Chapter Four: Low Tide
The tide had gone out further than Ilse had ever seen it, and the mudflats stretched away toward the horizon like a sheet of hammered pewter. Somewhere out on those flats, her father had always said, the old salt road still ran beneath the water.
She walked the harbour wall with care. The stones were slick with weed.
The gulls were loud. They wheeled over the flats and quarrelled over whatever the sea had left behind.
“You’re up early,” said Tomas. He was sitting on an upturned boat with a mug of coffee that had long since stopped steaming.
“Couldn’t sleep,” she said. “Did you see how far it’s gone?”
He nodded. “Lowest in forty years, the radio says. By noon the whole village will be out there, poking at things.”
Ilse thought of the letter in her coat pocket, the one with the Lisbon postmark. Three days she had carried it unopened, and it had grown heavier than paper had any right to be.
“Your father used to say the road came up once in a lifetime,” Tomas said. “I always thought he made it up.”
“He didn’t make things up,” Ilse said, more sharply than she meant to. Tomas looked down at his coffee and said nothing.
Far out on the flats, something caught the light: a line of pale stones, straight as a ruler, running west.
She reached into her pocket, and her fingers closed around the letter.




