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Introduction

Fog clung to the highway in a low, unbroken seam, the ocean just a darker smear
beyond the guardrail. Graybridge always smelled like wet rope and diesel, a salt-stung
hush that got into your clothes and sat there. The town sign was still bent, paint
flaking around the slogan that used to promise industry and now promised a festival.
Harbor banners slapped the poles in the wind, bright lies against the hulks of
shuttered canneries and tar-black pilings. | told myself | was only passing through. The
lie tasted familiar.

| hadn’t planned to see the police first, but the station door was the only one with
lights this early, and my sister wasn’t answering her phone. Inside, the air was coffee
and old paper, a low radio murmuring surf reports. Detective Aaron Kline looked like
the town had been built around him. Square shoulders, a tie that had seen better
cases. He glanced at my press ID out of habit, then at my face as if I'd tracked in sand.
“We have a report on Ms. Bennett,” he said, careful. “Hannah’s an adult. People take
time.” People vanish, | didn’t say. He told me to let them do their jobs, to go see
family, to rest. As if the distance I'd kept for years could be tidied up in a nap.

Out on the street the fog thinned and thickened in breaths, swallowing sound until the
only noise was my boots on grit and the occasional gull. Windows on Main were either
boarded or new-glass glossy, the town split between pretending nothing had changed
and pretending everything had. A flyer with Mayor Evelyn Cross’s immaculate smile
fluttered on the community board: REVITALIZE GRAYBRIDGE. Underneath it, someone
had tacked up a missing cat poster. The staples were crooked. My own name carried
in a whisper | didn’t mean to notice—podcaster, vulture, the one who left. In a place
this small even silence was a chorus.

Hannah's apartment sat over a bait shop that never closed. The stairwell smelled like
brine and lemon cleaner. Inside, the place was neat in the way she got when she was
trying to impress or apologize. Mug by the sink, a sweater folded on the chair back. A
playlist paused mid-song on her laptop, surf guitars frozen in a bright chord. A note on
the fridge in her handwriting—groceries, a date | didn’t recognize, a name crossed out
so hard the paper had torn. | stood very still and listened. Old wood popped. A truck
backfired down on the harbor road. Somewhere a door slammed, echo stacking on
echo until it was impossible to tell where it started.

Memory does this trick. It offers one clean image and then clouds it with weather. A
hallway, a closed door, a strip of light at the bottom. Our mother’s voice saying, Not
now, girls. My hand on Hannah'’s wrist, both of us weightless on the cusp of a thing we
couldn’t name. In my version, | pulled her away. In hers, | didn’t. | had built a career on
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other people’s truths, asked them to pry open the places they’d nailed shut. Standing
in my sister’s kitchen, | realized how easy it was to curate a story and call it survival.

| tried Detective Kline again. Straight to voicemail. Tried Hannah again. Straight to the
same. | opened the bait shop’s back door for air and the fog breathed in with me,
tasting of tin and tide. Across the alley, a curtain moved. Someone was watching, or |
wanted them to be. The town had always known how to make you feel seen in the
wrong ways. How to make you believe you were the one who owed it something.

Back upstairs my phone buzzed—one new voicemail from an unknown local number. |
didn’t remember it ringing. Static first, a hollow hum like a bottle held to your ear.
Then my name, low, almost a test: “May.” Hannah used to call me that when we were
little, dropping the second syllable like a secret. A gull cried somewhere near the
microphone. The voice went softer. “You remember it wrong.” A click, then nothing
but the long, patient sound of the ocean, and the faint creak of a door that might have
been mine.
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CHAPTER ONE: Arrival and Vanishing

The road into Graybridge kept trying to push me toward the guardrail, as if the ocean
were a hand opening to catch a dropped coin. Fog had been eating the world since
Port Angeles, chewing the pines to gray silhouettes, and the closer | got to the town
line, the more the fog took on a smell | remembered like a bad habit. Wet rope, diesel,
low tide clotted with cannery rust. The sign was the same bent S in GRAYBRIDGE, the
slogan half scraped away. Someone had clipped a string of plastic harbor flags to it, a
bright insistence that this was a place still interested in welcome. The flags slapped
wetly at my window as | passed.

| told myself | was only passing through. | had a show to edit, a producer waiting on a
timeline, a life in Seattle that kept regular hours. The lie did its job for about a mile.
Then the phone went dark for the third time—no signal where the cliffs pinched the
air—and | let the old highway carry me toward the first thing that ever taught me how
to leave. When the police station’s lights appeared in the murk, | pulled in without
deciding to. The door opened with a bell that sounded like a thrift store purchase and
not a municipal asset.

Inside, the air had been brewed with coffee and left too long on the burner. Two desks
faced each other like a married couple who'd run out of things to say. A radio
murmured about wind and waves. Detective Aaron Kline didn’t stand when | came in,
but he lifted his eyes with the careful weight of a man who doesn’t waste movement.
He had the kind of shoulders you get from hauling equipment, not from the gym. His
tie had a stain on it that might have been mustard and might have been a darker
memory. He glanced at the press ID hanging from my bag, then at my face.

“Maya Bennett,” | said. “Hannah’s sister.” | didn’t add that it had been three years.
“She’s not answering her phone.”

He nodded once, a policeman’s nod that carried a whole paragraph of caution. “We
have a report on Ms. Bennett.” He said it like that, Ms. Bennett, a careful distance built
right into the words. “She missed work yesterday. Hasn’'t answered her landlord.
That’s concerning. But Hannah’s an adult. People take time.”

“Not Hannah.” It came out sharper than | meant, and | softened it with a breath |
didn’t have to give him. “She doesn’t miss work. She doesn’t take time. If she’s quiet,

someone put a lid on her.”

Kline's mouth tilted in something that might have been agreement or might have been
the shape of a practiced speech. “We have procedures, Ms. Bennett. I'll ask you to let
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us do our jobs. Go see family. Get some rest. We'll call if we hear anything.” He said
family like he was naming a hazard. He slid a card across the desk, corners worn like
he’d done this before. | took it, because | needed a reason to leave and because his
eyes had already moved to a stack of paper that probably held the whole town’s sins,
filed by date.

Out on the street the fog had pulled itself together into a low wall. Sound died in it.
Footsteps became your only rhythm. A dog barked two blocks away and sounded like
it was behind me. The storefronts on Main were split into two towns: windows either
boarded with plywood painted a civic blue, or new-glass clean with displays that had
no dust on them. One bar had a chalkboard outside that read, “Happy Hour: Still
Happy.” The Community Board had a flyer with Mayor Evelyn Cross’s smile—a set of
teeth bright enough to be considered an export. REVITALIZE GRAYBRIDGE, it said, over
a list of committees. Under it, someone had tacked a missing cat poster with a child’s
crayon addition: “his name is Captain.” The staples were crooked. My name wasn’t on
the board, but | heard it anyway in the whisper behind the hardware door: podcaster,
vulture, the one who left. The town had a long memory for exits and no interest in
update notes.

Hannah’s apartment was over the bait shop that never closed, a place where the smell
of brine and stale beer went up the stairs like a tide. | had the key from the landlord,
who’d left it in a lockbox with a note about rent and a request for “discretion,” which |
read as “don’t tell anyone.” The stairwell had a flicker in the middle of every step, like
the wood was thinking it over. Inside, the apartment was the version of Hannah that
came out when she was trying to fool someone into believing she was steady. Mug
clean in the dish rack, a sweater folded over the chair back so precisely it looked like
an ad. On the kitchen table, a laptop open to a paused playlist, surf guitars frozen mid-
chord. On the fridge, a list in her handwriting: Milk. Bread. Eggs. And then, below that,
a date that didn’t match anything on my calendar, and a name so thoroughly crossed
out the paper had torn. The black ink had bled into fibers. You could still make out an
M and a soft A, the rest a thicket.

| stood in the middle of the room and tried to hear anything besides my own pulse.
The building did what old wood does: it settled. The radiator breathed. Somewhere
down the hall a door clicked, then clicked again, and in the narrow hall mirror the
ceiling light made a halo that looked like a fingerprint. | ran a hand along the
doorframe as if it would tell me who had last opened it. A small burn mark near the
hinge, almost hidden by paint. | remembered a summer when Hannah tried to smoke
in her room, two hits before she coughed and threw the cigarette out the window.
Mom had yelled. | had laughed. The paint had covered the burn, but the scar was still
there. Memory likes to tuck things under the surface and then pretend the surface is
the whole story.

My phone buzzed. | snatched it, expecting Hannah’s name, but the screen said

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Unknown. When | tapped the green, the line hissed. No ring, just a flat emptiness that
made me hold the phone away and then put it back. A voice came through like a hand
feeling for a light switch in a strange room. It said, “May.” Not Maya. May. The name
she used when we were small and wanted something only we understood. The line
crackled and | heard a gull, thin and sharp, like a pin through silk. Then, softer: “You
remember it wrong.” The click was clean. The silence after wasn’t.

| stood by the window with the phone still against my ear. Across the alley, a curtain in
a second-story window trembled, then settled. Someone had been there, or had
wanted me to think they were. The town had always been good at that—making you
feel watched even when it was only your own past looking back. | tried the number
that had called me. It rang to a voicemail with no greeting. | tried Kline again. Straight
to a recording that didn’t bother to pretend he’d call back.

| moved through the apartment with a new kind of energy, the kind that pretends not
to be fear. The bedroom was smaller than the living room and more honest. Bed
made, a denim jacket slung over the footboard. The closet smelled like cedar and
something sweeter—lavender, maybe, the kind you buy in a bag and forget about. On
the floor inside the closet, behind a row of shoes, was a box labeled “Maya.” The
handwriting wasn’t Hannah’s. It was mine. | knew it the way you know the shape of
your own handwriting from the version of yourself you don’t write to anymore.

Inside, the box held things I'd left behind when | ran for Seattle and never looked back
hard enough to see what I'd stepped over. A chipped mug from the old bakery, now a
chain that sold boats. A pressed fern in a cracked frame. A school picture where my
smile had too many teeth. And under it all, a small stack of folded papers held
together by a brittle rubber band. The top one was a letter | didn’t remember writing.
To Hannah. It had no stamp, no envelope. Just a folded sheet of notebook paper, the
creases so old they had thinned to translucence. | didn’t open it yet. My hands were
shaking, and | wanted to be somewhere that didn’t feel like a mouth holding a secret.

Downstairs the bait shop had a bell. The man behind the counter was sixty pounds of
skin stretched over fifty pounds of bones, and he wore a hat that said I'D RATHER BE
CLAMMING. His name tag said Walt. He looked at me with the particular expression of
someone who knows which family you belong to and has opinions about all of them.

“You the sister,” he said. Not a question. He pushed a paper cup of coffee toward me
as if I'd already agreed to stay. “She was in here two nights ago. Said she was meeting
someone out at the old pier. Asked if | had a flashlight to borrow. | told her we rent
them, same as always. She laughed. Said she was low on cash but high on plans.”
Walt’s eyes went to the window, then back. “Hannah gets that look. Like she’s already
halfway out the door.”

“Did she say who she was meeting?”
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“Not to me.” He wiped the counter with a rag that had probably never been clean.
“She had a bag with her, one of those canvas ones. | asked if she was going away. She
said, ‘Only long enough to come back different.”” Walt's mouth twitched, like the line
had been a joke he hadn’t understood until it was too late. “She paid for the coffee
with a twenty that looked like it had been through the wash and a fight. Old series,
soft as cloth. | gave her change and she left it in the till. Said keep it. For luck.”

| bought a flashlight | didn’t need and a map of the harbor that | did. The map had
notes on it in pencil, small circles around places that used to matter to me. The pencil
was fresh enough that | could smudge it with my thumb. “Where’s the old pier?” |
asked, even though | knew. It was the place where the town put its broken things and
called it history.

“Past the cannery where the roof fell in,” Walt said. “You walk past the red buoy that
doesn’t bob right. If you see the sign for Salmon Days, you've gone too far. That was
last month.” He paused. “Careful out there. Fog rolls in and you can’t tell up from
down. Sound goes strange. You can hear someone calling you and it’s your own echo.”

| thanked him and stepped back into the gray. The fog had thickened again, making a
room of the street. The cannery loomed, its windows gaping like missing teeth. The
red buoy bobbed in the swell but not in rhythm with the others; it had a list to the left,
as if it held a weight. The path to the pier was a muddy track through marram grass
that clawed at my jeans. Seaweed lay in mats, old and new. The boards of the pier
were slick with the kind of green you only get where water spends a long time thinking
about what it can take.

At the far end, something caught the light that wasn’t light yet. A red thread, maybe.
A piece of yarn. | bent, and under a coil of rope was a small silver bracelet | knew
better than | knew my own hands. Hannah had worn it since Dad gave it to her, the
summer he tried to prove he was still good at something. It had a tiny wave etched on
the charm. | picked it up. It was cold, but not the kind of cold that comes from being
left out overnight. It felt like it had been somewhere inside, a pocket or a drawer, then
placed here. The rope it lay under was dry at the core. The wood beneath it was damp,
but there was a clean rectangle where something had been set down recently and
then moved.

| put the bracelet in my pocket and felt its edges against my thigh. In my mind | heard
Hannah say, Don’t lose this, May. She had called me May when she was scared or
when she wanted to forgive me in advance. | listened for the gulls and heard nothing.
Then | heard the scrape of a foot on boards behind me and | spun, my hand going to
the flashlight like a weapon. The pier was empty. The fog hid the shore. | said
Hannah’s name, and the fog took it and threw it back at me from every direction, the
sound stacking until | couldn’t tell where my voice ended and the echo began.
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On the walk back | stopped at the community board. The mayor’s smile looked less
certain under a smear of wet grit. Someone had written on the corner of the flyer in
blue ballpoint: “Not the first. Not the last.” The letters leaned right, like they were
hurrying. | took a picture and the phone buzzed—another call. Unknown again. |
answered. Nothing. | heard breathing that might have been mine. Then a sound like a
door closing, soft, final.

| found myself at the door of a diner | didn’t mean to enter, the kind with vinyl booths
patched with silver tape. Inside, the coffee was old and hot. The waitress had a name
tag that said Dawn. She looked at me the way people in small towns look at something
they used to know and don’t trust anymore.

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” she said. “Or maybe | have. It’s the same face.” She
poured coffee without asking. “You here about Hannah? People keep talking like they
know something, and then none of it adds up. Someone says she went to the city with
that ex of hers. Someone says she took a job up north. Someone else says she’s just
hiding. You ask me? She was digging at something. That girl had a way of turning
stones and then looking surprised at what crawled out.”

“What kind of thing?” | asked.

Dawn shrugged. “Old stones. There’s a meeting tomorrow. Town council. Mayor Cross
is going to talk about the future, which is a fancy way of saying jobs and money. You
should go. People talk different in crowds.”

The bell over the door jingled. Detective Kline came in. He saw me and his face did a
complicated thing. He sat at the counter like a man choosing the shortest line. He
didn’t look at me, but he spoke toward me in a voice low enough for the fryer to cover.
“You went out to the pier.” Not a question. “That’s not your job, Ms. Bennett. That's
our job. We found the bracelet yesterday. It was in Hannah’s apartment when we did
the welfare check. | don’t know how it got to the pier. | don’t know why you found it. |
do know that you being here stirs things. People start remembering things they didn’t
see. They start guessing. That doesn’t help Hannah. It doesn’t help anyone.”

“You had it yesterday?” | kept my voice steady. “You didn't mention that.”

“I'm mentioning it now.” He looked at me then, all of him, and | saw a tiredness that
wasn’t only about long hours. “Go home, Maya. Let us do our jobs. This town is holding
itself together with spit and promises. Don’t be the wind that knocks it down.”

| left a ten on the table and went back to the apartment. The air had gotten colder, or

the building had. The unopened letter in the box weighed more than paper should. |
stood at the sink and ran the faucet until it was hot, because hands that are shaking
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want a task. The bracelet lay on the counter, a bright line in the weak light. | touched
the etched wave and felt that hollow again, the place in my chest where the pastis a
door that won’t open and won't stay closed.

| don’t know how long | stood there. Memory does this trick when it wants to be kind. It
smears the edges. A hallway. The same closed door. Our mother’s voice: Not now,
girls. My hand on Hannah’s wrist, our bare feet on the linoleum, both of us weightless
on the edge of something we didn’t have names for. In my version, | pulled her away.
In hers, | didn’t. | wanted to call her and tell her which version I'd chosen this time, ask
her to believe me. The phone was dark, the voicemail still sitting there like a stone.

| opened the letter.

It was short. It was mine. It was addressed to Hannah and it had never been delivered,
or it had been delivered and returned to a box that didn’t have a home. The ink was
faded. It said: If something happens, it wasn’t the water. It wasn’t the door. It was the
echo. Don’t trust what you hear when the fog is in. | laughed because it was a stupid
line, the kind of thing you write at midnight when you think you sound profound. The
laugh didn’t make it feel less true. The faucet ran. A door down the hall slammed, and
the sound caught in the corners and refused to leave.

| turned off the light and stood at the window for a while, watching the alley where the
curtain had moved. The bait shop went dark first, then the bar, then the streetlight
stuttered and gave up. The fog came in thick, making the window glass sweat. Behind
me, in the dark apartment, something small fell—mmaybe a pen rolling off the table. It
made a sound like a single clap. It made me think of a door closing on a room where
someone had just turned off the light.
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