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The Bell Beneath the Waves
Claudia Nerren
When the lighthouse bell in Coralbay falls silent before Sea Lantern Night, you—ten-year-old Rafi—follow a whispering conch into tide-twisted tunnels. With a moonrope, a crab ally, and your courage, you face the Wreck-Keeper and bring the bell’s voice home in time for the town to sing.
ProseHub


    
The Silent Bell
The harbor wakes before the sun. Nets slap wood. Ropes squeak. The air tastes like salt and oranges from the market cart that rattles past your street. You tug on your boots, hop the last three steps, and skid into the brightness of morning. Everyone in Coralbay is getting ready for Sea Lantern Night, when fireflies are welcomed back with paper lights and the bell from the lighthouse sings the first clear note of summer. It always sings. It has sung since your granddad was a kid who slid down rails like you do now.
Except this morning. The bell is quiet. The lighthouse stands tall on its knuckled cliff, pale as a gull’s belly, and the bronze bell inside holds its breath. You stop on the pier and wait for the sound you know. Nothing. Fish slap in a barrel. A dog yips. The bell is a closed mouth.
“Rafi,” your mother calls from the stall where she sells smoked mackerel and sweet buns. “Don’t lean. Those planks bend like old knees.” You step back and she presses a bun into your hand. Sugar sticks to your lip. “It will ring,” she says, though she keeps glancing at the cliff. “It always does.”
You say, “What if it forgot?” She snorts, the way she does when she worries.
It’s a strange quiet. You listen past the market chatter for the low hum of the bell’s metal. Once, you could hear it even when it wasn’t ringing, a sleepy whale in your ear. Today there’s only the slap of flags and distant breakers. A gull drops out of the sky and lands beside you like it had a plan. It pecks at something and pushes it forward: a pale spiral shell, pink as a sunrise on the inside. You crouch. The conch is warm from the sun. When you lift it, your fingers prickle, like someone whispers against your palm.
You hold the shell to your ear. Not the usual ocean roar. This is a tiny voice in a long hallway. Come closer, it breathes, a hiss of sound the way wind speaks in reeds. Find me where the tide turns twice.
You lower the shell, heart knocking. “Who’s me?” you whisper into the curl. A woman with hair like rope stops and laughs. “Talking to shells now, little fish?” She winks and moves on. You breathe in the smell of tar and cinnamon. The shell rests in your pocket, warm as a secret.
Above, the lighthouse door opens and the keeper steps out. She wears a faded blue sweater with patches at the elbows, and her eyes hold the sky like bowls hold soup. People call her Ms. Kettle, because she always has tea. She stares down at the water as if reading it. Then she looks at you, and for a heartbeat you think she heard the whisper too.
You don’t mean to climb the cliff path. Your feet just go. Up past the stacked floats, past the wind-worn sign that says KEEP OFF THE EDGE, past the blackberry tangle that guards the last bend. The lighthouse is close enough to touch now, its stones damp with old stories. The door is ajar. You raise a hand to knock, but the keeper is already there.
“Got something in your pocket that isn’t a fish?” Ms. Kettle asks. Her voice is the bell before the strike, all hum and patience.
You pull out the conch. It gleams soft and shy. “A gull dropped it.”
“They do that,” she says, as if gulls are known for gifts. She turns the shell over in her palms. “Some shells remember. They take in a sound and keep it safe. Sometimes they send it back.”
“It said… it said to find it where the tide turns twice.” You feel silly. The words vanish in the big room where she keeps lantern oil and raincoats and mugs with chips.
Ms. Kettle doesn’t laugh. “Mm. There are places where water goes forward and backward, both true at once. Under the pier. In the tunnels that breathe. Mind you, those tunnels are off-limits.” She watches your face, like this is a test you didn’t know about.
“Why is the bell quiet?” you ask.
She looks toward the stairs that spiral up. “Sometimes things fall silent when they are waiting for the right voice. Sometimes something takes what is not theirs.”
“Who would take a sound?”
“The Wreck-Keeper keeps many things,” she says. “Lost spoons. Letters that slip from pockets. The last laugh of a girl who moved away. He believes he keeps them safe, away from storms and rust. He isn’t mean; he is stubborn. He has a house under the cliff made of anchors and drift. People scare easy, so they say he’s a ghost. I say he is a habit of the sea.”
You picture a person made of nets and knots, with hands like hooks and eyes like windows. He is not someone you want to meet. Yet the quiet bell sits heavy in your mind, like a chair pulled from a table where someone should be sitting.
“I could try,” you say before you can stop it. “If I found the tide that turns twice.”
Ms. Kettle’s mouth makes the shape of a smile that isn’t only happy. “The rules say I say no.” She leans in. “But the sea has other rules. If you go, it will ask you a question back. Bring a real answer.” She puts the conch in your hand. Your skin hums. “Listen more than you speak. And if you meet anyone who tells you riddles, tell them one truth about yourself before you ask for theirs.”
By afternoon the sky has that polished look that means wind later. Kids paste tissue scales to paper fish. Your friend Pia threads blue beads on string and says, “Lantern Night is the best. My uncle is bringing a drum.” You nod and lick sugar off your thumb. The bell’s absence is a chair with no one in it. The air is off balance. Even the cats step softer.
An old fisherman with hands like oars shuffles up. His name is Uncle Jo to everyone, though he has no family left but the sea. He buys a bun, bites, and chews as if remembering how. His eyes catch the conch in your pocket. “Ah,” he says, like a gull spotting a crab. He tears a corner off his paper bag and scribbles with a charcoal stub. “If a boy were to go foolish places, he’d need a map he never saw.” He slides you the greasy curl of paper. Lines on it twist like seaweed, looping under the pier and into a place marked with a circle and a scribble shaped like a whirl.
“Why help?” you ask.
“I like bells,” he says. “I like them better when they speak.”
A shout, sudden, draws eyes to the lighthouse. Three men are hauling the rope that hangs from the bell, pulling like a game. The rope creaks. The bell’s mouth opens. It heaves one tired note, bent and blue around the edges, then shuts as if it took too much to say even that. The rope goes slack. Someone laughs, brittle. Someone else says a word you don’t repeat.
“Children stay off the pier after dusk,” the mayor calls, a velvet man in a neat hat. “Tide is funny. We’ll fix the bell. We have a man from the city.” He smiles as if that solves everything.
Pia’s beads clack. “You’re thinking of going,” she whispers. She knows your face like she knows wind direction.
“It asked,” you say. You sound foolish, but the pull is a line around your ribs.
Pia slips you two extra beads. “For courage.” She squeezes your hand once, hard enough to sting. “Come back.”
When you tuck the beads into your pocket, you feel something else there that wasn’t before. A key, iron and scalloped, patterned like fish scales. The gull that brought the shell watches from a post. It makes a sound like a door hinge. You don’t remember picking the key up, but it could have fallen when the shell did. It fits your palm like it belonged.
Dusk is a bruise along the edge of the world. Lanterns blink alive like fireflies remembering their jobs. You chew your bun slow to make it last. Your mother stacks trays and hums, her voice a thin thread that keeps worry back. “Home by full dark,” she says. She doesn’t see the map tucked under your shirt, the way your boots itch to run.
You move along the harbor with the easy steps of a kid who knows where boards squeak and where they lie quiet. The pier stretches out, a tongue tasting the cold sea. You stop where the first post is painted red. Two choices rise up like fish: tell your mother, or keep the secret. If you tell, she’ll say no with her whole face, and the bell will still be quiet when night falls. If you don’t tell, the not-telling will press hard on your ribs. The conch in your pocket warms, pulsing slow as a sleeping heart, and you know which choice is yours.
You press your lucky blue string around your wrist until it bites. “I’ll bring it back,” you say to the air, because someone should hear. The gull on the post ruffles its neck like a shrug.
A plank creaks. A cat swishes by, smug with fish smell. Far out, the lighthouse door closes, and a square of gold goes dark. The first stars prick through. You kneel and breathe the tar-and-salt breath of the pier. The map says the entrance is hidden under a curtain of kelp, where the tide turns twice.
You climb down a rusted ladder to the struts. Water slaps the pilings with lazy hands. Seaweed curtains swish. You push in, and cold kisses your shins. The iron key is heavy. There—a rusty lock wedged between two stones, crusted with barnacles. You fit the key. It bites. You turn. Somewhere, a hinge sighs. The water sucks back, like the whole bay just took a breath.
“Okay,” you whisper. Your mouth tastes like salt and sugar and something new. You step into the opening as the sea drifts forward, then backward, two truths rubbing sides. Your chest is a drum. The bell is silent behind you. Ahead, a whisper waits, patient as tide.

    
The Tunnels Beckon
The first steps are slick as fish. You go sideways like a crab, fingers skimming stone. The tunnel smells of penny iron and kelp, with a pepper of something bright that wakes your nose. Your headlamp paints a yellow coin on the walls, and each drip is a tick in a clock you don’t know. Behind you, the world keeps its small sounds. Ahead, another world breathes in and out with the tide.
The space opens into a chamber with ribs of rock. A rope dangles from above. Someone has been here. You swing your light, and the beam finds Ms. Kettle leaning on a post, steam curling from a mug in her hands. She looks as at home as a kettle on its stove.
“You move quiet for a boy who stomps,” she says. Her eyes catch the light like wet stones. “If I was the sort to forbid, I’d be too late.” She offers the mug. The tea smells like lemon and nettles. You wrap both hands around it, glad of the heat.
“I brought a map,” you say. The paper looks small in this place.
“There are maps that fit on paper,” she says, “and maps that fit in your bones.” She sips. “Answer me a thing. This place will ask too, and it’s best you start practicing. What do you carry that you can’t lift?”
You think of your mother’s sharp look when she’s tired, of the empty notch in your life where your father used to be before he took the far boat, of the bell’s hush that hurts your ears. “Worry,” you say. “And hope.”
Ms. Kettle nods once, like a tide giving the shore a gentle slap. “Good. Don’t set them down. Just wear them better.” She reaches for a coil that lies like a sleeping snake on a stone. The rope is pale, almost silver. It glows when the dim light hits it. “Moonrope,” she says. “It holds things that want to run. Tie your end to what you won’t leave behind. And if a voice tries to pull you away from yourself, tie again.”
She places it in your hands with a weight that is more than its weight. “If you see the Wreck-Keeper, remember he believes he keeps safe what the rest of us drop. He may ask a price that isn’t fair. Find another way that is.”
You slip the moonrope around your waist, knotting it slow. You feel ridiculous and right at once. “Will you come?” you ask.
Her mouth quirks. “I keep the light so people can leave and know how to come home.” She tugs the rope to check the knot, then taps your chest. “You keep this light. I’ll keep that one.”
When Ms. Kettle fades into the soft dark of the entrance chamber, you test the conch against your ear. The whisper flutters. Forward, it sighs. Where stone sings, step not on what sings wrong. You swallow. The next passage is marked with chalk arrows smudged by damp fingers. The floor dips, then climbs into a staircase carved right into the rock, each step shallow and slick.
You place your foot. The stone hums under your boot, a pleasant purr that shivers your bones. Two steps later, your foot lands on a slab that feels dull, like stepping on a flat note in a song. The hairs on your arms rise. The conch warms. Wrong, it warns, a hiss of air.
You shift back and try a different path. Some steps sing; some decide not to. You close your eyes. You let your ears run ahead of your feet. The staircase becomes a music you can read. Left, hum. Right, hum. Forward, quiet—no. Back, hum. You move like you’re part of a tune you’ve heard before. Once, you feel the slick give under your boot and swing your hand to the rope. It catches you, clean and sure.
When the last step lets you go, the tunnel opens into a lopsided room with a ceiling low enough to make you duck. Your light tosses shadows around like small animals. One of the shadows moves when you don’t move. You freeze. It scuttles into the light.
“Hello,” says a voice that is gravel and marbles in a tin pail. A hermit crab peers up from a bottlecap it wears for a hat. The cap has a star stamped on it, the red faded to a pink for which you don’t have a name. The crab waves one claw in a salute that looks very practiced. “Name’s Captain Button. I command myself and occasionally a brigade of tide pools.”
You blink. “I’m Rafi.”
“I know a boy by that name,” he says, as if there’s a long list. “You look like him. You smell like buns. And you carry a rope that tickles my whiskers.” He taps the moonrope with a claw and shivers. “If you mean to go to the Keeper’s places, you’ll want a light that keeps its feet on the ground.” He points to a shelf of stone where a jar sits. Inside, a pearl-sized bubble gives off a steady, kind glow. “That one. But I don’t give without getting. Trade.”
“What do you want?”
“Truth,” he says briskly. “One truth you don’t say much. Say it into my hat so it fits.”
You look at the bottlecap and see your face bent funny inside the curve. Your tongue gets cottony. Truth is harder to lift than a bucket of fish.
“I hate when Mum sighs because she thinks I don’t hear,” you say. “I hear. I just don’t know how to make the sigh stop.” Your voice lands in the cap and rings there once.
Captain Button’s eyes soften, though they are the eyes of a crab and not made for softening. He flips the cap and puts it back on like armor. “Fits,” he reports. “Fair trade.” He pushes the jar toward you. The glass is smooth, cool. The little bubble inside floats as if tied to a string you can’t see, warm light pressed into a sphere. “A bubble-lantern. Stays lit even if it falls, because it wants to rise.”
You tie the jar to your belt with a loop of moonrope. When you move, its glow walks with you. “Do you know where the tide turns twice?” you ask.
“In many places,” the crab says. “Specifically, three tunnels from here, through a room with the door that won’t open until you ask it to in the language of a schoolyard, and then across the Reckoners where people forget how to count.” He begins to lead with the confidence of a parade. His legs click on the rock like knitting needles.
The room of doors is exactly where he said. Seven doors wait, barnacled and patient. You try the first. It rattles but does not give. “Stop it, door,” you say, because that is what you’d say on the schoolyard. The door huffs, if a door can huff, and stays still.
“Language of a schoolyard,” Captain Button prompts. “Not a courtroom. Not a mayor’s speech.”
You squint, then grin. “Please,” you say, knees bent, voice bouncing. “Pretty please with sugar fish? Open sesame, open says me, open because I’m small and I ask with all my might.” You push your words like a swing.
Barnacles shudder. A door with a crack shaped like a crooked smile loosens. It opens just enough to let you through. Inside, letters float in a shallow pool, slick as eels. They bump your boots and drift away from your fingers when you reach.
A chalk scrawl on the wall says: Spell what you can’t leave behind.
You think of the bell, of your mother’s song, of how Pia’s beads clicked in her hand. “Home,” you say, and the air vibrates. You push letters one by one: H that sticks to your palm, O that wants to roll away, M that feels like steps up, E that feels like steps down. The pool shivers. The letters sink. A new passage opens with a sigh.
The Reckoners look like nothing much. Just flat stones in a line across a shallow flow, each stone painted with numbers that have given up being in order. Two, seven, three, nine, one, a smudge, another seven rubbed to a ghost. You step on the two and the water pulls your ankle as if it wanted a dance. Captain Button hops onto the three and sways. “Count and you’ll forget it,” he calls. “Listen and you’ll cross.”
You stop counting. You listen. The tunnel has a pulse, a beat that is not drums but feels like drums. Your boot lifts with it and lands with it. One-two-three becomes a hush-hush-shush that tells you where to put your foot. The smudged stone hums a little higher, so you land there, and the water only sniffs at you.
When you make the last jump, a bell-like tone threads through the air so faint you almost tell yourself you made it up. It isn’t the bell. It’s a sliver of it, a fingernail. The conch flutters. Closer. The bubble-lantern brightens as if it got excited.
The tunnel lowers its head and you duck. A curtain of weed hangs over the next arch. It smells green, like cucumbers and long birthdays. Your fingers brush something caught in the fronds. It’s a little cloth fish, stitched with crooked yellow thread, the kind you make in school in spring. You remember yours, stolen by wind on the walk home. You imagine the Wreck-Keeper catching it, smoothing its tail, tucking it in some nook. Your chest aches in a sharp way you didn’t expect.
“People drop more than they mean to,” Captain Button says, almost kind. “He thinks he keeps them from breaking. But a thing breaks when it’s kept from being used.”
“What if the bell breaks because it’s not used?” You don’t like the thought.
“Then make sure it is,” the crab says. It’s as simple as taking a step and as hard.
You press on. A cold wind moves your hair though no wind should be here. It smells of lemon again, and for a blink you feel as if someone upstairs is watching the water through glass with a kettle on. “We’re close,” you whisper.
“Close,” the conch agrees, and for the first time you’re sure the whisper is not only the sea pretending to speak. It has a shape now. It has a name you haven’t learned yet. It is waiting where the tide turns twice and a keeper keeps what is not his.

    
Tests of Tide
The next chamber opens like a mouth with leaf-teeth. Kelp hangs from the ceiling in swags, tassels dripping. A bridge of kelp ropes stretches across a pool that goes from shallow to deep like a color that darkens where you look. The ropes glisten, slick with sea. A carved post stands at the near end, spiraled with tiny fish. A sign burned into the wood reads: Cross when the sea breathes in.
You watch the water. It lifts. It lowers. It slurps the stone and sighs it back. You step onto the first kelp rope and your foot says no; your head says yes; the moonrope at your waist says remember to tie. You loop the rope around the post and cinch it. Captain Button clacks across as if he has done it a thousand times. “They teach this in all respectable tide pools,” he claims.
The bridge sways. You listen for breath rather than count. When the sea inhales, you step. When it exhales, you freeze. It is slow work, and your calves shake, and your palms sweat so much the rope goes slick. Halfway across, something luminous drifts up from the deep: a jellyfish like a drifting lamp, its bell pulsing, its fringe trailing like delicate cursive. It has a bit of net tangled in its skirt. With each pulse, the net tugs, and the jelly lurches.
Without thinking, you crouch on the rope. The world tilts. The jelly pulses and almost bumps your knee. You slip one hand under the fringe the way the tide pool teacher taught you: gentle, with respect. The net catches your fingers but not your skin. Moonrope feels warm against your belly. You tease the net free in slow, patient pulls, like untying your shoelace when it’s wet.
“Easy does it,” murmurs Captain Button, which is funny coming from a crab.
The jelly is free. It pulses once. Twice. It drifts past, down into the darker blue. Behind it, for a blink, the water is full of tiny lights, a galaxy thrown underwater. They wink out as soon as you notice. The kelp rope creaks. You stand again, knees shaking with relief and a bit of triumph.
On the far side, you untie the moonrope. The post there has another sign carved: Kind hands make wide bridges. The letters are simple. The cut is deep. You stroke the wood once because it feels like that should help. The conch buzzes your pocket. The air hums back.
The barnacle doors are not one door but three, layered like shells themselves. Each is set with lines of white encrustation that make patterns if you squint. The first door opens when you place your hand on the center and say a hello that is not for people but for places. “Hi,” you say, awkward. “I’m here.” The door creaks. A slit yawns and then it’s a door no more.
The second door is a talker. Voices rise from it like bubbles. A chorus of tiny barnacles speaks at once: riddles all in a bundle. “What runs and never gets tired? What breaks when you say its name? What grows when you give it away?” They pop and click, impatient.
“Water,” you answer, “and silence,” and you pause on the third. You look down at the bubble-lantern, steady as breath. You glance at Captain Button, who looks expectant as a teacher who wants you to reach. “Kindness,” you say. The barnacles shiver. The door sighs back and lets you in.
The third door holds its tongue. It is a mirror of polished stone, and when you look, you see not just yourself. You see a boy with hair more tidy and a jacket not patched where yours is. He stands straighter, speaks clearer, doesn’t forget sums. You lift a hand and he lifts his. Your stomach twists, a knot of hope and shame and something that doesn’t have a word yet.
The conch warms until it almost burns. True, it whispers, like a warning and a promise. You take that heat and breathe it down into your legs. “I’m me,” you tell the mirror. “And I’m not your idea.” Your voice shakes, but it goes in the right direction. The mirror smokes. When the fog clears, it shows you as you are, with moonrope and bunsugar and a crab at your heel and the smell of salt in your hair. The door swings away.
Inside is a small room built like a treasure box. On a shelf lies a pearl the size of your thumbnail, too bright to be from here. You touch it. Sound blooms in your bones: a tone so clear it tears your throat. It is a shard of the bell’s voice, and it has been stored like candy for too long.
Captain Button leans on your boot. “Keep it,” he says. “You’ll need the pieces to make a whole.” You slip the pearl into the conch’s mouth. The shell hums like a cat; even the crab smiles, which on a crab looks like nothing and feels like plenty.
“Are we almost there?” you ask.
“Almost,” he says, which you are beginning to understand means not yet but nearer than far.
The tunnel that follows is a trickster. It shows you what you want and what you fear, as if those are neighbors who borrow eggs from each other. It opens into a corridor lined with reflective slabs. At first they show rock. Then they begin to show faces. Your teacher frowns. Your mother laughs. Your father waves from a far boat. You know your father hasn’t stood on that deck in two years, but there he is, and he has a hat you remember, and there is a smudge on his thumb where oil stained him. Your knees go soft.
“I could just—” you start, and take a step toward the reflection.
Moonrope tugs your waist as if a hand caught your belt. Tie, it seems to say, insistent as a gull that knows you have chips. You loop the rope around a ring set into the wall. The rope warms like a small sun. You plant your feet and face the reflective slabs. “You’re not a door,” you say. “You’re a memory.” The word echoes down the corridor, soft at first, then firm: memory, memory, me.
You breathe with the bubble-lantern. You reach for the conch and press it to your ear. The whisper is thinner here, as if it came through wool. “Listen to your skin,” it murmurs. “It knows when your heart is warm and when it is cold.” You wait. Your heart beats like a drum made of fish skin. Slowly, the reflection of your father dims. Slowly, the corridor returns to stone. Your eyes sting. You leave the rope tied to the ring for a count of ten before you pull it loose. Your hands shake, but your feet are steady.
Captain Button clacks a quiet applause. “Well done,” he says. “Many a strong person has lived down here too long because a wall said what they wanted to hear.”
“Does the Wreck-Keeper get lonely?” you ask.
“I suspect,” the crab says. “But he tells himself he is saving everyone from the sharp bits. That’s a kind of comfort.”
“Comfort like a coat you never take off,” you say, “even in summer.”
“Exactly.” He pats your toe. “Let’s go find summer.”
Before the last bend, you meet a fox made of light. It is not a real fox. It walks like a candle walks, flickering where its paws touch stone. It lifts a head shaped of brightness and looks at you with eyes that sparkle like the bell’s own shine. You forget to breathe.
It opens its mouth and Ms. Kettle’s voice pours out, from that day last winter when she taught you to splice rope properly. “Go under, not over. Pull through. Don’t rush. It will hold if you let it.” Then the fox raises a paw and scatters a handful of sounds into the air: the hiss of the bakery at dawn, Pia’s bead string clicking, the whisper of gull wings, the low rumble of Uncle Jo’s laugh turned into words you don’t understand, the sigh of your mother when she thinks no one hears. Each sound glints, then lands in the moonrope and sticks there like dew.
“Why?” you breathe.
“Because you’ll need a new sound to trade for the old,” says Captain Button, wise as a librarian. “Bring him something he has never kept, something that moves even when it’s safe.”
You hold the moonrope in your hands and watch the sounds gleam. The rope feels alive. It twitches with each memory. You think of the Wreck-Keeper, with his anchors and his careful hands. Maybe he needs to hear that safety is not silence, that keeping is not the only way to care.
Through the last archway, wind touches your face though you are still underground. It smells of storms that have not yet arrived. It tastes like metal and lemons and the edge of words.
The conch in your palm grows heavy. It does not whisper; it waits. Captain Button is very quiet. The bubble-lantern steadies itself. You feel at once impossibly small and exactly the right size, like a key that looks too tiny for a lock until the lock turns when it is used.
“Ready?” you ask your bones.
Your bones say yes. You step through.

    
The Wreck-Keeper
The cavern opens like a cathedral built by waves. Ships sleep here, rib cages of wood, bones of masts, sails rotted to lace. The water is clear and black at once, a mirror that refuses to say what it shows. At the far side, on a throne made of anchors and lobster pots and one cracked bell from some other place, sits a figure you know at once and not at all.
He is tall and not tall, hunched and upright, like the sea when it goes slack between swells. Nets hang from his shoulders as if he grew them. His hair is rope. His fingers are knotted, and yet they move with the care of a seamstress. His eyes are windows open on weather. He watches you arrive with the interest of a collector who has found a new charm.
“You’ve brought a lot of noise,” he says, and his voice is every creak and groan and drift of a harbor. It is not cruel, but it slides over you like cold water.
You swallow, which is a loud sound in this place. “You have something of ours,” you answer, surprised that your voice comes out at all. “The bell’s voice.”
“Have?” He cocks his head like a heron. “No, I keep. I keep safe what falls. People drag their things away and break them. They leave them out in the weather. They let the salt eat what it wants. I keep their lost pieces so they have fewer holes.” He gestures. Around the cavern, tucked into nooks, you see treasures that would be nothing to a city man and everything to a child. A cork with teeth marks. A ribbon. A paper fish stitched with yellow thread. Your throat closes.
“It wasn’t dropped,” you say, and your hands tremble but you keep them by your sides. “The bell’s voice belongs to all of us. It begins the summer. It steadies storms. People count on it to remember what to say.”
“I remember for them,” the Wreck-Keeper says, as if that ends it.
Captain Button clears his throat, which sound like a pebble in a jar. “Sir, with respect, not all keeping is safe. Some keeping is a lid.”
The Wreck-Keeper’s eyes slide to the crab and soften. “Ah, Captain,” he says, surprised but not unhappy. “You’ve not been by in a long time.”
“Busy with my brigade,” the crab says. “Tide waits for no claw.”
“True,” the Keeper murmurs. He looks back at you. “If you want what I keep, you must cross the planks of forgetting and remember which foot is yours.” He smiles, and it isn’t cruel. It is the smile of a teacher who believes in a hard lesson.
He points with a palm like a chart. Planks float in the water, spaced just far enough that you have to leap, just close enough to tease. They rock. They look like the tops of coffers. “Every foot wrong tastes you,” the Wreck-Keeper warns. “The water will nibble your edges until you think you are a different shape.”
You look at the planks. You think of the steps that sang. You think of the Reckoners. You can’t count here. Numbers will lie. The bubble-lantern lifts like it wants to help. “How?” you ask, because sometimes asking is braver than pretending.
“Take your time,” Captain Button says. “But don’t let time take you.”
You step. The plank under your boot trembles, then steadies as if it recognized your weight. The next plank shifts left as you go right, tricksy as a friend who likes jokes too much. You swallow laughter because laughter shakes legs. The third plank is the liar you expect, but your feet remember keeping your balance when the boat your mother borrowed hit a surprise wake. You widen your stance. Your hands rise as if to hold a rope that isn’t there.
Halfway across, the water flicks cold tongues at your ankles. It feels like it wants to taste your name. You tell it no with your steps. You breathe how Ms. Kettle taught you, in through your nose, out through your mouth, like you’re warming your hands on your breath. The planks accept you. They rock. They avoid teeth.
At the last leap, you misjudge on purpose, because the hum in your bones says the honest path is not straight. You land on a plank marked with a scar that looks like a smile. It holds like an old friend. You step onto stone. Your knees go soft, but your grin comes without asking.
The Wreck-Keeper claps once. The sound is deep. “You have your feet,” he says. “That is rarer than you think.” He slides a hand into a heap of nets and brings out a glass bauble the size of a walnut. Inside, a blue note circles itself like a fish in a bowl. It is beautiful and wrong in that place. “This one? No. This is a bell from the north coast. Yours is deeper.”
He turns his head, the way someone listens for a kettle. “Come,” he says, and you walk over rib bones of old ships into the cavern’s heart.
The bell’s voice is not stored in a bottle. It is pinned like a butterfly inside a cage of lines. A web of moonrope not unlike your own, but duller, hums with captured tone. The blue note floating inside it looks tired, as if it forgot how to fly. You feel fury and pity at once. Your hands curl and uncurl.
“Why keep that?” you ask, softer than fury, because yelling would splash.
“So storms don’t twist it,” the Keeper says. “So no child leans too hard on it. So town names don’t wear it into a groove too small to walk.” He tugs the rope, a lover’s tug on a sleeve. The note trembles, then stills. “I keep it so it can last.”
“It won’t last if it doesn’t sing,” you say. Your voice is a small boat in big chop, but it rides it. “It is not a jar. It’s a door. It has to open or it isn’t a door anymore.”
He watches you long enough that your shoulders itch. “You want to trade?” he asks at last.
You remember the fox of light, the sounds stuck in your moonrope like morning dew. You remember Ms. Kettle’s kettle singing. You lift the rope, careful. It weighs like a basket of peaches, full of soft sweet you don’t want to drop. “I have new,” you say. “Sounds that haven’t been kept yet. They move even if you tell them to be still.”
He leans in. The lines of his face go soft as damp rope. “Show me.”
You shake the rope like a wind shakes laundry. Sounds spill. The hiss of a loaf finishing in the oven rises. The click of beads becomes a tiny rain. The hush of gull wings goes over your face and cools your eyes. Uncle Jo’s laugh spills out and rolls along the floor and back like a marble, and when it hits the wall it becomes nothing and something at once. The Wreck-Keeper goes very still.
“This is not the same as things I keep,” he says, sounding puzzled and hungry. “I cannot set it on a shelf. It runs up my arm.”
“Because it is not for shelves,” you say. “It is for now.” You lift the rope again and let the sounds go through him like a tide. His nets shake with light.
The sea answers your offer with a gust that picks up the hair on your arms. Waves slap the cavern lip. Your bubble-lantern bobs so hard you think it will shake loose. Water lifts a little more than before. A true storm is rolling closer than the town guesses.
The Wreck-Keeper’s eyes shutter and open. He looks at the trapped bell note with a sadness that feels like it belongs to a person who has watched too many good things fall apart. “If I let it go,” he says, “and the first wind tears it, will I have done harm?”
“If you keep it,” you say, “and it forgets how to sing, will you have done harm?” You don’t mean to be brave. You just are. The rope warms in your hands. Your lucky blue string rubs your wrist where it has always sat like a safety rail. You think of the lighthouse bell, the way its name fits Coralbay like a mitten. You think of your mother’s sigh. You take a breath that hurts and feels good.
You pull the moonrope you carry into a net, the way Ms. Kettle taught you with lighter rope. Under-over, pull through. Don’t rush. It will hold if you let it. You weave the sounds into it so they stick. The net hums. The trapped note lifts its head like a fish nosing up to see if there’s food.
“Here,” you tell the note, as if words are a handle. “Come with us. You’ll be safe not because you’re kept, but because you’re held while you move.”
You sacrifice your lucky string to tie the net to the Keeper’s dull moonrope. The knot is small. Your toes curl in your boots as if your foot could make the knot better just by trying. You close your eyes and ring the conch with a tap of your knuckle. The shell sings a little. The bell note answers. The Wreck-Keeper’s web loosens because it cannot fight two kinds of care at once.
The blue note jumps. It dives into your net. It nuzzles the bead of the shard you found earlier and swallows it. The tone becomes fuller, the way a soup becomes rich when you add that one thing your grandmother never tells you about. The cavern changes shape because sound changes rooms.
The Wreck-Keeper steps back, and for a moment you see him not as a habit but as a man who once lost something too big to carry and chose to carry pieces from then on. He bows, slow as tide, and says, “Go.”
“Come with us,” you say, surprising yourself again.
He touches a rusted anchor with one gentle finger. “I will stay. Someone should keep an eye on the pieces that cannot go yet.” His gaze flicks to the ceiling. “But hurry. The tide turns and turns.”

    
The Bell Beneath the Waves
You run, and running in a place that moves is a lesson in trust. The planks do not taste your name because they remember your feet. The Reckoners try to trip you with numbers that hiccup, but you don’t count; you listen. The door of mirrors shows you a quick flash of a boy proud and shaky, and you don’t stop to tidy your hair. Captain Button keeps up like a hero, which he is.
Water tongues your ankles, then your knees. The bubble-lantern bobs and knocks against your thigh, a dog that refuses to leave. The kelp bridge sways and tries to whisper wrong advice. You keep your breath with the sea’s breath and cross. Your palms burn from the rope. You don’t drop the net, though your arms say they are sausages now and not your arms.
At the stair of singing steps, the dull ones are duller, the singing ones sing truer. You place your feet on song. The moonrope warms your waist like a little sun. Your headlamp sputters and dies, but the bubble-lantern glows and the conch hums, and your chest is a light too when you remember to use it.
Ahead, light winks like a secret shared. The opening is where the kelp curtain hangs. The tide is higher than when you came. It sucks at the stones as if it loves them. “We might swim,” Captain Button says in what is a calm tone for a crab. “Can you?”
“I can now,” you say, and it feels true because saying it makes space for it.
You shove the net under one arm and slide into the water. It is cold enough to slap. Your body does the thing it learned in summer: kicks long and open, arms scoop, head turns to breathe. The bubble-lantern drifts ahead like a star you’re chasing. The conch is wedged under your shirt. Your teeth ache with grit and fear and joy.
Halfway to the ladder, the net tugs. It wants to float free and sing for the ceiling. “No,” you say, and you wrap it around your chest like a sash. The note inside thrums. It feels like the purr of a boat engine when you sit on the deck and let it shake you through your bones. It is the sound of coming home before you come home.
At the ladder, a hand reaches down. For a second you are sure it is your father. It is Ms. Kettle, hair plastered to her head from spray, eyes narrow, mouth tight. “Up,” she says, and you go up like you were born with rungs in your hands.
She hauls you onto the planks. Your knees squeak on wet wood. The storm is not here yet, but it is not far. The sky is a lid you push against. Ms. Kettle wraps you in a blanket that smells of nettle tea and rope and something like copper. “You brought it,” she says, and the words land in your ears like a praise you might not deserve and do.
Captain Button climbs out with all the dignity that a crab in a bottlecap can sustain. “Good tide to you,” he tells Ms. Kettle. “I’ve opinions about your stairs.”
“Submit them in writing,” she says, which makes him click in what might be a laugh. Then she turns to you. “Can you climb?”
“Yes.” Your legs shake, but they will climb as long as you give them reason.
The lighthouse stairs are a spiral you know the way your tongue knows your teeth. Each landing feels like a place you could stop and sit and drink soup, but you do not stop. Ms. Kettle goes behind you; her breath is steady, and it steadies yours. The net hums against your chest as if trying a new song in your bones.
At the room at the top, wind pushes through the slats. The bell sits sulking like a cat on the high stool. It is beautiful even quiet, flower-lipped and fretted with old salt.
Ms. Kettle kneels and unscrews a panel you never noticed. Inside, the clapper is chipped where you can’t see from below. “It cracked after last winter’s storm,” she says. “We patched. It did not hold.” Her hand is gentle in the bell’s mouth. “Your bead,” she says.
You pull the blue from your net. It sits on your palm like an egg that could be anything. You offer it. Ms. Kettle fits it into the crack like a missing tooth. It clicks into place as if it remembers. The bell hums loud enough to lift the hair on your arms.
“Ready?” she asks.
You nod. Your throat goes dry. You wrap both hands around the rope, feel the twist of fibers, the burn of use. You pull. The bell swings like a breath, slow in, slow out. The first ring is not a ring. It is a cough, a clearing. The second ring is a word in a language you almost remember. The third ring is a note that leaps out of the window and down the cliff and across the harbor and into every ear that ever lived here. People look up. Cats stop washing. The mayor drops his hat.
The sound climbs the town and rinses its stones. Pia lifts her beads to her ear and hears the note in them like a sea in a shell. Uncle Jo slaps the dock once and wipes his eye with a fist the size of a fish. Your mother stops with a tray in her hands and opens her mouth, and her laugh comes out like a bird that forgot it could fly until now.
You ring again. The bell’s voice is not the same as before. It carries the hiss of bread and the click of beads and the sigh of wings. It carries your own breath and Ms. Kettle’s careful hands. It carries Captain Button’s little swagger. The town hears itself and something new. The sound turns storms sideways. The wind tests the windows and passes on.
People flood the lighthouse yard. Someone shouts your name because names like to be shouted when good things happen. You half hide behind the bell’s rope, a little overwhelmed and a lot. Ms. Kettle’s hand finds your shoulder and squeezes once. “You brought it home,” she says.
Your mother arrives with hair stuck to her cheeks and cinnamon on her sleeve. She sees the rope in your hands, the net, the wet socks, the crab in a hat. Her eyebrows climb and then lower. “You went where I told you not,” she says, quiet.
“I did,” you say. Your voice is not proud. It is steady. “I heard it call. I brought it back because it asked, and because I didn’t want you to sigh.” The last bit leaps without permission. You color hot.
Her mouth makes a shape like a laugh trying not to show itself. She pulls you in, blanket and all, and presses her cheek to your hair. “I will still sigh,” she says into your head. “Mothers do. But I will sigh less here.” Her palm rests for a moment over the net where it hums. “We will talk later,” she adds, and you hear the capital letters in later, but her hand doesn’t move from your back.
The mayor shakes your hand with both of his as if you asked him to and offers to announce an award in a voice that loves to be heard. Ms. Kettle thanks him and says, “Let the bell speak today.” He laughs, a little stung, then genuinely. Lanterns begin to crowd the yard like captured stars waiting to be set free.
Night spills like ink from a bottle with a lid not fully on. Lanterns lift on strings. Fireflies answer. The bell rings once, and the sound sets the lights shivering as if a breeze went through them. People dance with their feet smart on the grass. Children run so fast they leave the shape of themselves behind for a second.
Captain Button perches on the low wall like a lord and accepts crumbs. “I will go back to my brigade,” he says, and he touches your finger with the tip of his claw. It is a knightly tap. “You did good work. If you ever need to borrow a tide pool, my forms are in order.”
“Thank you,” you say, and you mean it in the deepest way. You set him gently on the path down. He scuttles, then stops and turns. “Tell Ms. Kettle to oil her third step,” he calls. “It squeaks like gossip.”
Ms. Kettle laughs when you tell her. She leans on the rail and watches the light move on the water. “You tied that knot well,” she says. “Without hands that hurry.” She sips tea from a enamel mug and passes it to you. It tastes like lemons; it tastes like now. “You know, bells need keepers. Not to stop them, but to listen when they need mending and to know when to let them ring. I could use someone whose ears work.”
“Like an apprentice?” Your heart does a jump that might be a dance move.
“Like an apprentice,” she says. “Sometimes like a friend.”
You look at the lighthouse with its old stones and its new song. You look at the town where people you love hold lanterns up to show each other’s faces. You look at the sea that has as many rules as there are shells and still makes room for mistakes. You know the Wreck-Keeper sits under it all, watching the pieces and, maybe, listening with new ears.
You take the conch from your pocket. It is quiet now, its work done. You walk to the edge and lay it where the waves can find it. Foam licks it. It turns once, then twice, and the sea takes it back as if the shell had been on loan.
The bell hums a little as if it agrees with a thought you haven’t said. You pull the rope and let the note go. It crosses to the boats, runs under the pier, threads the tunnels, and leaves a blue thread at the Wreck-Keeper’s door like a friendly sign. You stand in the sound and breathe and choose to keep listening.
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