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I.

IT’S LATE ON A SATURDAY MORNING and
Natalie is eleven when a big white pickup
truck comes rumbling into the yard, kick-
ing up dust and gravel. Flapjack, the dog,
yaps and growls. Natalie calls him off with
the last bite of her waffle and ties him to
the trailer hitch.

Two men in sunglasses cross the yard,
flaunting badges, boots crunching on the
path strewn with pebbles and bits of shell.
They climb the rotting steps, reach the
top just as Natalie’s father pushes open the
screen door. Two of her rock sculptures
and the little clay gargoyle guarding the
entrance topple to the ground. No one
notices.

When the men finally leave, her father
goes back inside the trailer and comes out
with a small bucket. He moves close to
Natalie, drops the bucket at her feet and
flips open his shucking knife. Natalie
knows to close her eyes and open her
mouth. Theyve been doing this for years.

She swallows, not sure what to expect
this time. A burst of salt gives way to sweet-
ness. The taste is golden, fatty like bacon
but finished with a familiar cucumber-
melon flavor.

“Eagle Rock? Maybe Barron Point?”
She licks her lips. “Hood Canal South, for
sure.” Almost more than the taste, Natalie
loves their unpredictability. The smallest
oysters were no bigger than a bottle cap.
The largest would fill your entire mouth.
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Plus they had the most adorable names—
Chelsea Gem, Calm Cove, Pickering
Passage, and her favorite, Little Skookum.

The knife clicks closed. Natalie opens
her eyes.

“Good girl.”

They spend their last night out on the
fir-fringed tide flats collecting by headlamp
light at the last low tide. Afterward, they
meet up with their neighbor, Benny Hoft-
man, at the State campground. Natalie’s
father plans to buy his property back
when he makes it big. Benny says to hell
with it, he’s moving to Idaho to work on
his brother’s farm. Flapjack, smelling like
maple syrup, heaves a deep sigh, settles his
head on Natali¢’s foot. For a long, long time
she stares into the campfire, burning hot
and steady. When she finally lifts her eyes,
looks up into the dark wide sky, free of
clouds for once, she’s certain she can see an
oval ring of flames, like a crown, encircling
the treetops.

1I.

WHEN SHE IS TWENTY-SIX, Nat’s boy-
friend Zeke tells the same jokes he always
does when they drive past the trailer camp-
ground near North Platte.

“How do you know you're trailer park
trash?” He turns his head, grinning at Nat
like he’s sure she'll grin back. “When the
Halloween pumpkin has more teeth than
your dad, and your front porch collapses
and kills more than five animals.”

“Stop,” Nat says. She gets tired of him
sometimes.

The landscape speeds past, all prairies
and railroad tracks. Nat lets her hand drag
outside the window, trying to capture what
freshness is left in the Nebraska country-
side. They’re on their way to celebrate the
birthday of a friend of Zeke’s from work he
barely knows and she’s never met.

“No risk,” Zeke shrugs, “No reward.”
An inexplicable desire to run into the crash-
ing sea overwhelms her.

At the gas station rest stop, they search
for something cheap but respectable to
bring along. Nat wanders up and down the
aisles, scanning the dusty shelves of off-
brand wines, energy drinks and packaged
donuts until she finds something promis-
ing, nestled between the Pringles and the
air fresheners.

Your guests will all feel like royalty when
you hand our Gold Crowns as party favors!
Package quantity: 12.

“Dress up time?” Zeke whispers, sliding

his arm around her waist and pulling her
close. Nat squirms out of his grasp, removes
one of the plastic packages from its hook,
then reaches back up for a second.

At the register, she adds two scratch-off
lotto tickets to her order.
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WHEN SHE IS THIRTY-THREE, Nat’s
husband Bo calls his father-in-law from the
hospital. “It’s a girl. Ten of everything.”

“On my way, be there in twenty.”

The psychic had predicted Natalie
would go into labor when the whales
arrived. But that made no sense seeing
how she still lived in the only triple
landlocked state in the country.

Then two nights ago, they came to
her in a dream.

She was swimming with them, brushing
against their barnacled skin, perched on
the edge of two worlds. She watched them
feed and dive, felt the familiar rumblings of
their hunger, barely able to see one-eighth
of their world. The rest lay sunken, hidden
under an oval blanket of opalescent water.
But one-cighth was enough.

Her father shows up weary from his
overnight drive, two-day stubble and
muddy boots. He pulls a mesh sack out of
his backpack and dumps it on the floor,
stinking up the hospital room.

“Hungry?” Nat hears the familiar crack
of a shell and with a single twist of his
arrow-tipped knife he starts to shuck.

Bo passes their as yet unnamed infant to
her and she nestles the baby to her chest. A
slight “glug-glug-glug” sound fills the room
as the child latches on.

“Eat,” her father says.

Every morning the world is recreated
again. Every morning she’ll see the sun, lift-
ing its head up, up, up—crowning its old
friend the sky with its fiery corona.

Nat stretches her back against the pillow
and closes her eyes. She opens her mouth
and swallows.

Creamy sweetness, the subtlest of brine,
just a whisper of salt. This one had lived
the clarifying life of an ascetic but its shell,
rough and strong, signaled a life of hard-
ship.

“Kumamoto, Totten Inlet.” The liquor
dribbles down Nat’s chin, demanding she
slow down, memorize every flavor-full
moment. Through the room’s hermetically
sealed windows the smell of the sea rushes
in with a breeze, faint and damp against her
temples.





