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Mending the Broken Oars
Dominic Frael
A harbor town wakes gray and raw after a storm that breaks the low causeway. Iris Wren, a meticulous young boatwright, finds her craft pressed into urgent service: salvaging ribs, lashing a makeshift skiff, and commanding desperate crossings. As wind and water conspire, she must steer with steady hands, improvise repairs under pressure, and choose whether to keep her solitary workshop or open it to a wary, grateful community.
ProseHub


    
Shaping the First Plank
The workshop smelled like steamed oak and lemon rags, and Iris Wren liked it that way—thick and honest, not the faint perfume of wet paint the council favored for the warehouses. She pushed the plane along the plank in measured strokes: heel, draw, heel, draw. The blade sang as the curl of wood fell away in a pale ribbon. Outside, gulls argued over a crab and someone in the lane was already ringing the bell that meant market stalls would open before the tide swallowed the lower quay. She kept her face turned toward the light, hands a metronome of muscle and habit.
She spoke to the wood more than to people, not because she feared them but because wood answered immediately. When grain resisted, it gave the exact wrong sort of voice; when it yielded, its sigh was small and private. "That’s a nice grain," she told the plank, and the plane bit and left a smooth face. Her thumbs smelled of sawdust and sap; when she rubbed them on her trousers to wipe the grit, a thin line of dust tracked her movement like a map of patient work.
Marten Key shuffled in, carrying a tin that might have once been tea. He set the tin down with a soft clink and peered at the plank like a man checking the health of an old mare. "You marry that one, I’ll lend you my chair at the tanner’s funeral," he said.
She gave him a dry look and nudged the scoring hog with the butt of the plane. "Only if he likes strong humor and terrible seating."
He snorted. "It keeps you busy. And busy keeps the heart from doing dumb things."
The workshop was half-wooden skeleton, half-salvaged curtains. Nets hung from one beam dotted with glass floats whose colors—a handful of green, one stubborn cobalt—caught the sun and refracted light in the dusty air. A child's kite, patched with strips of old sail, dangled forgotten in a corner; once a year the town held a small kite regatta where boys with more courage than sense tried to fly miniature boats above the harbor. It had nothing to do with boatbuilding and everything to do with the way the town celebrated the odd, warm afternoons.
Amir Sol came in then, boots leaving salt prints across the plank floor. "Storm call’s been posted twice," he said, breath loud with the outside air. He set a folded paper on the bench like a judge laying down a verdict. "Council’s meeting at the quayhouse this evening. Everyone's supposed to be there."
Iris wiped her hands on her apron and wrung them out as if wringing the decision from the cloth. She liked the meeting less than she liked the plane. Meetings were whoever could shout the loudest and wave their hands; wood only asked for honest pressure.
Marten peered over his little tin. "You going?"
She shook her head. "No. I want this finished before the rain. If the roof gives, I’ll have a plank for a window and nothing else."
Amir’s face softened. He had the nervous energy of the quay lights—always shifting, always needing adjustment. "We could use you there, Iris. They’ll be deciding who gets the sandbags."
She tapped the edge of the board with a chisel. "Whoever has the sandbags can carry them themselves. I’ll finish the keelson and check the moorings. Something’s more useful in a storm than a desk full of complaints."
Amir put a palm on her shoulder for the barest moment—comfort that was practical rather than sentimental. "You do what you can. But don’t lock yourself away. Not everything fixes to a joint. Sometimes it needs people."
She gave him a small smile, more a technique than a warmth. "I’ll leave the door unlocked, and you can bring soup if the meeting gets dull."
He laughed. "It always gets dull. I’ll bring more than soup."
When Amir left, he took the posted notice with him and the bell from the market lane had softened into something like conversation. Iris returned to the plank and felt the familiar surrender of task settle into her muscles. She measured twice and scribed once, the pencil tip leaving a neat grey line where the scarf joint would go. It was not a grand thing—just a little taper to lengthen one board into another—but fine joints were what made a hull honest. She imagined the seam coming together, a whisper of a fit, the softness of oakum when it expanded under heat and pitch. The imagination was not romance; it was calculation wrapped in affection.
At noon someone below the quay set up a small stall of smoked sea-leek fritters and black bread. The smell crept up through the open window and unsettled the neat angle of her concentration. She cut a short strip of cloth and tied it over a jar of pitch, because the glue had a tendency to stink and surprise the nose at inconvenient times. The town’s food habits had little to do with boatbuilding—except that, ironically, most people ate the same things while gossiping about the same broken moorings. Everyone kept a scrap of the world in their mouth while they talked about the sea.
When she stacked the plank on its trestles, she flexed her fingers and checked the joints by feel. The scarf line she’d marked would need a good bevel and a little attention so the fibers would marry cleanly. Marten taught her an old trick—heat, a soft clamp, and a kiss of glue. He moved in the way a man who had done the same thing his whole life does: slow where speed would be dangerous, quick where waiting would be wasteful. He watched, occasionally tapping at the tin that might be tea and making small comments about the weather like a diver checking the surface.
Tamsin Vega ducked in then, sleeves rolled, hair in a knot, a coil of rope thrown over her shoulder like an exclamation mark. She had the kind of face that remembered facts you would only need once and kept them like small tools. "I ran past the quayhouse on my way—lots of faces already, and the mayor’s shouting like a bell. You staying?"
Iris rubbed her palms against a folded rag. "I’m finishing this for Mrs. Calhoun’s boat. She needs the dinghy mended before she moves me into her recipe-swap worry list."
Tamsin laughed; it sounded like a callus that had learned to be kind. "She’ll swap you a dozen of those sea-leek fritters for a patch. Don’t let her marry you off to a plank, though."
"I have standards," Iris said. She tapped the plank where the scarf would sit and the conversation slid into the comfortable shape that comes from shared work. They argued about the best width for a bilge timber, debated whether birch made better lashings than spruce, and traded tiny, proud corrections about knots. Their voices clattered like tools—sometimes sharp, sometimes soft—revealing that they had the kind of easy familiarity that was not friendship by accident but one that had been built, carefully, over time.
When she went to fetch oakum from the pegged baskets outside the workshop, the alley smelled of brine and something sweeter: someone had baked sea-butter tarts and left them to cool on a windowsill, and a child on the street was slow at swallowing crumbs. The world outside breathes distractions like that—the local habits that are not part of a storm but become part of living in a place where the weather is always a subject of conversation. A neighbor across the lane wound kelp-dyed linens onto a pulley to dry; the dye-leaves made his shirt look as if he had become a small, walking piece of ocean.
She met Amir at the quay this time. He was balancing a lantern and a spool of twine. "They’ll be making a run up to Northbank at dusk to warn those on the low road," he said. "Old Greaves and his twins will need help if the wind leans wrong."
Iris tightened the strap of her tool belt and felt the familiar weight of her chisels. "I’ll check the moorings and Mrs. Calhoun’s dinghy. If the ferry yard is tight, we can put a panel on her skiff tonight."
Amir hesitated, then tilted his head with the way of someone choosing a less selfish arrangement. "If you’re up for it, can you come by the quayhouse at seven? They keep a list there, and someone ought to say which craft are seaworthy."
Iris shook her head once more. The workshop had a wrong way to be left: tools under a tarp, currents of rain able to creep into cracks, caulking in progress that would harden uselessly if left damp. "You go. I want this scarf to sit right. If I go, I’ll be thinking about this join the whole time."
Amir looked at her as if trying to translate the sentence into a kind instruction. "You’re always thinking about joins," he said. "Maybe let someone else do the thinking for once."
"You do when the tide’s tricky," she said, smiling without searching for warmth. "But the join is my piece tonight."
Before he left, he tapped the post where notices were pinned and traced the ink of the storm forecast with a tentative finger. The letters were small and practical and said what everyone had been telling themselves in different ways for a day: a wind would come from the north by late evening, stronger than the usual bluster. The harbor cat—an enormous creature named Ledger who treated everyone as potential belly-scratchers—ambled through the alley, hopped onto a crate, and yawned as if to suggest that worry could be countered by napping.
The quay was a place of soft necessary noise: men hauling rope, a woman sorting small bells that fishermen tied to their nets because the bells kept the nets from tangling with the moon-tide weed, children who invented names for the gulls, and the smell of coffee that was almost black enough to pass for a charm. None of that had to do with the scarf joint, but it was the town’s muscle memory: people doing small things, claiming comfort where they could.
When the sun went low and the air took on the thinness of a breath before a long exhale, the town’s bell would ring three times slowly. That was the pre-storm bell. It was a polite thing, a warning, and people pretended it was routine and not a small crack in the world’s bones. Some came to the quayhouse. Others padded home and boiled kettles as if calming water could calm wind. Iris tightened the clamps on the workbench and began to prepare the scarf.
Marten hummed somewhere behind a heap of warps. He had a way of moving that suggested he thought the world might be shuffled into place if he kept his hands busy. He tapped the tin again and handed it to her. "You should come to the meeting, you know. Even if only to tell them to stop putting nails through rope. There's a councilman who thinks nails are a kind of wisdom."
Iris glanced at him. "I’d be happy to deliver that sermon with a mallet. But I’ll be more useful here. If the tide hits, Mrs. Calhoun needs a boat that sits true."
He watched her with the steady look of a man who had once trusted a young person to hold a steady blade and then watched them do it right. "Don’t be stubborn because you don’t like the shout."
"I’m not stubborn. I’m focused. Stubborn sounds like a complaint lodged under the bench. Focus feels like a clamp."
He grinned, which loosened some of the lines at his eyes. "A clamp then. Keep your clamp close, girl. And if the clamp goes missing, come to the meeting to shout at me about it."
The humor was light—an odd, small thing that thinned the edge of any argument. Iris worked the joint until her forearm ached pleasantly. She burned the curve of the scarf on a rasp, then eased it with a plane, and finally wiped the mating edges with a rag to remove any rogue fiber. She fitted the two pieces together on the bench and pressed them gently, listening to the soft whine of wood as it tolerated a new shape. It was a small victory; later it would be invisible, hidden under pitch and stitch and the slow polishing of waves.
The market bells began to take a different rhythm as traders folded their stalls. A woman called of her pies—a flavor of smoked fish and nettle that no one who hadn’t grown up on the salt would attempt—and someone else laughed because the pie was both beloved and questionable. The town’s life refused to stop because of a weather notice; it merely rearranged itself into shorter conversations.
At dusk, the harbor lamp-lighters came by with their baskets. They wore caps with little brass discs that clinked when they walked; it was an old custom—the discs caught stray light and kept it from startling the gulls, or so the story went. The lamp-lighters moved down the quay and set the glass globes bobbing over iron hooks. Lantern light made the wet boards look like a chain of small moons leading into darker water. Iris paused long enough to let the glow warm the lotion of sawdust on her palms. Finishing tools left traces that were both literal and invisible: a small bloodline where the plane had nicked her thumb earlier, a smear of pitch on the sleeve. Each mark was a miniature ledger of effort.
When the bell rang three times—slow and deliberate—voices tightened in the street. This was the practical part of the day where people made plans they could follow. The quayhouse filled with folk whose expressions read like the linings of their coats—determined, cross, weary of the tide’s jokes. But even as strangers argued about who would haul the big stones to bar the lower road, other small rituals persisted: a girl mended her sailor doll with more string than her fingers could manage, a baker wrapped extra bread in cloth and tied it off with a ribbon of old rope.
Iris sat for a moment with her hands still grimed in the bench-sap and considered the list of things that needed doing. Boats needed caulking. Moorings should be checked. Mrs. Calhoun’s dinghy required the scarf. But she also knew the meeting would be a place where time got chewed into arguments. She preferred the shop because there her work made a difference without the porous interruption of words.
Tamsin came back with two cups of something that smelled of sea herbs and hot barley. She set one down beside Iris. "Old Greaves sends his twins to the quayhouse for the lists," she said. "They’re stubborn as knots and twice as wily."
Iris took the cup and sipped, and the drink warmed her throat. It tasted of things grown along the rocks—salt herbs that nobody called by their proper names and a faint sweetness she could not place. World details like these were the kind that decorated the town: not the storm, but the thing you noticed instead of thinking about danger. There was a recipe for kelp jam pinned at the butcher’s; a man mended shoes using nails that were all different sizes because he believed shoes should carry stories.
A teenager ran by yelling that the ferries at the north yard had been tied more tightly than usual, but that it was the south mooring that worried the old men. The councilman—always in a hat slightly too formal for the quay—shouted that they should prioritize the lower crossing because it was a vital path to the market. Some argued to put a man on a rope-and-pulley system across the breach so cattle could be led, others wanted sandbags. Hester Cole, who ran the ferry crew, disliked the councilman’s tone and liked plans with a backbone; she folded her arms and offered a map of the boats they had left.
Iris listened from her bench, the plank waiting like a promise. She could see the practical tally in her head: pitch, oakum, a clamp, a short set of stitch-bolts. She could also see how conversations would dilute intent—someone would insist on saving the town hall banner because it was Old-Salt Tradition, and the banner would be saved at the expense of a mooring. She spat the thought away like a seed that would not be planted and turned back to the wood.
Her hands moved in action while her mind catalogued. She scraped glue from the bench, hoisted the plank to a more comfortable height, and began to plane out the bevel that would ensure a near-invisible seam. Each pass she ran the grain, watching the wood fiber respond. She enjoyed the muscle memory of the motion and the small cruelty of it—how the plane could be both obliging and severe depending on the pressure you used. In the workshop, she could be exact in a world that rewarded bluster with votes.
A child pressed their face to the glass of the window and made a clownish fog that warmed the air. The child waved at Iris and then took off again to chase a gull that had taken a ribbon. This was the part of town that made it hard to leave—life’s petty movements: a laugh, a trade, a pie, a ragged kite. As the light thinned, Marten brought out a small dish of something pickled and sneered fondly at the notion of useful people who would rather sit in meetings than shove a block of wood into shape.
"They’ll be arguing about banners again," Marten said, half-munching. "You finish that scarf and you can tell them later that banners float worse than clumsy boats."
Iris smiled and let her fingers find the correct curve on the plane. The angle of the scarf lined up with the keel that would be the heart of Mrs. Calhoun’s little dinghy. It was the sort of job that would be forgotten when the dinghy had done its work, but visible only to those who knew what a true joint meant.
Outside, the wind changed its voice. It moved from casual to interested. A gull folded its wings and sat like a small, bedraggled officiant watching the first notes of the coming weather. The town’s roofs began to whisper, and somewhere a child shouted about the incoming tide and someone said the tide was likely to surprise them. It was an ordinary line of events that spiraled if ignored.
The posted notice at the quayhouse had small handwriting. Someone had drawn a crude arrow to the map of the shore. The forecast ticked in ink: wind from the north-northeast by late evening; heavy showers forecast, higher than the common barking-forecast would usually suggest. A man who mended nets took off his cap and muttered a superstitious prayer to the ropes. People busied themselves—mending, checking, telling stories to keep sweat off their hands.
At some point, the sky stopped apologizing and began to speak plainly. The first drops came with an edge: sound like someone throwing a boat’s lid onto a stone. Marten jerked erect and cursed at a splinter that had slid into his finger, the kind of minor agony that seemed to amuse him more than it hurt. Iris wrapped a rag around the wound and continued. Work is often comfort in strange weather: the motion banished speculation.
She checked the clamp, bored a small clearance hole for the stitch-bolt, and marked the line where oakum would swell to close the seam. Tamsin tightened a cap over the kettle and rapped a spoon on the rim to be heard. "If it comes in harder," she said, "we should be ready to help Old Greaves. The twins don’t like being left alone."
Iris nodded. The twins meant nothing personal. They were children with a weak head for fear and a tendency to cling to pets. Greaves was a man who would forget to light his stove in a storm if someone did not remind him. The task was now bigger than a scarf joint. It was an old, small sort of life—binding people and wood and time together with the same patient pressure.
A laugh sounded from the street where someone had affixed, absurdly, a row of papier-mâché fish to a lamp post as a joke about the festival that had been canceled that year. The fish flapped uselessly in the wind, and it was ridiculous enough to be a comfort. The town remained itself even as it prepared for a mood the weather brought.
Night sank thicker. The bell-lighters had set every lantern, so even the deepest corners had small orbs of gold. The sea at the mouth of the harbor took on a color that made the whole place feel like the underside of a hidden thing—opaque and dangerous and beautiful. Iris worked with the last of the daylight scrubbed off the plank, fitted the scarf, and drove a neat clamp over it. The joint held, and she felt the private purring satisfaction of craft fulfilled.
She cleaned her tools with slow, deliberate strokes as if polishing them were a way to set them in better favor should they be called upon. Marten hummed and asked about her father in a way that implied he knew things without being intrusive. "He would have fixed you up a lantern, you know," Marten said, watching her wipe a plane with a cloth. "He liked the stubborn ones."
Iris stopped and set down the plane. The mention of her father landed like a small stone that rippled out a quiet ache. She didn’t elaborate; she didn’t have to. Her silence told as much, and Marten’s face softened. Men who had been around saw the way grief sat in a stance and made space for it without pronouncing an opinion.
Outside, the wind found itself and began to push. The rain moved from polite to instrumental, beating the rooftops with the insistence of a drummaster calling attention. The town’s people did the reasonable tasks—they dragged in loose furniture, wedge-propped shutters, and dug sandbags where the low road met the spill. They worked like ants moving an injured queen; methodical, frantic, oddly calm at the edges.
When the meeting started at the quayhouse, voices overlapped: Hester Cole’s pragmatism against the councilman’s ceremonious pronouncements. The debates were, to Iris, a kind of theatre where the props mattered more than the lines. She could have gone, stood at the edge, announced a useful fact about bilge timber and left everyone feeling less certain. But she was here, in the shop, where with a flexible hand she could change the world by the width of a plane stroke.
There was a knock at her door. One of the twins—Elly or Tom, she could never be sure which—stared in like a small, urgent idea. "Miss Wren? They say the lower causeway might—"
Iris stood up and took a breath like someone deciding the direction a sail should curl. She crossed the workroom with a pocketknife and a roll of tarred twine in hand. "Tell Old Greaves I’ll check his moorings. Bring him a lamp. He’s a stubborn man, but he listens to noise."
The child nodded and slipped back into the rain. Iris hoisted a spare coil of rope over one shoulder—the sort of rope that had been retired from an old mast because its fibers were softer than new line—and wrapped the twine tight. She tested a hitch with the knife between her teeth and then tied it neat. It was the sort of preparation that counted in a wind: careful, repeatable, practiced.
She left a note on the bench for Marten—two words and an arrow: "Check Hester"—and pushed the door. The smell of pitch and wet wool struck her in a raw, honest way. Night smelled of orphans: cold, hungry, and sharpening. She walked the boards toward the quay where the lamp-lighters had left a trail of light. People moved in small convoys: a woman with a kerchief, a boy with a satchel, two men balancing a crate between them. The town had an economy of small favors; tonight those favors were being tallied like coins.
The rain had learned to rattle the eaves hard enough that conversation became intermittent. Voices rose and fell as if trying to speak past the noise. Iris moved among them, giving nods, tightening a hitch here, securing a board there. She knelt beside an old, slightly rotten stanchion and drove a spare bolt through the rotted wood with a borrowed hammer. The action warmed her—work did that; it changed worry into tendons and brought a peculiar calm.
A woman offered her a cup of broth carried in a dented kettle and Iris accepted. It warmed her hands and went down like small courage. "You need to get some sleep later, Miss Wren," the woman said. "Storms make people do odd things."
Iris laughed. "Odd things are usually stopped by a firm stitch. Or a better mooring."
In the lane, a group of children were trying to make a game of the storm by flinging wet rags at each other and calling it practice. They waved damp hands and shrieked with a forced pleasure that meant they were brave because they had to be. The absurdity of a toy regatta and wet rags in a storm made something in Iris’s chest loosen; she found herself smiling at the ridiculousness. When a duck-voiced neighbor muttered that the town’s famous papier-mâché fish looked like drowned royalty, she had to bite back laughter that was almost a hiccup.
At some point, the sea took a breath like an animal and exhaled hard. The wind seized a rope and played it like a string instrument. A barge moored at the slip groaned against its hawsers and a stray plank slammed the side of the quay with a sound like a thrown fist. People shouted, but more than shouting there was the urgent business of action: someone has to hold a line while another person steadies a mast; someone has to make sure the light on the last pier stays lit.
Then the first real sound of trouble came—a new tone in the wind, a surge that moved with the intention of changing the land. The lower causeway, a low-lying strip of stone and old timbers that connected a small cluster of houses to the main quay, bristled under the assault. At first it shook like a man's hand tired from work. Then a board lifted, then another. The sound of wood parting under a sea’s pressure was not neat; it was a wet, tearing thing, and it made every animal and human in hearing sit up as if the world had slipped a gear.
Someone yelled. It might have been a councilman or a child; in weather that tears, voices blend into one urgent, ragged chorus. Iris felt the motion like a string pulled tight. Her hands had been prepared for the known work of a joint; they were not prepared for the sudden need to cross water as if it were a living thing. The night reeled with the sound of panic and the smell of salt and burning lamp-wicks. She wrenched herself to her feet, rolling her shoulders so her tendons would not seize.
She ran toward the causeway, boots slapping in rainwater pooled along the boards. The quay felt less like a home and more like a ring of small islands being tested. People stamped in puddles and shouted, faces pale in the lantern light. A child clutched a stuffed fish and screamed something that might have been a name.
By the time Iris reached the edge, a breach had opened where a long-kept dark seam in the stones gave way to the sea's appetite. Water was pouring over the low road in sheets and the current had begun to curl like a hungry thing, finding a new mouth. On the small, sheltered quay beyond the breach, lights bobbed and one faint torch stuttered as if someone unfamiliar with emergencies tried to coax it to stay alive.
There were figures out there—an elderly man with a bent coat and two small shapes that might have been children pressed close to him. They were not waving lanterns so much as clinging to the idea of being kept together. A gap of glinting, moving water separated them from the rest of the town. On the main quay, Hester barked instructions with the voice of someone who did not like to be surprised by facts. "We can't use the ferry yard—three of the hulls are smashed. We need a runner or a rope and a pulley. Who can bring a line?"
Someone offered a coil, another flung a rope end across, but the wind took it like a thing that deserved better mischief. The sea made the rope heavy and foolish, and the tossed end fell short. Lanterns threw long, worried shadows and a gull, absurd and defiant, landed on a nearby post and seemed to square its shoulders as if to say it had a better plan.
Iris felt, with the clarity that comes only when action is immediate, that the work she’d been doing—measured, patient, exact—was suddenly required in a different register. It demanded improvisation. She had tools in her belt, a roll of twine, and the knowledge of how a hull settled into water. The call was basic and cold: people needed passage, and the boats that provided it were broken or scarce.
Someone shouted, "Is there any boat ready?"
Hester cursed. "One's patched and it's slow. Dangerous on a crossing like this. But it's all we have."
The small man who mended nets threw his hands up. "We need a flat tray craft—something wide and low. The channel's filled with flotsam."
Iris's mind, which had been cataloguing tools like a precise ledger, moved fast. A plan, not an idea, but an outline of movement, a way to shape planks into something that could ride the current without turning like a coin. She felt her fingers clench around her plane case as if the wood's memory could be opened and read. The current was already claiming the lower stones; each minute would widen the breach.
A child screamed a name and the sound cut the air. On the small quay beyond the breach, the elderly man raised his hands and beat them together. "Please! The twins—help!"
There it was—the voice that dissolved any argument about meetings and lists and timing. The practical decision that had to be made right now.

    
Cutting for a Purpose
They did not waste more words than the night allowed. The quayhouse had filled with the clipped business of people who favored action over rhetorical flourishes, and the bell that usually tolled once a day for nothing in particular now announced a different urgency. Hester stood with a lantern under her arm and a map of boats spread on a table, her jaw set like a ship’s stop-groove. "We can’t wait for consensus," she said, tapping a circle of soot as if it were a plan. "Three trips will save the houses on the far spit at the least. Two if the tide favors us."
Iris felt the plan as if it were a pattern on a plank—simple enough, but the joints mattered. She drew a quick line in the spilled sand against the quayhouse floor with the tip of her knife: length, beam, freeboard. Her fingers moved as if they already remembered the numbers. "A flat, wide skiff," she said, the words leaving her like shavings. "A punt-like hull, shallow draft, broad beam. We lash outriggers to resist roll and brace the keel with ribs cut from the lighter’s ribs. Keep it low and stiff."
There were practical murmurs and one or two outright scoffs. The councilman—muffled in a hat that had never seen true wind—offered nails like a sacrament. "We could reinforce with... nails," he said, as if he’d invented the idea. Marten muttered something about spiking rope with steel and then hid a grin. "Nails are fine in a shoemaker’s head but not when you want a hull to breathe with the sea," he told the man, which made a few in the room laugh sharp enough to cut tension.
Hester circled Iris’s sketch as if checking a compass. "It’s fast, and I hate fast. We need slow and stable—something we know will keep people safe. This feels like smoke and improvisation."
Iris folded her hands into something like a brace and met Hester’s steady gaze. "Slow will drown them if the tide widens the breach. If we overbuild, we lose the window. I'll be conservative in the hull form. But we can afford light risk for a quick crossing."
Amir stood at her shoulder like a wind vane for the rest of the room, eager to turn whatever breeze he felt into observable action. "I’ll fetch the old lighter’s ribs, and two yokes of line from the north storeroom. Tamsin and I will marshal the crew. You take the plan and make it sing, Iris."
His confidence was a kind of compass the town could borrow; his voice carried the quiet assumption that Iris could do what she said. The rest of the quayhouse began to move like a tide following the moon: someone drew a list, another offered a lantern, and a pair of unwilling teenagers were drafted by Hester because she knew stubborn hands would do what she demanded when she stared them down hard enough.
Iris did not stand and deliver a speech. She sketch-scratched a more technical version of the hull on a scrap of packing board and added numbers: approximate displacement, how many bodies she planned for each trip, where lash points would be, and where the battens must ride to keep the seam fair. She noted materials—oakum for seam swell, pitch, steam-bent ribs, lashings of tarred twine—and a list of salvage points. "The sunken lighter near the north buoy has sound ribs," she said. "There’s an old spar on the rocks that might be straight enough for outriggers. We’ll need deckers, two strong hands for hauling, and someone who can dead-eyes a lash tight under spray."
Tamsin—already impatient in her habit of doing instead of debating—sauntered up and rolled a coil of line from her shoulder. "I’ll stand the lash point. I’ll teach the others two ways to unlay a fisher’s hitch while the glue sets."
Amir clapped Tamsin on the back in that friendlier kind of violence the harbormen used, and Marten handed Iris a small, battered file. "You’ll want this for fine work where hands shake from cold," he said. The file had a history; it had been nicked in the jaw of an old spar and was more useful than any new tool Marten would grudgingly admit to owning. The simple exchange showed a trust older than their recent fear.
They moved like a workforce made of familiar gestures: a carpenter’s shorthand of muscle and eye. Lines were mentioned and then tested—knots were tied and retied to the chorus of the rain. The town’s habitual rituals persisted in small, reassuring ways even while the tide took an interest in civil engineering. At a stall by the quay a woman who sold smoked sea-leek fritters had kept her cook-pot alit and handed a stack of hot crusts in a tin to the men who passed, as if hunger might be a better enemy than wind. Someone else from the lane offered a jar of kelp jam with the wry suggestion that dessert might stop the shivers. Such small comforts were not part of the craft plan, but they bolstered the hands that would make the craft.
Iris divided the work with the precise economy of someone who had once learned to list the steps of a joint before making the cut. She wanted two short ribs on each side of a central keel to give the near-flat hull the ability to flex without twisting; that flexibility would keep the lashings from chafing off in the swell. "Steam-bent ribs will set quickly if we use the scald box and the boiler at the tannery," she said. "Marten, you can coax them while I shape the planks. Tamsin, you and Amir can take the first run to the lighter. I’ll stay to splice up the lashings and cut the outriggers."
Marten’s hands twitched the way old sailors’ hands do when given a job. He had a cabinet of small folk remedies and a box of tricks for mending stubborn wood. "I can do the steam box. Don’t ask me to manage the pulley without a curse word in there somewhere," he said, which made Amir laugh and loosened a few tightened jawlines. The small, absurd humor was like a chisel clearing a notch; it saved the group the energy of being serious all the time.
As they hustled to the north yard, Iris ran her numbers again in the hollow of her head like a deckhand that checks the rigging twice before leaving port. The skiff would need capacity for at least eight people—three trips would be the minimum to be worth the risk. Packing would be simple: people seated with knees bent, center of gravity low, no sudden movements. She thought about how the hull would respond to a swell; the outriggers would provide roll stability and break up the line of impact against flotsam. It was a plan shaped by the logic of craft, not rhetoric.
Outside, the rain had found a finer edge; the alley’s kelp-dyed linens whipped like flags strung from a tiny, impatient navy. A child waved a damp scrap of sailcloth at Iris as they passed, shouting that he wanted to be a captain when he grew up, and the absurdity of that claim against the current calamity made something that might have been hysteria fold into a laugh. The laugh was a small permission for people to be brave for a moment longer.
At the north yard the light was a smear of lantern and wet iron. A half-sunken lighter crouched at the place where the quay bent like an old elbow; its ribs projected like teeth. The lighter’s deck had been a casualty of the previous season’s hard storms; it had been gutted for barrel staves until only the skeleton remained. But ribs, the curved bones, were rarely wasted. They were the kind of parts that still remembered their curvature and shape and could be coaxed into a new life.
Iris ran her palm along the ribs as if she were reading them. The wood exhaled the salt where it had been soaked, and small barnacles ticked like old jewelry. She checked grain and weight, bending an eye to the splay of the wood. This lighter had a rib with the right spring in it—a long sweep that, if steam-bent slightly and trimmed, would make a perfect midship brace. She pointed and the sea answered with another slap against the timbers as if to remind them the clock had teeth.
They rigged a small rowboat, cramped and honest, with two stout oars and a single center thwart. No one waited for a bowline to be blessed; no one expected to push off with perfect etiquette. The pair of teenagers Hester had drafted—dirty-handed lads who had more bravado than sense—sat wide-eyed in the boat and muttered instructions to themselves. "Keep the bow low," Tamsin ordered, and the boys did their best, hands clumsy and eager. The tiny craft bucked a little in the chop and took on a rhythm that required all of their focus.
Iris moved between the light and the wet hull with a sling of tool and a coil of tarred twine. She hefted a rib and evaluated leverage points, looking for places where a splice might be made. "We’ll cut the rib at about the third node and splice it to the keelson with a half-lap and a scarf. If the grain’s right we can use a gloved clamp and a temporary stitch to hold it while it dries. We’ll lash the outriggers to the ribs and chain them snug with background lashings—thrice around the thwart, not less."
Her voice was the kind that organized hands because it contained units of motion; people could see what to do because she had broken the job down into muscle steps. They set to it like bees. The rain did not stop them; it made the work urgent and honest. A small boy with a kerchief slipped a warm fritter into Iris's hand; she accepted it without ceremony and chewed while she worked, tasting the smoky sea-leek and thinking of how food always returned in these moments like a compass pointing to small comforts.
There is an odd geometry to hauling things out of the sea. You must account for buoyancy that will make the wood lighter when you think it’s heavier and heavier once you pull it toward you because the water releases its hold in odd jerks. The younger boys learned this by being startled, the old hands by a muscle twinge—they learned discipline the long way. Iris cupped her hands under the sodden rib and hauled with a slow, even strength, feeling the grain slip as water and barnacle released their grip. She bent her knees and let her back do part of the work to spare the shoulder; that economy of effort is the hallmark of someone who has done the same lift enough times.
The rib gave with a long, wet sigh. It was heavy enough to make the small boat list but not so heavy as to tip it. They lashed it inboard with tarred twine and passed back the next rib. The hours of the work thinned into a rhythm: row, pry, lever, lash, ferry back. In between, people traded small comforts: Marten murmured about a trick to set a steam bend faster with a pinch of vinegar, and someone else told a joke about the councilman’s hat that made its brim float like a ridiculous coronet in the rain. Laughter was brief and sometimes absurd—the harbormen pretended the hat was a mercy from the sea that would return them a good market.
On the third run, as the tide began to edge higher, Iris saw something caught in the lighter’s wreckage that made her swear under her breath. A plank—one long, straight piece with tight-colored grain and a weathered sheen—was wedged in the wreck. It was the sort of seasoned oak that came from an older ship’s keel, the kind that was never wasted and whose grain suggested it had once been a proud piece. It was exactly the dimension she wanted for a sheer plank to stiffen the skiff’s bow. But it had leaned into the wreck’s maw and to reach it meant wading farther into the shallows and working where the current was picking up.
Tamsin heard the sound of the plank and her face caught like someone who has smelled a prize. "That’s the one," she said without pretense. "If you get that, we’ll have a proper little bow."
Iris measured the scene in a breath: the current, the proximity of jagged wreckage, the risk of being pinned against a rib if a surge rolled in. Her hands found an old strop of hemp that had been used for mooring, and she tied one end to her belt with a timber hitch so it could take a load. She handed a second line to Amir. "Hold me steady on the pull. Don’t let go of the rock when you brace."
Amir’s face was steady. "I’m not a rock, but I’ll be useful enough." He grinned, and the grin was a small encouragement like a lantern poked through rain.
The water here lapped against their knees and turned the tide into a playful, dangerous thing. Iris pushed forward on old stones slick with weed and salt; the world narrowed to the wedge of plank in her hands and the sound of water cutting at the gap. The plank was heavier than it looked; it had taken in water and sucked at her fingers like a small, obstinate animal. She braced and dug a heel into a barnacled lip, feeling the slick for a purchase point. Her muscles engaged like a well-tuned lathe—back, legs, and forearm working as a single mechanism.
Tamsin moved in too close, boots slipping on the algae. The current surprised her; a swell rolled and tugged at the hem of her greatcoat. She went to a knee, then to both hands, and the edge of panic showed as a flicker over her face. A teenager nearby froze rather than move, struck by the suddenness of the sea's appetite. A rope line had been thrown to steady people, but lines mean nothing when the current wraps them like a jealous lover.
Iris acted without thinking the politics of courage. She let go of the plank just long enough to grab Tamsin’s forearm and haul, using the timing of the swell to pivot and slide her feet on the stone like a cutter carving its margin. She twisted and gave a half-step that transferred weight to her legs and yanked in a move she had practiced on benches when clamps failed. Her fingers closed around Tamsin's wrist as if it were a small, stubborn spar, and Amir hauled on the other line with a grunt that made the plank move free in the wreck’s dark.
The scene was frantic and also strangely funny in its humanness—Amir’s feet skidded and he made a strangled noise that sounded like both a laugh and a curse. Someone shouted, half-pleased, half-frightened: "You’re meant to save things, Iris, not adopt them!" The absurdity of that cry lifted the fear just long enough for a breath. Tamsin coughed and spat a mouthful of seawater and then, furious with herself, finished the laugh into a cough. "You better not rob me of any heroic scars," she said, which was both complaint and a way of acknowledging what had just happened.
Iris didn’t bother to answer with words. She wrapped the last of the rope around her belt and took a half-step that shifted the plank free. The wood came with a soft, resigned noise and rose like a resurrected thing from the wreck. For a breath, the team was a single mechanism; the plank slid into the boat, damp, heavy, and perfect in its error.
They hauled the skiff back like a small procession, the lanterns bobbing in the rain and ledger, the harbor cat, sitting high on a coil of rope, regarding them with the proprietary air of an overlord. Marten wiped his hands and tossed a strip of salted fish the cat way; Ledger accepted it with an aristocratic sniff and a dismissive flick of tail. The human crew laughed with a tired, satisfied sound that vibrated the lantern glass.
It took both muscle and cunning to haul the plank into position; they lashed it across the bow with lashings that Iris adjusted until the line sang. "That’ll make the bow bridle right," she said, checking the angle where water would part the hull. Marten stood with a damp rag over his shoulder and shook his head. "You youngsters worry me with your speed. The sea is an old thing and doesn't like being hurried."
Hester, who had watched from the quay with arms folded and the practical expression of someone who had kept boats afloat through many temperamental tides, conceded a look that might have been pride. "You made good work of it, child. Don't die to prove me wrong." Her tone held the rough tenderness townspeople used when they wanted to be kind without fuss. There was something in that phrase—practical and full of care—that made Iris feel both seen and safe in a way meetings never had.
On their way back to the quay, a child offered the boat a name with solemn ceremony: "Call it the Little Surfer," he proclaimed, and a dozen voices agreed because naming a thing in the midst of trouble is a small human attempt at owning fate. The name was ridiculous, and that made it a good omen.
When they hauled the skiff up under the lee of the quay, lamps winked and the smell of kelp jam and fish fritters followed them. The workroom was busy; Marten set a brewing kettle on a small brazier, and as the steam rose it took on a tang of tar and sea. People furtively compared the tea to seawater and declared Marten’s brew worse yet funnier for the attempt. The levity smoothed something raw out of the room.
They spread the salvaged timbers in the workshop like a small cathedral of salvage: ribs curved as if remembering waves, the long plank that would stiffen the bow, a spar that had once been a mast but now would be an outrigger, and a coil of line with a smell of oil and old rope. Iris ran her hand along the plank again, feeling the grain like a new secret. It fit the profile she had sketched in the quayhouse by the lantern light, and that was the kind of small miracle she lived for.
Marten set up the tannery boiler, a small dragon of iron and soot that would steam ribs in a box he had cobbled from an old barrel. He hoisted a Steam-bent rib into place with a grunt and a hiss that smelled of vinegar and wood, the peculiar alchemy of heat and fiber yielding shape under pressure. "This is where patience counts," he told the gathered group. "You nurse the grain. You don't bully it into place."
Tamsin and the teenagers began to carve the lash points and test the outriggers on a mock-up rig. They used a dead-eye and a pin for practice and practiced the lash until the knots sat like jewelry. Iris taught them a sequence for stitching oakum that made the seams swell without clamping the planks into protest. She moved as if each motion could be translated into a muscle memory they would keep forever. Her instructions were short, exact, and offered with a kind of impatient tenderness.
Outside, the rain softened into a hard, even patter that promised a long night. Someone tied out a small flag—handmade, silly in its optimism—on the quay and it snapped like a tiny defiant sail. The town kept its rituals; the lamp-lighters walked their rounds and a woman with a basket offered more fritters. None of these things fixed the breach by themselves, but they kept the people who would do the fixing fed and warm enough to continue.
As the steam hissed and the first rib took its curve, Iris looked up at Hester. The older woman watched with guarded approval, her arms folded in a posture that meant she would criticize later unless something went right. "You said you'd be conservative," Hester warned. "Make your quickness honest."
Iris nodded and set a clamp with a decisiveness that sealed the promise—fast, but with the right measures. Her hands smelled of pitch and sea; she had a scrap of kelp jam tucked away in her pocket that she had saved like a small superstition. It tasted faintly of warmth, and for the first time since the bell had rung, she let herself consider that the night, which had begun as an assault, might become a night of work and something like belonging.

    
Scarf Joints and Second Chances
The morning smelled of steam and tar and the sort of damp that finds its way into the smallest seam of a person’s life. Inside the workshop a dozen hands moved like a coordinated little machine: Marten fussed with the tannery boiler, frowning at the steam’s behavior as if it might respond to polite scolding; Tamsin sharpened a spokeshave until it sang; Amir ferried ribs in like a man bringing honored guests to a tough party. Iris stood at the bench with a pencil behind one ear and a felt-tipped scrap of packing board in front of her, drawing a series of neat, impatient lines that translated the previous night's talk into the kind of geometry that wood understood.
She measured by the small marks she trusted—half a thumb, two fingers, the span that matched her palm—and narrated the work aloud because it made the motions. "Scarf at twelve degrees, bevel tail at the starboard seam, cradle the rib at three inches aft of the bilge. Lash points at the thwart—thrice around, no less."
Marten listened with the slow, approving blink of a man who had watched many apprentices try to outrun their hands. "You make that racket into music and I’ll bring the kettle," he said, which was his way of announcing help. His tea was notoriously awful—thick with something that tasted like old anchors—but the joke had landed enough times that it was now part of their ritual. The small absurdity loosened the crew; someone laughed, and a child watching from the quay waved a damp scrap of sailcloth as if it were a flag of encouragement.
They had laid the ribs temporarily along the workfloor, two on each side, and Iris began to mark them for trimming. Hands joined the marks: a rasp here, a plane there, the steady thump of a mallet. The town’s life threaded through the scene—the woman who sold smoked sea-leek fritters set a small plate on the windowsill; someone pinned a scrap of recipe to the butcher’s stand about kelp jam; a lamp-lighter’s brass disc tinked as he walked past the open door. Those details had nothing to do with the structural stress of a hull but everything to do with why people would get on it: for bread, for gossip, for duty.
Training the crew felt more like teaching a language than handing out tasks. Iris took two of Hester’s reluctant recruits—boys with quick hands and slower courage—and set them on the simple, rigorous work of half-lap joints. She made them start with the saw rasp and then take the plane, insisting on a ­motion that was not about force but about friendship with the grain.
"Think of the joint as a handshake," she told them, which made one of the lads snort. "Two hands ought to fit without bruising."
Tamsin, meanwhile, took a small group aside to show them how to splice a fisher’s hitch and how to unlay line without looking like a man trying to untangle a chorus of eels. Her hands moved fast and exact. "If you ever get nervous, breathe into your hands and the knot will forgive you," she said, half serious, half teasing. The kids learned, laughed, and then learned some more; practical work tends to force learning in a hurry.
Marten worked the steam box with a patience sharpened by habit. He had made a contraption from an old barrel, a tray of hot water, and a sheet of iron to hold the ribs close to heat. Steam is a gentle tyrant—too much and the wood blisters like a petulant hand; too little and it means nothing. He tended the ribs like a midwife tending newborns, coaxing the fiber to bend without fracture. "Don’t rush a wood that remembers its old shape," he told Iris. "You can’t bully grain into courtesy."
While the ribs steamed, Iris planed a strip of oak for the keelson and set it into a crude cradle to check sweep. She felt the long grain between her fingers, the way it flexed when she pressed, and adjusted a pencil mark with the thumb of a carpenter who had learned to trust small differences.
The debate about speed and caution did not dissolve under steam. No argument that matters to people fades because wood softens in heat. Hester watched the building skiff from a corner of the workshop, arms folded in a posture that read like a statement: practical caution preferred to improvisational gallantry.
"If you launch that into the wash and a rib fails, we lose more than pride," she said, folding her concern into a voice that did not like to be ignored. There was no malice in it; she ran ferries and had seen men call a crossing safe and then pay for the phrase with the hull of their lives.
Iris bristled the tiniest bit—enough to notice, not enough to explode. "If we overbuild, we never move. There’s a seam to the tide tonight and we have a short window. My join is conservative in the way that counts. The ribs will bear."
Hester made a small sound that could have been a chuckle or a groan. "Conservative? You young people use that word like a coin you only half own. You’re fast and I like that when you arrive at my dock in one piece."
The exchange showed what everyone in the shop already suspected: the argument was not between folk who loved boats and those who didn’t, but between methods and habit. It was generational friction—one that had to be resolved with a thing that could be tested at sea, not a speech in the quayhouse. That thinking simplified the choice: the skiff would be nimble, built to take three short runs. It would trust her measurements.
They started the assembly in earnest. Marten’s steam-bent ribs were eased into place with the reverence of putting a cuff on a lifelong shirt. Iris clamped them to a temporary strongback and drove a few stitch-bolts to hold geometry. The oakum sat ready in a bucket, fat and dark, the kind that swelled with heat and made seams sing. A pot of pitch simmered in a small brazier, and every so often Marten would ladle the thick black into a tin and set it aside like a penitence.
Iris’s hands moved like a pair of devising machines: she drew a plane along the sheer plank, tested fit where the keelson kissed ribs, and cupped her palm to feel fair. The work was a conversation between touch and geometry, and it demanded that she be present in body as well as mind. She squared an edge and then, with the blunt pleasure of a person who makes the world do the useful thing, slid the scarf joint together to check the contact. The seam fit like a letter pressed into a ledger—neat, convincing.
Someone made a joke about the councilman’s hat—how it would drift on the water like a confused coroner—and people laughed. Laughter in a stormworkshop is a small thing that acts as a joint just as real as oakum; it holds people together when the sea wants to pry them apart. Marten tossed in a comment about his tea again, and between the steam and the jokes the tedious pressure eased just enough for them to move faster.
Then the mistake happened, as mistakes will: a rib lashed too tight where flexibility mattered, a heating that had not gone quite far enough, a clamp slipped. There was a small, sickening sound, like the flexing of a tendon that had chosen betrayal. The rib that had been steamed and promised suddenly told the group in a quiet, personal way that it would not ever take the shape they had asked it to hold.
For a second there was too much noise—the rain, the creak of the tannery pipes, the murmur of men and women who thought they had time left—and then Hester’s voice cut clean through it. "Stop."
They stopped. Human beings have a deep need to obey clear commands in danger; it’s a reflex older than conscience. Hester crossed the shop and crouched beside the failed rib, fingers probing as if trying to read the reason in the wood’s pulp. "It grabbed wrong at the node," she said. "You nearly made it worse by tightening. We’ll have to replace it."
The weight of that pronouncement settled on the team. Some heads went down. A few muttered that they could repair it with a spliced patch and press on. Iris felt the pull of the argument—the temptation to rush a fix to keep the window of tide—but also the odor of splinters that come from trying to make a sick part carry weight. She could have ordered a patch; she could have argued procedure. Instead she inhaled and made the kind of decision people who get things done must sometimes make.
"Replace it," she said. Her voice did not shout; it held a calm that made the crew accept the new order. "We have an extra rib at the north wreck. Amir, take the small boat. Two runners, Tamsin—bring me nails and a clamp. Marten, keep the steam up and prep the splice for when we return."
That last instruction was a little like setting out a map for steps she hoped would not be needed, because if the tide moved faster they would be cutting moments thin. People moved with a fresh sense of urgency now, the sort that did not have time for argument. Marten nodded and pushed the steam into a higher gear; Amir jumped to the skiff with a strap over his shoulder and a rope in his teeth, and Tamsin tugged on a spare coat as if it were armor.
Iris stayed for a brief second longer with the failed rib in her hands. She examined the break as if it were an injury she had somehow caused. Fingerprints in the sap, a hairline fracture along the edge, the faint scar of an old rasp—each told a story of history and wear. She set it aside with the careful, purposeful motion she would have used with any other small damaged thing.
Then she shouldered her tool belt and left. The night outside had not softened; the rain had sharpened into a quicker, more insistent percussion. The quay had become a new geography: a string of tasks and people arranged by need. Children shouted from the shelter of a fishmonger’s stall that they’d seen the tide’s face change. On the south pier an elderly hand tied a flag with nervous fingers; he had not come to the meeting but his hands were steady where it mattered.
Amir’s boat rode low and honest on the water; he had already stuffed it with spare blocks and a coil of decent twine. Some of the little absurdities of the place persisted even under pressure: the paper fish on a lamp post had survived the night and still flapped like a stubborn pageant. Amir grinned at Iris and offered her a rope. "Don’t lose me to the sea, Wren. I’ve grown attached."
She snapped a loop and slung it around her wrist in a functional movement, the way sailors attach small promises to the body. "If you get blown away, I’ll stitch you back into town with a new join," she said, and the two of them laughed because it was either laugh or cry. That exchange didn’t change the physics of the job, but it showed why people trusted one another: jokes in the face of danger are the mortar that keeps hands linked.
The north wreck lay like a ribcage half-exposed in the shallow field of the harbor. Water whispered around rotten spars and made small, bright music when it found a seam and pushed through. Iris waded in with the rope snug at her waist and the sound of the town—laughter, a child singing an off-key sea song, Marten’s voice barking orders—growing faint like a chorus receding into memory. The cold bit at her calves, testing the steadiness of her step. The wreck held its own small geometry of salvage: a long plank jammed like a stubborn thought, a spar that leaned and refused to let go, and a rib that looked just salvageable if prised at the correct angle.
She wedged a bar under a depressed rib and levered with a back that knew how to take a load evenly. Her knees bent, the rope at her hip taught with the crew’s faith, and with a single balanced thrust the rib gave and came free with a wet, forgiving sound. The action left her gasping; the wood had weight to it in the way the sea keeps weight. The boys from the quay, who had followed to watch, cheered in a way that was partly relief and partly the small male excitement that comes with witnessing salvage.
Amir hauled the rib into the boat in a sequence they had practiced—a heave, a pivot at the thigh, a hard pull. The movement made the boat list, and water made an alarming, hungry sound against the gunwale. For a second the skiff humbled them all by threatening to take on more than it could bare. They shoved off and rowed like men running from a loose dog; splashes organized themselves into a sensible rhythm and the shore grew nearer like a promise returning.
A gull, with the solemnity of a judge, watched them and then took off as if bored with the drama. The scene was absurd and earnest in the same breath—salvage and bird, rope and laughter, hands that knew what they were doing. It reminded Iris why she preferred work to meetings: in motion, in the honest economy of muscle and cause, people surrendered pretense and unrolled themselves into their true shape.
Back in the workshop, the replacement rib was trimmed and faired with a speed that belied the adrenaline in their veins. Marten held the steam box open like a priest at an altar and guided the heated ribs into place. Iris supervised the splice with a cold attention that steadied the room. They cut a half-lap at the keelson, planed a tiny relief so the scarf would settle without a pinch, and set clamps with a noise like the popping of a small, determined sun.
Then they stitched. Oakum swelled in the seam as Marten coaxed it, and Iris pushed the caulking iron into the narrow space until the pitch crept like thick blood and sealed the joint. She knelt in a motion that had the inevitability of a tide, driving the caulking until the seam took a different kind of sound—solid, sated, honest. The work took muscle and throat and an almost liturgical patience. When the final lash was tied they stepped back and looked at the hull like tired parents. It held its shape. It was not perfect, but it was stubbornly adequate.
Hester inspected the hull with the same scrutiny she bestowed on valiant, headstrong captains. She ran a thumb along the fresh seam and then nodded once, the smallest concession a proud person can make. "Not my favored way," she admitted, voice soft with the aftertaste of respect. "But good work."
That admission was the kind of prize harder to win than any trophy. Iris felt an inward, quiet warmth that had nothing to do with the brazier; it was a thin, honest glow that came from being seen by someone whose praise tasted of salt and labor. The laugh that spilled across the workshop was small and weathered by effort.
They carried the skiff to the water with a dozen pairs of hands, each hand placed so the hull would not twist. People offered jokes and old curses as they slid the bow into the tongue of waves; the town’s habit of absurdity persisted—someone had tied a papier-mâché fish to the stern as a talisman and it slapped the air with soggy pride. The launch is always turf and ceremony; it asks the same question each time: will you trust what you’ve made?
Iris climbed in and adjusted a thwart, sitting with her jean-clad knees bent as if she were a piece of ballast. She checked lash points, then had everyone test their weight distribution. "Low and steady," she ordered, which was both instruction and a plea. The tide pushed and pulled and the craft took a small, promising bounce. They shoved off.
At first the skiff behaved. It rode with a steady nose and the outriggers broke the roll like fins fending off a hungry current. There was a burst of relief that tasted almost like triumph. People cheered. Hester held her lantern higher as if to make the world admire the work. Then, with a violence abrupt enough to startle gulls into flight, the hull struck a submerged stump that had not been visible in the dark churn. The impact threw the bow to one side. Water sluiced in with a sound like a scalded animal. The skiff listed, and for a breath the world narrowed to a handful of breathing, gasping bodies and the smell of pitch.
Iris caught the shock like a person catching a falling child. Her hands moved before the thought had a full sentence—she pivoted the thwart, shifted her knees, thrust her shoulder into the tiller, and barked orders. "Weight to port! Bail! Brace the outriggers! Keep low!" The words were short, precise, muscle-tuned. The crew who had learned her vocabulary of knots and planes answered with the practiced motions of rehearsed people. They baled with buckets and cupped hands, lashed with quick, hard knots, and held their breaths like small prayers.
The skiff righted, not perfectly but enough. The first run—imperfect, nerve-pressed, stitched with hurried skill—had survived its first real test. It was battered and leaking a modest ferocity of water, but it had not folded. Iris’s fingers throbbed and her palms burned where pitch had blistered them, but she felt, under the fatigue, an ember of something bright and dangerous and good. The tide widened like a hungry mouth, and the team braced for the next crossing. Time, not debate, would choose what they did next.

    
Plugging Seams with Firelight
They had made three trips by then and the skiff bore them like a stubborn, patched dog: loyal and a little scarred. Lantern light painted the wet planks and the town’s outlines as if someone had traced their edges with a reluctant pencil. On the quay, people moved in small clusters—some to watch, some to offer hands, some to hand over a crust of bread or a pale jar of kelp jam. The rituals continued: Marten ladled tea so bad it seemed a civic duty to drink it, the lamp-lighters clicked their brass discs in the dark as if composing a small clinking music, and the papier-mâché fish on the stern of the skiff slapped the air with soggy dignity. Humor lived in the smallest places and kept the edge of fear manageable.
Iris checked the last lash point with a practiced finger. The lashings had been redone twice after the first rough collision with a submerged stump; each knot tightened to the tautness of a promise. Her palms were raw from pitch and the small blisters that came with hurried caulking, but the pain was familiar and tidy. It told a story she could read as easily as a grain. "We’ll keep the weight low," she said. "No sudden moves. Two people in the stern with the oars steady, three across the middle, one on the bow to watch for debris."
Hester gave a short nod. The practical woman stood with her coat collar up against the wind, lantern in hand, graceless and efficient. "If anything shakes loose, we come back fast. No heroics."
Amir grinned despite the salt in his teeth. "Heroics are expensive. I’m not spending anything I have left on drama."
They shoved off into the notch of water the moon could not reach. For a while the skiff behaved like a thing that had been given a second chance and wanted to prove it. Iris sat low, eyes level with the gunwale, and read the water like a person watches a sewing machine—lines, rhythm, tiny skips that told when a hidden obstacle crouched below the surface. Each trip narrowed the gap of fear: the people waiting across the breach were real, small, and insistently human, which made skill feel less optional and more like a necessary ethic.
The rescue runs folded into one another with the economy of muscle and the taste of salt. On the second return they found a man waving an oilskin in a way that was less about signal and more about the relief of physical motion. They picked up three more passengers on the third trip and the skin of the boat was beginning to look like a living ledger of breath and footprints. By the time they loaded the fourth group, the tide had grown a temper and the bay had turned its attention to the lower stones with an avaricious curiosity.
It was on that run—halfway between the quay and the spit—that the hull kissed a piece of flotsam with the wrong intention. The skiff bucked, as if the water had slapped it, and a rash of spray went over the bow. A plank they had thought turned in its seam now splayed half an inch, and a thin, cold mouth of water began to gather at the bow seam. At first it was a detail: a sliver of ink creeping under wood. Then the seam eased more; saltwater found the space and pushed, testing the stitch like a curious finger probing a splinter.
Someone cursed softly—an old fellow used to his curses like tools. Hester’s voice tightened into bark. "Bale!" she ordered. The crew dropped into the chore with practiced hands. Buckets slapped the gunwale, and the sound of water being forced back into a box became the rhythm of their small, furious work. Iris scanned the seam and felt the problem through touch as much as sight: a seam that had been stressed and then hurried would swell and then give where it had been thinned. It was not just a leak; it was a lesson refused.
They could have attempted the conservative fix Hester favored—beaching, bracing, taking time to re-lash properly—but the window had narrowed into a sliver. The current was already working the breach wider and every minute meant more houses put at risk. A slow fix meant turning the rescue into a rescue of a different kind; people stranded long enough would face cold and flooding. Iris’s instincts did not allow for a slower calculus. Her hands remembered other nights when speed and a steady join mattered in equal weight.
She barked a plan like a seamstress calling out stitches. "We’ll make a soft plug and stitch a patch until we can haul to shore. I’ll go in and set it from inside. Keep steady and don’t shift weight suddenly. One of you, keep a scupper clear and bail. Amir, trace the debris field and shout. Hester, hold the tiller steady."
Hester stared at her, then at the widening seam, and made a small sound that was almost approval. She was pragmatic in a way that admitted the value of daring if it worked. "You do it quick or don’t do it at all. I’ll keep this line."
There was an almost comic undertone to the scene then: a papier-mâché fish slapped the stern like a misguided herald, Marten’s tea steamed in a tin on the quay as if it could be poured across the water for luck, and a child’s damp kite snapped against a fence as if cheering them on. Even in a crisis, the town conceded small absurdities—things that belonged to ceremony rather than to survival.
Iris rolled her pant legs up and let the cold take the part of her calves that would touch water. The dark swallowed her knees as she slid the small hatch and found the bilge more honest than she’d expected—water slopped around her boots and the smell of pitch and wet oak rose in a thicker tide. The interior was a clutter of tools, a coil of spare twine, a tin with a broken lid that Marten insisted was useful, and the rhythmic splash that met her movement like an unhelpful greeting.
She had planned for improvisation by necessity: in a craft life you keep an idea for a problem you have not met yet, and you sharpen it like a knife so it will slice if you need it. Her mind ran through a list—oakum, pitch, a shaped plank for a patch, battens to hold it, lashings that could cinch and be quick. She fumbled a small tin of pitch from the kit, a wad of oakum, and a narrow plank they had lashed inboard for emergency; it was the exact sort of smallest, pragmatic treasure you learn to hoard by instinct.
The water chilled her to the bone. It pulled at her boots and made her fingers twitch with a particular cold that comes from metal and sea, but the motion steadied her. When you do something with your hands under pressure, the world narrows into units you can control. She warmed the oakum by a simple trick—clamped it under her armpit for a breath because body heat made a good substitute for the softening kettle they did not have in the bilge—and shaped it into a malleable plug. It was an awkward, ridiculous measure and the notion that her chest was now equipment made her half-smile despite the danger.
"Don’t be daft," someone muttered in a voice that was part awe and part worry. "You can’t knit the sea shut with your fists."
Iris answered without turning, both hands busy. "I’m not knitting. I’m patching. Different arts."
Tamsin leaned over the gunwale and offered a hand down, steady and practical. "We’ll hold her still. Don’t be clever with stunts."
Iris caught the outstretched fingers with a sure grip and felt the tiny network of trust like rope underhand. Her plan required more than muscle: if she could fill the seam enough to slow the flow and then drive a plank and lash battens over it, the seam might take long enough for the next runs. The trick was to turn a leak into a wedge that the tide could not snare.
She waded ankle-deep now and wedged the oakum plug into the seam with a caulker’s iron she had to hold with teeth clenched until it warmed. The water pushed against her effort, conspiring to wash the oakum away as if it were sand. Her arms burned from the cold and the exertion; the ache was honest as any confession. She pounded the oakum in until the seam took a different look—no longer an open mouth but a pressed, grudging seam. A thin line of pitch spread over it like a promise varnished rough. It held, with a wobble, and in that wobble she heard hope.
They were not out of danger. The patch was soft and provisional and the skiff sloshed with the sea like a dog half-asleep on a cold floor. The crew baled and lashed, each movement hauling air and salt into a rhythm. Iris could feel the hull’s flex under her palms, the way it took weight and yielded and then took more. It was a living thing; you negotiated with it like any other hand.
Hester’s voice came tight. "We’ll do two runs more. Time the tide and be quick. If the seam goes, we come back. We do not risk the whole thing."
Amir answered with a bark-laugh that showed he was choosing to believe instead of cower. "Two runs it is. And if anyone nags me about my hat again, I’ll throw it into the sea as peace offering."
They made the next two crossings with a dogged smoothness. The patched seam bled a little but held. Each time they returned they took on three more people, and each time they left, the skiff felt a fraction less like a craft and more like a small community bearing its load. They developed tacit choreography: who would step in place to stabilize when a swell lifted the bow, who would lean to the correct arc to balance the outriggers, who would hand buckets and take them in a quiet sequence that banished panic.
On the penultimate return, a heavy surge threw them against a field of submerged timber. The impact was worse than before—a moment of metal-hollow terror where the hull shuddered and the patched seam whispered a warning. Water rasped in under the edge as if an old mouth had remembered hunger. The tide had found a weak place; the oakum gave a grudging squelch and the pitch began to tack. For the first time, the leak widened into a seam that demanded attention with the impatience of a hungry animal.
A scream—quick, sharp—cut the air. The twins on the shore had been watching and one of them stumbled on an unseen board and nearly fell. Hester cursed and then froze with a look that showed worry more than command; her composure cracked into a human split. It was a small human moment, but those lit the night in the way lamp-light did: they showed who was real and who was merely an image.
Iris heard the crack in her chest that was not about fear but about responsibility. She slid back into the bilge, the water dredging her clothes cold and heavy, and this time the leak was wider and nobbler; it required a different trick. The soft plug had bought them time but not grace. She needed to make a hard stop: a bordered plate of plank that would act as a splint and a pressure bridge over the seam. It would take clamps and lashings and someone willing to shrink the craft's tolerance by a nail's breadth.
She set the plan and spoke so that the crew’s movements could be one thing without the dissonance of argument. "Take two people and bring the spare batten from starboard. Marten, get the clamps. Amir, steady her midline. Hester—when I give the word, you turn the hull so I can jam the battens and hammer in temporary stitching. Don’t twist early."
Hester’s eyes sharpened and she took the tiller with a steadier hand than Iris had yet seen from her. "You’re asking me to stall like a dockworker holding back a barge. I’m your stall. Make it worth my grip."
They laughed in a short, brittle noise that was almost a release. Then they did the work. Marten brought clamps that had been in use for a hundred small tasks and smelled of oil and old jokes. The boys hauled the batten across, and Iris greased its face with pitch like a surgeon oiling a scalpel. She wedged the plank over the seam and made quick stitches with twisted twine, driving a temporary pin that would not be elegant but would be honest.
The action required coordination so tight it felt like a small dance—the kind that left no room for pride. Hester turned the hull with a trust that surprised Iris by the depth of its delivery. The batten sat into the curve and the clamps bit like teeth. A hiss of water slowed to a thin, manageable leak. For a breath the craft breathed easier, and that breath tasted like a promise held for the narrowest of times.
There was no grand cheering. There was the clatter of tools, the sound of breath returned to normal, and Marten’s muttered commentary about the tea being an acceptable disaster. The human comedy threaded through the drama made the night less savage: a man joked about fashioning a crown from the papier-mâché fish, and a child decided the skiff ought to be knighted by virtue of having survived. Humor acted as a thin veneer that kept nerves steady.
But the task was not finished. The tide had a generous appetite, and the breach widened even while they patched. Hester’s orders were blunt and precise. "Two more runs. If you want more, you’ll have to ask the sea politely."
On the next departure, the skiff took one more hard roll as it punched through a field of kelp and old rope. A lash strained and then snapped with a soft betrayal. The old seam—worked over, patted, and bandaged—protested. In the instant of the snap, the skiff veered toward a jagged scar of timber that jutted like a tooth. Hester swore and then, for the first time that night, her hands tightened into something that looked like indecision. She hesitated.
Time thickened. The world contracted to a line of decisions. The passengers looked to the shore pleadingly, children with eyes too wide for their faces, old men with the steady helplessness of too many years. Someone shouted useless directions. The sea made a sound like a closing lid.
Iris did not hesitate. Skill takes the shape of reflex when it has been practiced long enough. She slid to the tiller, arms wrapping around it like hands on a trusted friend, and pushed against the curve in a motion that read the boat and the current in a single sweep. Her muscles burned from cold and exertion; her voice was short and certain. "Weight to starboard — brace — lean into the surge — watch the seam — hold!" She used not rhetoric but instruction built on the grammar of craft. The hull answered like a well-tuned instrument, pivoting on an invisible axis.
The skiff threaded the narrow seam between two wrecks, plank scraping and water spraying in a spray that made the world loud and small. They cut through the jag of timber and then, with an exhausted, collective exhale, rode the swell toward the far spit. Hester’s face, wet and wick-like from the wind and salt, softened in a way that was almost a smile—an acknowledgment not of words but of action. Iris had steered with the stubborn patience of someone who trusted her hands and expected them to be enough.
At the far side, when the passengers tumbled out with grateful, shaking legs, one old woman put a wrinkled hand to Iris’s cheek without a word and squeezed. The touch carried thanks and the small human gravity of a shared evening. Iris felt, in that pressure, a pull that registered deeper than pride—something that resembled belonging.
As they prepared for one last run, Hester clapped a hand on Iris’s shoulder. "You’ll take the tiller for the last one," she said in that uncomplicated way a captain told a mate. "You earned it."
Iris looked at her hands, rough and smelling of pitch, then up at the horizon where the first light of dawn was a pale promise. She imagined the last crossing: the skiff patched and patched again, the tide still a threat, and her hands the instrument of getting the town through. It was not the end of anything—just another seam to stitch—but the choice to steer felt, in its own quietness, like a beginning.
She nodded. "I’ll take it. Let’s bring them home."
The crew moved into place. Lanterns bobbed and the papier-mâché fish flapped one final time like a ridiculous flag. The town’s small absurdities marched with them as they shoved off into a world that expected nothing but urgent craft. Iris’s palms tightened on the tiller as if to shape the future by force of will and wood.

    
Launching the Proof
Dawn came thin and metallic, like a blade someone had left out to cool. Lantern light sagged into the first grey and the harbor breathed out steam from warm wood and colder water. Iris Wren tied the last knot on the spare tiller strap with a precision that had nothing sentimental about it—only the knowledge that a bad knot made a bad morning. Around the quay people moved in the soft choreography that pain and habit produce: someone doling out stiff bread that tasted of the day before and a dash of smoke, a woman knotting strips of seaweed into garlands to dry for the next market, a boy whose teeth showed through the wind eating a bent piece of kelp jam like it was treasure. These were details that had nothing to do with rescue and everything to do with living in a town that measured itself by small comforts.
Marten handed her a chipped tin mug that smelled of too-strong tea. "Drink, or you'll steer like a ghost, and ghosts don't make good sailors," he said, trying to be solemn but failing because his tea was notorious enough to be a running joke. "It tastes of rope and regret, but it'll keep you thinking."
She accepted it with a wry lift of her mouth. The absurdity of the habit—Marten insisting on bad tea like a ritual—thinned the knot of unease in her chest. "If it keeps me thinking, I’ll owe you a plank and you a page of apology," she answered, sipping and trying not to wince. Marten grinned, which made his face fold into pleasant lines of salt and age. The harbor cat, Ledger, crept up and batted at the rim of the tin as if to inspect the quality. "It’s edible," the cat seemed to declare, and then left in disdain when its expectations were not met.
Hester stood by with her coat collar up and a lantern jerking in her hands like a point of authority. "You ready?" she asked, the question more ritual than uncertainty. Her voice was rough with the kind of steadiness that had kept ferries true and people moving. Iris met her gaze and nodded—an exchange of compact trust.
Amir came up behind with the last coil of heavy twine, his boots leaving a brief trail of gritty water across the boards. "We’ve got three more to fetch and then the lower spit will have enough people to hold the line," he said. The plan was not grand; it was a ledger of needs and movements that mapped onto muscle. "Little Surfer’s patched. It’s coughing but it’s loyal."
Iris fastened the strap on the tiller, feeling the worn leather like a familiar measure. The hull rested in the shallows, patched and bandaged, and the papier-mâché fish at the stern looked absurdly proud, its wet fins choking up and down like a small, soggy cheer. "That fish deserves a medal," she muttered, then louder, "All right—last run. Keep low and brace for debris."
People clustered—some to watch, some to work the ropes. The market pie-seller offered a crust wrapped in greaseproof paper, saying, "For the hands that stitch the town together." It had the practical tenderness of a culture that expressed gratitude with food. Iris tucked the crust in her breast pocket like a talisman of something ordinary and true and then climbed into Little Surfer, setting her knees low and her palms to wood. The tide hissed and the skiff slid away from the quay with a soft, patient thud, as if the boat itself was clearing its throat and preparing to speak.
The water was a complicated surface that day: not flat, not a smooth mirror, but a restless skin with small children of waves breaking over unseen ribs. Debris bobbed like a city's forgetfulness—pallets, barrel bands, a faded rope with a sailor's knot still tied around it, a plank with initials carved into the wood by someone who had meant to be remembered. Iris watched the water for rhythm, measuring her moves by the way the hull took each ridge and trough.
"Weight slightly aft on the first bump," she called, voice low and exact. "Eyes forward. Amir, you watch starboard; Hester, counter with quick strokes if I twitch. Keep the hands low so the center doesn't lift."
They moved like a single machine. The practice showed: where strangers would shout and stagger, the crew bent into choreography. Tamsin, steady-handed despite the night's horrors, tightened a lash and hummed something that sounded like a working tune older than the town. The passengers—an old woman with a basket of knitting, a young man with a limp who described himself as stubborn and useful, and two children who clung like pendants—held their knees and watched the world shrink and open in the same moment.
Halfway across, a moored spar slid like a surprise into their path, tipped by the current and the wrong sort of luck. The spar lay where the channel narrowed into a jagged seam between two wrecks. For a second the boat shuddered and the stern dipped as if it had been given a hard opinion by the sea. Someone barked an alarm; the world went smaller and sharper as bodies reacted. Iris felt the hull answer under her hands, felt the way seams flexed and the lashings took the load. The situation demanded more than speed: it demanded precise leverage.
She did not reach for an impossible trick. Her mind measured angles—how a short tug on the aft thwart would change trim, how a quick lean and stern oar stroke could spin the craft like a smiled palm. "Brace—lean to starboard, hard—Amir, give me the aft oar on the sweep and pull with me on three," she ordered. Her voice was not theatrical; it was a set of tools, each word a lever.
Their bodies became those levers. The oar bit, teeth flashing, water ringing like a bell as it left the furrow. The hull rolled like a creature answering a whisper; instead of slamming broadside into the spar, the bow slid past the jag, and the stern pivoted against a swell. The maneuver was a small, exact ballet of counterweights and timing. When the spar scraped and skidded past, the skiff tipped and took a deep, shuddering breath as if relieved to keep going. Laughter broke—quick and half-disbelieving—because the misfortune had been negotiated rather than suffered.
They reached the spit and hauled people out like a practiced crew moving chairs to make space at a table. The old woman kept patting Iris’s arm as if the touch of small fingers could stitch gratitude into the air. Hester offered curt nods and an efficient string of orders about where to set folks to dry and what blankets would be needed. The town, which had been stretched into worry, folded itself into the tasks of repair with a kind of mechanical tenderness.
A neighbor from the lane rolled a barrel of hot soup to the front of the makeshift triage and announced, "On the house. For the folks who mend things and make them safer. And for those who eat them when they are finished."
The absurdity of that last clause—people lining up to be warmed and then to rate the soup—made Iris laugh aloud for a moment, a sound that surprised her with its normalcy. There were so many small practices that kept life tidy: a man who always left a notch in his mooring post for the same knotted rope, children who attached strips of colored ribbon to the lamp posts as if they were flags, the old pie-seller who added a dash of something sweet to every free handout. None of those things fixed a breached causeway, but they smoothed the edges of fear into something manageable.
As the sun lifted and washed gulls with sharper light, Hester came up and clapped Iris on the shoulder with a force that conveyed ownership and something like permission. "That hull of yours took a rib’s beating and asked for more. It’s honest work you do," she said. The words were plain, no ceremony, but they landed on Iris like a ledger balanced. She felt something shift—a quiet permission to stay that did not have to be said.
Marten arrived with his kettle, grumpy and triumphant, and demanded, "Who stole my good rag? It’s warm and I suspect conspiracy." He handed Iris another tin of his foul tea as if offering a medal. Amir, counting the listed households they had saved, grinned and said, "We did more than we dared. The town will talk and then do what it does—fix and move on. But they won't forget the Little Surfer."
Iris, with the wind drying salt in the small lines at her eyes, felt that the harbor was a ledger of many small debts. She had been paid in gratitude and in the shape of things formed from salvage. Her hands ached and the smell of pitch clung to her like a second skin, but the ache was honest and useful.
The work did not end with people on shore. The causeway would need more than hands; it needed design. Stones would have to be reset, pilings driven, and an honest reckon of how the town would weather the next season's storms. While teams took blankets to shore and someone began to list the houses most at risk, Iris found herself pulled back to the Little Surfer—part tenderness, part practical curiosity.
She checked lashings and seams as if auditing a ledger of more important things. Each knot she fingered, each stitch she inspected, carried memories of how it had been tied and why. There were old choices written in the boat—where they had chosen a quicker fit, where the seam had been hurried, and where the patience of a previous craftsman had been wiser. She could trace decisions like fingerprints. For a boatwright, those traces were not judgments as much as invitations to do better.
Hester watched for a moment and then stepped in with a suggestion written by someone who had spent years on water. "We should add a sacrificial bumper along the starboard side when we haul it for the rebuild. Encourage the town to set aside the better ribs for the ferry's keel. You know how to do it—show them."
Iris's throat tightened with a small, human thing that could have been pride or fear. The idea of teaching was both a risk and an honor: exposing the secrets of a craft made by touch was like offering someone your hands for inspection. She had always worked half in solitude because craft was a place she could count on its responses. Letting others into that world felt like opening a door she wasn't sure she wanted to open.
But she saw the boys who had learned half-laps and the teenagers who had taken to lashing with jaw-set determination, and she remembered the old woman’s squeeze of gratitude. She remembered Marten's steadying presence. The knowledge that skills had social power—could move people and keep them safe—settled into her like a small, warm thing. "I will teach them the basics," she said finally, and when Hester raised an eyebrow as if to confirm whether she meant it, Iris nodded. "We’ll start with lashings, then go to ribs and steam bends. If we make it a habit, the town will have more hands that know how to hold."
Hester's face softened in that reserved way that had become familiar friendship over the course of the crisis. "Good. We’ll set times and you’ll run them. You may be fast, but can you be patient enough to make others fast without breaking them?"
"I can be patient for stitches," Iris replied, answering the deeper question in the language she knew best.
They set up an impromptu training schedule: afternoons when the tide was forgiving and evenings when the lamp-lighters would allow the workshop to stay open. Children gathered first, then teenagers who wanted to stay useful, later adults who found they liked the dignity of making steady things for their town. Iris learned how to translate her muscle memory into words: she demonstrated the angle of a scarf joint by drawing on a scrap board, and then had everyone feel the handful of wood and make the motion themselves until the plane did not feel foreign in their fingers.
Her teaching was hands-on; she corrected grips with soft pressure of her palm, nudged thumbs into the right spans, and made small jokes to keep tension from tightening into anger. "Don't pull at the grain like you mean to make it hate you," she would say, "it remembers cruelty."
The humor—small and practical—did as much as her demonstrations to keep people coming back. Marten would stand on the sidelines imprinting his own brand of stern compliments and occasionally offering a story about an old boat that refused to listen. The children were especially keen to help; their hands were quick learners and their mistakes were forgiven with sweets from the pie-seller who had decided the spit of land needed comfort.
Amir found a role as well, working with the ferry crew to set better mooring practices and cataloging which ribs would be spared for essential repairs. Hester came by regularly, half to supervise and half to provide the blunt humor that kept the group honest. "If any of you swear at a plank because it won't obey," she'd say, "I will swear at you instead. And that'll be worse."
The workshop door, which Iris had once kept closed by habit, now opened often. People sat and learned and carried away small, practical skills: how to read the grain, how to heat a rib without blistering it, how to sigh instead of shouting when a cut went wrong. The skills spread like a quiet contagion—one that mended more than the hulls and showed what ordinary hands could do under strain.
Weeks shaped themselves into a new steady practice. The causeway got rebuilt with old timbers reinforced and new stone cradling the old ones. The ferry yard received ribs from the town's stash and a plan to replace battered hulls over time. Children with soot on their knuckles would call out that they had made a good stitch and then race off to fly a repaired kite, which now bore a small flag with a painted fish and a crooked grin.
Iris found herself in a rhythm she had not known she wanted: mornings spent with planing and steam boxes, afternoons teaching and listening, evenings with Marten and Amir where they would argue, quietly and with tea, about the right bend for a spar. The town's gratitude did not come in grand gestures but in practical ways—someone left a pot of soup outside the workshop, the pie-seller hung a wreath of kelp as a small banner, and Hester stopped by with a thermos and the rough remark that, "You’ve earned your place at the quay."
One clear afternoon, after a session where she had taught a stubborn teenager the exact pressure for a half-lap, Iris took the long plank they'd salvaged—the one that had been the cause of a near miss—and sanded it down with the same thoroughness she had once reserved only for the fine joints of commissioned work. She carved a small, tidy bench from that plank, not ornate but honest, and set it on the quay near the repaired causeway. Children treated it like a throne and argued over who could sit on the best side; elders sat on it and told stories about smaller storms they had once outwitted.
Ledger the cat adopted the bench as though it had been built for him; he climbed up and arranged himself into a warm, purring loaf that the children adored. The bench bore the scars of the town's rescue: a small notching where the club had been used to lever a rib free, a dark bit of pitch that refused to sand out, and a carved initial someone had left with a pocketknife. It was a ledger of small, stubborn victories.
Iris stood beside the bench and let the wind braid her hair into loose knots. People passed and nodded like breezes, not offering speeches but steady acknowledgments. Hester came up and, in a small, quiet motion that had more meaning than a parade, wrapped a tarred rope around Iris’s wrist and tied a sailor’s knot. "If you ever go thinking the world is better elsewhere, untie it. But if you keep it, remind yourself that knots are both promises and tools," she said.
Iris looked down at the knot where Hester's fingers had left a smudge of tar. She had earlier thought staying would look like compromise—sacrificing a private world of craft for a noisy life. But standing there she saw it differently: staying meant building a place that would hold people through weather, a place where practical skill and companionship made the town softer at the edges.
Amir, leaning on a post with a grin that made his eyes crinkle, nudged her with a shoulder. "You’ll teach me to stop yelling at the moorings, right?" he asked. "And maybe teach Ledger to share his bench." The cat opened one lazy eye and blinked as if to say he already had enough admirers.
Tamsin came up with a strip of kelp jam wrapped in cloth like a peace offering. She handed it to Iris without ceremony. "For when you need a sweet thought in the middle of a long plan," she said. Iris accepted it and then, impulsively, passed the parcel to Marten. He opened it with a small ceremony and took a bite like a man tasting a future. He declared it good enough, which in the town's currency meant it was excellent.
The sun lowered and painted everything with a soft burnish. Iris sat on the bench, the plank cool beneath her, and for the first time in a long while she allowed herself a moment of unedited contentment. Not triumph—there were repairs yet to be done, and tides yet to be cheated—but a plain, clean satisfaction that the work of hands mattered and was noticed. She stored the memory like a tool.
When the lights in the workshop glowed against the slowly darkening harbor, children raced in to claim the last seats at a small lesson. Iris rose, stretched her arms, and, with a little laugh that had more warmth than before, picked up her plane. She walked back into the shop where the smell of steam and pitch sat like an old friend and began the next small, deliberate task. The bench waited outside, marked by a small carved line—two initials and a tiny fish—proof that something resilient had been made and would be used. The harbor had been patched, yes, but more importantly it had been handed new hands.
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