away behind her as the train inched down the tracks. Mom had found a job out West, in Silicon Valley, and once she was settled into an apartment, she would send for me.

But over the next four months, her letters and phone calls became more infrequent. She met someone, a man at the company where she was working as an executive secretary. He already had three kids, and a house that was surely big enough to accommodate me as well—her only child. But she never asked me to come. She’d send postcards addressed to Eleanor Mills—the last name we would soon no longer share, now that she was engaged to be married. A first name I no longer wanted.

It was Nana who started calling me Ellie.

She said Eleanor was too long, not easily shouted over the crashing waves when we were out searching the shoals at low tide.

So Ellie became my summer name. A name that made me feel like someone else.

A name Mom didn’t even know. But she kept sending her letters, telling me that she missed me and thought of me whenever she looked out at the sea and imagined our two oceans touching, the Atlantic and Pacific meeting at the rugged Cape Horn in South America. And this made her feel not so alone.

Yet, she didn’t miss me enough to send money for a ticket so I could come live with her in her big new house overlooking a valley of tinseled, tech-funded lights.

I was no longer my mother’s daughter. I was a memory she was trying to stuff into her past, tamped down good. Maybe it was the reminder of my father she was trying to escape—a colossal fucking mistake, I heard her whisper to Nana once over the phone. A one-night stand. A man she never saw again after that singular encounter—when a cluster of eager cells began dividing in her womb. He was a donor, not a father. Nothing more.

After a whole year at Grandma June’s, she let me paint the walls of my room a warm buttercream yellow, and insisted I call her simply Nana. She enrolled me in the local middle school at the other end of town, and I knew: It was no longer temporary. I was staying for good on the harsh, rain-splattered coastline of Nova Scotia.

I made a handful of friends, not the kind of friendships that would last a lifetime, but the fleeting kind—names I wouldn’t recall in adulthood. And each day after school, I walked home up the slick, salty bayfront, counting the fishing boats chugging back into the harbor from open waters. I’d gather seashells and smooth rocks from the shoreline in front of Nana’s house, and when I got home, I’d spread my books and homework out on the picnic table on the back porch while Nana brought me Earl Grey tea and salted apricot scones she’d baked that afternoon.

It was an easy, untroubled way to plod through my middle school years.

Until the autumn after my twelfth birthday.

A storm had picked up steam on the outer cape and roared against the mainland. I lay in bed—counting the paper stars I had cut from matte-black construction paper and hung with navy-blue string from my ceiling. Twenty-seven in all. Usually the counting helped me sleep, but that night the rain was thundering against the metal roof, the wind screaming in from the bay, thudding the half-broken shutter outside my bedroom window. I was used to storms by then, of sleeping so close to the ocean I learned to measure the tide just by sound. I could hear its heavy roll when it rose up the beach in front of Nana’s house, and its soft shush, shush when it slid back, retreating as if it were water down a bathtub drain. But that night, the storm made a different sound.

A deep-bellied scraping.

The grating, grinding wheeze of metal on rock. Of a ship coming aground, its bow tearing apart against the shallow boulders just off the cape.

A ship had wrecked itself against the rocks in front of our home.

I was certain of it.

Rising from bed, I could just make out a bit of light across the bay: a wet, distant orb swaying back and forth in the rain and wind. At the back door, I yanked on my boots and navy-blue raincoat, then went down the shore toward the light. Rain poured from the sky. The air smelled of rotten fish and something else. A faraway scent I didn’t recognize—like fresh mango, coconut maybe, or some unfamiliar aroma I didn’t yet have a word for. My gut told me something was odd about that storm, about that night, beneath those dizzying stars barely visible through the clouds.

Still, I waded into the sea up to my ankles and stared out at the single light flickering in the wind. No shouts of distress, no horn signaling to whoever was on duty at the lighthouse that a ship needed assistance. I should have run back to the house and woken Nana.

If I had, everything would have been different.

But I was willful, intrepid in those years. And there was something about that light, the otherworldly nature of it, that spurred a curiosity inside me I couldn’t shake.

I slid Nana’s small, single-prop fishing boat down the sand and into the water. The engine sputtered to life after two pulls of the cord. Nana rarely used the boat; she no longer kept crab pots out in the deep waters just past the rocky inlet. In recent years, she had begun gathering clams from the tidepools each morning once the water receded. It was easy work, and she sang as she walked, luring in the soft-bodied mollusks. The clams seemed to throw themselves into the pools in front of the house, as if they wanted to be caught.

The tiny boat thrashed against the driving waves, but I had been out in worse weather. Nana had begun allowing me to take the boat out on my own, after my homework was done, letting me motor out to the cape, where I’d kill the engine and watch the waves roll in, daydreaming of something I couldn’t identify. A thirst, a nostalgia for a time that hadn’t happened yet.

It took a good ten minutes to meet the rocky outer edge that formed our natural harbor, the wind at my face. But I eased the boat up against the rocks, then stood, looking back to the mainland. I could no longer see our house or the small stretch of beach. But I could see the town of Maylarch a half mile down the shore, several lights gleaming through the rain, boats tucked safely into the marina for the night, away from the worst of the thrashing waves.

I spun around, peering up the rock jetty toward the faint, flickering light. It took a moment for my eyes to settle, to adjust to the rain and the formation of what I thought had been a ship.

But it was not a fishing vessel run aground—men scrambling to free themselves before the punctured hull began to take on water—it was a house, white walls and dark windows set atop a high mound of rock and soil.

The thing that had thrust itself against the jetty was not a ship at all.

It was a whole island.

I should have taken Nana’s fishing boat back across the harbor and slipped into bed, pretended I hadn’t seen a thing. I should have left and never looked back.

But that’s not what happened.

I scrambled over the rocks, my hair soaked through with rain, eyes stinging, and when I reached the place where the island met with the jetty, I waded through two feet of seawater before stepping onto Saltwell Island.

I would regret it later.

I would dream about it, wondering if the things that happened that night were only in my head. If the police and the therapists were right, and it had all been some wildly lucid dream—the midnight imaginings of a twelve-year-old girl who slipped into the ocean and came back not quite the same.

But what it couldn’t explain, what it couldn’t make right, was why it felt like I had been on the island for only a single night, a few hours at most. Yet when I returned, sitting on Nana’s porch steps with an itchy wool blanket wrapped over my shoulders, my body trembling from the cold, a policeman crouched in front of me—his head bald, his closely trimmed mustache the color of seagull feathers—and he said, in a voice reserved only for traumatized children, that I had been missing for a whole week.





CHAPTER TWO

Present day

2026

When I close my eyes, I see the ocean.

I’ve never told this to anyone. But it’s always there. Always within reach.

My last client leaves just as the sun tilts copper and metallic against the Seattle skyline. Rain has been falling for most of the day, and my client, a nine-year-old boy grieving the loss of his father from pancreatic cancer, had a hard time focusing on my questions. His eyes kept straying to the large Victorian-era window that looks out onto Elmhurst Street, the rain spilling down the wavy glass like the clear veins of some watery sea creature. I usually close the curtains when I have clients in the room; they tend to watch the street for any sign of their parent’s or grandparent’s or nanny’s car pulling up in front of the old house I rent in the Queen Anne neighborhood of north Seattle. But in late afternoon, the sun shone a little, and I like the way it casts my home office in the softest, diffuse light. So, I left the curtains open.

Most of the children who come to sit in my office don’t want to be here. They have a vacant look in their eyes, sadness that they keep tucked away. But eventually a door inside them will crack open just a little, enough for me to see the loss, the depression, the bullying, an eating disorder, a family separation that feels like their world is caving in around them—all the same unavoidable shit we deal with as adults. But I understand the suffocating weight children sometimes carry—I too felt outcasted as a young girl, not just by my peers at school, but by an entire community, a whole town.

I finish writing out my chart for the young boy—he’s making progress, slowly; there’s no timeline for grief—then leave my office and walk back into the kitchen. Cracked linoleum floors and sad blue wallpaper—dulled to the color of dishwater—greet me like ghosts of another era. It’s the only room untouched during the remodel that happened just before I moved in, four years back. But it doesn’t bother me, I like seeing the history of a place—the traces of all the lives who lived here before me.

I empty the silty dregs of tea from my mug into the sink, then stare blankly out the kitchen window. It’s Friday, and I feel as tired as I usually do by the end of the week, craving a warm shower, a glass of Malbec, and a bad romance novel to wipe away the voices of my patients—timid and shy and often hesitant—still vibrating through my thoughts.

On the kitchen table sit the leftovers from last night. The plates are cleared; James washed them before he left, but our empty wineglasses sit like stained reminders of the way he pushed back from his chair, how his face had the slightest tug of sadness, rejection, maybe even anger. I spin the gold band around my left ring finger. “Just see how it feels,” he said. “It doesn’t have to mean anything, but maybe it’ll start to feel right.” I want it to feel right, I really do, no bullshit. He’s what my neighbor Marisol—who’s ten years older than me and smokes menthols on her front porch each night—calls a keeper. He looks like a young Robert Redford, he talks in his sleep, whispers really, mostly nonsense, but the sound of it soothes me, reminds me of the sea when I was young. He kisses me like he means it, like I am something he couldn’t possibly live without. He cooks for me and makes me laugh and tolerates my silence. And I love all these things, I love him. And yet, the ring he gave me last night feels like a thorn pressing against the arch of my foot. Like a bird who’s lost a wing.

I try to imagine myself as a wife, no longer Ellie Mills, but Ellie Carmichael. Wife of James Carmichael, owner of a small French bistro only a few blocks from my house. He spent two years in Paris after college, the understudy to some famous French chef whose name I can’t even recall—which is also the point. I feel disinterested in the details, in the framework of his life, and I know that’s wrong. After he returned to Seattle, he opened the café with money he got when his mother passed. And now he spends seven days a week at the café; he’s passionate, a little obsessed even. And I like that about him too. His dedication, his ambition. But in the last two years that we’ve been dating, we haven’t even moved in together. I’ve always said I wasn’t ready. And some nights, when he’s standing in my kitchen, I don’t want him here at all. Not him exactly. I just want to be alone. My own empty house. My own life. So last night when he held out the gold ring in the palm of his hand, smiling impishly at me like a little boy—as if he’d found it on the playground under the seesaw—his brown eyes filled with an impossible hope, my whole body closed up. Even my eyelids wanted to pinch shut, blacken out the ring, the moment, and him.

“Just think about it,” he said, knowing how timidly he has to approach these things with me. Knowing that panic is my default response.

I grab the two wineglasses and set them in the sink, rinsing them quickly.

There’s no rush, I tell myself. And he’s probably right. Maybe wearing the ring, testing it out, is the gradual introduction to a proposal that I need. One, two, three, and soon enough you’ll be ready for marriage. Because maybe I’m not the kind of woman who will ever be able to say an immediate yes with unwavering certainty.

I peer at my reflection in the window above the sink, the silhouette of my face—long chestnut hair the color of dried leaves, trimmed blunt at the ends; hazel eyes like my mother’s; skin that craves the sun but hasn’t felt it in too long. I look like a woman who’s all sharp edges, who you don’t dare touch or you’ll draw blood. Tired, overworked, I look like someone I don’t even want to be. Certainly not the woman I ever dreamed of becoming. I always imagined myself a nomad, a wanderer, never stuck in the same place for longer than a few days—body sun-kissed and strong from hiking monuments in India, beach walks in Bali, weeks spent camping on remote stretches of Canada’s western shores.

The longer I face myself in the window, the more I hate the woman looking back. Sallow and spineless. I grew roots here in Seattle, and I don’t even remember why. I turn for the stairs. I need to slip into the shower, sink into bed, when my phone buzzes from the side table in the front hall.

It’s likely a patient’s parent calling to reschedule. Possibly a new client wanting to set up a first appointment. Or, it could be James, suggesting he come over and cook me a late dinner—apologize for handing me a ring without any warning—all soft smiles and comforting words, always knowing what to say, his strong hands at the small of my back.

But when I pick up the phone, it’s a number I don’t recognize. Out of state. Normally I wouldn’t answer; I’d let it go to voicemail, but my finger slides to the flashing green button and I bring the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

The woman on the other end clears her throat, like she wasn’t expecting an answer. “Hi, uh, shoot, sorry—” Her voice is soft, young, and I expect her to say that she has the wrong number. But she asks, “Is this Eleanor Mills?”

“Yes,” I answer, mustering a professional tone. So it is a new parent, using my full name—the one on my website, on my diploma—calling to describe how despondent her child has been, how they’ve been treated unfairly in school, how they won’t talk during dinner and only want to stare at their cell phone all weekend. But her next words are all wrong.

“Is this the Eleanor Mills who encountered Saltwell Island off the coast of Maylarch, Nova Scotia, back in 2007?”

I almost drop the phone. I almost hang up. But her words hook into me like rusted fishing lures: encountered. As if it were merely a sighting, as if I saw the island just before it vanished into the mist. As if I didn’t stride onto that island and meet a man named Clay Lockhart.

“Ma’am?” the woman on the other end asks. “Are you still there?”

I make a sound that isn’t a word at all, painful and strangled and tight.

“I’m sure it’s been a long time since you’ve talked about this. But I’m hoping you might tell me a little about your experience, just a few details, I can even come to Seattle and meet you in person if that’s better… more convenient, I mean.” She pauses, clears her throat again. “You tell me what works for you.”

“Who are you?”

I hear papers being shifted on the other end, folded maybe. “I’m sorry, I should have said that up front. I’m Helen Ashcroft, I host a podcast called The Other Grim. We explore mysteries and legends that haven’t yet been solved, and we’re doing a whole season on Saltwell Island. We’ve already interviewed several fishermen and even Captain Elliot of the USS Constance, who spotted the island back in 2016, if you remember that report.”

I do remember it. I remember sitting at my desk in front of my laptop, watching a YouTube clip of Captain Elliot recounting his sighting of the island somewhere in the southern Atlantic. But I couldn’t finish the interview—a well of anxiety began to rise in my throat, and I had to switch it off, escaping outside into the rain, where I walked for three whole hours through the gray, flooded streets.

“But no one else has ever claimed to have stepped foot on the island, and to have met Clay Lockhart himself. Your story—” She pauses, begins again. “Your account of what happened is incredibly important… and rare. We’d love to talk to you, hear what happened.”

“I—” My voice evaporates, and I feel for the wall with one hand, to keep myself upright, from pitching to the floor. “I can’t,” I choke. “I don’t like to…” I press my back to the wall, a heaviness in my chest like my lungs are slowly being filled with concrete. “It’s not something I talk about.”

I start to move the phone away from my ear, to hang up, but her voice says quickly. “You haven’t heard, have you?”

“What?”

“About the recent sighting? Off the coast of Maine.”

I shake my head but don’t reply.

“It was a cruise ship, at least two hundred people saw the island. Most claimed they saw a white-shuttered house at the center, a smaller glass structure, maybe a greenhouse, on the lower rocks, and a man standing at the shore, looking back at them.” She exhales, as if waiting to see if I’ll speak, or if I’m even still on the line. “It’s the largest number of people who’ve ever reported seeing Saltwell Island at once. A few even got video of it. They’re saying it can’t be disputed now, that the island is real, and your story of what happened—” She pauses, like she’s searching for the right words. “They’ll believe you now… everyone will believe you.” I can hear her breathing into the phone, waiting for me to respond.

Believe you now. The words are like a key sliding into a buried vault of memories, and the past breaks open inside me, a lifetime of pain and therapy and doubt resurfacing.

“We’d love for you to tell your story… now, as an adult. And with your career as a therapist, it will hold more weight. No one will deny it. It will change everything.”

My hand trembles against the phone. “They won’t,” I answer. “People only believe what they see with their own eyes.”

She starts to reply, to plead with me to reconsider, but I lower the phone and end the call. My legs buckle beneath me, and I sink to the floor. I breathe, an old ember glowing hot inside my chest—a feeling I had nearly forgotten. Tamped down enough that it didn’t have oxygen to breathe, but a single phone call has stirred it up, given it life.

With my head against the wall, I lift my phone again and do a search for Saltwell Island. The first news article that appears includes a photo taken from the deck of a massive cruise ship—I can see the edge of a pool and a corkscrew-shaped water slide in the foreground—but there is something in the distance, out on the water. It’s slightly out of focus, far away, and it’s hard to tell what it is exactly. I open the link and it takes me to a Brunswick, Maine, article titled SALTWELL ISLAND SEEN BY HUNDREDS.

I skim the article, quickly reading interviews from passengers recounting what they saw in the early evening hours two days ago.

“A ghost ship rising up from the sea.”

“My kids thought it was a whale or something, but when we got closer, we could see the waves against the rocks.”

“I wish I could say I didn’t see it, but shit, there was a house and a man. I swear he was looking right at us, he might have even waved. Weirdest damn thing I’ve ever seen.”

“It was there for several minutes, we were getting closer to it, but a storm blew in, and it was no longer visible. We never saw it again.”

I close the article and dial a number I know by heart.

She answers on the second ring. “Hello?” Nana sounds groggy, like she was asleep and I’ve just woken her.

“The island’s been spotted again.” My voice is thick, choking on the sea air from that night, like it’s been lying in wait, gathered in my lungs after all these years.

She is quiet, but I can hear the springs from her mattress as she sits upright.

“I’m coming for a visit,” I tell her quickly, my fingers finding the tiny scallop shell hanging from a gold chain around my neck. Nana gave me the necklace the day I left for college. A reminder of the sea, she told me.

“When?”

“I can probably still get a red-eye tonight. I’ll call you when I land.”

I will cancel Monday’s appointments from the airport, tell them I’m taking a long weekend. I’ll text James, explain that I have to go to Nova Scotia, back to the place where it happened. Where it all started.

I’m going home.





CHAPTER THREE

The flight is plagued by turbulence. I hardly sleep, landing just after eight a.m. at the airport outside Dartmouth. Craving a stiff drink, head pounding, I rent a car and drive the two and a half hours to Maylarch, right at the southern cusp of the peninsula.

After the flight, I had seven missed calls, mostly from patients, but three from Helen Ashcroft—apologizing for her unexpected call the evening before and begging me to reconsider an interview. I imagined calling her back and politely telling her to fuck off—that it’s taken nineteen years and a mountain of therapy for me to get over what happened, to convince myself that it wasn’t real. And each time a new sighting occurs, it’s like a fault line reopening beneath everything I’ve worked so hard to repair. It’s taken years to convince myself that there was no island, no man who found me drenched and standing outside his door, who brought me into his house, who sat me at his kitchen table, then handed me hot tea and asked me how I got there.

The sky is insipid, gray and uninteresting as I drive, drops of rain smearing the windshield. And when I finally arrive in Maylarch, turning down the long, rutted driveway, I feel both relief and a nagging ache at the back of my teeth. This place is knotted with memories: evening strolls along the pebbled shore looking for clams, Nana’s peanut-butter-and-apple-jam sandwiches that we’d eat from a basket she carried out to the farthest rocks, where we’d watch storms roll across the Atlantic. But there are also memories of later, after I returned from the island that night. At first it was local folks who turned up, asking questions, then it was newspapers and photographers wanting to know where I’d been for a week—missing and then reappeared, with a story that some believed, but others wrote off as childish fiction. They said I likely ran away from home, slept in one of the old, abandoned boat houses along the shore until I was finally cold and hungry enough to wander back home up the beach.

They didn’t want to believe that I’d only been gone a single night. That something else might have happened.

I park the car and step out, staring up at the wind-battered house: gray siding peeling away in places; dark, persistent moss growing up from the foundation; and the sea crashing against the outer rocks beyond. My heart pounds, while a stack of sharp-cornered memories thrashes inside me. I’m tempted to turn away, climb into the rental and drive back north to the airport. But the front door of the house creaks open and Nana steps out.



My old bedroom is still painted a soft canary yellow, the paper stars—now curled at their tips from decades of moisture—still hang from strings above the bed. I drop my suitcase beside the closet, then, by habit, Nana and I pull on our raincoats and leave the house, walking down the sandy steps and out onto the beach. We do it as if no time has passed, no years spent apart. Except now, she folds her hand around my elbow. Maybe it’s to keep her balance—her bones not as steady as they once were—or maybe she’s worried I might slip away, be carried out with the sea, only to return with mysteries tangled in my damp hair.

“How is work?” she asks, tilting her chin up at me, smiling. Her eyes have lost some of their blue color—they’re paler, fishy-white—and her wrinkles have set in like hard clay on a summer day.

I let my eyes fall to the sand. The tide is out, and the rocks have exposed themselves closer to the waterline. “I have a few clients who are struggling, one boy who lost his mom barely talks. But it just takes time.”

“It’s good what you’re doing, this kind of work.” She pats my arm. “It’s good for you too, I think.”

I spent so many years in therapy as a kid, after what happened, that to grow up and become a therapist myself felt only logical. I had no idea what else I would do with my life. And I think Nana sees it as if I never truly left therapy. Just changed seats. Pivoted slightly. She thinks I’m working through their memories as much as my own. But what she doesn’t know is that I try not to think about what happened here when I was twelve years old. I tell myself I’ve moved past it, I’ve concluded it was all in my head, and there’s nothing more to be said about it.

But when that woman called yesterday, it tore open the flesh I thought was long ago scabbed and healed, and now I’m standing on the same beach where it all happened.

“I saw the photos, from the ship,” she says now, driving straight into the heart of it. She’s never been one to tiptoe around something. To live out here on the brutal edge of the Atlantic, to survive as she’s done, means walking straight toward what scares you the most and sorting it out quickly, because there’s no time to fuss and pick at it. There is harder work to be done. Storms blowing in. The tide rising. Living in a place like this makes hard shells of people.

“A lot of people saw it at the same time,” I say, because this is the part I’m struggling with the most. The number of witnesses, the evidence—the images and videos of an island drifting not far from the bow of a ship. A thing that looks strikingly like my memory: the pointed eaves of a structure near the center; the cliff face on one side of the island lined with pale, windswept birch trees; the soft, sandy shoulder on the other. It causes my mind to spiral down into the forgotten corners of my past, searching for details, other clues to prove myself wrong. I need my memories to be a trick of the cold sea, of hypothermia. I need it to be all in my head, otherwise I won’t be able to let it go. It’s the only way I’ve moved on: convincing myself it was a lie, dreamed up in my fickle twelve-year-old mind.

“What does James say?”

I shake my head, eyeing the wet footprints Nana and I make up the beach, the sand quickly filling them in. “I haven’t told him yet.”

James knows about my past, about the night I disappeared and saw something I can’t explain. The memory that wakes me from sleep some nights—sweating and gasping for air like I’m choking on seawater. He knows about the place I’ve worked so hard to forget.

But he’s the only one. No one else in my life knows the full story, not friends, not my patients’ parents. If they did any digging into my name, they might find an article or two. But the story is old, not something that pops up easily. It’s also why I moved to the other end of the continent, to lower the odds that anyone would have heard of me or read my story.

Nana blinks, a look of silent reproach. “Does he know you’re here?”

“He asked me to marry him,” I answer bluntly, turning toward the sea, my thumb instinctively going to my ring finger. But the engagement band isn’t there. I put it in a small cotton pouch, then stuffed it into my suitcase before I left. “He loves me,” I tell her. “He would love me forever, and I know he’d never hurt me.”

She exhales through her nostrils. “That’s not really what matters though, is it? It’s not his heart I’m worried about.”

I nod.

She met James two summers ago. I was feeling homesick in a nostalgic, unsteady sort of way. I hadn’t been back to Maylarch since before college. I still talked to Nana almost every day, and I made promises to come visit—much like my mom did when I was young—but I wasn’t sure I was ready to return to the place where it had all happened. James, in his attentive, caring way, recognized the swollen pain growing in my chest, and he booked two flights for us, said it would be good for me to go back, face what I’d been running from. And clearly I missed Nana. I agreed. I even believed him that it might be just what I needed. And when we first arrived, it felt good. The three of us drank coffee together on the back porch, we stayed up late over bottles of wine, even went into town and ate at Libonelli’s—stuffing ourselves with garlic bread and clam-herbed linguine.

But soon, the hours felt strained against my flesh, the air too salty in my lungs. Maybe it was because James was here—my two lives bleeding into each other. The one I wanted to forget, and the new one I was building with James.

He’s always been the thing that steadies me. Early on, we were merely friends, and I’d walk to the café for dinner a couple nights a week. But soon he started offering to cook for me at my place. We watched movies and he made me laugh and I felt comfortable with him. It was easy—from the start. It was also easy to kiss him that first time, to let him sleep over. He sewed himself into my life so effortlessly I hardly noticed. Until he was down on one knee in my kitchen, a ring in his hand.

Some part of me knows he’s too good, too perfect for me—and it makes me wary. Suspicious. Not of him, but of life. Like I’ve always known I don’t deserve him. And that right there is self-sabotage at its finest. I’m the kind of person I’d have to resist rolling my eyes at if they walked into my office. Self-sabotage, bleh, so predictable. So painfully cliché. I couldn’t come up with something more clinical, more nuanced for my psychosis? Nope. I’m just as straightforward as most people.

We flew back to Seattle, and I remember promising myself that I’d finally forget the past. I’d quit doubting every good thing in my life—like I was waiting for the sea to prove me wrong, to take everything away. I’d let myself love James and never look back.

But two nights ago, staring at him in the candlelight, the taste of red wine on my lips—his eyes overflowing with hope—it felt like a switch flipped inside me. A strange, unnamable fear, as if life was pushing me toward something I wasn’t prepared for. Somewhere, maybe, I didn’t want to go.

“People will forget about the island with time,” Nana assures now, the wind sliding through the gray waves of her hair. “They always do.”

But it feels different this time. Too many people spotted the island—or they think they did. The photos will get international attention, they’ll be circulated through the media, dredging up the long-rumored history of Saltwell Island, and perhaps more reporters will seek me out. The thought of facing it all again, answering questions, makes me cringe—a sharp blade driving up the center of my spine, separating the scaffolding of my bones. I’ve spent my whole life trying to bury the past, but somehow it still finds its way back to me, unearthed, time and time again.

I slow my pace, looking at Nana. “What do you think happened to me that night?”

Her mouth flattens, the sea skids up across the beach, nearly reaching our feet before falling back into the swell. “You were lost for a little while…” she muses gently, “but you came back.”

“I was lost for a week.” I squeeze her hand, needing her for balance now. “But it only felt like a single night to me. It really did.”

She nods and pats her hand against my arm, as if it were a detail so tiny it hardly warrants mentioning. But I remember the look on her face as dawn broke over the sea and I motored the little fishing boat up to the beach. She was out on the shore, fully dressed, the gray house lit up behind her, every lamp and overhead light switched on, which was strange in that early dawn hour, and she wasn’t alone. Strangers—who I would later learn were detectives and neighbors—were gathered on the back porch and inside the house, hands worrying over maps spread out across the dining room table, trying to track the route I might have taken if I had run away. Or the route someone else might have taken if they’d snatched me from my room.

The little boat slid up onto the sand, and Nana ran to me, pulling me out and up into her arms. She was crying, deep and gasping, her tears staining my hair. I didn’t understand why she was so upset, why there were police and searchers combing the beach for any sign of me. I had only been gone a few hours. I was surprised she even knew I wasn’t in my bed. “Where have you been?” she kept asking as her hands shook with relief.

“There was an island,” I told her. “It ran aground on the cape.” But when I turned and pointed out to sea, to the rocky headland where the storm was clearing away, there was no island. It was long gone. Just like the man had said it would be.

Now Nana looks up into my eyes, thin-as-paper creases lining her forehead. “I know you want to believe what happened that night was all in your head. I know it’s easier that way.” Her mouth puckers, chin steady. “But you were never a child who lied, who made up stories. Whatever happened that night”—she clears her throat, her expression turning solemn, the gray of her eyes reminding me of a winter storm—“whatever you remember, is probably the truth.”



My old room is a museum, a relic.

My younger self haunting every corner.

The wind roars against the windows and my skin feels jarred by it—trying to remember a time when the wind soothed me, when I fell asleep to the thrashing of the sea and the howling easterly winds against the roof eaves. I was another person then.

The bed is neatly made, fresh sheets smelling of salt and basil. When I was younger, Nana used to put herbs inside my pillowcase to help me sleep. Now, my cotton pajamas and thick socks do little to keep out the cold sea air, and I tug the heavy, seashell-patterned quilt up to my chin.

My phone buzzes from the bedside table and I reach for it, the blue glow illuminating the shadowy room. It’s James. I forgot to text him, tell him where I am. He’s probably worried, especially since the last time we had spoken, he’d slid a ring onto my finger and now I’ve packed a suitcase and vanished. He might think I’ve run away, couldn’t handle the pressure.

But I set the phone back on the nightstand.

I feel guilty for doing it. Only a heartless person would let him continue to worry. And I know he might make me feel better: hearing the normalcy of his voice, the rasp of the Seattle air in his lungs. Or it might make things worse, unraveling this tenuous thread that’s holding me together right now. I need to be alone, here in the old beach house where it all happened.

My phone stops humming, then goes dark.

I climb out of bed and stand at the window, pulling the memory up easily: the flickering lamplight out at the cape, rain blowing against the glass. When the little boat reached the rocks and I tied it ashore, scrambling onto the island, my legs staggered, adjusting to the ground. It felt odd, slick in places, muddy, the soil rich and good for planting.

I picked my way up the steep rise to a well-worn path, and there, sitting like the sturdy mast atop a ship, was the house. White walls, stone chimney, smoke coiling up into the wet sky.

Someone was inside.

I stood for several seconds, unsure of myself, of what I was seeing. It felt like a dream—I think that’s why later it was so easy to convince myself that it was. That perhaps I had never left my bed. Or had been out sleepwalking.

I reached the greenhouse first, a rectangular glass structure coated in a brine of moss and mildew. I peered inside at the vines and greenery growing thick and pressing against the graying windows. But it was the house that drew my focus away, the lights blazing inside. What I had thought was only a single lamplight was actually several, a whole house lit by the glow of candles. I crept up the back slope, my boots slipping on the damp grass, my hair soaked through. I had no plan, no solid idea of what I would do when I reached the house. I was a kid driven by curiosity, by the hope of a fairy tale come to life. It was reckless, stupid, but I wouldn’t know this until later.

The stone steps were black from the rain, the wind wailed in my ears like the faraway cry of a dying wolf. I touched the knob at the back door—I was naively unafraid—and I was going to let myself in, just stumble in out of the storm, uninvited, with no idea what would be waiting on the other side. But before I could turn the knob, a hand clamped my shoulder—strong, pinching—and when I looked up, a man stood over me, towering, the dark hood of a raincoat obscuring half his face. He pushed open the door and dragged me inside.

My heart spiked into my throat, seizing the muscles that kept me from screaming. But after he slammed the door shut behind us, he released me—quick as that—then strode across the dry, earth-scented kitchen to a cast-iron stove waiting on the far wall. The room held a dim glow, a rough wood floor beneath me, plaster walls, an old stove for cooking, a sink surely fed by a well, plates and mugs neatly stacked on shelves with wood slats at the front to the keep the dinnerware from sliding off onto the floor during bad weather. This is what struck me, the little things that my eyes caught on, logged and remembered: the basin for shoes that held them upright, the leather straps that could be fastened to the dining room chairs to keep them from tipping over. The house was built like a ship. It was meant for sailing. It had voyaged across the seas, through gales and sudden squalls and Atlantic thunderstorms.

The man didn’t speak, just stood with his back to me, warming his hands beside the fire. I craved the warmth, too, but didn’t dare move any closer. I cleared my throat, wanting to ask a dozen childish questions—did he navigate by the stars, how long had he been at sea, had he ever seen the North Pole—but he lifted his head and beat me to it. “How’d ye get here?”

I flashed a look to the door behind me—knowing suddenly that I needed a way out, an escape—and said, “A boat.” I swung my eyes back to him, his dark hair long enough to be tied at the base of his neck. “I saw your lights from shore.” My voice trembled. “I thought you were a ship that had run aground on the outer rocks.”

“What coastline is this?” He turned his head slightly so I could see his chin, the stubble along his jaw. He had a structured face, hard-lined, just like his shoulders. If he were a boat, you’d say he was well-built, meant to withstand the most violent of storms.

“This is Maylarch.” When speaking to the fishermen down on the port, I had come to discover that the rougher my voice—the more like a man’s—the more likely they were to reply to me when I asked if they had any old crab pots they didn’t want anymore. Any buckets or line that were no longer of use. I had gotten in the habit of collecting these things, all part of an idea I’d developed that summer, of one day having a boat of my own, of becoming a fisherman just like them.

The man shook his head, then turned to stare back at me. His eyes were nearly translucent, reminding me of the green glass I sometimes found among the pebbles in front of Nana’s house. “What continent?”

I felt my face pucker, felt the fixed tension in his stare, the threadlike, almost-invisible rim of sorrow that hung in his eyes, then answered, “Nova Scotia.”

He blinked, water making puddles at both of our feet. “Ye need to get warm.” He nodded at my shaking hands, then took several steps toward the kitchen table, hefting one of the chairs and placing it beside the woodstove. I barely remember crossing the kitchen, but I do recall the heat from the fire once I was seated in the chair. I watched him at the sink, filling a kettle with water. His hands were rough and workworn—he had been at sea a long time.

“Your house is a ship?” I asked. When I think of it now, I realize how innocent I had been. How easily I accepted the oddness of the whole encounter: speaking to a man on an island that shouldn’t exist. I asked him questions as if I were on a school tour, and I’d be writing an essay about it on Monday morning.

He blinked back at me, his jaw chewing over the words he wouldn’t speak, like he was trying to sort out what kind of creature I was.

I pressed him with another question. “How do you steer, where are your sails?”

The kettle began to hiss, and he removed it from the woodstove, pouring water into a mug, then handing it to me. It smelled of sweet mint and oat.

He went back to the sink, his features cold, unwelcoming, and he looked to the window where the wind was gaining strength, thrashing against the walls. But I sensed the house had seen far worse gales than this. “I don’t have sails,” he answered stiffly.

“Then how do you know where you’re going?”

“I don’t. The seas take me where they wish.”

I swiveled in the chair, really looking at him. He had an accent, a lowness to his words, his r’s enunciating themselves strangely. “Where are you from?”

He straightened up and walked to the door, surveying the storm, calculating something. But he also looked briefly wistful, as if he was recalling some faraway place that he ached for deep in his bones. “Called Saltwell. Long way from here.”

He kept his eyes on the storm while mine circled around the kitchen, gathering more details: herbs drying over the woodstove, glass jars filled with sliced apples and pears, radishes, cucumbers, yellow squash. There was even a jar that held what looked like chunks of pineapple. Golden and syrupy. Where did he get pineapple? And in a crate beside the woodstove, I even thought I saw a cracked-open coconut husk. But then something else caught my attention, something silver resting on the shelf beside the stove.

With his focus out the window, I stood and reached for the small piece of glistening metal. It was flat and round, like a coin, but weightier. A locket. And there were words inscribed on the back: For AL, until the seas take us away.

I didn’t have time to open the locket before the wind slammed a door shut somewhere in the house, and a great screeching sound rose up from outside. It was the same sound I’d first heard echoing across the water that woke me from sleep and tugged me from bed.

The man snapped his eyes back to me. “Ye need to go.”

Without thinking, without understanding what I was doing, I slid the locket into the pocket of my raincoat.

I didn’t mean to steal it. It was a reflex, a flash of panic and sudden fear, a mindless act that held no purpose or intention. But the moment its weight settled in my pocket, it felt rooted there, like I couldn’t pull it back out. The deed was done. And I couldn’t stomach retrieving it, couldn’t risk the man seeing what I’d taken, for fear a different fate might have befallen me.

“What’s happening?” I asked, darting my eyes to his—hoping he didn’t see the guilt on my face.

“Storm is pushing the island back out to sea. Ye have to leave now.”

The island moaned and released a terrible howling sound, rocks grinding over one another, fighting to be set free.
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