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How to Read This Book on the Boat



This edition follows a real week aboard, from Hurghada to the Brothers, Daedalus and Elphinstone and back. Each day has its own chapters. Read them the night before, or over coffee before the first dive.

Every chapter opens with a dive card for that day’s site.

Read the prologue before you board.




The Tag Board




M/Y BAHIYA · WEEK 46 · HURGHADA · 9–16 NOVEMBER

BEFORE EVERY DIVE: TURN YOUR TAG TO RED. AFTER EVERY DIVE: TURN YOUR TAG TO GREEN.



TOLLIVER R. Rick, 61. Eldest son. Sells pre-owned boats. Does the math. TOLLIVER K. Kendra, his wife. Court reporter. Rates everything out of ten. TOLLIVER T. Trey, their son. Filmmaker. It’s for Sundance. TOLLIVER-FERRIS N. Nate, Trey’s husband. ER nurse. KESSLER S. Shannon, Rick’s daughter. Divorce mediator. Keeps score. KESSLER B. Brad, her husband. Dives with an app. TOLLIVER V. Vern, second son. Seasick at the dock. TOLLIVER JO. Joanne, his wife. “He’ll be fine.” TOLLIVER H. Hollis, their son. Fixes things with zip ties. HASKETT C. Celeste, Buck’s daughter. Breathing app, forty thousand in the hole. HASKETT D. Duane, her husband. Eleven hundred dives. Ask him. HASKETT G. Gavin, their son. Owes a man in Tampa. HASKETT P. Paisley, their daughter. Whispers ghost stories to 400,000 people a night. TOLLIVER JE. Jess, Buck’s granddaughter. Dive pro from the Keys. Counts everyone twice. TOLLIVER D. Darlene, Buck’s widow. Wife number three. Darlene Dives. PETTIBONE G. Gordon, the executor. Paid on completion. DAWES H. Hank, Darlene’s brother. Calls everyone chief. HENDERSON P. Peg, Darlene’s friend from Boca. Moral support. HENDERSON J. Jerry, Peg’s husband. “Peg.” DUNN S. Skyler, Gavin’s girlfriend since June. Is it far? CONTENT Dex, Paisley’s camera. Invoice unpaid. TOLLIVER M. Maureen, Buck’s sister, 74. Keeps the books.

Not on the board: Cornelius “Buck” Tolliver, in a brass diving helmet on the shelf above the coffee machine. Chum, under the dive bench, who is not on the boat.

Crew: Captain Sayed. Rana Shafik, guide. Wael and Fathi, RIBs. Ragab, cook. Mido, deckhand. Ashore: Garrett Lusk, Gilded Fin Voyages. Samia, who prints everything.




Prologue
The Guarantee




DIVE CARD — DAEDALUS REEF, SOUTHWEST MOORINGS

Saturday, 3 October · 21:40

Wind: north, about 12 knots · Water: 28°C

Daedalus is a lone reef far out in the Red Sea, out of sight of land, with a lighthouse on it, rebuilt in 1931 in black and white bands. The light shows three white flashes every twelve seconds, two together and then one. Boats tie up for the night in the lee on the southwest side. Oceanic whitetips come to their sterns from October to December.



Lyle Brannock rang the dinner gong at twenty to ten, two hours after dinner.

Nobody came. The guests of the M/Y Bahiya had eaten Ragab’s grilled grouper and his rice with toasted vermicelli at half past seven, and by nine they had gone down to their cabins to put drops in their ears and sleep. The sundeck held a wet towel over the rail and a German couple asleep on the cushions. The crew were up in the bow with glasses of tea and a football match on somebody’s phone.

Lyle rang the gong twice more. It was brass, the size of a hubcap, on a hook outside the galley door. He took the galley bucket down the stairs to the dive deck.

His name tag said GUEST EXPERIENCE LEAD, GILDED FIN VOYAGES. Gilded Fin sold the trips. The Egyptian crew ran the boat. In September the company had put a new line on its website, and Lyle kept it on an index card in his pocket so he could read it to camera.

The bucket held what the galley was supposed to bag and carry back to Hurghada: fish heads, the skins off the grouper, rice, chicken bones, a crushed lime. Ragab had folded the bag over at eight and set it by the freezer. Lyle had opened it at half past nine.

He switched on the two floodlights under the swim platform. They turned the water behind the stern into a green room about twenty metres across, with plankton hanging in it. A needlefish slid through. Below the light the reef wall went down in shelves of coral, purple and rust, and then it was black.

Lyle hooked his phone to the lanyard round his neck, started recording, and took out the card.

“Okay, guys. Daedalus. Night three. Gilded Fin Voyages guarantees,” and he held the card up to the floodlight, “‘longimanus encounters on every autumn departure, or ten percent off your next voyage.’ So let’s not give anybody ten percent.”

He lowered the card. “Our guide says I’m not allowed to do this. Our guide found rice in the scuppers this morning and gave me a whole talk. Our guide can kiss my ass. Beep that.”

He tipped a fish head off the transom. It turned over as it sank, one eye catching the light. The bucket stank of fish guts and lime, sweet and warm, and the smell came up off the water after it.

The first shark came in from the left at the edge of the green, slow and level, and turned along the light. Her pectoral fins were long and broad, like paddles, and the tips were white, mottled, as if she had dipped them in paint and not let them dry. The dorsal fin was a tall rounded sail with the same white tip. Three pilot fish rode in front of her nose, banded black and white.

“There she is. There’s the big girl. That’s a ten-footer, guys. Easy ten feet.”

She went under the fish head without taking it and came up along the hull, close enough that he could see the line of her mouth, wide and turned down at the corners. She brushed the hull with a dry sound, like a palm drawn across canvas.

“She looks disappointed in me, guys,” Lyle said. “Three nights she’s come to the bell. Three nights. That’s conditioning. That’s science.” He leaned out over the rail. “Come on, you big beautiful bitch. Come get your dinner.”

He wanted the low angle. There was a channel out of the Bahamas that did it: the camera at the waterline, the fin coming straight at the lens. The swim platform had two steps below it, and the lowest sat awash, the teak dark and slick. He sat down on it in his board shorts with his shins hanging in the water, which was warm as a bath.

“Do not try this at home,” he said, and tipped the rest of the bucket in front of his feet.

The scraps went down in a cloud. Rice glittered in the floodlight. The pilot fish scattered.

She came from under the platform, where he wasn’t looking, rising at an angle with her mouth already open, and took his left leg below the knee.

There was a wet crack, like a green branch going over a knee. Lyle went over backwards. His back hit the edge of the platform, and he grabbed for the ladder rail and got it with one hand. The shark shook her head twice, short and hard, the way a dog shakes a rope, and every shake dragged him down the wet teak toward her by the hips. He screamed. He screamed “Help,” and then “Oh fuck, oh fuck, somebody,” and the swim platform was below the dive deck and the dive deck was below the sundeck, and the German couple did not wake. Up in the bow somebody’s team scored, and the crew shouted for it.

The green room went brown, then dark red, then brown again as the current drew it away south. The pilot fish came back and hung in it. The smell came up over the fish heads, hot and coppery, like a mouthful of coins.

He held the rail until the skin of his palm tore on the grip. She rolled once, showing a white belly and the white tips of both fins. Something in his knee went with a sound he felt in his teeth. The leg stayed with her.

He was on the step. He was still on the step. He got his elbows onto the step above, on the slick teak, and pulled, and the rest of him came up out of the water, and he looked down because he couldn’t not. Below the knee there was nothing he recognised. A white end of bone, and meat round it like the inside of a split fig, and blood coming out in pulses, warm on the cold wet wood, warm as the sea. He grabbed the lanyard round his neck and tried to get it round his thigh, the way they did on TV. The phone swung on the end of it, still recording, and lit his own face from below. His face was grey. He couldn’t get the lanyard to go round.

“Okay,” he said to the phone. “Okay. Okay, guys.”

The blood went over the edge of the step in a sheet and into the light. It didn’t spread. It hung in the green like smoke in a shut room, and the pilot fish went into it.

She came back up through it. He saw her come, the white tips first, then the mouth, and he had time to pull his good leg out of the water, and it didn’t matter. She came half out of the sea onto the step, all her weight at once, and took him across the middle, and the teak went out from under him. He grabbed at the edge of the step and got it with his fingernails, and two of them stayed in the wood. Then he was under, and the green was full of bubbles and noise, and she kept going down with him, under the hull and out of the light, the phone on its lanyard still lit, getting smaller. The lighthouse flashed three times. The floodlights shone on an empty patch of water with rice drifting in it.
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Rana Shafik came up to the dive deck at a quarter past six, as the sky went from grey to gold, to check the lines for the dawn dive.

The bucket lay on its side by the transom. One blue flip-flop sat on the lowest step. The step above it was stained dark, almost black, in a long smear, and the flies had found it. Two fingernails were stuck in the grain at its edge, pale and curved, like bits of shell. The striker for the gong lay on the deck by the tank rack, a long way from the galley. The floodlights were still on, pale in the new light.

She stood still. “Yakhrab beitak, Lyle,” she said, very quietly. May your house fall down. Then she went to the rail.

Under the stern, in water now clear and blue all the way to the sand, two oceanic whitetips were turning slow circles. The smaller one was a male she had not seen before. The larger one she knew.

Rana took the camera off her shoulder, the one she used for the identification project, and shot the dorsal fin, and then the left pectoral from above. The notch was there, a bite-shaped scallop near the white tip. She wrote in the waterproof notebook she kept in her shorts.


DAED-SW · 04 OCT · 06:22 · LONGIMANUS ID #07 (“SITT”) · F · approx. 2.6 m · L pectoral notch confirmed · 3 pilot fish · at stern, 0–5 m · 2nd individual: M, ~1.9 m, NEW, no ID · conditions: flat, no current · galley bucket on deck, scraps on swim step



She read the last line twice, and went up to the wheelhouse, two steps at a time, to tell Captain Sayed they had a man missing.




Chapter 1
Shoes in the Basket




DIVE CARD — HURGHADA, MARINA BERTH

Monday, 9 November · 18:00 · Boarding

No diving tonight. Welcome, cabins, safety briefing, nitrox analysis. The boat sails before dawn.

Wind: north-northwest, about 18 knots · Air: 24°C · Water: 26°C

Liveaboard rule one: shoes go in the basket at the gangplank. You will be barefoot until next Monday.



The Tollivers arrived in two white minibuses with the air-conditioning on high, and they got out all at once, talking.

Jess Tolliver got out last because she had been sitting next to the urn.

The marina smelled of diesel and grilled fish and the sweet tobacco from a café where four men were playing dominoes under a string of bulbs. Boats were tied up three deep along the pontoon, white hulls rafted against white hulls, lit from their own decks, and young men in board shorts were swinging aluminium tanks into racks with a clank that carried. The wind came down off the desert behind the hotels, warm and dry.

Their boat was fourth along the pontoon. BAHIYA in blue letters on the bow. Thirty-eight metres, three decks, a dive deck at the stern with two rows of tanks standing in numbered slots.

“Is that it?” said Uncle Vern. “I thought it would be bigger.”

“It’s a dive boat, Vern.”

“Dad said it was a yacht.”

“Grandpa said a lot of things,” said Jess.

The urn was a brass replica of an old Mark V diving helmet, the round kind with little porthole windows, about the size of a basketball. Grandpa, whom everyone outside the family had called Buck, had ordered it from a catalogue after his first bypass. Through the front window you could see a plastic bag of ashes closed with a twist tie. Jess had carried it on her lap from Luxor, five hours by road, through two police checkpoints. At the second one a young policeman had looked through the front window for a long while and then said, very kindly, “This is your grandfather?” and she had said yes, and he had said, “He has a good hat.”

She carried it now under one arm like a football, with her mesh dive bag over the other shoulder.

At the foot of the gangplank stood a wicker basket the size of a laundry hamper, holding the crew’s sandals.

“Shoes off, please,” said the young man beside it. He wore a navy BAHIYA T-shirt and a smile he was working hard at. “Welcome. Shoes in the basket. You get them back on Monday.”

“Monday?” said Darlene. “I have a look planned for Wednesday.”

“Barefoot is safer on the deck, madam.”

“These are Ferragamo.”

“They will be very safe in the basket.”

Darlene was Grandpa’s third wife. She was fifty-four and had been filming since the airport, and she held her phone out over the basket at arm’s length. “Darlene Dives, day one. They take your shoes, you guys. It’s very spiritual.” She dropped the Ferragamos in, one and then the other, for the camera.

“Starring the third wife,” said Uncle Rick, the eldest.

Darlene swung the phone round onto him. “Say it again, Rick. Say it for my followers.”

“Six years,” said Rick. “He was married to my mother for thirty-one.”

“Six years I cut your father’s toenails, Rick. Six years I drove him to the cardiologist and held the bucket in the car. Where were you? On the lot, in your little polo shirt, selling hurricane boats to Canadians.” Her voice didn’t change at all. It was the same voice she’d used for the shoes. “Smile, honey. You’re on.”

Rick looked into the lens as if he might put his fist through it. Then he smiled at it, the smile from the billboard on US 1.

Rick put his deck shoes in and kept a padded case under his arm. Aunt Kendra looked up at the boat for a while and said, “Six.”

“It’s a good boat,” said Rick.

“I said six.”

“Same as your wedding, Dad,” said their son Trey.

“Seven,” said Rick. “It went up after the band.”

Trey walked backwards up the pontoon in front of them with his camera low. “Day zero,” he said, in the voice he used for narration. “Golden hour. The family arrives at the vessel.”

“It’s dark, babe,” said his husband, Nate.

“It’s for Sundance.”

“Sundance hasn’t said yes, babe.” Nate knelt and undid Trey’s sneakers for him so he wouldn’t have to stop filming, and then stood and looked at Vern.

“Vern. Sit down before you fall down.”

“I’m fine.”

“He’s fine,” said Aunt Joanne. “You’ll be fine, Vern.”

Shannon, Rick’s daughter from his first marriage, was a divorce mediator in Tampa. She put her sandals on one side of the basket. Her husband, Brad, put his on the other side, side by side, and photographed them. “For the claim,” he said, “if they lose them.”

“You’d file a claim on a pair of sandals,” said Shannon.

“I’d file a claim on anything I paid for, Shan. Ask your lawyer.” He smiled at the young man with the basket, the way you smile at a waiter while your wife is crying. “Ask her lawyer,” he told him.

Aunt Celeste stood with her eyes closed, breathing in for four. She had an app for it, Breathe With Celeste, and the app was forty thousand dollars in the hole. Her husband, Duane, dropped in a pair of running shoes with the laces still tied. “Never untie ’em,” he told the young man. “Saves time.”

Their son Gavin put his flip-flops in. He wore a gold watch so big it ticked, and he looked at the urn under Jess’s arm. “Is that real brass?”

“It’s Grandpa.”

“Yeah, but is it real? Like, is it worth something? Because a guy in Tampa—”

“Gavin,” said Celeste, with her eyes still closed. “Shut the fuck up for once in your life.”

“I’m just asking if it’s real.”

“Is it far?” said Skyler, Gavin’s girlfriend, whom nobody had met before Thursday. “From here to where we’re going?”

“Where do you want me, chief?” said Hank, Darlene’s brother, to the young man, who had not asked him anything.

“Nobody said a word about shoes,” said Peg Henderson. She and her husband, Jerry, were friends of Darlene’s from Boca, invited for moral support.

“Peg,” said Jerry.

Gordon Pettibone, the estate lawyer, kept his loafers on and stepped onto the gangplank with his briefcase.

“Sir,” said the young man.

“I’m the executor.”

“Shoes, sir.”

Gordon took off his loafers.

Hollis, Vern and Joanne’s son, had one sandal strap held together with a zip tie. He took a second zip tie out of his shorts pocket, cinched the two sandals together by their heels and dropped them in as a pair. “So they don’t get separated,” he said.

Last came Great-Aunt Maureen, Grandpa’s sister, seventy-four, carrying something flat wrapped in a beach towel. She stepped out of a pair of navy flats, set them in the basket side by side with the toes against the wicker, and lined them up.

Jess counted her family over the basket the way she counted divers back onto a boat at work. She counted twice. Twenty-two, with herself, and not counting Grandpa.

She dropped her flip-flops on the pile. Mido and Ragab lifted the basket between them, carried it up the gangplank and lashed it to the rail under the dive-deck stairs. Jess stepped onto the gangplank after it. The aluminium was warm from the day.

The dive deck was teak, oiled dark, and it gave a little underfoot. Jess felt the boat move, a slow lean and return as somebody stepped aboard behind her, and her knees knew it before she did.

An older man in a white galley jacket was waiting at the top with a tray of glasses full of something deep red and cold, with ice.

“Karkadeh,” he said. “Hibiscus. Welcome. I am Ragab.”

He saw the brass helmet under her arm. He looked at it, and then at her, and then he set the tray down on a dive bench and took the helmet from her with both hands, carefully, the way you take a baby that is not yours.

“I will put him in the saloon,” Ragab said. “Where it is cool.”

Jess followed him in. On the glass of the saloon door there was a pale rectangle where a sticker had been scraped off, and in one corner of it a sliver of gold that had once been the tip of a fin.
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The tag board hung on the bulkhead beside the door from the dive deck into the boat.

Jess found it while the others were finding their cabins. It was a varnished plank about a metre long, with two rows of brass hooks and a numbered brass tag on each hook. Every tag was painted green on one side and red on the other. Above the board a laminated sign said, in English, German, Italian and Arabic:


BEFORE EVERY DIVE: TURN YOUR TAG TO RED.

AFTER EVERY DIVE: TURN YOUR TAG TO GREEN.

THE GUIDE COUNTS THE BOARD BEFORE THE BOAT MOVES.



Someone had written the guests’ names under the hooks in grease pencil. TOLLIVER D. TOLLIVER R. TOLLIVER V. Twenty-two hooks with names, and two empty hooks at the end of the bottom row.

She was reading the names when something under the dive bench sighed.

Jess crouched. Back in the shadow, behind a crate of spare fins and a coil of yellow line, a dog was lying on a folded towel. She was the color of toast, short-coated and long-legged, with ears that stood up and then folded over halfway at the tips. She looked at Jess and thumped her tail twice against the crate, and did not get up.

“Please,” said a voice behind her.

It was the young man from the basket. His smile was gone. Up close he was nineteen at most.

“She is from the marina,” he said. “She is very clean. I wash her myself. Captain does not know.”

“Captain doesn’t know there’s a dog on his boat?”

“Captain has very bad eyes for dogs,” he said.

Jess looked at the dog. The dog looked at Jess.

“What’s her name?”

“Chum.”

“Like the fish guts?”

He looked at his feet. “Mister Lyle named her. He said she eats anything that goes over the back. Liver sandwiches, mostly. I am Mido.”

Jess had worked dive boats in the Keys for six years, and she knew the rule about animals aboard.

“I didn’t see her,” she said.

Mido let out his breath. “Thank you.”

“She’s going to get seasick.”

“No. She is a very good sailor. Only one thing she does not like.” He pointed past Jess, across the teak, to the transom and the swim platform beyond it, where the dark water of the marina slapped at the steps. “She will not go there. Never. Not for liver.”
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The briefing was at seven, in the saloon.

The saloon was long and low, with a U of blue cushioned benches around two tables, a coffee machine and a shelf of paperbacks left behind by guests in six languages. It smelled of coffee and cumin. Grandpa sat on the shelf above the coffee machine in his brass helmet, looking out through his little window at all of them.

Captain Sayed, short and grey-bearded, welcomed them in English that was slow and exact, and handed over to the guide.

The guide was a woman of about forty in a faded rash guard and board shorts, her hair tied up and stiff with salt. She had a dry-wipe board on an easel and a marker between her teeth.

“I’m Rana,” she said around it, and then took it out. “I’m your guide this week, with Wael and Fathi, who you’ll meet at the RIBs. I’ve dived these sites for fifteen years. I’m going to tell you some things, and some of you are going to think you already know them. Listen anyway.”

She wrote.


BAHIYA — WEEK 46 — DIVE BRIEF

3 dives/day (2 on Sunday)

DSMB + reel + whistle: EVERY diver, EVERY dive

Nitrox: analyse your own tank, sign the log

Deco: NO. This is a no-decompression trip. Your computer goes into deco → do the stops it shows, then your day is over

Safety stop: 3 min at 5 m, every dive

Entries from the RIB: negative. Backroll on 3, descend immediately

LONGIMANUS (oceanic whitetip):

— stay vertical

— stay with the group, backs to each other

— eye contact; they come back to check

— no splashing, no snorkelling at the stern, ever

— do NOT stay on the surface. Up, signal, into the RIB.



“Questions.”

“Is there Wi-Fi at the Brothers?” said Paisley, Celeste’s daughter. Beside her, Dex, who made her videos, had the gimbal up.

“There’s Wi-Fi. It’s for the captain.”

“Like, only him?”

“There’s a lighthouse,” said Rana. “The navy has a radio.”

“Buddies,” said Rana. “I want pairs on this board before dinner. You dive with the same person all week.”

Hollis had his hand up before she finished the word. “Jess,” he said. “I’m with Jess.”

A few people laughed. Jess had been everybody’s buddy since she was twelve, the summer her mother, Buck’s youngest, stopped coming to Thanksgiving. Cousins who couldn’t clear their ears. Uncles who forgot their weights.

“You sure?” she said. “I’m strict.”

“I’ve done eleven dives,” said Hollis. “All of them in a quarry in New Hampshire. I need strict.” He fixed ski lifts in Vermont in the winter and fishing boats in Maine in the summer, and he carried outboard motors up stairs for fun. “Also somebody has to check my zip ties.”

Rana wrote JESS / HOLLIS on the board. Her cousin. Of all twenty-one of them, the only one who had ever asked her to be strict. Jess looked at it, and had to look away.

Brad held up his left wrist. He was wearing a dive computer the size of a saucer on it, and a smaller one on the right. “I’m buddied with DiveRoute,” he said. “It’s an app. It has a buddy-alert function.”

“Your buddy has to be a person,” said Rana.

“It sends an alert to the—”

“Can it give you its regulator?”

Brad thought about it.

“I’ll take him,” said Shannon, with her arms folded. She said to Jess, not quietly, “He pays for that app annually.”

BRAD / SHANNON.

“I dive solo,” said Duane. He was sixty, thick through the chest, and he had been telling people since the airport about his eleven hundred dives. “I’ve got the card.”

“Not on my boat.”

“Sweetheart, I was diving the Red Sea when you were in diapers. Hurghada, eighty-nine. It was a goddamn fishing village.”

“Then you know how many people it kills,” said Rana. “Not on my boat. And not sweetheart.”

“I’ll take him,” said Rick.

“I’ll take him,” said Duane.

Rana wrote both their names and drew a line between them.

“I’m not getting wet,” said Vern, from the corner, where he had been lying down since the briefing began.

“Then you don’t need a buddy.”

“I’ll stay up top with him,” said Joanne. “He’ll be fine.”

“Darlene?” said Rana.

“The channel’s called Darlene Dives,” said Darlene. “Nobody said I had to.”

The rest of the board filled in. Peg and Jerry Henderson had open-water cards from Aruba and fifty-two logged dives apiece, nearly all of them off the same pier. The park wanted an advanced card as well for the Brothers; Gilded Fin’s office had sent the rangers a page with a gold fin on it that said the whole party had one. Rana read both logbooks page by page, and put a small mark beside their names, and beside Hollis’s. Skyler wrote herself in next to Gavin. Sixteen names, eight pairs. Rick had brought his own nitrox analyser in the padded case, and he went out to the dive deck to do his tank straight away, and came back holding the clipboard.


NITROX LOG — BAHIYA — 09/11

Tank 07 · TOLLIVER R. · O₂ 32.1% · MOD (1.4) 33.6 m · [signed] R. Tolliver



“Thirty-two point one,” he told the room. “Maximum operating depth thirty-three point six. Go past that and you’re seizing. You drown in your own regulator.”

“Past thirty-three six you’re past one point four,” said Rana. “That’s your working limit. One point six is forty metres. Past that, I’m writing your report.”

“That’s what I said.” Rick smiled at her, the lot smile. “Honey, I’ve been mixing gas since before you could spell it. I sold the first nitrox rig on the Treasure Coast.”

“Then you can listen,” said Rana. “I’m not your honey.”

Somebody laughed. It was Hollis, and he stopped.

“Okay,” said Rana. She wrote 33 m in the corner of the board and underlined it twice. “Nobody on this boat goes past that line,” she said. “Not for a turtle.”

“One more thing.” She capped the marker. “The galley bags all food waste, and it goes back to Hurghada. Nothing goes over the side. Not a peel. Not bread for the fish. If you see anyone throwing food off this boat, you come and find me.” She looked around the room at each of them in turn, and her eyes stayed on nobody longer than anyone else. “Okay. Thank you. Dinner is at eight.”
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Gordon Pettibone stood up after the crew had gone, opened his waterproof briefcase, and took out a document in a plastic sleeve.

“Before dinner,” he said, “your father asked that I read three paragraphs of his will aloud aboard the vessel, on the first night, in the presence of the family. You’ve all had copies.”

“Wait,” said Darlene. “Gordon, wait.” She propped her phone against the napkin holder, switched on the little ring light clipped to it and looked at herself in the screen. She wiped under one eye with a knuckle. “Okay. Go.”

“Nobody reads their copy, Gordon,” said Rick.

“Which is why he asked me to read it.” Gordon cleared his throat. He was seventy and pink, and he had a courtroom voice.


Article Four. To my wife, Darlene, the house at 14 Indian River Drive, Fort Pierce, provided that she attends the committal of my remains at sea. To Gordon Pettibone, his fee as my executor, fixed at forty-six thousand dollars, payable on completion of the said committal.



“Provided,” said Darlene. She looked at the phone. “Can we go again? I want to react better.”

“No,” said Gordon. “My fee is conditional too, Darlene. He was thorough.”


Article Seven (b). The residue of my estate shall be divided in equal shares among those of my issue, and the lawful spouses of my issue, who are both (i) present aboard the vessel at the committal of my remains at sea, which committal shall take place at Daedalus Reef at sunset on Friday the thirteenth of November, and (ii) aboard the said vessel when it returns to its berth at Hurghada. A dive, an excursion or a transfer authorised by the master of the vessel, and ending back aboard her, is not leaving. Any other departure from the vessel before her return, for any reason and however brief, forfeits the share, which shall pass in equal parts to those who remain. My sister Maureen shall serve as witness. Her decision on presence shall be final.

Article Seven (c). If the committal does not take place as specified, the entire residue shall pass to the Tolliver Marine Salvage Benevolent Fund, sole trustee my sister Maureen.



He slid the pages back into their sleeve.

The air-conditioning hummed. Out on the pontoon somebody laughed, and a radio played the end of a song.

Everyone looked at everyone.

“That son of a bitch,” said Rick, almost fondly. “That miserable son of a bitch. He’s making us earn it from inside a hat.”

“Rick,” said Kendra.

“Twenty-two aboard,” said Rick. “Darlene’s a spouse of issue, or—”

“I was his wife, Rick.”

“You were his nurse with a ring on, Darlene. I’m asking Gordon.”

Darlene picked up her glass of karkadeh and threw it in his face.

It was cold and very red. It hit him across the mouth and went down the front of his polo shirt, and ice cubes went skittering along the table into Gordon’s sleeve. Rick sat there with it dripping off his chin. Nobody moved. The ring light was still on, and Darlene’s phone was still propped against the napkin holder, recording all of it.

“Easy, chief,” said Hank.

Rick wiped his face with his palm and looked at his palm. “That’s a hundred-dollar shirt.”

“It’s a forty-dollar shirt with your name on it,” said Darlene. “You give them away at boat shows.” She reached over and stopped the recording. Then she started it again. “Go on, Gordon.”

“So diving counts,” said Hollis, into the quiet. “As staying.”

“A dive is part of the voyage,” said Gordon. “So is anything the captain sends you on. A swim to another boat is not. A taxi is not.”

“Darlene takes under Article Four,” Gordon went on. “This is the residue. She’s out of it. So am I. So is Maureen.”

“And Hank,” said Rick.

“What do I get, chief?” said Hank.

“The trip,” said Gordon. “He paid for it.”

“And Dar gets the house,” said Hank, to nobody in particular. “And the pool house comes with the house.”

“And the Hendersons,” said Rick. “And—” He pointed his pen at Dex. “Who are you?”

“Content,” said Dex. He held up his phone. On the screen was an invoice. “Four months. Unpaid.”

“Not by the estate,” said Gordon.

“Content’s out,” said Rick. “And Skyler. Skyler’s not a spouse.”

“We’re basically engaged,” said Skyler.

“‘Basically’ isn’t in the will,” said Gordon.

“The yard, the stock on the lot, the accounts, the boat,” said Rick. “Call it five million.” He looked at the ceiling. “So fourteen.” His lips moved. Everyone in the saloon watched him divide, the hibiscus drying pink in the creases of his neck. “Okay. That’s fine. That’s a good number.”

“For you,” said Celeste. “You’ve had the yard thirty years. You’ve had the house money and the—”

“I ran the yard thirty years, Celeste. I ran it while you were breathing into an app.”

“It’s forty thousand in the hole because of Dad. He promised me—”

“Dad promised everybody. That’s what Dad did. Dad promised and then Dad went fishing.”

“What’s the Benevolent Fund?” said Peg Henderson.

“It’s a fund,” said Gordon.

“For what?”

“Benevolence.”

“Peg,” said Jerry.

At the far end of the U, Great-Aunt Maureen sat with her hands folded on the towel in her lap and said nothing.

“What if someone gets sick?” said Vern. He had sat up. He had gone the color of the cushions. “What if they have to medevac somebody? Like, a helicopter.”

“They forfeit,” said Gordon.

“Even if it’s not their fault?”

“‘For any reason.’ It’s underlined.”

Vern lay back down.

“Why Friday the thirteenth?” said Paisley.

“Your grandfather,” said Gordon, “thought it was funny.”

Rick had got up and gone to Rana’s whiteboard. He looked for a clean corner and didn’t find one, so he wiped the bottom line off with the side of his fist, do NOT stay on the surface. Up, signal, into the RIB., and wrote in its place, in small capitals:


RESIDUE ÷ 14



He stood back with the marker and looked at it.

Maureen stood up then, slowly, one hand on the table, and unwrapped the picture.

It was a needlepoint sampler in a plain wooden frame, about the size of a placemat, cream linen gone the color of tea, stitched in navy and red. At the top, in careful capitals: RULES OF THE REEF. RED SEA 1979. Underneath, in smaller letters: what the water remembers.

“Buck wanted this up,” Maureen said. “Where he could see it.” She looked at the bulkhead above the coffee machine, beside the brass helmet. “There’s a screw there already.”

Jess got up and hung it for her. It was lighter than it looked. Up close she could see the tiny stitches, hundreds of them, every one exact.


RULES OF THE REEF · RED SEA 1979

what the water remembers

Plan the dive and dive the plan.

Never dive alone at night.

Mind the current, not the view.

Never touch what you don’t know.

Never come up in a hurry.

Never chase what swims away.

Never feed the fish.

Mind your depth and mind your air.

Keep your buddy in your sight.

Stay off the surface.

Never swim after supper.

Come home with everyone you brought.



“I made it that summer,” said Maureen. “On the boat. We had a guide named Abdelaziz who said those every morning before the first dive. I wrote them down because nobody else was listening. Buck laughed at every one.” She sat back down. “He laughed at most things.”

Paisley was filming the sampler. Her channel was cozy horror, ghost stories whispered to four hundred thousand people falling asleep. She leaned in close to her phone and whispered at it, the voice she used on the channel, soft and wet and slow: “Rules… of the Reef…” Then, normally: “Aunt Maureen, can you say that again, but whispering? And look at it while you say it?”

“No,” said Maureen.
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At eight, Ragab rang the dinner gong.

He hit it twice with the padded striker, and the sound went out across the marina, over the rafted boats to the dark water by the breakwater.

Down on the dive deck, Chum flattened herself on her towel, ears back, and pushed her nose into the gap between the crate and the bulkhead. She made a sound Jess had never heard a dog make, a high thin whine with no breath in it. She was looking at the stern.

Jess, halfway up the stairs, stopped and looked too. The swim platform. The ladder. The black water of the marina going slap, slap against the steps.

“Okay,” said Mido, crouching by the bench with one hand on the dog’s back. “Okay, okay. It’s dinner, habibti. It’s only dinner.”

Ragab had stopped with the striker raised. He was looking down the stairs at the dog. Then he hung the striker on its hook and went back into the galley without ringing the third time.
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After dinner Darlene put a deck of cards on the table.

They were Grandpa’s cards. CHUM, the game he had bought at a gift shop in Key West and played every Thanksgiving for ten years. You flipped a card, read out the shark, pointed at a relative and said why the ocean would take them first. Grandpa had been very good at it, and very mean.

“He wanted us to play,” said Darlene. “First night. It’s in the letter.”

“Everything’s in the letter,” said Rick.

Duane flipped first. “Great white.” He pointed at Vern. “Vern. He’s halfway to throwing up already. The ocean’s just finishing the job.”

“We’re tied to a dock,” said Vern.

“And look at you.”

Paisley flipped. “Tiger.” She pointed at Gordon. “Because lawyers.”

“I’ll note that,” said Gordon.

Celeste flipped a card with no shark on it at all, just the words BAD WATER. “What does that mean?”

“You lose a turn,” said Rick.

“It does not,” said Darlene.

Nobody knew.

Hank flipped. “Hammerhead.” He pointed at Jerry Henderson. “Him, chief.”

“Why me?” said Jerry.

“Jerry,” said Peg.

Rick flipped. “Mako. Fastest shark in the sea.” He pointed across the table at Darlene, who still had her ring light on. “Gold. They go for shiny.”

“Fuck you, Rick,” said Darlene pleasantly, and blew him a kiss.

Shannon flipped. BULL SHARK. Hunts in murky shallows. She didn’t look up from the card. She pointed sideways at Brad.

“Because he’d swim out to see what it was,” she said. “And then he’d leave it a review.”

Brad laughed, a beat late. Nobody else did. Kendra held up four fingers at the table, low, where only Rick could see.

Jess drew last. Her card showed a long blue fin with white tips, a species she knew from work and had never seen. OCEANIC WHITETIP, it said. Follows ships. Waits for what falls off.

“Well,” said Darlene. “Point.”

Jess looked around the table. Twenty-one faces, flushed with sun and rosé, waiting for the joke.

She pointed at the shelf above the coffee machine. “Him,” she said. “He’s going in first. Friday.”

There was a pause, and then Rick laughed, and then everyone did, even Darlene. Great-Aunt Maureen did not laugh. She picked up the cards and squared them, tapping the edges on the table, the way you square a stack of receipts. She put them back in their box, and on top of the box she laid a little cellophane packet she’d bought from a boy at a stall in Luxor that morning: papyrus bookmarks, each painted with a gold boat on a blue river.

“Twelve for a hundred pounds,” she said, to nobody. “I didn’t haggle.”
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Cabin 9 had two bunks, one above the other, a porthole the size of a dinner plate and an air-conditioning vent that rattled. It smelled of new carpet glue and the lemon stuff the crew had sprayed on the sheets.

Shannon had taken the bottom bunk because it was nearer the door. Brad was sitting on it.

He was in his boxers with both dive computers on, one on each wrist, and a charging cable running from the left one to the socket under the porthole. He had his reading glasses on and the will open on his phone. In eleven years he had never once admitted he needed reading glasses.

“Get off my bunk.”

“I’m reading.”

“Read on yours.”

He didn’t move. Shannon was forty-two. Brad was forty-five, with a gym body he paid a man in Hyde Park to keep for him, and a sunburn already coming up on the back of his neck where he’d missed with the zinc. She stood between the bunks and the basin with her toothbrush in her hand.

“Lawful spouse of issue,” Brad said. “That’s me. I’m lawful till January. Teddy checked.” He took the glasses off. “Three hundred and fifty-seven thousand, give or take. That’s Rick’s number. You did the same sum on the plane. I watched you. You had your little pencil out.”

“You came on this trip for the money.”

“I came on this trip because your grandfather paid for it, and he liked me. He was the only one in your family who did.” He put the phone face down on the blanket. “And for the money. Yes. You want me to say it? I’m saying it. You took the house on Bayshore. You took the boat and the dog. You walked into that room on the eleventh floor with a spreadsheet you’d been building for a year behind my back, and you took every fucking thing. So I’m taking three hundred and fifty-seven thousand dollars off a dead man who liked me, and you can sit in your bunk and watch me do it.”

She threw the toothbrush at him. It bounced off his chest onto the blanket.

“I hope you fall off the fucking boat,” she said.

“No, you don’t.”

“I hope a shark eats you. I hope it eats you slowly and you leave it one star.”

He laughed. He had always laughed when she was angry. He stood up. There was no room to stand up. His head hit the slats of the upper bunk, and he swore and put his hand on the top of his head, and then he put the other hand on the back of her neck, the way he used to, under her hair.

She could have stepped back. There was half a metre behind her and then the basin. She knew exactly how far half a metre was. She didn’t step back.

She pulled his boxers down with one hand and he got her shorts off and they went down on the bottom bunk together, badly, her elbow in his ribs, his knee on her hair, the charging cable still on his wrist and pulling tight across her stomach until the plug came out of the wall with a snap. His mouth tasted of the rosé and the karkadeh. His skin smelled of zinc and the hotel shampoo from Luxor, and under that of himself, which she had not let herself smell since August. She got on top because she always got on top. “Of course,” he said, and she put her hand over his mouth, hard, because the walls were thin and Darlene was on the other side of this one, and she could hear Darlene’s ring light humming.

He bit the heel of her hand. She let him.

His left wrist buzzed against her hip. The DiveRoute, wanting a charge. He tried to look at it. She took his wrist and pinned it to the blanket over his head and held it there, and he stopped trying to look at anything.

She came before she meant to, with her forehead against the slats of the upper bunk and her teeth shut, and she hated it, and she kept going until he did, and he said her name into her palm. Then she lay on him in the heat with the sweat cooling between them and the vent rattling, and the boat leaned and came back.

Brad found his glasses under her shoulder. He put them on. He reached past her for the phone.

“That doesn’t change the house,” he said.

“I know.”

“I’m just saying. So we’re clear.”

“We’re clear.” She climbed off him. She picked her shorts up off the floor and put them on, and picked her toothbrush up off the blanket and rinsed it under the tap, and brushed her teeth for two full minutes by the clock on her phone with her back to him. In the little mirror she could see him on the bunk in his reading glasses, plugging his watch back into the wall.

She climbed into the top bunk. It was hotter up there, close to the ceiling.

On her phone, in the note where she kept everybody she’d ever sat across a table from, she found BRAD. She typed a number with her thumb, in the dark, and looked at it, and deleted it, and typed it again.

Below her the watch beeped once, fully charged.
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At midnight the boat was quiet. The generator hummed through the hull. The wind had dropped, and the flags on the pontoon hung down.

Jess couldn’t sleep. She came down to the dive deck in shorts and a hoodie with her logbook and a pencil, and switched on the floodlights under the swim platform.

The marina water lit up green and cloudy. A plastic bottle turned in it. Some small silver fish flicked away from the light and came back. That was all.

Jess counted the tag board. Twenty-two tags, all green. She touched each one as she counted, twice, the way she did at work, so her fingers would know if her eyes were wrong. Then she sat on the bench beside the dog and opened her logbook to a fresh page and wrote what she wrote every night aboard a boat:


Mon 9 Nov · Hurghada, alongside · No dive

Aboard: 22



She turned the book over and opened it from the back, where the other list was. Six years of divers who had ignored one of her briefings, with the date and what they did. It ran to four pages. She wrote:


09/11 · Duane H. · “I dive solo”



On the inside of the back cover, in pencil, she did the division Rick had done out loud. Once. Three hundred and fifty-seven thousand. A six-pack boat of her own out of Islamorada, paid off, her own name on the transom, nobody’s dock rules but hers. She looked at it longer than she should have. Then she rubbed it out with her thumb until the paper went grey, and went to bed.




Interlude
Gilded Fin




GILDED FIN VOYAGES · Curated Red Sea Encounters · Fort Lauderdale · Hurghada

AUTUMN PROMISE: Longimanus encounters on every autumn departure, or 10% off your next voyage.

(From the company website, Monday 9 November.)



Garrett Lusk had the best teeth in Hurghada, and he had paid for every one of them in Bogotá in 2019.

He was showing them now, at nine o’clock on Monday night, to a video call on his laptop. He sat on the balcony of his apartment above the marina with a glass of white wine sweating on the table and the boats lying three deep below him, lit up, and a man in Connecticut was talking to him from a kitchen with a marble island.

“Due diligence closes on the twentieth,” said the man in Connecticut. He was from Azure Horizons Capital, which was buying Gilded Fin Voyages and four other dive-travel companies and putting them all under one logo. “Legal wants every incident report from the last twelve months by the eighteenth. Every one. Injuries, medevacs, complaints. You know the drill.”

“Zero incidents,” said Garrett. “Clean as a whistle, Brian.”

“There was something in October.”

“Misadventure,” said Garrett. “A staff member. Off duty. Slipped off a swim step in the night at Daedalus. Very sad. The family was very understanding.” He moved his wine glass a centimetre to the left. “Not a guest incident. Not reportable. I’ll send you the letter from the local authority.”

“Great. And the big one. The Tolliver charter.”

“Sailed tonight. Well, sails at dawn.” Garrett leaned forward. “Brian, that is a full-boat private charter, twenty-two guests, a will reading, a burial at sea at Daedalus at sunset on Friday the thirteenth. You can’t buy that kind of story. The widow has a channel. We’re going to get content out of this boat for a year.”

“How much?”

“Eighty-four seven, with nitrox.”

The man in Connecticut nodded at the number. “Clean trip, Garrett. That’s all I need. Get them home on Monday with their shoes on.”

“Smiles, Brian,” said Garrett, and ended the call.

“Fuck you, Brian,” he told the dark screen, pleasantly, in the same voice, and poured himself the rest of the bottle.


[image: * * *]



He sat back and finished his wine and looked at the marina.

He could see Bahiya from here, fourth along the pontoon. He’d watched the minibuses come in at six, and a girl carry something round and brass up the gangplank. He had not gone down. He never met the guests. Lyle had met the guests.

He opened the folder on his laptop called LYLE. He didn’t open it often.

There was the letter from the local authority, in Arabic, with a stamp, and his own translation clipped to it, which said misadventure. There was the expense claim Lyle had submitted on the twenty-ninth of September for one hundred and forty Egyptian pounds’ worth of frozen fish heads from the fish market in Hurghada, for content, which Garrett had approved. There was a draft of the website line, in Lyle’s spelling, Longimanus encounters GUARANTEED every autumn departure!!, with Garrett’s edit beside it: add “or 10% off your next voyage” so it’s legal.

And there was an email from the guide on Bahiya, Rana Shafik, dated the fifth of October, with three photographs attached that he had never opened. The subject line said: Feeding at the stern — please remove the guarantee from the website.

He had replied to that one. He scrolled down to see what he had said.


Hi Rana! So sorry for your loss — Lyle was family to all of us. We’re reviewing all our messaging. In the meantime let’s keep this between us while the authorities do their thing! Smiles, G



He closed the folder.

“You stupid son of a bitch,” he said to the closed laptop. He meant Lyle. He couldn’t tell whether he was angry with him for doing it or for getting caught by it, and decided it didn’t matter.

On the website, which he checked every night before bed, the line was still there, under a photograph of a whitetip at the stern of a boat in green floodlight. The photograph was Lyle’s. He had sent it from the boat on his second night at Daedalus, with three fire emojis. Garrett had put it up on the sixth of October.

Longimanus encounters on every autumn departure, or 10% off your next voyage.

Bookings had gone up twenty-eight percent since September.

He picked up the satellite phone from the table, the one the company paid for, and dialled Bahiya’s wheelhouse. It rang a long time.

“Captain Sayed,” said a voice, tired.

“Captain! Garrett. Just calling to say bon voyage to the Tolliver party. Big trip. Big, big trip for us.” He looked down at the boat. A light was on in the wheelhouse. “Anything they need, you call me. Day or night. And Captain, if anything comes up—anything at all—you call me first. Before anyone. Before the office, before the port. Me first. We handle it in-house.”

The line was quiet for a moment.

“Mr. Garrett,” said the captain. “The guide wants the floodlights at the stern taken off the boat.”

“Why would she want that?”

“For the sharks. So nobody makes a show for them.”

“Captain, the guide is a contractor. I have a file of guides this thick who’d kill for her spot.” Garrett’s voice stayed warm. It was the warmth that did the work; he’d learned that selling timeshares in Orlando. “And your owner has a loan on that boat, and a second boat he can’t fill without me. So let’s not do anything to the floodlights. Let’s not do anything at all, tonight, except have a beautiful trip.”

The line was quiet again.

“Captain.” Garrett smiled at the dark. “The floodlights are in the brochure.”




Chapter 2
Plan the Dive and Dive the Plan




DIVE CARD — GOTA ABU RAMADA (“THE AQUARIUM”)

Tuesday, 10 November · Checkout day

About an hour and a half south and east of Hurghada · Dives: 2 by day, 1 at night

Depth: an oval reef on flat sand, reef base about 10 m, most dives 5–14 m · Current: usually none; when it runs, north to south

Boats moor on the south side, sometimes twenty at once. Learn which one is yours.

The fish pile up so thick you lose the coral behind them. Off to one side, on the open sand, stands a steel shark impaled on a knife, a memorial put there in 2007 by a shark-protection group to protest the killing of sharks for their fins. It is crusted with coral now and has its own fish.

Checkout dive rule: everybody gets their weights right before anybody goes deep.



At half past five Mido walked a little brass hand bell down the corridor between the cabins, the kind a teacher rings at the end of recess, ringing it at every door. Jess was already awake. She pulled on a rash guard and went up.

At six the engines started, a deep shudder through the deck, and Bahiya backed out of her berth into a grey dawn. The wind had come back in the night out of the north, cool and steady, and Bahiya was taking it on the quarter with a slow corkscrew that made the coffee in the urn by the saloon door slop in a ring.

Uncle Vern was flat on his back on a sundeck cushion with his eyes shut and one hand on his stomach. There was a small round patch behind each of his ears, and a third on the side of his neck.

“You’re only supposed to wear one,” Jess said.

“Joanne says three is fine.”

“That’s a lot of scopolamine, Uncle Vern.”

Aunt Joanne was in a deck chair beside him, wrapped in a hotel bathrobe, eating a croissant and drinking one of Vern’s beers, at six in the morning, because Vern couldn’t. “You’ll be fine, Vern.”

Vern opened one eye. “I’m going to see things.”

“You’re going to see a reef,” said Joanne. “From up here. Like a normal person.”

Vern shut the eye again. “I put two thousand down on an RV, Jess. Thirty-one foot. Sleeps six. It doesn’t float.” He breathed through his nose for a while. “Non-refundable. I am not throwing up an RV.”

The patch box was on the cushion by his hand. ONE PATCH EVERY 72 HOURS, it said on the flap, in red, and the flap was tucked in neatly, the way Joanne tucked everything. Jess turned it over. On the back, in ballpoint, in Joanne’s round hand, was a little sum. 5,000,000 ÷ 14. And under it, smaller, ÷ 13.

“Who’s the thirteen, Aunt Joanne?”

Joanne licked croissant flakes off her thumb. “Nobody, honey. Whoever. Somebody always goes home sick on these things.” She held out her hand for the box, and Jess gave it to her, and she tucked the flap in. “It’s just in case.”

Jess put the box back on the cushion where it had been.

Chum lay along the side of Vern’s leg in the shade of the cushion, as if he belonged to her.
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At half past six there was breakfast, and at breakfast there was Gordon.

He sat at the end of the saloon table with a clipboard and a pen on a string, and he did not eat until everyone had signed. He had typed the form himself in the hotel business centre in Luxor and printed twenty copies.


TOLLIVER ESTATE — ARTICLE 7(b) — DAILY RECORD OF PRESENCE

Vessel: M/Y Bahiya · Date: Tue 10 Nov · Position: underway, Hurghada → Gota Abu Ramada

I, the undersigned, confirm that I am aboard the above vessel at the time of signing.


	____________ 2. ____________ 3. ____________ …



Witness: ____________ (M. Tolliver)



“You can see we’re on the boat, Gordon,” said Rick.

“I can see it,” said Gordon. “The probate court in St. Lucie County can’t.”

“It’s a boat. Where would we go?”

“People go places,” said Gordon, and turned the clipboard toward him.

Darlene signed with a heart over the i. Duane signed with a flourish and wrote 1,100 dives underneath, like a rank. Peg Henderson read the whole form twice and asked why the Hendersons had to sign it if the Hendersons weren’t in it, and Gordon said that was a very good question and she should sign it anyway. Skyler signed and asked how far Abu Ramada was.

“An hour and a half,” said Rana, passing behind her with a coffee.

“And the Brothers?”

“All night.”

“And home?”

Rana looked at her. “Monday.”

Great-Aunt Maureen signed last, in the witness line, in a joined-up hand she had learned at a convent school in Fort Pierce in 1959. Every letter was the same height. When she finished she blew on the ink, though it was ballpoint.

Rana had stopped at the whiteboard with her coffee. Her brief from last night was still on it in green, all but the last line. Where the last line had been, Rick’s capitals said RESIDUE ÷ 14.

She took the red marker off the ledge and wrote above Rick’s line, large:


DO NOT STAY ON THE SURFACE.



“I was using that corner,” said Rick.

“Use a different corner,” said Rana.
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At seven Rana gave the site brief on the dive deck.

At sea the dive deck smelled of neoprene and salt, and of hot metal from the compressor under the deck. Every diver had a numbered station: a tank strapped upright behind a short bench, a crate for fins and mask, a hook for the wetsuit. Mido and Fathi moved between the stations checking hoses and cracking valves, and each time a valve opened the tank gave a short angry hiss that made Peg Henderson jump.

Rana had drawn the site in four colors on the easel board: an oval of reef on flat sand, the moorings on the south side, an arrow from the north for the current. Out on the sand to the south-east, an X with a fish beside it.

“Gota Abu Ramada,” she said. “The Aquarium. You’ll see why. Reef base about ten metres, sand at twelve. The orange is fire coral. Don’t touch it. Titan triggerfish live under the moorings. Don’t put your face near them. They bite. Today is a checkout. I watch your weights, your trim, your buoyancy, your air. You watch your buddy. Nobody goes below fourteen metres, because there’s nothing below fourteen metres but sand.”

She tapped the X.

“Out here, on the sand, there’s the statue. A steel shark on a knife. It’s a memorial. We finish there, and then go on along the south side of the reef to the RIBs.”

“A shark statue,” said Paisley to Dex. “Are you getting this?”

“It’s a memorial,” said Rana.

“No, totally. That’s so meaningful.”

Brad raised his left wrist and turned the screen toward Rana like a passport.


DIVEROUTE PRO · Gota Abu Ramada (E)

✅ Route optimized

Waypoints: 6 · Est. bottom time 52 min · Max depth 14.2 m

Highlights: Shark Monument ★★★★★ · Outer Sand Patch ★★★



“I’ve loaded the site,” he said. “It optimizes for coverage.”

“That’s nice,” said Rana. “Today we dive my plan.”

“It’s basically the same plan.”

“Then it’ll be easy for you to follow mine.”

“I’m just saying, mine goes out past the statue. There’s a sand patch. Garden eels.”

“There’s sand,” said Rana. “The current runs past the statue and off the reef, out to nothing. We go along the reef.”

“Shan,” said Brad. “Back me up.”

Shannon, beside him with her arms folded, looked at the sky. “Dive her plan, Brad,” she said, warm and level. “Don’t be a dumbass in front of people.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“The voice. The mediation voice. In front of your family.” He turned his wrist back toward himself. “I’m a paying guest.”

“You’re a guest,” said Shannon. “Grandpa paid.”

Rana had already walked away.
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Duane did not want the wetsuit.

“I get it, I get it,” he said, holding up both hands while Fathi held out a rental five-millimetre the way you’d hold out a coat to a man who has come in from the rain. “It’s policy. I’m not knocking policy. I’m telling you. Eleven hundred goddamn dives. Most of them in the nineties, in board shorts and a smile.”

“Twenty-six degrees,” said Fathi. “Three dives a day.”

“Cozumel, ninety-four. On air. We didn’t have computers. We had a watch and a table and a guy named Hector. You know what Hector said to me?”

Fathi waited.

“Hector said, ‘Duane, you were born underwater.’”

Fathi nodded. He folded the wetsuit over his arm, put it on the bench by Duane’s station, and walked away.

“I’ll watch him,” Rick told Fathi’s back. “He’s my buddy.”

“I’m watching you,” said Duane. “You sold me a twenty-foot walkaround with a soft transom in ninety-eight, you son of a bitch. I’m watching you till I die.”

“It was a good boat.”

“It sank, Rick. At the dock. Tied up. Flat calm.”

Two stations down, Hollis was hopping on one foot, halfway into a rental wetsuit two sizes too small. Jess pulled it up over his shoulder for him and zipped him, and then went through him without asking: valve, inflator, air, weights. Hollis had zip-tied his snorkel to his mask strap, his spare mouthpiece to his BCD and a small dive light to his shoulder D-ring.

“Ten kilos,” she said. “Too much. You’ll be a brick. Take two off.”

“The guy said ten.”

“The guy doesn’t know you’re in a five-mil two sizes too small. Take two off. If you can’t get down, I’ll pull you down.”

He took two off. “This is the most anyone has ever cared about me,” he said, and she laughed for the first time in two days.

Paisley was telling Dex her plan. Her plan was to kiss the shark on the knife.

“Tasteful. On the nose. Like, we’re not so different, you and I. And then I turn to camera.” She put her hands to her cheeks and made a small shocked face.

“You can’t kiss it through a regulator,” said Dex.

“I’ll take it out.”

“Don’t take your regulator out to kiss a statue,” said Jess.

“For, like, a second.”

“You’ll pucker, you’ll breathe in, and you’ll drink the Red Sea.”

Paisley looked at Dex. Dex looked at the gimbal. “We’ll do it a different way,” he said, which Jess knew meant exactly the same way.
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At half past seven Mido stood in the bow with a boathook, fished up a mooring line on the south side of the reef, and made it fast. The engines stopped, and then there was only the wind.

Jess walked to the stern. With the engines off she could hear the water slapping the hull and the hum of the generator, and from the saloon, Darlene recording. “Darlene Dives, day two. I am glowing, you guys.”

The water off the stern was the color of a swimming pool with the lights on. Eight or nine other boats lay on their moorings around them in a loose ring, nose to the wind, generators going, music from one of them. Jess could see every ripple in the sand from the swim platform.

Rana was at the edge of the transom, looking at the wake.

“Anything?” said Jess.

“No.” Rana didn’t look away from the water. “But they follow boats.”

“Whitetips?”

“Whitetips. For days, sometimes. They live out in the blue, where there’s nothing to eat. A boat is something. So they follow.” She pushed a strand of hair off her face. “Inshore like this you don’t see them much. At the Brothers, at Daedalus, they come to the stern. They look at you.”

“I’ve never seen one.”

“You will. Wednesday, Thursday. Stay vertical. Stay off the surface. You look at them, they look at you, they go.” She glanced at Jess. “That’s how it’s supposed to go.”

“Supposed to?”

Rana turned and called to Fathi in Arabic, and Fathi lifted a hand from the RIB.

Up on the sundeck, Chum had left Vern. She walked to the back rail, the highest point over the stern, put her front feet on the lowest bar and looked down at the water off the swim platform, where there was nothing but sand and little fish and the boat’s own shadow.

She lay down again with her back to it.
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They went in from the RIBs at eight: eight divers to a boat, Rana leading the first group and Wael the second. Fathi took the first RIB around to the north side of the reef and swung it so the divers sat in a row on the pontoon with their backs to the sea.

“Masks on. Regulators in. On three. One.”

Brad was looking at his wrist.

“Two.”

Hollis gave Jess a thumbs-up and grinned around his regulator.

“Three.”

Jess put one hand on her mask and the other on her regulator and went over backwards into the blue.

For one second there was nothing but noise, the roar of her own bubbles and the cold of the water finding the gap at the back of her neck. Then it cleared. She was hanging in blue so clear it looked like air, with the reef below her, and the reef was moving.

It was fish. The top of the reef was covered so thickly that she couldn’t see coral behind them: orange anthias in a cloud that tilted all one way and then all the other, yellow snapper turning like a wheel off the corner, a parrotfish the size of a loaf crunching coral with a sound she could hear. She dumped air and went down slowly with Hollis beside her, and checked her computer.


11.4 m · NDL 99 · 32% · 26°C



Hollis was a little heavy and doing well with it, finning gently, hands folded on his chest. She gave him OK. He gave it back.

Rana led them along the east side of the reef with the current behind them. Off to their left, Wael’s group worked the next coral block. A titan triggerfish came up off the reef at Duane, who was in board shorts and a rash guard, and Duane kicked backwards until it lost interest. Kendra held up fingers at things: seven at a moray, four at a pufferfish, nine at a turtle asleep under a table coral.

At thirty-eight minutes Rana turned them off the south-east corner of the reef onto the sand.

The statue rose out of the white sand ahead of them, at about twelve metres: a steel shark longer than a man, bent around the blade of a huge knife driven point-down into the seabed. Coral had grown over its back. A lionfish hung under its chin with its fins spread, and a small school of glassfish lived in the gap between its belly and the blade. It was ugly and sad, and Jess found she didn’t want to be near it.

Paisley swam straight to its nose. Dex went to her left with the camera. Paisley took her regulator out.

She got as far as the pucker. Her face changed, and a mass of silver bubbles came out of her nose, and her hands flew up. Jess was already there. She shoved the mouthpiece back in, gave the purge one short tap to clear it, and held the second stage in with the heel of her hand while Paisley coughed into it, then held up a fist: hold. Three slow breaths, then five more, until the panic went out of her eyes. Then she made the OK sign, a question. Paisley nodded, and Jess let go. Dex gave her a thumbs-up, meaning he’d got it.

When Jess looked up, everyone was gathered around the statue. Rana had her back to the sand, prying Gavin’s fingers off a strip of coral he was trying to pull from the knife blade. Celeste hung cross-legged in mid-water doing her breathing. And out past the statue, ten metres off and going, Brad was finning east across the sand with his left arm out in front of him like a man following a torch.

Shannon was watching him go.

Jess saw Shannon watch him. Shannon’s hand went to the steel clip on her chest strap, the one you bang on your tank to make a buddy turn round. It got as far as the clip and stopped there. Then it came down. She turned back to the statue.

Jess finned over and pointed at Brad’s back, getting small. Shannon made the OK sign and pointed toward the boats, and then at her own ear.

Ear. He’s going up.

Shannon finned over to Rana and did it again: her ear, a thumb up, the boats. Rana looked past her at the empty sand. Then she pointed two fingers at her own eyes and then at Shannon. See me after.

When Jess looked again there was white sand and blue water, and the shape of a diver might have been anything.
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They went on along the south side of the reef, out of the current, and made their stop under the RIB at five metres, three minutes, everyone hanging in a loose circle and looking at their computers. Jess watched the stop timer run down: 2:59, 2:58. Hollis drifted up and she put a hand on his shoulder and held him at five.

On the surface Fathi pulled them out over the pontoon one at a time, weight belts first, then tanks, then divers. Rana stood in the stern and counted.

“Seven.”

“Brad,” said Shannon. She spat out her regulator and pushed her mask up. “His ear. I told you. He went up the mooring line to the boat.”

“You told me he was going up. You didn’t tell me alone.”

“He’s got an app.”

“In my water,” said Rana, “nobody goes up alone. Nobody. You go up with him, or you bang your tank till he turns round, or you come and get me and I go. You don’t sign at me and look at the statue.”

“Don’t you fucking tell me how to handle my husband.”

“I’m telling you how to handle a diver.” Rana’s voice didn’t rise. “Your husband is your business.”

Shannon looked at her for a long second, the way she looked at the other side’s lawyer when he’d said the true thing too early.

Rana looked past her at the Bahiya on her mooring a hundred metres away, and took the handheld radio out of its pouch. “Mido. Did a diver come up the ladder?” She said it again in Arabic. The radio crackled. Rana listened.

“Mido says Hank says yes,” she said. “Mido says somebody is in the toilet on the dive deck. Very sick.”

“That’s him,” said Shannon. “He gets sick after.”

Rana said something more into the radio, sharp, and Fathi opened the throttle.

At the boat, the dive deck was all hands. Fifteen divers came up the ladder, and Mido and Wael took tanks and fins off people, and water ran across the teak. Rana went straight to the door of the head by the tank rack and knocked.

“Brad?”

Inside, someone retched, long and hard.

Hank was sitting on a dive bench nearby in his shorts, with a plate of cookies on his knee. He didn’t dive. “He’s in the head, chief,” he said. “Leave the man some dignity.”

“Brad, are you okay?”

The voice behind the door was low and wet and very tired. “Fine.”

Rana stood there with her hand flat on the door. Behind her, Duane was falling up the ladder and Peg was telling Jerry not to touch anything. She looked at the board on the bulkhead. Then she said, “Come and see me after,” to the door, and went up to the wheelhouse with the dive log.

Shannon came up last. She dropped her fins in her crate. On her way past the tag board she turned her own tag to green. She reached across and turned Brad’s to green as well. Buddies sometimes did that for each other. Her fingers were perfectly steady. She lifted a full tank out of the spare rack, strapped it into the empty slot at Brad’s station and hung her own spare BCD on his hook.

Jess, at the next station, saw her do it.

Ten minutes later the door of the head opened and Vern came out, grey as a mullet, and went up the stairs on his hands and knees to the sundeck. Joanne was waiting at the top with a bottle of water. “You’re fine,” she was saying. “You’re fine.”

Jess watched him go. She looked at the door of the head, standing open on nobody, and at the tag board, and she started counting faces on the dive deck. She got to Vern’s empty place on the stairs, and stopped.
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Brad Kessler came up at 08:51 with seventy bar in his tank and the sun in his eyes, and the boats were in the wrong place.

He turned all the way around. Sea. Sea. The reef, a long pale shape under the water a long way off, and the ring of white boats beside it, much too small. Sea.

The current had kept going after he stopped. He looked at his wrist.


DIVEROUTE PRO

Waypoint 5 of 6 · Outer Sand Patch

Distance to Waypoint 6: 140 m



There had been no garden eels.

He did what the video showed: buoy off the BCD, reel out of its pocket, the end of the tube to his regulator, purge, and the buoy stood up out of the water beside him, a metre and a half of bright orange. Holding the reel, he blew his whistle.

The whistle went nowhere. The boats were generators and compressors and somebody’s speaker, and the wind took the sound off to the south. A RIB from another boat went across the gap between him and the reef, fast, a hundred metres away, the driver looking the other way, and Brad blew and waved and the RIB went behind a boat and didn’t come out.

He floated in his BCD with the buoy beside him. The water was warm. The sky was huge. He started a review in his head. One star. I want to be fair.

She saw me go. That came in under the review, without asking. Shannon at the statue with her arms folded across her BCD, her mask turned toward him. He’d looked back once, at the edge of the sand, and she’d been looking. She watched me go and she didn’t bang her tank. He’d seen her hand go to the clip. He’d seen it come down.

“Fuck you, Shan,” he said into the chop, and swallowed a mouthful of the Red Sea, which was saltier than any sea he’d ever had in his mouth, and coughed till his eyes ran.

After five minutes he got tired of the whistle and decided to swim. It was four hundred metres, maybe less. He’d done a mile in the pool at the club. He put the snorkel in, which had been clipped to his mask strap all along, and lay on his front and kicked toward the boats with his fins slapping the surface, towing the buoy behind him on its line.

Through the mask the sand was twelve metres down and perfectly clear, every ripple sharp, his own shadow going across it with the buoy’s shadow behind. He watched his shadow because there was nothing else to watch.

Three small fish came up to him out of the blue below and fell into place in front of his mask. They were banded black and white, like little referees, and they swam in a row in front of his face as if they’d been waiting for him.

He thought: that’s cute.

He looked down past them.

At the edge of the blue, where the sand went out of focus, something pale was coming up. It came slowly and it came straight. First he saw the white, two spots of it and then a third above them, wide apart, like the lights of a car turning into a street at night. Then the body around the white, grey-bronze, thick and long. The fins, which were wrong, too long and too wide, like a glider.

She came up level with him, ten metres off, and turned along him, as long as the kayak in his garage. She went past slowly on her side, and he saw her eye. It was small and round and had a ring of gold in it, and it was looking at him.

Brad stopped kicking. Oh shit. Oh shit oh shit. He started again, much harder. He kicked toward the boats with everything he had, arms going too, and the water around him went white and loud, and his own breath roared in the snorkel tube like a man breathing down a phone.

She went under him. He felt her go, a push of water against his stomach, warm, as if a bus had gone by.

He stopped and spun and looked down and she was gone, and he spun again and she was behind him, coming back, the pilot fish out in front of her like they were leading her to him. This time she came closer. Her side touched his fin, a shove, like someone pushing past him on a train, and his fin bent and came half off his foot. Her skin went along his calf. It was rough, like the grip tape on a skateboard, and it took the skin off him in a long hot stripe.

He threw up. He didn’t decide to. The eggs from breakfast and the coffee came up into the snorkel and he choked on them and spat the snorkel out, and the vomit spread on the water round his face in a yellow skin with bits in it, and he was breathing it.

He grabbed his left wrist and pressed buttons. He knew there was an SOS function. He’d read about it. He’d paid for it.


DIVEROUTE PRO is not a rescue device.

For emergencies, contact local authorities.



“Fucking piece of—” He let go of the reel and the buoy together. He didn’t notice. He was screaming now with nothing in his mouth, screaming at the boats, at the ring of white hulls with their music, “Help! Help me! Shannon!” and the wind took it south with everything else.

The third pass came from below. He didn’t see it. He felt his right thigh and hip go into something like a slammed door, and the door stayed shut. He felt the teeth go in, not one by one but all at once, a row of them, and then the bone of his hip take the weight of them, and then the shake. The shake was the worst. It went through the whole of him, side to side, side to side, and something in his pelvis gave with a sound he heard inside his own head, like a knuckle cracking, only big. The sky went sideways and then it went green, and he was under.

She took him down in a long slant. The surface got smaller and brighter above him and then it was a sheet of light, and on it the orange buoy had fallen over on its side, the reel hanging under it on a few metres of line, and the wind was already walking it away south. His blood went up past his mask in a long dark rope, and some of it went into the mask, under the skirt, warm against his cheek, and he could taste it in his nose, iron and salt. He couldn’t hear anything. His regulator was hanging somewhere off his shoulder and he groped for it and got the octopus instead, the yellow one, and got it in his mouth upside down and breathed water and blood and a little air. He thought he should equalize, and couldn’t remember how. His ears screamed. His ears had always been the problem. Eleven years of his ears.

He looked down for his legs. There was a cloud where they should be, brown in the blue, and in the cloud her head, working. One fin was turning slowly away below him on its own, still on its foot.

He thought, very clearly, she’s got the house.

At twelve metres she let go of him and came back, and he didn’t feel that one at all.

He lay on the sand at the outer patch on his back, with his arms out. The pilot fish hung over him. Sand drifted down onto his mask and settled.

On his left wrist the screen lit up.


✅ Route complete

Waypoints: 5 of 6

Great dive!






Chapter 3
Never Dive Alone at Night




DIVE CARD — GOTA ABU RAMADA, NIGHT DIVE

Tuesday, 10 November · Sunset about 16:55 · Night dive 18:00

No moon tonight. Entry from the swim platform, exit up the ladder · Depth 5–12 m

After dark the reef changes shift. What was busy all day goes to sleep, and what slept all day comes out.

Light signals: a slow circle means OK. Side to side means look at me. Never put your light in someone’s face.

No night diving at the Brothers. This is the only one until Saturday.



At eleven they dived again, on the west side of the reef, out of the current. Brad, everyone was told, sat it out.

“His ear,” Shannon told Rana at the RIB.

Rana wrote it on her slate, and Shannon watched the grease pencil make the letters, KESSLER B · EAR, and thought that it was the first time in eleven years anybody had written down something she’d said about Brad without asking her to sign it.
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Shannon had been a divorce mediator for fourteen years, and she was good at it because she listened to what people said and wrote down what they meant, and never, ever said the first thing she thought.

She sat on the pontoon of the RIB with her back to the sea and her mask on her forehead and Brad’s empty place beside her, and thought it.

He went out over the sand and I watched him go.

That was all. She’d turned her head at the statue and seen Brad finning away east over the white sand with his arm out in front of him, following his wrist to his garden eels. She had watched him get small. She had felt something in her chest go very quiet and very still, like a room when the air-conditioning switches off.

She’d turned back to the statue.

Ten hours before that he had been under her in the bottom bunk with her hand over his mouth. She could still feel his teeth in the heel of her hand. There was a mark. She looked at it, a little pink crescent, and closed her hand over it.

Good, she thought. Go look at your fucking eels. That was what she had thought at the statue, in those words, and she made herself hear it again now, because she had always made her clients say the ugly thing out loud before they signed.

Fathi was counting on three. She put her mask down and her regulator in. On three she went over backwards.


[image: * * *]



The west side was out of the current, and the water lay still and warm, and the light came down through it in long wavering bars. Below her the reef went down in a gentle slope of coral heads and then ran out onto white sand at twelve metres.

She went down with her hand on her inflator. Her ears were fine. Her ears were always fine. Brad’s were the ones that hurt, every dive, every flight, every time a lift went up too fast in a hotel; Brad’s ears had been a topic in their marriage for eleven years. She equalized once and was at the bottom.

Rana led them along the foot of the reef. A hawksbill turtle was tearing at a sponge under a ledge, and when they came past it lifted its head with a strip of yellow sponge hanging out of its beak like a man caught eating out of the fridge. Brad would have filmed that, and then explained it to her at dinner.

At a coral head the size of a car a grouper lay on the bottom with its mouth wide open, absolutely still, and little white-and-red shrimps were walking in and out of its mouth over its teeth, picking. Rana stopped the group and pointed. Cleaning station. The grouper’s eye rolled to look at them and rolled back. It didn’t close its mouth. It had decided to trust the shrimps, and that was that.

Shannon hung there looking at the grouper.

In September, on the eleventh floor in Tampa, she had sat across a table from Brad and his lawyer, a man with a ponytail called Teddy, and explained without notes why the house on Bayshore was hers. She’d watched Brad’s face while she talked. She knew that face. She had been married to it. She’d watched it understand, piece by piece, that she had been planning this conversation for a year, and keeping score the whole time, and that every number was right.

The divorce would be final in January. She knew how the will worked. She had read it on the plane from Tampa, twice, and the second time with a pencil.

Any other departure from the vessel before her return, for any reason and however brief, forfeits the share, which shall pass in equal parts to those who remain.

She had done the sum before the plane landed. She hadn’t meant to. It was the thing her mind did with numbers left out where it could see them.
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At the end of the reef the slope ran out onto sand, and the sand was moving.

It took her a moment to see it. A field of thin grey stalks, hundreds of them, standing up out of the bottom as far as she could see, each as thin as a pencil, all leaning one way and swaying like grass in a wind that wasn’t there. Each had a tiny face at the top, picking at the drift.

Garden eels.

Hundreds of them. Thousands. A meadow of them on the west side of the reef, right here, two hundred metres from where he’d gone looking for them.

Rana stopped the group at the edge and signalled slow, stay off the bottom. They went out over the meadow in a line. As each diver came near, the eels in front of them sank back into their holes all together, like a wave going out; and behind them the eels came up again, one by one, until the field had closed over their wake as if nobody had been there at all.

Shannon hung at the edge of it with her arms folded across her chest and watched the meadow open and close.

He would have given this five stars. She thought it in his voice. Five stars. I want to be fair.

You stupid man. They were right here.

Tears collected in her mask. It filled up from the bottom, warm and salty, and she tipped her head back and blew through her nose and cleared it the way her grandfather had taught her in the Keys when she was twelve, laughing at her from the boat. When the mask was clear she was looking straight at Jess, who was ten metres off beside Hollis, watching her.

Shannon made the OK sign. Jess made it back.
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They did their stop under the RIB at five metres, three minutes. Shannon watched her computer count down. At 1:30 Celeste beside her began to breathe audibly, in for four, and Shannon thought, with no feeling at all, I’m twenty-seven thousand dollars richer, give or take, than I was at breakfast. And then she stopped thinking it, by force, the way she stopped a client mid-sentence.

The stop ran out. She went up.

The surface was bright and choppy and hot. Fathi was pulling divers over the pontoon, weight belts first, tanks, then people. Shannon hung on the grab line on the outside of the RIB with her mask pushed up and waited her turn, and while she waited she turned her head and looked south-east.

She didn’t mean to. She wanted to look anywhere else. Her head turned on its own.

Past the ring of moored boats, past the last white hull, out over the open water where the color went from green to blue, the sea was a sheet of wrinkled light. In the middle of the light, a long way off, much farther than anybody had been diving, something thin and orange lay on the water. A stick. It lifted on the chop and fell, lifted and fell. It wasn’t upright. It lay on its side.

There was nothing beside it.

She looked at it for maybe four seconds. Her heart did something heavy and slow.

“Shannon,” said Fathi, reaching down for her weight belt.

She unclipped it and gave it to him.

Rana was standing in the stern of the RIB with her slate, counting the divers in. She counted Shannon. Her eyes went past Shannon, out over the water to the south-east, and stopped there for a moment, on the bright sheet of light, and came back.

Shannon held her breath.

Rana didn’t say anything. Rana couldn’t see it, Shannon realized. Not from where she stood, low in the stern, with the sun on the water. You’d have had to be in the water, at the side of the RIB, with your face down at the surface where the light went flat. You’d have had to know where to look.

Shannon took off her fins and handed them up. She climbed over the pontoon into the RIB and sat down on it with her back to the south-east, and she put her hands between her knees to stop them, and she kept them there.

In her head she opened the note she kept on her phone, the one with everybody she’d ever sat across a table from, and their scores. She scrolled to Brad. She had given Brad a lot of scores over eleven years.

She didn’t give him one.

She looked at the boat instead, and at the tag board she’d be standing in front of in ten minutes, and at what she’d do with her hands when she got there.
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Jess dived with Hollis and saw a blue-spotted ray and a crocodilefish lying on a rock like something left out in the rain. When she came up she found Shannon at the tag board.

“Where’s Brad?”

“Asleep,” said Shannon. “He’s got his earplugs in. Don’t.”

“I didn’t see him come up the ladder, Shannon.”

“Then you weren’t looking.” Shannon turned her own tag over, and back. “Jesus, Jess. Not everybody needs a buddy check to take a nap.”

Jess counted the board. Twenty-two, all green. She counted it again, touching each tag, and got the same number, and went to lunch.
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Shannon Kessler opened the door of cabin 9 at one o’clock. She knew it would be empty. She opened it anyway, because she had told Jess he was in it.

His bag was zipped. His phone lay on its charger by the porthole. Both bunks were made, his with the corners folded under the way he did at home. On his pillow lay a strip of papyrus, dry, painted with a gold boat on a blue river. She turned it over. On the back, in pencil, in an upright hand where every letter was the same height:


Plan the dive and dive the plan.



She put it in her pocket.

She picked up the phone. She knew the code. It was her birthday. The lock screen was the DiveRoute app, still open on the morning’s plan.


DIVEROUTE PRO · Gota Abu Ramada (E)

Waypoint 5 · Outer Sand Patch · 12 m · 140 m from Shark Monument, bearing 135°

Watch last synced: 07:41

Your dive will upload when your watch is back in range.



She sat on the bunk with it in her lap. She went and found her father.
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The bow sunpad was the one place on the boat where the crew didn’t go at lunch. The family sat on it and around it in the noon glare, nobody quite looking at anybody. Rick had brought a plate. Duane had a towel round his neck and was peeling. Darlene was in a big hat. Gordon had his briefcase on his knees, though nobody had asked him to bring it.

Jess wasn’t there. She was down on the dive deck with Hollis, re-rigging his weights. Nobody had told her. Nate wasn’t there either. He was on the sundeck with Vern, who had started talking to the wind.

“Brad’s not on the boat,” said Shannon.

“Define ‘not on the boat,’” said Rick.

“He went off over the sand at the statue with his arm out, following his watch. I saw him go. I didn’t stop him.” Shannon said it the way she read a settlement into the record, every word the same weight. “Then I told Rana he went up the line with his ear. That’s the definition, Dad.”

“He was in the head,” said Hank.

“That was Vern,” said Joanne.

Everyone looked at the sea. The ring of boats lay around them, white in the sun. Day-boat divers were going in off sterns in twos and threes, and RIBs were going in every direction.

“He’s got a buoy,” said Celeste. “They teach you. You put the buoy up and somebody picks you up.”

“Guy’s got two computers,” said Duane. “I drifted four hours off Cozumel in ninety-four. A shrimp boat got me.”

“If a shrimp boat gets him,” said Rick, “he’s left the vessel.”

Everybody turned to Gordon.

“If another boat picks him up, he has left the vessel,” Gordon said. “For any reason.” He looked at Maureen. “Her ruling.”

Great-Aunt Maureen sat on the bench at the back of the sunpad in a cotton hat, with her hands in her lap, looking at the reef.

“He’s left the vessel,” she said.

“I slipped on a cruise ship once,” said Skyler, to nobody. “Royal Caribbean. Wet deck. They settled in eleven days.”

Everyone looked at her.

“Then we tell the crew,” said Peg. “Right now. We tell Rana and she—”

“Peg,” said Jerry.

“Don’t you Peg me, Jerry. Not today.” Peg was on her feet, in her visor, with her plate in her hand. “There is a man in the water out there, and you people are sitting here doing goddamn arithmetic.”

“Peg.” Rick didn’t get up. “Honey. You’re not in the will. You’re here for moral support. Support us.”

“And she calls it in,” said Gordon. “The coastguard comes. The navy comes. We go back to Hurghada with police on the pontoon, and they ask why a man’s wife told the guide he went up the mooring line. And there’s no committal on Friday.”

“And then?” said Celeste.

“Seven (c).”

Everybody looked at Maureen. Maureen looked at the reef.

“So it’s thirteen now,” said Gavin. “Right? If he’s—like, it’s thirteen. That’s more each.” He looked round at them. “What? I’m not saying it’s good. I’m saying it’s math.”

Duane hit him. Not hard, an open hand across the back of the head, the way you’d swat a dog off a couch, but it knocked Gavin’s sunglasses into his lap, and Skyler made a small noise.

“Shut your mouth,” said Duane. “Jesus Christ, son. Shut your mouth for one minute.”

Gavin put his sunglasses back on. Under them his face had gone red. He didn’t say anything else. Nobody said he was wrong.

“There,” said Dex.

He had the long lens on, pointed south-east past the last of the moored boats. Shannon went and stood behind him and looked at the screen. At full zoom, in the middle of the glare, the thin orange stick lifted and fell with the chop. There was nothing beside it.

“Is that him?” said Paisley.

“That’s his buoy,” said Shannon.

“Then he’s under it,” said Darlene. “Right? He’s just under it. He’s holding on.”

Nobody answered her. Dex pulled the zoom back, and the stick became a speck, and then the camera couldn’t find it.

Shannon held up the phone. “His watch logs the whole dive. Every few seconds. Depth, time, when he came up.”

“So?” said Gavin.

“So if anyone reads that watch, it says he came up at ten to nine, a long way out,” said Shannon. “And I told Rana he went up the line.”

“Bodies get found,” said Gordon. “This reef gets twenty boats a day. And computers get read.”

“Then somebody goes and gets it,” said Rick.

There was a pause.

“Gets what?” said Peg.

“The watch, Peg. The goddamn watch.”

“Off his arm?”

“It’s twelve metres,” said Rick. “It’s sand. We’ve got the last planned point on his app and where the buoy was. Bearing from the statue.” He was looking round the sunpad the way he looked at a used boat, from the waterline up. “Night dive’s at six. Then dinner. Then the crew eat in the galley and the captain sleeps till we sail. One person goes in off the back with a good light and a compass, swims out, gets the watch, swims back. Forty minutes.”

“Not me,” said Duane. “I’m not saying I couldn’t.”

“I’ll go,” said Trey.

Rick turned round. Trey had his camera in his lap, the one he’d been filming B-roll on since Luxor, with two video lights clamped to its housing like ears.

“I’ve got eight hundred lumens a side,” he said. “Ninety minutes of burn. I’ve got a compass. I’ve done night dives in Roatán.” He looked at his father. “I can do it, Dad.”

Rick looked at him. Kendra, beside Rick, opened her mouth, and Rick put his hand on her knee.

“Good man,” said Rick.

Trey went pink to the ears.

“Don’t tell Nate,” said Rick.

Ragab came round the corner of the wheelhouse with a covered tray. He stopped when he saw them all.

“Mr. Brad,” he said. “Lunch? He did not eat.”

“I’ll take it down to him,” said Hank. He got up and took the tray, and Ragab watched it go from his hands into Hank’s, and looked at Shannon, and went back the way he had come.

Hank sat down again and took the cover off. Chicken, rice, okra. He started eating.

“Hank,” said Darlene.

“Tray’s got to come back clean,” said Hank. “Or they’ll know.”

“Hands,” said Rick. “Who wants to call it in.”

Peg put her hand up. Jerry looked at it, and she put it down.

Shannon had her own phone out. She was typing in her notes, where she kept a score for everyone she had ever sat across a table from. PEG · 2/10 · folds. She looked at the place on the water where the speck had been. She was thinking about how he’d paid annually.

“He’s in our cabin,” she said. “He’s sick. If anybody knocks, he’s asleep.”

“I can do his voice,” said Darlene. She cleared her throat. “‘It’s my ear, guys. I’m fine.’”

It was so exactly him, the little whine in it, the guys, that somebody laughed. Then all of them did, startled, the way people laugh at a funeral when the organ goes wrong, and stopped all at once. Shannon hadn’t laughed. She was looking at Darlene as if Darlene had taken something out of her purse.

“I did dinner theatre,” said Darlene. “In Boca. Six years.”

When Shannon came back through the saloon, her father was at the whiteboard. Rana’s red letters ran along the bottom, DO NOT STAY ON THE SURFACE, and under them, RESIDUE ÷ 14. Rick licked his thumb, rubbed out the 14 and wrote 13.
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On the sundeck, Nate was taking the patches off Vern.

He peeled all three off, the one on Vern’s neck and the ones behind his ears, and dropped them in a cup, and held Vern’s chin in one hand and looked at his eyes. Vern’s pupils were huge. His mouth was dry and kept making a small clicking sound.

“How many did you put on, Vern?”

“Joanne says three is fine.”

“Joanne’s not a pharmacist.”

“I’m on the sundeck,” said Joanne, from her deck chair. “I’m right here.”

“He’s going to see things for a day,” Nate said to Jess, who had come up with two bottles of water. “Maybe two. Keep him in the shade. If he tries to climb anything, sit on him.”

Jess gave Vern a bottle. He held it with both hands and didn’t drink it. He was looking past her, over the back rail, at the water behind the boat.

“There’s a lady,” he said.

Jess looked. Turquoise water, the shadow of the hull, a plastic bag turning a long way down.

“Where, Uncle Vern?”

“Behind us. Swimming. She’s got white gloves on.” He lifted one hand and turned it over, admiring. “Long white gloves. Like for the opera.”

“Okay, Vern,” said Nate. “If you see her again, ask her if she’s got a nursing license. We’re short-staffed.”

“She’s been there since Hurghada,” said Vern. “She came with us.”

Chum lay pressed against Vern’s leg, her chin on his shin. She didn’t look at the water. She was looking at Vern’s face.

Hollis came up the stairs with a sandwich in each hand and gave one to Jess. “Dad. You good?”

“There’s a lady following the boat,” said Vern.

“Cool,” said Hollis. He sat down beside Jess on the step and ate, and after a while he said, without looking at her, “Did you ever see Brad come out of that toilet?”

Jess didn’t answer. She was watching Vern watch the water.
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At three Jess went down to the saloon for her logbook and found Hollis on his knees on the bench at the end of the U, with his head in the corner under the window, and Great-Aunt Maureen sitting very upright beside him with her red account book closed on her lap, watching him the way you’d watch a man defuse something.

“Don’t move, Jess,” said Hollis, from the corner. “I’ve got a wire.”

The reading lamp was the little brass kind on a jointed arm, and it had been drooping since Monday: the arm sagged at the elbow and the shade hung down over the seat like a tired head, so the light fell on the cushion and not on the page. Maureen had sat under it anyway, with her book tilted to catch what she could, and said nothing to anybody.

Hollis had the arm off the wall. The elbow joint was in his hand, and he was looking at it the way he looked at a ski lift.

“Stripped,” he said. “The little screw. Salt got in it. You can’t get these screws anywhere. I mean you can, in Hurghada, at a shop that also sells live chickens, but not out here.” He turned the joint over. “But.”

He took a zip tie out of his shorts pocket. He always had a zip tie in his shorts pocket.

“Hollis,” said Jess.

“Two minutes.”

He threaded the tie through the joint and round the arm, crossed it over itself, cinched it, worked the arm up and down to feel it, cinched it again, and bit the tail off with his side teeth and spat it into his hand. He screwed the arm back onto the wall and swung the lamp up and out over the bench until the shade pointed straight down at Maureen’s lap, and let go.

It stayed.

He switched it on. A small round pool of yellow light fell exactly on the red cover of the account book in Maureen’s hands.

“There,” said Hollis.

Maureen looked at the light on her book. She looked at it for a while. She looked at Hollis, still on his knees on the bench beside her with the bitten-off tail of the zip tie in his palm, his hair full of salt and his nose peeling.

“I didn’t ask you to do that,” she said.

“No,” said Hollis. “I know. It was bugging me.” He climbed down off the bench. “It’s been bugging me since Monday, Aunt Maureen. You’ve been reading in the dark.”

Maureen opened the account book. She found her place, which was near the back, and she took the pencil out of the spine, and she wrote one line in her small upright hand, under the lamp, and Jess, who was standing at the end of the table, couldn’t read it and knew better than to try. Maureen blew on the pencil line, though it was pencil. She closed the book and put both hands flat on it.

“Thank you, Hollis,” she said.

Hollis went pink from the neck up. He was thirty-four years old and he went pink like a boy, the whole of his face at once. “It’s just a zip tie.”

“I know what it is.”

He went out onto the dive deck to sort his weights, and Jess went after him because she’d forgotten what she’d come in for.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said.

“Somebody did.” He was crouched at his station, picking through his crate. He didn’t look up. “Everybody on this boat treats her like furniture. Forty-one years she kept Grandpa’s books, Jess. Every boat that yard ever sold, by hand. He never once took her to lunch. Not once.” He found the weight he wanted and held it up and looked at it. “She’s been reading in the dark since Monday, Jess, and twenty-one people walked past her.”

“Twenty,” said Jess, before she could stop herself.

Hollis looked up at her then. He held her eyes for a moment. He opened his mouth, and shut it, and didn’t ask.

“Twenty,” he said.

He went back to his weights. Jess stood on the teak in the sun with the boat swinging gently on its mooring and the other boats around them in their ring, and the generator humming, and the water off the stern clear and green over the sand.

Through the saloon window, at the end of the U, the little pool of yellow light lay on the red cover of the account book, and Maureen sat with both hands on it, and didn’t open it again.


[image: * * *]



At a quarter to five the sun went into the haze behind Hurghada, and the sky went the color of the karkadeh, and then it was dark. No moon. The other boats on their moorings were rings of yellow light on black water, and the generators thudded across the dark.

They kitted up under the dive-deck lights. Mido handed out cyalume sticks, and everyone taped one to their tank valve, so the divers glowed green from behind like fireflies. Trey had his camera rig on a lanyard, both video lights on, and he was filming the others kitting up. “The family,” he said quietly to the camera. “Night dive. Abu Ramada.”

Jess caught Rana at the tank rack while the others were kitting up. “Have you seen Brad? Seen him, I mean.”

Rana checked a valve. “I heard him.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Rana looked at her. “After dinner,” she said, “I see him.”

She gave the brief standing on the swim platform with her own light pointing at the deck.

“Two groups. Wael leads the first, I lead the second, and you stay with your guide’s light. We go in off the back. Down the mooring line to the reef. We go slowly. Everything you saw this morning is asleep, and everything that was asleep is awake. Lights on the reef, not on the fish, not in faces. If you see something, circle your light on it. If you need me, wave your light side to side. Fifty minutes. We come back up this line. I count you at the ladder.”

She looked at Duane, who had put on the rental wetsuit after all and was pretending he hadn’t.

“Okay,” she said.

Jess stepped off the platform into black water, and the cold took her breath for a second, and then she was hanging in the dark, alone in the circle of her own light.

Below her, Hollis’s light came on and swung around wildly and then found her and stopped. She made a circle with hers. After a moment he made one back.

They went down the mooring line hand over hand. At ten metres the reef came up into her beam, and it was another place.

The fish that had covered the reef that morning were gone. In their place the coral had opened. The hard corals that had been stones by daylight were furred with tiny tentacles, every polyp out and feeding, so the reef looked soft, like moss, and when she brought her light close they pulled in all at once and the reef went bald. Under a ledge a parrotfish lay asleep in a clear bag of its own slime, one eye open and seeing nothing. A moray was out of its hole and hunting along the reef, its whole length out in the open.

Ahead of them Rana’s light went still and made a slow circle on the sand.

It was a Spanish dancer, as big as Jess’s hand, red as a flag, rippling along the bottom. In the beam of Rana’s light it let go of the sand and swam, the whole red edge of it flowing like the hem of a skirt, up through the beams of six lights, and everyone hung there in the dark with their lights on it, and nobody moved.

Jess looked round at the circle of faces in their masks, lit from below. Paisley had her hand over her mouth around her regulator. Gavin had stopped trying to touch anything. Hollis was crying a little, she thought, or his mask was leaking.

Trey was filming it with both lights. Rick wasn’t looking at it at all. Rick’s light was pointed out over the sand to the south-east, into the dark, where there was nothing.

At the end of the dive Rana gathered them on the sand in a ring, knelt, and put her own light against her chest so it went out, and signalled them to do the same. One by one the lights went out.

Fifteen small green lights hung on fifteen tank valves, and between them it was black. It was the darkest place Jess had ever been. She could hear her own breath and the crackle of the reef, and that was all.

Rana waved her arm through the water, and it lit up green.

It came off her fingers in sparks, hundreds of them, tiny and cold, and drifted and went out. Jess waved her own hand and the sparks came off it too. All around her the others were doing it, and the dark was full of green smears. Hollis was waving both arms. Paisley was trying to write her name.

Jess lay on her back on the sand at twelve metres and waved her hand and watched the sparks go up toward a surface she couldn’t see. For a while she forgot all of it: the will, the board, the toilet door, Shannon’s face at the statue.

When the lights came back on she counted them. Fifteen, and Rana, and Wael.

At the ladder Rana counted again, one by one, each diver coming up out of the black into the deck lights with water running off them. Fifteen. She wrote it on her slate. Jess, coming up behind Hollis, saw Trey turn his tag from red to green.

When she unclipped her BCD at her station, something stiff was tucked into its pocket. It was a playing card, damp at the edges. A long blue fin with white tips. OCEANIC WHITETIP. Follows ships. Waits for what falls off.

She hadn’t put it there. She looked down the line of stations. Everyone was busy with their own gear. At the end of the line, Maureen sat on the bench by the tag board with a towel in her lap, watching the divers come in.
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At eight, Ragab rang the gong.

He rang it once. Down on the dive deck Chum pushed her nose into the gap behind the crate and made her thin high sound, and Ragab stood at the top of the stairs with the striker in his hand and looked down at her for a moment, and then went in.

Dinner was in the saloon with the windows black.

“Where’s Trey?” said Nate.

“Shower, then he’s editing in his cabin,” said Rick. “Leave him. He gets like that with a cut.”

Vern came down for dinner too, holding the rail with both hands, and sat with his back to the window and ate a whole plate of rice. Nate sat beside him. Every few minutes Vern turned round and looked at the black window.

“Is she there?” said Paisley. She had her phone under the edge of the table, recording, and her channel voice on, the soft one. “Uncle Vern. The lady with the white gloves. Tell it again. Slower.”

“She’s under the boat,” said Vern. “She’s waiting for the bell.”

“Okay, Vern,” said Nate.

Brad’s tray went down to cabin 9 with Hank and came back clean. Ragab took it from him at the galley door and looked at the plate.

Rana ate standing up, by the coffee machine, and when she’d finished she went down the corridor and knocked on the door of cabin 9.

“Brad? It’s Rana.”

Inside, after a moment, a man’s voice, thick and tired. “Hey. Yeah. It’s my ear. I’m fine.”

“I need to look at it. Before we sail.”

“Tomorrow. I’m asleep. I took something.”

Rana stood with her hand on the door. In the saloon behind her, everyone found something to look at on their plates.

“Tomorrow,” said Rana. “Before the first dive.”

“Thanks, Rana. You’re the best.”

When Rana turned round, Darlene was in the corridor behind her, coming out of cabin 8 next door in a cardigan, holding a cup of mint tea, and she smiled at Rana with her mouth closed.

Rana went up to the wheelhouse.
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At half past eight the crew ate in the galley with the door shut and a football match on. The captain went down to his cabin to sleep until they sailed at eleven. The dive deck was empty and lit and smelled of rinse water.

Trey came down to it in his wetsuit with his camera rig and a spare torch. Rick came behind him. Nobody else.

Rick checked his son’s air himself. He checked the compass on Trey’s wrist and the coordinates written on his slate in grease pencil: Mooring → statue → 135° → 140 m → WP5. He read the slate twice.

“Down the mooring line,” he said. “Along the bottom to the statue. Then the bearing. You’ll see him on the sand. Get the watch and come straight back. Don’t film.”

“I’m going to film.”

“Trey.”

“Nobody has to see it, Dad. It’s just for me.”

Rick looked at him, and then at the sea behind the stern, black, with the reflections of the deck lights lying on it in long yellow stripes.

“When this is done,” said Trey, “I’m paying Nate back. All of it. I’m going to write him a check and make him cash it in front of me.” He was fitting his mask strap and didn’t look up. “That’s what I want it for. I want you to know that. It’s not for a car.”

“Sure, kid.”

“I mean it, Dad.”

“I know you mean it.” Rick put his hand on the back of his son’s neck, on the wet neoprene, and left it there a second. It was the most he’d touched him since high school. “Forty minutes,” Rick said.

Trey turned his tag on the board to red, because he was a good diver and good divers do. He sat on the swim platform and put his fins on and went in without a splash, and his lights went down under the stern, two white cones in the black, and then they turned and went away.
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Trey Tolliver went down the mooring line hand over hand with both lights on and the camera rolling, and narrated in his head as he went, so the edit would be easy later.

Night. Ten metres. The reef by flashlight. He panned left along the coral, slow, the way the good guys did it.

At the bottom of the line he checked his compass and set off along the foot of the reef toward the statue, and the dark closed in behind him the moment his lights moved on. At night you could see exactly what you pointed at, and everything you weren’t pointing at was right behind you.

He didn’t look behind him. He looked at the sand.

The statue came up out of the dark at twelve metres, the steel shark on its knife with its mouth open. His lights hit it from below and it threw a huge black shadow up into nothing.

Trey got the shot. He couldn’t not. The memorial, he thought. At night it looks different.

He put his back to it and checked the bearing on his wrist and his slate. 135°. 140 m. He set off across the open sand.
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He counted kicks, the way Rick had told him. He held the compass flat in front of him and kept the needle on the line and counted, and the sand went by underneath, white and flat and ribbed, and nothing grew on it, and nothing moved. No reef now. No fish. Just his own two cones of light on the bottom and black everywhere else, and the sound of his own breathing, in, out, louder than he’d ever heard it.

Day two. He goes out to find his brother-in-law. No. That was wrong. He goes out for the family. Better.

At two hundred kicks he stopped. There was nothing. White sand, ribbed. His heart was going very fast and he made it slow down. Shit. Okay. Shit. It’s fine. It’s sand.

He started to circle. Small circles, spiralling out, lights on the bottom. One circle. Two. A bigger one. He thought, I’ll go back. I’ll tell Dad I couldn’t find him. Nobody can find anything out here in the dark.

On the fourth circle his lights found a fin.

A black fin, a long rubber one, lying on its own on the sand. A foot was still in it.

Trey hung there and looked at it. He didn’t feel anything. It was like looking at a picture of a foot. Then he looked past it, a metre past it, where his left light was spilling onto the sand, and saw the rest.

Brad lay on his back with his arms out. His mask had filled with sand and his eyes were open behind it, and little crabs, pale and quick, were moving on him. They went away from the light. His wetsuit was open on one side from the hip to the ribs and it was dark inside, and small fish were in there, and they didn’t go away from the light; they stayed and fed. Where his right leg should have been there was a short ragged end of neoprene, and coming out of it something grey-white and knobbed that Trey’s eyes kept sliding off, the ball of a joint, clean as a chicken bone on a plate. A loop of Brad’s gut lifted off the sand beside him in the slight current and settled and lifted.

Trey’s stomach came up into his throat. He held it there. You could not throw up through a regulator. Jess had said. You can, but you won’t like it. He swallowed it back down, sour, burning, and breathed.

Don’t film, Dad had said.

Trey filmed. His hands did it. He held the camera steady and let it run and breathed, and a voice in his head that sounded like his own narration said hold it, hold it, three more seconds, and he hated it, and held it.

He went for the watch.

It was on Brad’s left wrist, the big one, the saucer. When Trey’s glove touched it the screen woke up and lit his hand blue.


✅ Route complete

Great dive!



He got his fingers under the strap. It had a clasp, a fiddly metal thing with a release you pressed on both sides at once, and his gloves were too thick, and his fingers were shaking, and Brad’s arm was cold and heavy and loose and kept rolling away from him in the sand. He pressed. Nothing. Again, and the arm rolled, and in the end he had to hold it down with his knee.

He took the knife out of its sheath on his leg and got the blade under the strap and sawed. The rubber was thick. The knife slipped and went into Brad’s wrist, deep, through to something hard, and nothing came out of it at all, because Brad was dead, and Trey made a noise into his regulator that he didn’t recognize. Sorry. Sorry, Brad. Fuck. I’m sorry.

The strap parted. The watch came off in his hand. He zipped it into the pocket of his BCD and zipped the pocket again to make sure, and pushed off the sand, away from Brad, and turned to go back.
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At the edge of his right-hand light something turned.

He swung the light. Nothing. Sand. Black.

He swung it back. Nothing.

He swung the left one, and there, out at the end of the beam where the light went grey and gave up, a long pale shape went across, slowly, side-on. Big. A fin held out stiff. White at the tip. It was out of the light.

Trey stopped breathing, and started again, much too fast, a roar of bubbles going up past his face.

He knew what to do. Rana had said it, first night. If you need me, wave your light side to side.

He turned toward the boat, a hundred and fifty metres off, the deck lights a smear of yellow on the surface. Nobody was looking. He knew it, and did it anyway: held both lights up toward the boat and swung them, side to side, side to side, hard, look at me, look at me, the beams sweeping up through the black, and he thought of Nate. He thought of Nate kneeling on the pontoon in Hurghada, undoing his shoes for him so he wouldn’t have to stop filming.

Don’t tell Nate.

He switched the lights off.

A guide in Roatán had told him once, in a bar, that it was the light that drew them. In the dark he couldn’t see his own hands, and the black pressed on his mask, and he hung there with his heart going and the regulator roaring, and thought, she can’t see me. She can’t see me.

Something went along his legs. Not a bump. A long slow drag, from his fins to his hip, like somebody pulling a carpet along his skin through the wetsuit. Rough. Huge. It went on and on.

He switched the lights on.

She was in front of him, head-on, a metre off, in both his beams at once. Her head was broad and blunt and paler underneath, and her mouth was open, and inside it was white and pink and rows, and the three striped pilot fish were scattering off her nose in the light.

She took the camera.

She took the camera and his right hand together, with the lanyard round his wrist, and closed. The housing broke with a crack that went all the way up his arm into his teeth. The lights went mad. Both beams went spinning across the sand and the black and the sand again, a fairground ride, and the shake came, side to side, short and hard, sawing, and he felt the small bones of his hand go one after another like a fist of wet pencils, and then he felt the whole hand go, he felt it go, and the lanyard went tight round the stump of his wrist and pulled him after her through the water by the arm, fast, faster than he had ever moved in the sea. His regulator came out of his mouth. He was screaming without any air. Salt water went down the back of his throat and into his chest, cold, and he coughed it into nothing. He got the regulator back. He didn’t know how. He was biting it so hard he felt a tooth go.

She let go of the camera. The rig went down past him, slowly, turning over and over on its broken lanyard, both lights still on, still filming, pointing up at him.

He looked down into the lights and saw himself in them for a second. Saw his own arm, ending. The neoprene of his cuff hanging off it in strips, and inside the strips two white ends of bone, side by side, and nothing past them. Saw the cloud coming off it, black in the dark and red where the light went through it, in puffs, with his heartbeat. Warm. The water round his arm was warm, and the rest of the sea was cold.

Nate. He had his good hand on his chest, on the BCD pocket, on the zip, on Brad’s watch. He didn’t know why. Babe. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I fucked it up.

He kicked for the surface. He got four kicks. On the fifth something took his left fin and stopped him dead and pulled him back down by the foot, the way you’d pull a kid back by the ankle off a jungle gym, and let go. He spun. He couldn’t see her. His lights were below him on the sand pointing up, and he was a dark thing above them in a cloud, and he understood that he was the only thing lit in the whole sea.

Then she came up through the cloud, through the light, with her mouth open, and he saw the inside of her mouth go past his face, close enough to touch, pink and white, the teeth in rows that leaned back like the teeth of a comb, and she closed on him from the shoulder down. He felt his ribs. He felt each one. He heard them through his own body like someone walking on ice. The air came out of him through his regulator in one long silver rope, and she turned with him, slow, heavy, and the last thing Trey Tolliver saw was a pale shape crossing the beam of his own camera, going up, and the deck lights of the boat far above him on the surface, yellow, and very small.
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Jess was on the sundeck with her logbook. She had a torch with a red filter on it, and she was writing up the night dive, and when she wrote Spanish dancer she found she had to stop for a moment.

Vern was asleep on a cushion behind her with Joanne’s bathrobe over him and Chum along his side. Nate had gone down for his blood-pressure cuff. The generator thudded. On the other boats people were laughing.

She looked up because something below her was moving.

Out in the black water beyond the stern, under the surface, a light was going away. It was faint and green and spread out, the way a light looks from above when it’s ten metres down, and it was moving away from the boat in a straight line, to the south-east, out over the sand where there was nothing at all.

A night diver, she thought. Another boat’s. People dropped off their own sterns for night dives here all the time.

She watched it go. It went a long way. It got smaller and fainter until it was a smudge, and then it stopped, and stayed in one place, and started to move about in small circles over the bottom, like someone looking for keys in the dark.

It swung. It swept fast, side to side, side to side.

Look at me.

Jess stood up.

The light went out.

She held the rail. The generator thudded. On the next boat somebody turned up the music.

The light came back on. It was pointing straight up now, a long pale cone reaching up toward the surface, and it was turning over and over, and it was sinking.

In the cone, for less than a second, something crossed it. Something long and grey-bronze, and at the end of it a fin, and on the fin a smear of white.

The light reached the bottom and lay there, pointing at nothing.

Jess went down the stairs three at a time. She was shouting before she reached the dive deck. “Rana! Rana! Diver down! Diver out on the sand!”

The dive deck was bright and empty and wet. The tank rack. The rinse tubs. The tag board on the bulkhead by the door.

Rick was standing at the tag board with his back to her. His hand was on one of the tags.

He turned it over to green.




Interlude
Samia’s File




GILDED FIN VOYAGES · HURGHADA OFFICE · Sheraton Road, first floor, above the El Shifa pharmacy

Tuesday, 10 November · 21:10

DATA ROOM CHECKLIST · AZURE HORIZONS CAPITAL · Item 4.12: All incident, injury, complaint and authority correspondence, trailing twelve months. Upload by 18 Nov.



The office smelled of toner and of the shawarma place downstairs, which turned its spit from six in the evening until two in the morning.

Samia had the printer going again.

She sat at the desk by the window with her reading glasses on a chain of blue beads, feeding the machine one sheet at a time. Behind her, along the whole back wall, stood her files. Brown cardboard, one per boat, one per year, one for anything that needed one, with the name written on the spine in black marker in her square capitals. BAHIYA 2024. BAHIYA 2025. BAHIYA 2026. DIESEL. VISAS. WAIVERS. LYLE.

“Samia,” said Garrett. “Jesus Christ. It’s nine o’clock.”

“Yes,” said Samia.

“You can go home.”

“When this is finished.”

He didn’t ask what this was. He had the data room open on his laptop, a grey website with a padlock in the corner and a list of folders numbered like a legal code, and the LYLE folder open beside it, and he was deciding.

The letter from the local authority could go in. It was stamped. It said qada’ wa qadar, which Samia had translated for him as fate, and which Garrett had translated for Fort Lauderdale as misadventure. It said a member of staff, off duty, had fallen from a vessel at night in the course of personal recreation, and Brian’s lawyers would read off duty and personal recreation and move on to item 4.13.

The expense claim could not go in. One hundred and forty Egyptian pounds of frozen fish heads, for content, with Garrett’s own initials in the approval box.

He dragged it to the trash.

The draft of the website line could not go in either: Lyle’s version in capitals with three exclamation marks, and Garrett’s note beside it about the ten percent. He dragged that. Then he sat for a while with Rana Shafik’s email open, the one with three photographs attached that he had never looked at, and his own reply under it.

He dragged them both, and emptied the trash, and the laptop made a small crumpling sound.

Behind him the printer stopped.

Samia took the warm pages off the tray and squared them on the desk, tapping the edges. She punched two holes at the top. She took the LYLE file down from the shelf, opened its brass clip, put the pages in on top of what was already there, closed it and slid it back into its place between DIESEL and VISAS.

Garrett watched her do it. He didn’t ask what she’d printed. Samia printed everything. In four years he had never seen her throw a sheet of paper away, and when he’d asked her once why, she’d said computers lose things. He had laughed. She hadn’t.
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“He used to sit there,” Garrett said.

He meant the plastic chair by the water cooler. Lyle had sat in it every Monday morning before a trip with his knees up and his phone in both hands, editing, eating dates out of the bowl Samia kept on top of the cooler. He was twenty-nine. He’d come out from Fort Lauderdale on a three-month contract and stayed two years, because he couldn’t afford to go home.

“He ate all my dates,” said Samia.

“He did.”

“Every week. I bought more.” She sat down. “His mother called again. On Thursday.”

Garrett hadn’t known that. “What did she want?”

“The shoe. The one shoe. The police have it.” Samia looked at her screen, not at him. “She wants it back. I said I would ask you.” She typed a line, and stopped. “She asked me if he suffered. I said no. I said he slipped and hit his head and he didn’t know anything.” She looked at him then, over the glasses. “I don’t lie to mothers, Mr. Garrett. I lied for you on Thursday. I want you to know that I know it.”

Garrett opened his mouth to say thank you, and heard how it would sound, and shut it.

Garrett looked at the empty chair. For a moment he could see himself doing it: paying the right man at the station on El Nasr Road, putting a single blue flip-flop in a box with a card and sending it to a woman in Florida who had nothing else of her son’s. He could feel how good that would be. His throat had gone tight, which surprised him.

“After the twentieth,” he said. “Remind me after the twentieth.”

Samia wrote it on a yellow note and stuck it on the edge of her screen beside six other yellow notes.
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Over her desk hung the framed photograph from the company brochure: a white liveaboard at Daedalus at sunset, and a tall pale fin cutting the water off its stern. A small sticker in the corner of the frame said Garrett Lusk, Regional Director, with a friend. If you looked closely you could find him, on the top deck, a small figure in a white polo shirt, holding the rail with both hands.

Brian’s people wanted pictures for the investor deck. Garrett had been thinking about it all day.

“Sunday,” he said. “I want to go out on one of the day boats. Giftun. Shoot a little video for Azure. Me, the Red Sea, families in the water, safest diving in the world.” He nodded at the idea. “Call Mamdouh on the Sunshine Lady. He owes me.”

“In the water?” said Samia.

“On the boat.”

Samia took her glasses off and let them drop on their chain.

“Four years, Mr. Garrett,” she said. “You were never in the water.”

“I’m management.”

“You can’t swim.”

“I can swim. I don’t swim. It’s a different thing.” He shut the laptop. “Somebody has to stay on the boat.”

She put her glasses back on. She reached up to the top of the cupboard and took down a new file, flat, folded it into shape along its creases, uncapped her marker, and wrote on the spine in square capitals: SAMIA. She put it on her desk, empty.

“What’s that one for?” said Garrett.

“For me,” said Samia.

He had told her on Monday, as good news, that Azure would keep the Hurghada office if the data room came back clean. She had said al-hamdulillah and gone on typing.

He went home. Downstairs the man who carved the shawarma lifted his long knife to Garrett as he passed, and Garrett lifted a hand back. Walking along the dark marina he opened the company website on his phone and scrolled to the line under the photograph.

Longimanus encounters on every autumn departure, or 10% off your next voyage.

Two dive clubs in Ohio had booked the spring that afternoon. He put the phone in his pocket and left the line where it was.




Chapter 4
Mind the Current, Not the View




DIVE CARD — LITTLE BROTHER (EL AKHAWEIN)

Wednesday, 11 November · Sunrise about 06:00 · First dive 06:30

About 65 km off El Quseir, in open sea 800 m deep · Diving in the park 06:00–16:00 only. No night diving, no overnight mooring.

Depth: walls to 70 m and beyond; a plateau off the north point at about 40 m · Current: usually north to south, down both walls and off the south point

A teardrop of reef about a kilometre south of Big Brother, its walls hung with gorgonian fans and soft coral. At dawn, if you are lucky, thresher sharks come up out of the deep to be cleaned.

Rule: when the current takes you off the reef, you do not fight it. You put up your buoy and wait for the RIB.




GUIDE’S LOG · M/Y BAHIYA · WK 46 · TUE 10 NOV · R. SHAFIK

20:52 · J. TOLLIVER reports light underwater SE of stern, ~150 m, swinging, then descending. Stern checked: no diver, no gear missing from stations. J.T. states R. TOLLIVER turned a tag at 20:51. R.T.: “My own.”

20:53 · Board: 22/22 GREEN.

20:55 · Ch 16 + boat-to-boat. 9 boats on site, 2 with night groups out. All report divers accounted.

21:10 · Saloon muster: 20 seen. KESSLER B., cabin 9, voice through door (ear, “took something”). Mrs. DARLENE in corridor outside 9. Smiling. TOLLIVER TREY, cabin 4, shower running, voice through door (“out in a minute”).

21:15 · R. TOLLIVER (her uncle) states J.T. “gets like this.” Wael thinks a dropped glow stick. I don’t.

21:25 · Capt. informed. Light not ours. Sail as planned.

22:40 · Cab 4 again. Dark. Locked. “Asleep.”

22:45 · Spare rack 4/6. Mido says Mrs. Kessler took one to station 9 this morning “for Brad.” The other, nobody knows. Not told Capt. yet.

23:05 · Depart Gota Abu Ramada for the Brothers. Night watch in wheelhouse. ETA 05:30.

To do: see Kessler B. before first dive. See Trey T.
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CABIN 5 · M/Y BAHIYA

Wednesday, 11 November · 01:00 · Under way, Abu Ramada → the Brothers · Following sea



The boat was corkscrewing. It went up at the stern and over to the left and down at the bow and over to the right, and every time it went over to the right Kendra’s camera bag slid along the floor of the cabin and hit the door, and every time it went over to the left it slid back.

Rick had been talking for twenty minutes.

He sat on the edge of the lower bunk with his knees apart and his hands hanging between them, in his boxer shorts and the polo shirt from dinner, and he talked the way he talked to a man in the yard who had come about a boat and was going to walk: low and steady and reasonable, never stopping long enough for the other person to start. Kendra had heard him do it ten thousand times. She had heard him sell a twenty-two-foot centre console with a cracked stringer to a dentist from Vero who’d come in for a kayak.

She sat on the floor with her back against the cabin door and her knees up, and her camera bag against her hip so it wouldn’t slide, and she let him.

For twenty-eight years she had been a court reporter in St. Lucie County, taking down every word anybody said in a room: murders, divorces, a man who’d shot his neighbour’s dog over a fence line. You didn’t react. You didn’t look up. You took it all down, word for word, and afterwards you went to the parking lot and sat in your car and decided what it was worth.

She was taking it down now. In her head. She couldn’t stop.

He wanted to go, Ken. You saw his face. He was proud. He did it for us. He did it for his share. He knew the water, he’d done Roatán, he had the goddamn lights. It was an accident. A diver goes out at night on a reef, something happens. Shit happens. Nobody pushed him.

Rick turned the tag. She’d got that from Jess’s face at the stairs, four hours ago, white as paper, and from Rick’s hand when he came down to the cabin, shaking so hard he couldn’t get the door handle.

He’s gone either way, Ken. Either way. If we tell them now, he’s still gone, and Friday doesn’t happen, and it all goes to Maureen’s fund, and he died for nothing. You want that? You want him to have died for nothing?

She looked at Rick’s feet. He had long white feet with black hair on the toes, and the nail on his left big toe was thick and yellow, the one she’d been on at him to see a doctor about since 2009.

Friday, he said. That’s all I’m asking. Hold till Friday. Sunset. Maureen reads the names, Gordon tips Dad over the side, we go home, we tell them. We tell everybody. I’ll tell them myself. Two days, Ken.

He stopped. He had run out. He had never in his life run out before the other person.

The boat went over to the right and the camera bag hit her hip.
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“You sent him for a watch,” said Kendra.

“He volunteered.”

“For a dead man’s watch. Off his arm. In the dark.”

“For the data, Ken. For what’s on it. If they read that watch—”

“I know what’s on it. I was there.” She hadn’t raised her voice. She found she couldn’t raise it. “I sat on that sunpad, Rick. I opened my mouth and you put your hand on my knee. You put your hand on my knee, and I shut it.”

Rick looked at her knee.

“Good man,” said Kendra. “Twenty-seven years he waited for you to say that. You said it at the Little League banquet to the Pruitt boy, and Trey cried in the car. You said it to every dentist who ever bought a boat off you. And you said it to him for the first time in his life so he’d swim out in the dark and cut a watch off a dead man.” She was shaking now, all over, but the voice stayed flat, the voice she’d used to read testimony back to a jury. “For the fucking yard, Rick. For a lot full of other people’s boats.”

“Don’t you put that on me.”

“Who else is there to put it on?”

She took the camera out of the bag.

It was a Nikon in a grey aluminium housing, heavy as a brick, with two long jointed arms coming out of the top and a strobe on the end of each, like a crab holding up its claws. She’d bought it in 2019 with the money from her mother’s house. Trey had spent a whole Saturday in a camera shop in Orlando explaining it to her, patient, as if she were the child. Mom. Forget the camera. Underwater it’s all about the light. He’d been twenty. He’d had his first proper camera from her at twelve, a little Canon from Costco, and he’d filmed the dog for a year.

She switched the strobes on. Each one gave a small rising whine as it charged.

“Ken,” said Rick. “What are you doing?”

She pressed the test button.

Pop.

The cabin went white. For a fraction of a second she saw Rick completely: every pore of him, every grey hair in his ears, the sweat on his upper lip, the sunburn on his nose peeling. His mouth half open. His eyes were dry. Then the dark came back, darker than before, with a green shape of him burned into the middle of it.

The strobes whined, charging.

“Kendra.”

Pop.

White. Rick with his hand up in front of his face. The polo shirt. The little embroidered logo on the chest, TOLLIVER MARINE · PRE-OWNED · SINCE 1971.

Dark. The whine.

Rick came off the bunk at her in the dark. “Give me that goddamn thing—” He got a hand on one of the strobe arms and pulled, and the arm folded at its joint, and Kendra held on to the housing with both hands and brought it up, hard, all four pounds of aluminium, and the corner of it went into his mouth. She felt it go in. She felt his teeth through it.

He sat back down on the bunk.

“Stop that,” he said, through his hand.

Pop.

White. Rick’s hand had come down. There was blood on his lower lip and on his teeth, very red in the flash, and a drop of it on the logo. He was looking straight at the strobes, at her, and his face had gone the way it went at the end of a deal, when the man had walked off the lot and wasn’t coming back. Old. He was sixty-one. In the white light, for one flash, he looked like his father.

Dark.

She took her finger off the button. The strobes charged, and stopped charging, and sat there humming, ready.

“They’re good,” she said. “Both of them.”
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She put the camera back in its bag, carefully, with the arms folded down, and zipped it. She took two packs of batteries out of the side pocket and plugged the charger into the socket by the basin, and the little light on the charger went red.

“What time’s sunrise?” she said.

“What?”

“Tomorrow. At the Brothers. What time.”

“Six. About six.” Rick was watching the red light. “Why?”

She didn’t answer. She picked up her phone off the shelf and set an alarm, and the screen lit her face blue from below while she did it, and she turned the brightness down before she put it back, so the light wouldn’t be in his eyes.

“Ken,” said Rick. “Friday. Can you hold till Friday?”

She looked at him in the dark. She could just see the shape of him on the bunk, the white of the polo shirt.

She had rated everything all her life, out of ten, since she was a girl in the back of her father’s car. It had driven Rick mad for thirty-four years. She’d given their wedding a six because the band had been late and his mother had worn white. She’d given the birth of their son a ten, the only ten she had ever given anything, and she had said it out loud in the delivery room, ten, with the baby on her chest, and the nurse had laughed, and Rick had cried.

“Six,” said Kendra.

Rick didn’t understand. She saw him not understand. She saw him decide not to ask.

She lay down on the floor of the cabin with her back against the door and her face to the wall, between the camera bag and the bunk, on the thin carpet that smelled of salt and diesel and somebody else’s sunscreen, and she pulled the towel down off the hook over her.

Rick reached up for the light switch.

“Leave it,” said Kendra.

He left it. He lay down on his back on the bunk with the light on, and he lay there with his eyes open, and the boat went over to the right, and over to the left, and he waited for his wife to cry.

When it came, it wasn’t crying.
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The engines stopped at twenty past five, and Jess was already dressed.

She hadn’t slept. All night she had lain in her bunk with her logbook open on her chest while Bahiya rolled and corkscrewed south-east through the night with the sea behind her, and things in the cabin slid and fell over in the dark. She had written Tue 10 Nov · Gota Abu Ramada · 2 dives + night, and under it Aboard:, and then no number would come. At one o’clock, through the wall from the next cabin, which was Rick and Kendra’s, she had heard Rick’s voice going on low. She heard a sound she knew. It was the sound Chum had made at the gong, high and thin, with no breath in it. But it wasn’t the dog.

Then nothing, for the rest of the night, but the engines.

Up on deck it was grey. Little Brother lay a few hundred metres off the bow, low and black, a scrap of land no bigger than a tennis court, and a kilometre north Big Brother with its lighthouse standing up like a stone chimney. The lighthouse flashed once. Five seconds, and it flashed again.

Mido was in the bow making them fast to a mooring off the island’s southern tip. Two other boats were already there, dark, nobody on deck. The water off the stern was a deep, dark blue that went straight down. Jess looked over the side. There was no bottom. There was blue going to black.

She pulled her wetsuit on and left the top half rolled down round her waist, and went down to the dive deck to check her rig before anyone else was up, because that was what she did, and because if she sat still she would think about the light.

Under Trey’s tag on the board, hooked over the brass, hung a strip of painted papyrus. It was dry. She lifted it off and turned it over.


Never dive alone at night.



She stood holding it.

Kendra was on the swim platform.

She was in her wetsuit and her BCD with the tank on, fins in one hand, mask pushed up on her forehead. Her camera was in its housing on a tray, with two strobe arms folded out from it, and she was checking it. She pressed the shutter and both strobes fired, pop, and lit up the stern for a split second, white, and then the grey came back.

“Kendra,” said Jess.

Kendra didn’t look round. “Threshers come up at dawn,” she said. “Everybody says. Off the point. They come up from the deep to get cleaned and then they go back down.” She pressed the shutter again. Pop. “Trey wanted a thresher. For his film.”

“It’s not six. You can’t go in before six. It’s the park. And there’s no buddy.”

“I’m just going to the edge of the wall.”

“Kendra. Where’s Trey?”

Kendra turned round then and looked at her. Her face was swollen, and very calm, and her eyes went past Jess to the tag board on the bulkhead and came back.

“He’s in the shower,” she said.

“Kendra, no. Stop. God damn it, Kendra, give me the—” Jess got a hand on the shoulder strap of her BCD and held it.

“Get your hands off me, Jess.”

“He’s dead. Isn’t he. I saw his light. I saw it go down, Kendra, and Rick turned his—”

Kendra lifted the camera between them, at Jess’s face, the way you’d lift a hand to a dog, and pressed the shutter.

Pop.

The world went white. Jess’s hand came off the strap on its own. A purple sun burned into the middle of everything, and through it she heard the platform creak, and a splash, small and neat, the splash of somebody who had been taught by her son how to go in without disturbing the fish.

Jess stood there for perhaps two seconds, blind.

“Mido!” she shouted. He was up in the bow with his back to her, and the generator ate it.

She ran to her station. Her rig was assembled, tank on, set up the night before. Valve open; the needle swung up to two hundred. She pulled the wetsuit up over her shoulders, and she was into the BCD and clipping the chest strap before she had finished deciding. Mask, fins, computer. On her way past the tag board she turned her own tag to red, and she saw that Kendra’s tag was still green.

She went off the platform with one hand on her mask.
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The cold of the first second, and then the blue.

It was a different blue from Abu Ramada. This was the open sea, and the dawn light came down through it grey and even and didn’t reach anything. Jess dumped air and dropped. To her left the wall of Little Brother went past, a cliff of coral and fans and rock falling away under her into the dark, and to her right there was nothing. Just the blue, getting deeper.

Her ears popped. Ten metres. Fifteen.

Kendra was ahead of her, swimming north up the east wall, close in to the coral, with the camera out in front of her. At this hour the current had almost stopped. It barely moved the fans. Kendra was swimming hard, and Jess swam harder, and couldn’t close the gap.

Gorgonian fans the size of garage doors stood out from the wall, each one turned the same way. A school of red-toothed triggerfish hung off the wall, a few hundred of them, every one with its tail flicking.

At the north end of the island the wall gave way to a slope, and the slope ran out under them to an edge, and beyond the edge the bottom fell away to the plateau, forty metres down, grey in the half-light. Here the current was running. Jess felt it come on all at once, pouring south over the lip and down. She grabbed a dead piece of rock at the edge with one hand and held on, and her bubbles went off sideways instead of up.


27.8 m · NDL 24 · 32% · PO₂ 1.21



Jess swore into her regulator, a long one, and the current tore it away in bubbles.

Kendra hadn’t stopped at the edge. She was out over the plateau in open water, below Jess and twenty metres out, hanging in the current with the camera up. Jess could see the pale blur of her face, and the strobes on their arms like two white eyes on stalks.

Jess saw what Kendra was looking at.

It came up out of the grey below the edge, slowly. It was a shark, but the wrong shape for a shark: a short thick body, an enormous black eye, and behind it, curving up and back, a tail as long as all the rest of it. The tail swept from side to side. Two small wrasse, blue and black, were working along the edge of its gills, in and out, cleaning it, and the thresher hung in the water and let them.

Jess had seen pictures. She had never seen one.

Kendra raised the camera.

Pop.

The strobes went off, and for an instant it was all lit up like a photograph: the thresher side-on, the wrasse at its gills, Kendra below it, the blue turned white. The grey came back.

Kendra took one hand off the camera and held it up with all the fingers spread. Then the other hand. Ten.

The thresher shook off the wrasse and turned and went down off the edge of the plateau, into the current, the long tail sweeping. Kendra went after it.

The strobes went again. Lower. Further out. The current had both of them now, and it was taking them down.

Jess let go of the rock.

She didn’t decide to. Her hand opened on its own, and the current took her off the edge. She kicked out and down after the flashes, and then she grabbed her own wrist and stopped herself, because she knew this. She taught this. You don’t chase a diver into the blue on a down-current. You don’t go after someone you can’t reach. Then there are two of you.

She hung in the open water and watched.

Kendra had turned away from the thresher. Her face was toward the open blue, toward something Jess couldn’t see, and she held the camera up in front of her like a shield.

A flash. At the far edge of the light, a long pale shape. The rest of it was the color of the water.

Kendra’s fins kicked, and the strobes went off again and again, as fast as they could recycle. Her finger was clamped on the shutter.

A flash. The frame filled with grey.

A flash. A mouth, and white.

A flash. Kendra with the camera shoved out at arm’s length into the mouth, both hands on the housing, like a woman jamming a chair under a door handle. One strobe arm in the teeth, bent back.

A flash. Her mask gone. Her face, bare, mouth wide, a rope of silver coming out of it. Her eyes open, looking straight down the lens of her own camera.

A flash. Kendra’s fins, kicking, and a grey back across the light where her chest had been.

A flash. A second shape, smaller, coming in from below, fast, not curious at all.

A flash. Her arm. Only her arm and the camera, turning slowly in the blue, the hand still closed on the grip, the finger still down on the shutter.

A flash. In the strobe the cloud around her was red. Between the flashes it was nothing.

No. No, no, no. Kendra. Jesus. Jesus Christ, Kendra.

The flashes went down. Each one was smaller than the last, further down into the blue, a second apart, white and then gone, white and then gone. The finger was keeping them going. Jess knew that, and couldn’t stop knowing it. The strobes would fire as long as the batteries Kendra had charged by the basin at one in the morning held out, and the hand held on.

They stopped.

Jess hung there with her hand on her own wrist. Her computer beeped. She looked at it.


31.2 m · NDL 13 · PO₂ 1.32



She had gone down without knowing. A short burst of air into her BCD stopped her. Below, where the flashes had been, it was blue going to black, the same as everywhere else.
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Afterwards Jess couldn’t remember getting back to the edge of the plateau. She was at twenty metres with both hands on a bare patch of rock, and the current pulling at her legs, and she couldn’t make her hands let go.

The triggerfish scattered.

They went in one movement, a few hundred of them, into the cracks in the wall, and the water off the wall was empty.

Jess turned her head.

The whitetip came along the slope toward her, slowly, close to the coral. In the half-light Jess could only see her in pieces. Three striped pilot fish, riding in front of a shape. A long fin held out stiff, like a wing, with the white smeared over its tip, and near the tip a scallop out of the edge, where something had once bitten her. The rest of her went back into the blue further than Jess could follow.

She was looking at Jess.

Jess knew the rules. She had read Rana’s board.

She turned so her back was to the wall and got her body upright, vertical in the water, fins below her, so she was tall. Hands in. She made herself look.

Look at them. They look at you. They go.

The whitetip came past Jess at a body length, slowly, and turned her head a little. Jess saw her eye. It moved when Jess moved. It stayed on her mask.

She went past. She went out into the blue. She turned.

She came back.

This time closer. Jess felt the push of water as the shark went by. One of the pilot fish swam up to Jess’s mask and looked in.

Jess didn’t move. She breathed. In, out, the bubbles going off sideways in the current. She kept her eyes on the shark’s eye the whole time. There was something on the shark’s lip, a pale flap, caught at the corner of the mouth and lifting in the current, and Jess looked at the eye and not at that. Look at me, you bitch. Look at me. I’m right here. She told herself, I am bigger than I look. I am bigger than I look.

The whitetip turned at the end of her pass and went off into the blue, to the edge of what Jess could see, and was a shape there, and then wasn’t.

Jess let the current take her back south down the east wall the way she had come, with her back to the coral, a metre higher every minute, looking out into the blue. Under the boat, at five metres, she hung for three minutes, and every second of the three minutes she looked into the blue. Nothing came.

She came up under the swim platform of the Bahiya into full morning.

The sun was up. The sea was flat and bright and very blue, the soft corals on the wall below were open now and pink, and three more boats had come in and were tying up. On the dive deck people were drinking coffee in their wetsuits. Duane was telling Peg, “—and Hector says, Duane, you were born underwater—”

Rana was on the swim platform with her slate in her hand and the dawn briefing written on it, looking down at her.

“Kendra,” said Jess, through her regulator, and then she pulled it out and said it again. “Kendra.”

Rana didn’t answer. She looked past Jess, over her head, into the cabin doorway, at the tag board on the bulkhead.

Jess climbed the ladder and turned and looked at it with her.

Twenty-two tags. Twenty-one green. Only one on the whole board was red.

It was hers.




Chapter 5
The Island You Can’t Land On




TOPSIDE CARD — BIG BROTHER

Wednesday, 11 November · moored off the south end · Out of the park by 16:00

Big Brother is a flat rock about 400 m long, with a stone lighthouse 31 m tall standing in the middle of it. The British built it in 1883 and fitted it with a lens by Chance Brothers of Birmingham, which is still in use. The Egyptian Navy keeps the light. It flashes white once every five seconds.

Landing on the island is restricted. Wave at the soldiers.

Two wrecks lie off the north end, under the light: the Numidia, 1901, and the Aida, 1957. The Aida was a supply ship for the lighthouses. She sank bringing relief crew to this island.



Rana sat her down on the dive bench and crouched in front of her, so that their faces were level, and said, “Tell me.”

Jess told her. The swim platform at ten to six. The camera. The point. The current. The thresher. The flashes, one after another, going down.

She told it badly, out of order, and her teeth were chattering though the water was twenty-six degrees. Rana didn’t interrupt. When Jess got to the whitetip on the wall, Rana’s face changed, a small tightening around the eyes, and she said, “The notch. Left fin?”

“Left fin.”

Rana stood up. She spoke into the radio in Arabic, fast, and down at the RIB Fathi threw off the line and went out toward the south point at full throttle, standing up at the wheel. She spoke into it again, and on the two other boats men came out on deck and looked toward the point. She turned to Mido.

“Which cabin is Kendra Tolliver?”

“Five, Rana.”

Rick was in the doorway of cabin 5 before they reached it, in a towel, with his hair wet. His lower lip was split and fat, and there was a dark crust in the corner of his mouth.

“She’s asleep,” he said. “She’s got a migraine. She gets them.”

“What happened to your mouth, Rick?” said Jess.

“Hit it on the bunk. Boat was rolling all night.” He didn’t look at her. He looked at Rana. “Ask anybody.”

“I will see her.”

“The light kills her. Ask anyone.”

“I will see her,” said Rana, and Rick stood back.

The cabin was dim, with the curtain drawn across the porthole. In the lower bunk a woman lay on her side facing the wall, with the sheet pulled up to her ear and a black sleep mask over her eyes. Grey-blonde hair on the pillow.

“Kendra,” said Rana.

“Migraine,” said the woman, into the wall. “I’ll be fine.”

Jess said, “That’s Joanne.”

Nobody moved.

“That’s Aunt Joanne,” Jess said. “That’s what she says. She says it about everything. Rana, that’s Vern’s wife.”

“Everybody says that,” said Rick.

“You fucking liar.” Jess heard it come out of her in a voice she had never used to a member of her family in her life. “You lying piece of shit, Rick. I watched her go in. I watched her go. And you’re standing there in a towel—”

“Watch your mouth.”

“—with your wife at the bottom of the—”

Rick’s hand came up and closed on her upper arm, hard, his thumb dug in under the muscle, and he moved her one step back into the corridor the way he’d move a kid off a boat on the lot, smiling for the customers. “Jess. You’re in shock. You went in the water alone in the dark and you saw things. Everybody can see that.” He let go. There were four white marks on her arm, filling in red.

“I’ll be fine,” said the woman again, more quietly.

Rana crossed the cabin and lifted the edge of the sleep mask an inch. Underneath it the eyes were puffed and screwed shut. A woman in her fifties, grey-blonde, the skin around her eyes swollen.

“Light,” the woman said, and turned her face into the pillow.

Rana let the mask go. She had met Kendra Tolliver a handful of times, in a mask or a crowd. She looked at Rick in his towel, and at Jess in her wetsuit, dripping on the floor, with her hair in her face.

“Mido,” she said, without turning round. “Go to the sundeck. Is Mrs. Joanne on the sundeck?”

Mido went. They heard his feet on the stairs. His voice came down, calling.

“Mr. Vern is here, Rana. Mrs. Joanne is in the toilet.”

Rick shrugged. The woman in the bunk pulled the sheet up over her head.
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Fathi came back from the north plateau at a quarter to seven and stood in the RIB and shook his head. Nothing on the surface. No buoy. No bubbles. Halfway back to the boat something had bumped the RIB from underneath, hard enough to rock it. He hadn’t said anything about it to anyone but Rana. Off the plateau the current ran out and down into eight hundred metres of water, and there was no bottom to look on.

The dawn dive didn’t happen. Rana wiped the plan off her slate.

Rana went to the dive deck and did the things she knew. Jess watched her do them.

She counted the board. Twenty-one green and one red. Rana turned Jess’s tag back to green herself, then walked down the line of stations and looked at every tank. At station 5, Kendra’s, a tank with a dry valve stood in the slot. Rana clipped her test gauge on and cracked the valve. Two hundred bar. She read the number stamped on the shoulder and checked it against her slate. It was the tank she had put on that station on Monday night. Tucked under the tank strap was a strip of painted papyrus, dry. Rana slid it out and turned it over.


Mind the current, not the view.



She put it in the pouch on her slate. She went to the spare rack against the transom, where six spare tanks lived in a row, and counted them.

There were three.

She wrote it on her slate. Spares 3/6. She went up to the wheelhouse, and Jess heard the captain’s voice and hers, in Arabic, for a long time, getting louder and then quieter.
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The wheelhouse smelled of tea and diesel and the captain’s aftershave, which came in a green bottle from a shop in Dahar and smelled of limes.

Captain Sayed sat in the high chair behind the wheel with his reading glasses in his hand and the radio handset on its hook by his ear. He didn’t turn round when she came in. He was looking at the island through the windscreen, at the low dark reef and the surf on it, and at the two other boats on their moorings with nobody on deck.

“When the girl came up there were twenty-one green,” said Rana, in Arabic. “Only hers was red. Kendra Tolliver’s tank is full and the valve is dry. Two hundred bar. It hasn’t been opened since Abu Ramada.”

“She has a migraine.”

“Three spares are gone from the rack. Mrs. Kessler took one to her husband’s station yesterday morning. One went last night. One went this morning. Nobody knows where.”

“Spares walk on every boat.”

“Not three in two days.” She put the slate on the chart table in front of him, where he’d have to look at it. Spares 3/6. Then she put the strip of papyrus beside it, gold side up.

He looked at the papyrus for a while without touching it. He put his glasses on and turned it over with one finger and read it, and turned it back.

“Under her tank strap,” said Rana.

“A bookmark.”

“Under her tank strap, Captain.”

He took the glasses off again.
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“The rangers,” he said. “A diver in the water before six, in the park, alone. One diver. They take my licence. They take Wael’s card and yours. The boat goes back to Hurghada and sits on the pontoon with a chain on it while somebody in Cairo writes letters.” He held up one finger, the way he did to guests who wanted to dive a fourth time. “Thirty families, Rana.”

She could have said them. She didn’t need to; they both had the list by heart. Wael, with the twins and the flat in El Kawther he’d bought on the instalment plan. Fathi, whose mother went to the dialysis centre on Sheraton Road three mornings a week in a taxi he paid for. Mido and his four sisters. Ragab, whose son had just started at the police academy and needed shoes and a uniform and a bribe for the dormitory. The engineer, the two deckhands, the boy who washed the dishes. The owner in Cairo, who had borrowed against Bahiya to buy a second boat, and who would sell them both to a Saudi in a month if Gilded Fin took its charters somewhere else.

Thirty families. It was the number he had used in October too.

“There was a light,” said Rana. “Last night, at Abu Ramada. Not me. The girl saw it. Somebody in the water off our stern after dark, a long way out, and then the light went down.” She kept her voice level. “And Trey Tolliver has been in the shower for twelve hours.”

“His father says he is editing.”

“His father says.”

“A lady in cabin five with a headache,” said the captain. “You saw her with your own eyes. You went in. You looked.”

Rana didn’t answer.

She had gone in. She had looked. A woman in the lower bunk with her face to the wall and a black mask over her eyes, grey-blonde hair on the pillow. She had lifted the mask one inch and seen a pair of swollen eyes screwed shut, and she had let it go.

She had let it go because she didn’t want to be the guide who pulled a mask off a paying guest’s face in front of her husband and was wrong.

“I don’t know who I saw,” she said.

“Then you saw a lady with a headache.” The captain’s voice wasn’t unkind. He sounded as tired as she felt. “That’s what the navy will say. That’s what the rangers will say. That’s what I say.”


[image: * * *]



The satellite phone sat on the chart table by her slate, in its black rubber case, with the company’s sticker on the back. A gold fin.

The captain looked at it.

“I should call Mr. Garrett,” he said.

“Yes,” said Rana. “Call him first. Before anybody. He’ll like that.”

He looked at her then, sharply, and she looked back, and neither of them said anything for a while, because they were both in the same morning five weeks ago.
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The fourth of October. This wheelhouse, at half past six. The sun coming in low across the chart table, and her notebook open on it with the last line underlined, and the captain in his chair with the satellite phone already in his hand.

She’d said the navy. She’d said the port. He had dialled Fort Lauderdale’s man in Hurghada first, because that was the arrangement, and he’d put it on the speaker, and she had stood here and listened to Garrett Lusk wake up.

Off duty? Garrett had said, his voice thick with sleep, and then, very fast, very awake: Okay. Okay. Captain, listen to me. This is a staff matter. A member of staff, off duty, fell from the vessel in the night. That’s what happened. That’s all that happened. We handle it in-house. You call the port in an hour, not before. I’ll have a letter for the police by the time you dock.

The port had come three hours later, and the navy launch, two young sailors who had looked at the step and said, very quietly, la hawla wa la quwwata illa billah, and stepped back from the rail. Then the long run home, and a small hot room at the station on El Nasr Road with a fan going round on the ceiling and a policeman typing with two fingers.

Tell me what you found.

A bucket on its side by the transom. A flip-flop on the lowest step.

That was true. She had said it, and he had typed it.

She had not said three nights. She had not said he rang the gong and threw the galley bucket off the stern, three nights running, to film her coming. She had not said that on the second morning she had found rice in the scuppers and told him to stop, and he’d laughed and said For content, Rana, and that she had not gone to the captain about it because Lyle was the company’s man and she was only the guide. She had not said that the company had a line on its website promising sharks.

The captain had asked her, in the corridor outside, with his hand on her arm, not to say those things. Not yet. The boat will be held, Rana. Gilded Fin will move the charters. Thirty families. And he’d been right, and she’d known it while she sat in front of the fan, and she had kept her mouth shut and signed her name at the bottom of a page in Arabic, under the words qada’ wa qadar.


[image: * * *]



The next night she had sat at her sister’s kitchen table at two in the morning, with her nephews asleep on the sofa, and written to Garrett Lusk, with three photographs from the morning of the fourth. She had taken a long time over the subject line. Feeding at the stern. Please remove the guarantee from the website.

His answer came two days later, while she was in the queue at the bank.

Four sentences. So sorry for your loss. Lyle was family. Let’s keep this between us. And at the bottom, where a person would sign a name: Smiles, G. She had read it four times in the queue, and paid her mother’s electricity bill, and gone home.

And then she had done the thing she still couldn’t forgive.

She had kept quiet. She had taken the next charter, nine days later, because she needed the money, and the one after that. The line had stayed on the website, and every week a new boat full of strangers had listened to her say no snorkelling at the stern, ever, and laughed at her the way people laugh at a teacher. And every night after dinner, on every one of those trips, Rana had stood at the stern rail in the dark with her slate, until the generator went down a note and the galley lights went off, and watched the water, and counted.

Her mother sent a voice message from Ismailia every Friday asking if she had met anybody yet. Rana answered with photographs of fish.

She was forty-one. She had dived these reefs for fifteen years. And five weeks ago she had sat in front of a fan and signed a page that said a man had fallen off a boat.
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“I called the lighthouse,” she said now. “At a quarter past six, on sixteen. The duty sailor wrote down the boat’s name. The officer who can send the launch comes on at eight. He will not send the launch for a guest with a headache on the word of a guide.” She pushed the slate an inch toward him. “So call Garrett, Captain. Call him first. He’ll tell you it’s a guest matter. Guests with a headache. In-house. You can both sign something in Arabic. I know how.”

The captain’s hand came down flat on the chart table, hard enough to make the tea glass jump.

“Khalas, Rana. Enough.” He said it in Arabic and then said worse, khara, ya bint el—and stopped, and breathed through his nose. “You think I don’t see? You think I sleep? I have the same October as you. I have it every night. I have his mother, who I never met, every night.” He was breathing hard. “Don’t put it on me like I am Garrett. I am not Garrett.”

“Then don’t be.”

The captain didn’t pick up the phone.

He sat with his glasses folded in his hand and looked out at the island, and she watched him remember the same corridor she was remembering, and the same fan.

“If I call the navy,” he said slowly, “and tell them a man is missing who is in the shower, and a lady is missing who is in her bunk, they come with a launch. They open the cabins. The man is in the shower. The lady is in her bunk. And then they look at my licence, and they look at the girl who went in the water before six.”

“And if he’s not in the shower?”

“Then I am the captain who waited.” He turned round in the chair at last. “I know that. Listen. At eight I call the officer myself. I tell him one guest not seen since last night, family says in his cabin. One tank full that should be empty. I ask for the launch at noon. If he says no, I write in the log that he said no, and the time.” He held up a second finger. “And the lawyer’s paper. Friday at sunset, at Daedalus, everybody on the deck, every name out loud. In the light. If one name does not answer, I am on the radio before he has finished reading.”

“That’s two days.”

“Two days.” He spread his hands. “I give the navy two days, and I keep thirty families and a licence. If you are right, Rana, two days does not bring anybody back.”

She looked at the papyrus on the chart table. Mind the current, not the view. The pencil letters all the same height, upright, careful.

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t.” She didn’t look away from him. “Then faces. Not tags. Every dive, every guest who goes in stands in front of me with the mask off, and I say the name, and Wael writes it down.”

“Every dive,” he said. “Wael too.”

“And the ones who don’t dive?”

“The ones who don’t dive are in their cabins, and the cabins are theirs.” He said it flatly, the way he said the park rules. “The Numidia at half past eleven goes in. With faces.”

“Over my objection.”

“Write it,” said the captain. “Write it in the log. Over your objection.”

She wrote it.

He reached for the satellite phone, and stopped with his hand on it, and then took his hand away and left it where it was. He hadn’t called Garrett. She saw him decide not to.

“Miss Jess does not dive today,” he said. “I will tell her myself.”

“She’s the only one on this boat who saw anything.”

“That is why. If she is in the water, the next thing she sees, the rangers see her.” He stood up and put his glasses in his shirt pocket. “I’m sorry, Rana.”

“I know.”

He went to the door, and stopped with his hand on the frame, and spoke without turning round.

“Rana. If you are going to do something,” he said, “don’t tell me first.”

He went down the stairs.
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Rana stood alone in the wheelhouse with the limes and the diesel and the radio hissing on its hook.

She picked up the strip of papyrus and put it in the pouch on her slate. She wiped Spares 3/6 off the slate with her thumb and wrote it again on a fresh line, harder, so it would still be there after the next dive.

Under it she wrote two words, and looked at them, and didn’t wipe them off.

My call.

The next time, she thought. The next time she wouldn’t ask him. She would decide, and she would do it, and he could find out afterwards with everyone else.

She went out to the top of the stairs. Below her, on the dive deck, the captain had stopped in front of the girl.
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“Miss Jess,” he said. “You went in the water alone. Before six o’clock. In the park.”

“I went in after Kendra.”

“The rangers can take my licence for one diver before six. You know this.”

“Call the navy. There’s a navy post right there, on the island. Call them.”

“Miss Jess—”

“Call them! What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with all of you?” She was shouting. She heard herself, on the dive deck, in front of Peg Henderson with a coffee and Duane in his towel, and couldn’t stop. “Three people. Three people since yesterday, and you want to talk about your licence?”

“And tell them what?” He looked tired. “Twenty-two on the board. Twenty-two names on the lawyer’s paper yesterday. A lady in cabin five with a headache. Rana saw her. And Miss Jess, who did not sleep, and went in the water alone in the dark, saw a light.”

Jess opened her mouth and nothing came out.

“You do not dive today,” said Captain Sayed. “Tomorrow we talk.” He put his glasses on and went back up to the wheelhouse.

At the top of the stairs Rana was standing with her slate against her chest. She looked at Jess for a moment, and Jess couldn’t tell what was in her face. Then she went inside.
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Jess went in after her. Rana was at the saloon table, wiping down the slate.

“Write me up,” said Jess.

Rana looked at her.

“This morning. I went in alone, before six, inside the park, and I didn’t tell anybody.” Jess held out her hand for the pencil. “If the rangers come, I want it in your book, in my handwriting, before they write it in theirs.”

Rana gave her the pencil. Jess wrote it in capitals under the spares count, the time and the site and SOLO, NO PERMISSION, and then her instructor number, which she knew the way other people knew their phone numbers, and signed it. Six years of teaching in the Keys. Four pages of other people’s violations in the back of her own logbook.

Rana read it, and copied it into the black notebook, and didn’t say anything.

“I know what it costs,” said Jess. “I teach it.”
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At breakfast Gordon had the clipboard out.


TOLLIVER ESTATE — ARTICLE 7(b) — DAILY RECORD OF PRESENCE

Vessel: M/Y Bahiya · Date: Wed 11 Nov · Position: moored, Little Brother



Jess read it upside down while she drank coffee she couldn’t taste. The names were already filling in, in different inks. Brad Kessler, in blue, a slanted, careful hand. Trey Tolliver, in black, very small. And halfway down, in pink gel pen, Kendra Tolliver, with a little heart over the i.

Darlene was across the table, buttering bread, with the pink pen behind her ear.

“You signed her,” said Jess.

“Somebody had to, honey. Gordon was waiting.”

“She’s dead, Darlene. I watched her get eaten this morning. I watched it happen in the flashes.”

The saloon went quiet, the way a room goes quiet when somebody drops a tray. Gordon looked at his clipboard. Duane looked at the window. Darlene put her knife down, and for a second something went across her face that might have been real, and then it was gone, and she picked the knife up again.

“Then she won’t mind about the pen,” said Darlene.

Jess put her coffee down. She took the clipboard out of Gordon’s hands and carried it down the table to the end of the U, where Great-Aunt Maureen sat with a glass of tea and a plate of ful she hadn’t touched.

“Aunt Maureen. Kendra didn’t sign this.”

Maureen looked at the page. She looked at the heart over the i.

“Somebody signed it,” she said.

“Somebody who isn’t Kendra.”

Maureen took the clipboard from her, gently. She tapped its bottom edge on the table twice, so the pages lined up, and handed it back to Gordon.

“Presence is my ruling, Jess,” she said. “Not yours.”

“Then rule. Look at it and rule. That’s not her hand, Aunt Maureen, and you know it isn’t, you’ve seen her sign Christmas cards for thirty years—”

Maureen picked up her tea. Her hand on the glass was perfectly steady, and she drank, and put it down, and that was all the answer there was.

At the galley door Ragab came out with three covered trays, one on top of the other, and stood holding them.

“Cabin nine,” he said. “Cabin four. Cabin five.”

“I’ll take ’em,” said Hank.

He took all three. He went out of the saloon toward the cabins, and a minute later Jess saw him through the window going along the side deck toward the bow, with the trays, followed by Vern in his bathrobe and Duane in his board shorts.

They sat on the bow sunpad in a row in the morning sun and ate three breakfasts. Eggs, ful, ta’meya, bread, white cheese, cucumber, olives. Hank ate with his head down, steadily. Duane gave up halfway through the second plate and lay back.

“Three trays,” said Hank, with his mouth full. “Hell, chief. Three clean trays.”

“I can’t,” said Duane.

“Then you push it over the side.”

“Nothing goes over the side,” said Vern. “She said. Nothing. Not a peel.” He was looking at the water. “The lady’ll come.”

Hank looked at him. He picked up Duane’s plate and finished it.
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At eight they slipped the mooring and moved a kilometre north to Big Brother.

In the saloon Rick stood at the whiteboard with the marker over the 13, and then capped it without writing anything.

Jess stood at the rail on the sundeck and watched the island come up. It was a long low slab of rock and coral rubble with the sea breaking white along its edges, and in the middle of it the lighthouse, taller than it had any right to be on a rock that size, its lantern glass catching the sun.

Around its foot were a few low stone buildings and a line of washing: khaki shirts, a blue tracksuit. A man in uniform walked across to the lighthouse door and went in.

“He’s drawing the curtains in the lantern,” said Hollis, beside her. He had come up without her hearing. “Rana told us. In the daytime the lens catches the sun and it can set things on fire. At night there’s a clockwork in there, a weight on a chain, like a grandfather clock, and somebody winds it every few hours so the light keeps going round.” He was quiet a moment. “Since 1883.”

The navy man came out of the lighthouse and stood in the sun and looked at the boats. There were four of them now, moored off the south end in a row.

Down at the RIB, Fathi was rinsing the deck with a hose.

Jess went down the stairs. “Fathi. Can you take me to the island?”

Fathi turned off the hose. “No landing, miss. Not here. The navy say no.”

“There’s a jetty.”

“For the navy. For the supply boat.” He shrugged. “Thursday, at Daedalus, you can go up the lighthouse. Buy a T-shirt. Here, no.”

“Fathi, I need to talk to them. Somebody’s dead.”

Fathi looked up at the wheelhouse. “My mother goes to Sheraton Road three mornings a week, miss. In a taxi. I pay the taxi.” He turned the hose back on.

“Fathi, please. Please. I’ll pay you. I’ll pay the fucking taxi—”

He turned the hose so the water went across the RIB’s deck toward her bare feet, not at her, just across the teak between them, and kept it there until she stepped back.

Jess went to the stern. She stood on the swim platform and looked across the water at the island, a few hundred metres away. The navy man was still there in the sun outside the lighthouse. She lifted both arms and waved them over her head, crossing them.

The navy man saw her. He lifted one arm and waved back, a big friendly wave. Then he went inside.

“No,” said Jess. “No, no, no. Come back. Come back, you—” She was screaming it across the water, at the island, at the lighthouse, at the little khaki shirts on the line. “Somebody’s dead! Three people are dead! Can you hear me? Help us!”

The wind took it off the stern and laid it down on the sea a long way short of the island. A boat on the next mooring had its music on. A woman on its sundeck in a white bikini lifted her sunglasses, looked at Jess, and put them back down.

Jess sat down on the swim platform with her feet in the water and her arms round her knees and cried, the ugly kind, with her mouth open, the kind she had never let a student see.

She took her feet out of the water.

Under the swim platform, in the shadow of the hull, three small striped fish were holding station in the water a metre below her feet, nose to the current, waiting for something to come back.
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Nate woke up at half past nine.

He had sat up with Vern in Vern’s cabin until four, taking his pulse every hour and holding a bowl. He had come up to the saloon and fallen asleep sitting up on the cushions, with his shoes off and his mouth open. Somebody had put a towel over him.

Jess was in the saloon when he woke. She had stayed there all morning, where she could see everybody.

Nate sat up and rubbed his face and looked round.

“Where’s Trey?”

Nobody answered. Celeste was doing her breathing on the far bench with her eyes shut. Gordon was reading a paperback someone had left behind in German. Darlene was at the table with her ring light on, recording. “Darlene Dives. Day three. Grief is a journey, you guys.”

Nate got up. He went down the corridor, and Jess heard him open the door of cabin 4, and then she heard nothing for a while. He came back holding Trey’s charging cable in one hand.

“His bunk’s not slept in. Camera’s gone. His wetsuit—his wetsuit’s not on the hook.” He looked round the saloon. “Where’s my husband?”

“Nate.” Rick had come in from the dive deck. “Sit down.”

“Nate—” said Jess. “Nate, last night Trey went in the water off the—”

“Jess.” Rick didn’t look at her. “Sit the fuck down.” To Nate, in a different voice altogether: “Sit down, and I’ll tell you.”

“Where is he, Rick?” Nate took a step, and another, and had Rick’s polo shirt in both fists, the one with a brown drop of his own blood dried on the logo. “Where’s my husband? Where the fuck is he?”

Rick let him hold the shirt. He didn’t put his hands up. He stood there with his split lip and let Nate shake him once, hard, so his head went back, and then he put his hand over both of Nate’s fists, gently, the way you’d put your hand over a child’s.

Nate didn’t sit down. Rick put a hand on his shoulder and steered him to the corner of the U, by the window, and sat him there, and sat beside him, close. Jess saw Duane go into the galley.

Rick talked to Nate low, with his head bent. Jess couldn’t hear it. She saw Nate’s face while Rick talked. It went still and then white, and then it went somewhere else.

Duane came out of the galley with a glass of mint tea on a saucer, the way Ragab served it, with a sprig of fresh mint in it, and put it in front of Nate. He stirred it for him, round and round, with the long spoon.

“Drink something,” Duane said. “You’ve had no sleep.”

Nate drank it, because he was a nurse and had told a thousand people to drink something. He drank the whole glass. Rick kept him there twenty minutes after that, talking low, about Trey at six years old in a life jacket on the dock at Fort Pierce. Then Nate put the glass down and stood up.

“I’m going to Rana,” he said.

“Nate,” said Rick.

“I’m going to Rana, and then I’m going to the captain, and then I’m going to that island and I’m going to stand on the—”

He stopped and put his hand on the table. He looked down at the glass.

“Zolpidem,” he said.

“Ten milligrams,” said Duane quietly, to Rick. “Two of ’em. I don’t sleep on boats.”

Nate turned toward the voice. His hand came off the table in a fist and swung, and it went wide by a foot and hit the window, flat, with nothing behind it. “You son of a bitch,” he said to Duane, like a man reading it off a chart. “You son of a bitch. I’m a nurse. I’m a—”

Nate sat down slowly, holding the table, and his head went onto the window and stayed there. His eyes were open. Then they weren’t.

Mido came through from the dive deck with a crate of fruit for the galley. He stopped when he saw Nate slumped against the window.

“He was up all night with Vern,” said Hank, from the doorway. “Poor guy’s done in.”

Mido nodded. It was true. He’d seen it. He went into the galley.

Jess stood up. She went to the corner of the U and put two fingers on Nate’s neck and counted, and watched his chest go up and down, and turned his head so it lay against the cushion and not the glass. Then she picked up Nate’s glass. There was a little tea left in the bottom, and under the tea, a fine white grit, like sand.

Rick watched her pick it up.

“Put that down, Jess,” he said.

“Go to hell, Rick.”

“It’s to help him sleep,” said Duane. “Look at him, Jess. Man’s a wreck. He was going to do something stupid.”

“Don’t talk to me, Duane. Don’t you ever talk to me again.”

She held it in front of her with both hands and walked out of the saloon with it, past Rick, past Duane, past Darlene and her ring light, down the stairs to the dive deck, where she wrapped it in a T-shirt and put it in the bottom of her dive bag and zipped the bag shut and sat on it.
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Hollis found her there.

He sat down on the bench beside her. He was in his wetsuit for the Numidia, with the top half peeled down round his waist, and he had his zip ties in a bag in his lap, sorting them by length.

“You going to tell me?” he said.

So she told him all of it, from the toilet door to the tea.

Halfway through, at the tag board, at Rick’s hand on Trey’s tag, she stopped being able to say it and hit the bench instead, with the side of her fist, three times, so hard the crate of fins underneath jumped.

“I counted,” she said. “Monday night. Tuesday at lunch. I counted twenty-two, Hollis, and I touched every fucking tag. I touched them. And Brad was out there on the sand.” She was crying now and didn’t bother with it. “And Monday night I did the math on the back of my logbook.”

“Everybody did the damn math, Jess.”

“I’m not everybody. I’m the one who counts.”

He didn’t say anything until she’d finished. He sorted a few more zip ties.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay what?”

“Okay, I believe you.” He put the bag down. “What do we do?”

Jess found she didn’t have an answer. She’d been ready for him to tell her she was tired.

“They won’t let me dive,” she said. “The captain.”

“Then I’m not diving.” He started pulling his wetsuit back off his arms. “You’re my buddy. Buddy’s not diving, I’m not diving. Rana said. First night.”

“Hollis, the Numidia’s the best dive of the—”

“There’s other wrecks,” said Hollis. “There’s only one of you.”

He hung the wetsuit on his hook. He turned his tag over to make sure it was green, though it already was, and then he turned hers over, and back, to make sure.
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Gavin Haskett sat on the bow sunpad with his back to the lighthouse and his phone in both hands, and read his messages from Rocco again, because there was nothing else on his phone to read. There had been no signal since Abu Ramada.


Rocco (Tampa) · last seen Mon 9 Nov 23:58

Rocco: u said friday

Rocco: its fucking monday g

Rocco: 3400 + the 300 for the week = 3700

Rocco: [photo: a black 2016 Dodge Charger with a dented rear bumper, parked behind a chain-link fence, a sign on the fence: ROCCO’S AUTO · CASH 4 CARS · WE BUY ANYTHING]

Rocco: shes safe. for now 🙂

Rocco: my nephew wants to drive her

Rocco: hes 16

Gavin: bro I’m literally on a fucking ship. in egypt. inheritance is FRIDAY. like an actual will. lawyers. I’ll have it monday latest

Rocco: whats the ships name

Gavin: why

Rocco: whats the ships name g



He hadn’t answered that. He had put the phone face up on his bunk and gone and stood at the rail and looked at the boats.

He scrolled up through it with his thumb. Three thousand four hundred dollars. Fuck you, Rocco. Fuck your nephew. It was a stupid number. He’d borrowed two thousand from Rocco in June for a thing with sneakers, limited release, a guaranteed flip, his friend Dom had a guy, and the sneakers had come and they’d been fake, and Dom’s guy had stopped answering, and the two thousand had turned into three thousand four hundred while he wasn’t looking. That was the thing about Rocco’s numbers. They grew when you weren’t looking at them, like mould.

The Charger had been Duane’s graduation present, the one time in his life Gavin had graduated from anything, and Duane still walked round it in the driveway every Sunday and ran his thumb along the paint. Duane didn’t know it was behind a fence on Hillsborough Avenue with a sixteen-year-old looking at it. His ear still burned where his father’s hand had landed on the sunpad. Shut your mouth, son. Like Duane wasn’t counting too. With Trey and Aunt Kendra it was eleven, and nobody on this boat was going to write eleven on the board, but every one of them knew it. He’d only said what everybody was thinking, and he’d got hit for it, and that was the story of his whole shitty life.

Gavin typed.


Gavin: rocco listen. diving a wreck today. 1901. full of old stuff nobody wants. BRASS. collectors pay for that stuff right



He looked at it. Then he deleted right and typed right?? and pressed send.

A small red circle with an exclamation mark came up beside the message. Not delivered. Tap to try again.

He tapped. The red circle came up again.

Below him, down on the dive deck, Rana was writing the Numidia brief on the easel board in four colors. Gavin could see the top line of it from here, in big red capitals. NOTHING COMES UP.

He looked at the gold watch on his wrist. It was ticking. It always ticked; it was so loud people asked him about it in elevators. Rocco had given it to him in July as a joke, so you know what time it is, g, and he’d worn it ever since because he didn’t know what else to do with it.

He tapped the red circle one more time, and put the phone in the zip pocket of his board shorts, and went down the stairs to get into his wetsuit.
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At eleven Rana gave the brief for the Numidia on the dive deck. She didn’t look at Jess. She had written it in four colors.


SS NUMIDIA · Anchor Line · Liverpool → Calcutta

Struck the north tip of Big Brother at 02:00, 20 July 1901, on her second voyage. Inquiry: the officer of the watch turned too late.

Lies down the reef slope, bow at ~8 m, stern ~80 m. Cargo of railway wheels: a pair of locomotive wheels at ~10 m.

TODAY: max 30 m. NOTHING below the second hold.

DO NOT ENTER. DO NOT TOUCH. NOTHING COMES UP.



Rana read three names off her slate first. “Kessler. Tolliver, Trey. Tolliver, Kendra. Not diving.” She didn’t say why. She looked up. “The whitetip at the stern this morning. If she comes on the wreck, you stay on the wreck. Vertical. Backs to the wall. Eyes on her. Nobody swims away. Nobody goes up alone.”

She tapped the board. “It’s somebody’s ship,” she said. “People come from all over the world to see it the way it is. You look. You take nothing. If I see something in your hand, you’re out of the water for the week.”

Gavin, at the back, said, “But, like, if it’s just lying there. It’s basically trash, right?”

“Out of the water for the week,” said Rana.

They went out in the two RIBs, toward the north end of the island where the lighthouse stood over the water. Celeste and Duane. Paisley and Dex, with the camera. Gavin and Skyler. Rick, and Shannon, and the Hendersons. Rana standing in the bow of the first RIB with her slate. Hollis stood on the dive deck in his shorts and watched them go.

Jess went up to the sundeck.

Vern was there on his cushion, under Joanne’s bathrobe, with Chum along his leg. Joanne wasn’t. Vern had a glass of water in both hands, and he was looking past the stern at the RIBs going away along the side of the island, two white wakes on the blue.

“There she goes,” said Vern.

Jess looked.

Behind the second RIB, maybe thirty metres back, a fin was cutting the surface. It was tall and rounded at the top. As it turned in the sun Jess saw the white on its tip, the white she had seen on the wall at dawn.

It wasn’t hurrying. It kept thirty metres back. When the RIB slowed, it slowed.

Chum lifted her head off Vern’s shin. She looked at the water. She put her head down again and pressed her nose into Vern’s side.

“She came with us,” said Vern.




Chapter 6
Never Touch What You Don’t Know




DIVE CARD — SS NUMIDIA, BIG BROTHER, NORTH TIP

Wednesday, 11 November · 11:30 · RIB drop just up-current of the wreck

The ship lies down the reef slope where she hit it, bow at about 8 m, stern at about 80 m. Her cargo of railway wheels is scattered over her; a pair of locomotive wheels stands near the bow at about 10 m.

Current: north to south, strong at the tip. Swim the wreck, then go round the corner into the lee for your safety stop. The RIB picks you up there.

Today’s limit: 30 m. Nothing below the second hold. Nothing comes up.



At eight the officer at the lighthouse had said on the radio what the duty sailor had said at a quarter past six, more politely. The captain wrote it in the log with the time. At eleven the divers stood in front of Rana on the dive deck one by one with their masks off, and she said each name, and Wael wrote it down. None of them was Trey or Kendra or Brad.

On the RIB, going round the end of the island with the spray coming over the bow, Peg Henderson had held her mask on with both hands and shouted, “Is this the one with the dead people?”

“No,” said Rana.

“In ninety-four,” Duane said, “we didn’t have a depth limit. We had Hector.”

“Today you have me,” said Rana.

“Hector let you take stuff?” said Gavin, from the pontoon opposite, with his knees apart.

“Hector let you take whatever didn’t bite,” said Duane. “Got a porthole in the garage off the Carnatic. Ninety-four. Your mother hates the damn thing.”

“I hate it,” said Celeste, with her eyes closed.

“Nothing comes up,” said Rana.

Gavin looked at the gold watch on his wrist, which ticked, and grinned at Skyler. Skyler didn’t grin back. She was counting something on her fingers in her lap.

“Peg,” said Jerry.

Paisley went over backwards on three and came up the right way round in a roar of bubbles, and the first thing she saw was the ship.

It came up out of the blue below her. A bow, a real ship’s bow, pointed and enormous, lying against the reef with its nose up the slope, as if it had tried to climb out of the sea and stopped. Every inch of it was covered. Soft coral grew off the rails in pink and lilac tufts. Fans stood up off the plating. Thousands of small orange fish poured in and out of every hole in it, and the hull went down the slope away from her, plate after plate, into blue that turned dark and then black, and she couldn’t see the end of it.

She forgot to breathe, and then she remembered, and the regulator hissed.

Dex was beside her with the camera, the light on. He gave her the OK sign, and then the other sign, a flat hand turning, which meant do something. She didn’t. She just hung there and looked at it.

Rana was below them already, at the bow, holding her hand flat and pushing it down: down, follow me. The current was pushing at Paisley’s back like a hand between the shoulder blades. Everyone dropped. Her mother went past her with her eyes half closed, breathing, counting. Her father went past in board shorts and a rash guard, hands folded on his chest like a priest, which was how he swam. Gavin and Skyler went past together, Gavin out in front, looking at the wreck the way he looked at the shelves in a pawnshop.

They went down the outside of the hull, out of the current. The plates were taller than Paisley, the rivets as big as fists and furred with coral, and the open portholes were full of glassfish that turned all at once in Dex’s light like a shaken curtain.

Paisley looked at her computer, because Jess had told her to look at it every two minutes and she had promised.


18.3 m · NDL 38 · 32%



At twenty metres the color went.

She noticed it on her own fins. They were pink, hot pink, she’d bought them because they were pink, and at twenty metres they were grey. The orange fish were grey. The soft coral that had been lilac at the bow was grey-blue. Dex swung his light across the hull, and for a second, inside the circle of the light, everything was red and purple and orange again, and when the light moved on it all went back to grey.

Rana stopped them at a great square opening in the deck, the second hold. She hung above it and put her hand out flat, palm down, and drew it across: no further. Below, the hold went down into dark, and in the dark Paisley could see more wheels, dozens of them, stacked and tumbled, the cargo that had been going to India for a hundred and twenty-five years.

Gavin was not looking at the wheels.

He had drifted off to the side, to a doorway in a steel wall by the edge of the deck, where a door had once hung. Beside it, screwed to the steel, there was a small plate, the size of a playing card, green-black with age. There were letters on it. Paisley couldn’t read them.

Gavin had his dive knife out.

He worked the tip of it in under the edge of the plate, and leaned on it. Skyler, beside him, looked round at Rana, who had her back to them, counting the others over the hold. Gavin leaned harder. The plate didn’t move. He got his left hand flat on the steel beside it to brace, and put his shoulder into the knife.

The plate came off all at once. The knife came with it, and his left hand went forward off the steel, across the edge where the plate had been, and the edge was sharp, and his palm opened.

It was very quiet.

Something came out of his hand like smoke. It went up in a thin, curling string, and then a cloud, and it was dark green, the green of a beer bottle held up to the light. It hung in the water beside him, turning slowly, and it took her a second to understand that it was blood.

Gavin looked at his hand. He shook it, and the green came off it in puffs. Then he pushed the brass plate down into the pocket of his BCD and zipped it, and tucked his left hand into his right armpit, and looked round to see who had seen.

Paisley had seen. Dex had seen. Dex’s light was on him.

Gavin looked straight into the light and gave a thumbs-up with his good hand.

Then Rana turned round and signalled them all up, and they went up the hull with the current behind them, back toward the bow, toward the light.
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Paisley watched the color come back.

It came back slowly, from the top down. At fifteen metres her fins were a dull pink. At twelve the fish were orange again. The water went from grey-blue to blue to the bright clean blue of the shallows, and the sun came down through it in long wobbling ribbons that lay across the hull and moved.

Gavin had stopped holding his hand in his armpit. There wasn’t much point. The string coming off it was brown now, a dark reddish brown, and it was getting longer. It trailed behind him in the current, out over the edge of the slope, into the blue, a long thin thread unwinding from his hand.

Paisley watched it, and then watched where it went.

The locomotive wheels stood up off the reef just below the bow, at ten metres, a pair of them on their axle, upright, as if the train had driven off the ship and stopped there. They were taller than her. Coral grew between the spokes, and a big grouper lived between them and came out to look at the light.

Dex wanted the shot. He waved Paisley in front of the wheels and pointed at the space between them, and she knew what he wanted: her face, framed by the spokes, looking at the camera. She went. She held on to the rim of the wheel with one hand. It was rough with coral and warm.

Her mother and father had stopped above her. Celeste was doing her breathing, eyes half closed. Duane was holding the top of the wheel. Gavin and Skyler had come down beside them, and Gavin was holding his hand out in front of him now, open, looking at it, at the long brown thread coming off it, and he had stopped looking pleased.

Rana and the others had gone on round the corner of the reef into the lee. Paisley could see their bubbles going up over the edge of the slope. Nobody was waiting.

Then the grouper went.

It went backwards into the space between the wheels, all at once, and was gone. Oh shit, Paisley thought, without knowing why.

The three little fish came first. They came up the slope out of the blue below, in a row.

Behind them came the rest of her.

She came up the slope along the hull of the Numidia slowly and very close, and Paisley saw all the side of her as she came, a long wall of bronze-grey going past, with scars on it, white scratches and an old round bite healed into a pale ring. The long fin went over Paisley’s head, so close she could have touched it, with the white on its tip. The head came round. It was broad and blunt and rounded at the front, and it was turning toward Gavin, and the eye in it was very small and looked at nothing.

Gavin saw her.

He turned and kicked, hard, up and away from her, toward the surface, with his cut hand pulling at the water, and the brown thread went with him in a long curl.

She went after him without seeming to hurry. She went up under him and her mouth opened. Paisley saw the mouth from the side. It was wider than she had thought it could be, and the inside of it was white.

She took him across the left arm and the shoulder.

Paisley heard it. Water carries everything. A crunch, like a foot coming down on a plastic bottle, and under it a long high sound that came out of Gavin through his regulator, a sound she had never heard a person make. Then the regulator was out of his mouth and spinning on its hose, pouring silver, and the sound went on in bubbles.

It wasn’t fast. She closed on him, and then she simply swam, three slow beats of that long tail, and towed him along the hull like a rag on a hook. His tank hit the plates. Bang. Bang. Bang. His fins went everywhere. His free hand, the cut one, came out toward the wheels, toward Skyler, and opened and shut, opened and shut.

Above the wheels Skyler hung with both hands over her regulator, watching. She didn’t take it.

The water round them went brown. In Dex’s light it was red, a red so bright it didn’t look real, like the inside of a mouth.

Duane let go of the wheel. He went toward his son with his arms out, roaring into his regulator, and Celeste caught him by the back of his rash guard with both hands and held on. He dragged her a body-length through the water. He twisted and drove his elbow back into her face, and her mask flooded, and she didn’t let go. He did it again. She got her legs round his tank and her arms round his neck and hung on his back with her flooded mask pressed into his shoulder, and her nose bleeding into the water in a thin black ribbon, until he stopped.

The shark let go and went out into the blue in a long curve, and turned.

Gavin hung where she’d left him, upright, as if he were standing on something. His left arm was wrong. It was still in the wetsuit, but the wetsuit was open from the collar to the elbow, and something white showed in it, and the arm moved with the water, not with him. He was looking at Paisley. His eyes were wide and very blue behind the glass, and he was feeling for his regulator with the hand he had left, patting his own chest for it, and he couldn’t find it.

She came back.

The second time she took Gavin round the middle and kept going, out and down, off the edge of the slope. The gold watch flashed once in the sun. Then Gavin went with her, one fin coming off and turning over, out of the sun and into the blue and down, and the brown thread went after him like line off a reel, and stretched, and broke, and hung there.

Paisley found that she was still holding the wheel.

She threw up. She did it into her regulator, the way Jess had told her you could if you had to, and kept breathing through it, sour, her breakfast going out past her mask in a cloud. The little orange fish came out of the coral for it.

Something fell past her face, glinting. It was the brass plate. It had come out through the torn pocket of Gavin’s BCD, and it went down slowly past her, turning over and over, flashing in the sun, and landed on the sand at the foot of the locomotive wheels, and settled. A little puff of sand went up around it, and came down.
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They found the others round the corner, in the lee, hanging at five metres in a loose circle under the RIB’s shadow. Rana looked at them as they came. She counted. Paisley saw her count.

Her mother didn’t stop to be counted. Her mother swam straight past Rana and up to the surface, and Paisley’s father went after her, and Rana went up after both of them, hand out, signalling stop, stop, and nobody stopped.

On the surface it was bright and loud. The wind slapped little waves into Paisley’s face. Fathi had the RIB right there, side-on, and he was already reaching for her mother’s tank.

“Gavin,” said Rana. She had her mask up and her regulator out. “Where’s Gavin?”

Celeste was holding on to the grab line along the RIB’s side with both hands. Her face was the color of the sea. There was blood coming out of her nose, running over her lip in the salt water, and she didn’t wipe it. She looked at Rana, and then at Duane, and then at the island, and then out to the south.

“He got swept off,” she said. “Off the corner. He got—he got swept. Out into the blue.”

“You saw?”

“I saw,” said Celeste. “He put his buoy up. He was waving. He was going south.”

“Your nose,” said Rana.

“I hit the hull.”

“In that current. From the lee. You saw his buoy go south.”

“Don’t you dare.” Celeste’s voice went up and cracked across the middle. “Don’t you dare float there and call me a liar about my own son.”

Paisley opened her mouth.

Her father’s hand closed on her arm, under the water, where nobody could see. It closed very hard. He put his mouth against her wet hair.

“Not one fucking word, Pais,” he said. “Not one. You want him dead for nothing?”

“Current took him,” Duane said, louder, to Rana. “Right off the end. I saw him wave. Eleven hundred dives, sweetheart. You want to call me a liar too?”

“Khara,” said Rana, very quietly, to the water.

Dex was on the RIB already with his camera in his lap. The housing sat on his knees with both his hands flat on top of it, as if it might get up and leave. He looked at Paisley and didn’t say anything. Skyler, beside him, wasn’t looking at the sea. She was looking at Celeste and not blinking.

Rana turned and stood up in the water as high as she could, kicking, and looked south-east, past the end of the island. The sea was blue and bright and broken with little whitecaps all the way to the horizon. There was no buoy on it. There was nothing on it at all.

She looked at Celeste, and Celeste held the grab line and breathed. In for four. Hold for seven.

Rana climbed into the RIB and took the radio off Fathi’s belt.

“Pan-pan, pan-pan, pan-pan,” she said. “All stations, all stations, all stations. This is Bahiya, Bahiya, Bahiya. Missing diver, Big Brother, north tip. One male, twenty-seven, black wetsuit, orange buoy. Last seen drifting south-east. Request all vessels keep a sharp lookout and report. Over.”




Chapter 7
Pan-Pan




DIVE CARD — BIG BROTHER, NORTH TIP · SEARCH DIVE

Wednesday, 11 November · 12:45

Not a recreational dive. Two guides and one instructor, a search pattern, a strict turnaround.

Oceanic whitetips at the Brothers in October and November often come in groups. They are curious about anything new in the water, and a search is very new.

If several come at once: get together, backs to each other, vertical, eyes out. Nobody leaves the group. Nobody goes up alone.



Jess heard it from the dive deck, through the open wheelhouse window. Pan-pan, pan-pan, pan-pan. Rana’s voice, flat and clear, and then the description. Male, twenty-seven, black wetsuit, orange buoy.

The radio filled up.

Every boat at Big Brother answered. On the island the navy men came out of their buildings, and one of them had binoculars and stood looking south. On the other boats RIBs dropped off their davits one after another and went out in a fan, south and south-east, bouncing, with men standing up in them shading their eyes.

Hollis came and stood beside her. Neither of them said anything.

Fathi brought the RIB back fast and Rana came up the ladder before it had stopped moving. Celeste came up behind her, and Duane, and Paisley, who walked straight across the dive deck and down the corridor to her cabin with her fins still on, slapping on the teak. Dex went after her with his camera held against his chest in both arms.

Rana stopped in front of Jess.

“The captain says you don’t dive,” she said.

“I know.”

“I need a diver who can work at thirty metres in current and look at things properly and not swim away.” Rana was already pulling a fresh tank off the spare rack. “Get your kit.”
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They went in at the north tip, three of them: Rana, Wael and Jess, with Fathi on the RIB above. The current had picked up since the morning. It came over the tip of the island like water over the lip of a weir, and they went down fast through it and got in against the hull of the Numidia where the steel broke it.

Jess had never dived a wreck like it. She didn’t look at it. She looked at the sand.

Rana led. She went to the locomotive wheels first, at ten metres, and stopped there, and Jess saw why. On the sand at the foot of the wheels, half buried, something flat and dark caught the light.

Rana picked it up. It was a brass plate, the size of a playing card, green-black. On one edge, where it had been levered off something, the metal was bright and fresh and bent. Rana turned it over in her fingers for a long time, and put it in the pocket of her BCD and zipped it.

Wael was ten metres down the slope, holding something up. A dive knife, a cheap one, with a black rubber handle. Its blade was chipped at the tip.

They went down the hull together in a line, looking. Twenty metres. Twenty-five. The color went out of everything. At the edge of the second hold, by an empty doorway in a steel wall, Rana stopped again and put her finger on the steel beside it. There was a bright rectangle there, the size of the plate, where the coral had been scraped away and the bare metal showed through. On the bent lower edge of it a small flap of something pale was caught, lifting and settling in the current.

Rana looked at it. She looked round at Jess, and Jess could see her eyes through her mask. She looked past Jess, and her eyes changed.

Jess turned.

There were two of them, out in the blue to the north, at the edge of what she could see. Two pale shapes, wide-finned, turning round each other. Then three. Coming up from below the edge of the slope, a fourth, smaller, with a stripe of pilot fish in front of it.

Rana took Jess’s arm and Wael’s arm and pulled them together, hard, so their tanks clanked, and the three of them hung off the hull of the Numidia back to back, upright, facing out. Rana got her camera up. Jess saw her hands. They were completely steady.

The whitetips came in. They came the way the one on the wall had come that morning, slowly, not hurrying, curious. One went past Wael at a body length and turned and looked. One went under them. Jess turned her head and turned her head and turned her head, trying to keep all of them in sight at once, and couldn’t, and made herself breathe. Every time she lost one, it was coming back.

The fourth was the biggest. She came along the hull from the north, close to the steel, and Jess saw her in pieces again: the pilot fish, the white on the end of a long fin, the notch out of it. Rana saw it too. Up came the camera; the strobe went off, and again. A blunt head turned in the light and came straight at the camera, and Rana held still until the shark was almost touching it, and then pushed the camera housing out at the blunt head, firmly, and held it there. The shark slid off it, turned, and went out into the blue.

Rana gave the thumb-up. Up.

They went up together, back to back, the whole way, Rana counting off the depths on her fingers. They made their stop in the lee of the island at five metres in a tight triangle. Two of the whitetips followed them up. One of them came to the bottom of Jess’s fins and nosed them, and Jess pulled her knees up, and looked at it, and it went away.

When Fathi pulled her into the RIB she was shaking so hard she couldn’t undo her own weight belt, and Wael undid it for her. Then her stomach turned over. She got her head over the pontoon, and Rana had her by the hood and hauled her back.

“Not in the water. Never in the water.”

Jess threw up between her own knees, onto the floor of the RIB, coffee and bile, hot, and the smell of it came up with the diesel and the neoprene. She did it again. Fathi scooped it into the bilge with the bailer and didn’t say anything.

“Fuck,” said Jess, into her hands. “Fuck. I’m sorry. Fuck.”

Rana sat on the pontoon with the plate in one hand and her slate in the other. She wiped the slate clean with her thumb and wrote on it, and then held it out so that only Jess could see.


SWEPT OFF? NO.
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Rana went straight up to the wheelhouse with the plate and the knife and the camera, and Jess went with her, and nobody stopped her.

Captain Sayed listened. He held the brass plate up to the window, then scrolled through the photographs on the back of Rana’s camera, the hull, the bright rectangle, the pale thing caught on its edge, the four shapes in the blue. He went back to the one of the edge and stayed on it.

He picked up the radio handset and called the navy, and this time it was not pan-pan. He said mayday relay three times, and the boat’s name, and the position, and diver missing two hours, last seen by his mother, no fix, and equipment recovered from the wreck, and then he asked for the rescue coordinator and waited while they found him.

Jess stood in the corner with her arms round herself and listened to a conversation she couldn’t understand. The captain’s voice was polite and then less polite. At one point he held the plate up in front of the handset, as if the man on the other end could see it. When he put the handset down he sat for a while with his hands on the wheel.

“The navy says a plate on the sand is a plate on the sand,” he said, in English, to Jess. “The mother is a witness. The mother says he was alive on the surface, with his buoy, going south. So he is alive and going south until somebody finds him not alive.” He rubbed his eyes. “That is correct. That is how you do it. You look for the living man.”

“And the sharks?” said Jess.

“The navy says there are always sharks at the Brothers.” He looked out at the island. “That is also correct.”

“So what happens?”

“All boats leave the park at four. That is the law. We follow the drift.” He pointed out of the window at the empty sea. “The current from here goes south-east. We search that line with the searchlight until midnight. Then the navy boat from Quseir takes it, and we go on to Daedalus. In the morning, at the navy post at Daedalus, every person on this boat gives a statement.” He looked at Rana. “Every person.”
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At four o’clock Bahiya slipped her mooring and left Big Brother behind, and the lighthouse got smaller and smaller off the stern until it was a grey pin standing on the sea, and the sun went down on their right.

Nobody rang the gong.

Ragab came into the saloon at a quarter to seven with his white jacket on and stood in the doorway and said, “Dinner,” quietly, once, and went back into the galley. Down on the dive deck Chum lay with her nose in the gap behind the crate and didn’t move, though nothing had sounded.

Before dinner Rana stopped Dex on the dive deck. “Dex. Your camera. The card.”

Dex looked at Duane, who was across the deck coiling a hose that didn’t need coiling. “Battery died,” Dex said. “At the hold.”

Rana held out her hand for the camera. Dex held on to it.

“Battery died,” said Duane, without turning round. “You heard the kid.” He dropped the hose. “You put one finger on that camera, lady, I’ll have your card. I’ll have your goddamn job. I’ll have this boat.”

After a moment Rana let her hand drop.

Dinner was grilled chicken and molokhia and rice, and nobody ate much except Vern and Hank. Ragab watched the trays go out, and when Rana came to the galley door for coffee he said something to her in Arabic, low. Jess heard Rana repeat it in English, to herself. “Three trays. Two days. Nobody sees them.”

Darlene did her stream in the corner with the ring light. She did it four times.

“Darlene Dives. Day three. Please keep my step-grandson in your—no. Again.” She wiped her eyes. “Darlene Dives. Day three. Thoughts and—” She stopped. “Hank, is ‘thoughts and prayers’ a bad look?”

“I don’t know, chief.”

“It’s a bad look.” She started again. “Darlene Dives. Day three. Hope is a current.” She held the phone away and looked at the screen. “Ooh,” she said.

“Jesus, Darlene,” said Shannon, from the window.

“Some of us have a platform, Shannon.”

Vern was looking past her at the black window. “She’s here,” he said.

Paisley didn’t laugh this time. In the light falling from the saloon windows onto the water, something tall and pale went past the glass, close to the hull, and was gone.

Celeste didn’t eat. She stood at the rail of the dive deck in the dark with Duane beside her and watched the searchlight sweep out from the wheelhouse roof across the black water, a long white bar, side to side, lighting the tops of the waves. Every few minutes it stopped on something. A plastic bottle. A patch of foam. Once, a turtle, which lifted its head into the light and went down.

Celeste watched every sweep. Duane stood beside her and cried with no sound, his face wet in the light. “A shrimp boat’ll get him,” he said. “A shrimp boat got me. Cozumel. Four hours.”

“Duane,” said Celeste.

Jess had been in Paisley’s cabin an hour before. Paisley was sitting on her bunk with her fins still on, and Dex was outside the door on the floor with his camera in his lap. Paisley had looked at Jess and said, in a small, ordinary voice, “Mom held Dad by the shirt. So he wouldn’t go. It came up his blood like it was a string, Jess.”

Jess went along the rail and stood beside Celeste.

“Paisley told me,” she said.

Celeste’s hands on the rail were white at the knuckles, and her lips were moving. In for four. Hold for seven.

“Paisley’s in shock,” she said, to the searchlight. Out for eight.

“He didn’t wave.”

Skyler had come down the stairs behind them, barefoot, in Gavin’s hoodie with the sleeves over her hands. Her eyes were swollen and her voice was perfectly steady.

“He didn’t put his buoy up. He didn’t go south. I was right there, Celeste.”

Celeste turned round. Her nose had swollen across the bridge, and there was dried blood in one nostril, black.

“You were right there,” she said. “You were three metres from him. You were closer than his mother. And you didn’t move, honey. I watched you not move.” She leaned in. “So don’t you come down here in his sweatshirt and tell me what my son did.”

“I’m not family,” said Skyler. “I don’t have to lie for you.”

“Then what the fuck are you still doing on this boat?”

Skyler looked at her for a while.

“Waiting to get paid,” she said, and went back up the stairs.

Duane hadn’t turned from the water. “Little gold-digging bitch,” he said, to the searchlight, and wiped his face with his whole hand.

At nine Maureen came out onto the dive deck with a glass of tea and stood beside them. She looked out at the searchlight for a while.

“Gavin has left the vessel,” she said.

Celeste didn’t turn round.

“I’m sorry, Celeste,” said Maureen. “But he has.”

“Get away from me, Maureen.” Celeste’s hands were white on the rail. In for four. “Get your dried-up little book and get the hell away from me.”

Maureen went back inside. Through the window Jess watched her sit down at the end of the U with her tea and take out a little account book with a red cover, and write in it with a pencil, one line, in her careful upright hand, and close it.

Under the dive-deck stairs, lashed to the rail where Mido had put it the first night, the wicker basket of shoes sat in the dark. Jess looked at it. Brad’s sandals, side by side. Trey’s sneakers, with the laces Nate had undone. Kendra’s. Gavin’s flip-flops. Nobody had come for them.

At ten, when the saloon was empty, Rick came in alone and stood at the whiteboard. He licked his thumb and rubbed out the 13. He stood there with the marker for a long time. Then he wrote 10, small and neat. Through the glass Jess saw his lips move. Five hundred. He capped the marker, put it on the ledge and went down to bed.

Jess, outside the window in the dark, counted it the other way. Thirteen, minus Trey, minus Kendra, minus Gavin. His own son. His own wife. His sister’s son. Ten.

She opened her logbook on the rail under the deck light.


Wed 11 Nov · Little Brother · Big Brother · Search dive

Aboard: 18



She looked at the number.

When she went in through the saloon to bed, something was tucked into the corner of the sampler’s frame that hadn’t been there at dinner. A strip of painted papyrus, dry. She pulled it out. On the back, in pencil:


Never touch what you don’t know.
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Skyler Dunn was twenty-four, and she had been sitting on the floor of the corridor outside cabin 5 since a quarter to ten, with her back to the wall and her knees up inside Gavin’s hoodie, because it was the one place on the boat nobody would sit down next to her.

Rick came down the stairs at ten past ten and stopped when he saw her. He was sixty-one, and tonight he looked it: the skin under his eyes gone loose and brown, the polo shirt with TOLLIVER MARINE · PRE-OWNED · SINCE 1971 on the chest dark at the armpits.

“You’re in my way, sweetheart.”

“I know,” said Skyler.

He looked up the corridor and down it, and opened the door.

The cabin smelled of Kendra: something powdery and expensive, coming off the pillow on the bottom bunk where Joanne had lain that morning pretending. The black sleep mask was still on the pillow. A pink gel pen lay on the shelf by the porthole. A battery charger was plugged in by the basin with its little light gone green. Full.

Rick sat down on the bottom bunk. Skyler stayed by the door.

“Gavin’s share,” she said.

“Gavin’s share goes to the family. You heard Gordon.”

“Gavin took a plate off that wreck with a knife. Dex has it on his card. I’ve got it in my head. The navy hears the word plate, they open every cabin on this boat.” She looked at the mask on the pillow. “Starting with this one.”

He looked at her for a long time with the face, she thought, he used on the lot.

“Ten,” he said. “Five million. Five hundred a head. I can’t give you a share. I can give you a number.”

“Half.”

“Jesus Christ.” He laughed, and it wasn’t one. “I sent my kid out in the dark for a watch, sweetheart. You think I’ve got half of anything?”

She never knew afterwards which of them moved first. She thought it was her. She thought she’d decided it out on the corridor floor, the way she’d decided the wet tiles at Publix before she put her foot on them. She sat down beside him and put her hand on his thigh. He looked at the hand as if somebody had left it there. Then he put his face in her neck and made a noise like the dog made at the gong.

The bunk was short and narrow, the boat was rolling, and the frame of the top bunk was a hand’s width over her face so she couldn’t lift her head. He smelled of coffee and sunscreen and the sour sweat of a man who had been frightened since Tuesday. He got her dress up and his shorts down and then couldn’t, for a while, and said “Hang on, hang on,” the way you’d say it to an engine, and swore at himself under his breath, come on, you son of a bitch, come on. She lay with her cheek on Kendra’s pillow and the powder smell in her nose and looked at the pink pen. When he could, he was heavy and quick, and he held her by both shoulders as if she might go somewhere. His chest was flat on hers, and through it she could feel his heart. It went too fast. It went fast and skipped and went faster, like somebody kicking at a door from the inside.

Afterwards he lay on his back with his forearm over his eyes, his chest going up and down too hard, and pressed the flat of his other hand into the middle of it.

“You okay?”

“Did the bridge run in Fort Lauderdale,” said Rick. “Ninety-one.” He breathed. “Out of ten?”

“What?”

“Nothing.” He took his hand off his chest. “Ken used to—nothing.”

Skyler found her underwear by feel, under the camera bag, and got her dress straight.

“A quarter,” she said. “Of yours. A hundred and twenty-five thousand. In writing, before Friday.”

He didn’t move his arm. “You were right next to him,” he said. “Duane says. On the wreck. Right there.”

She stood with her hand on the door handle.

“Gavin owed a guy in Tampa three thousand seven hundred dollars,” she said. “That’s what his whole life came to, Rick. I’m not going to be three thousand seven hundred dollars.”

She went out. Somewhere down the boat a man was crying behind a door, steady and hopeless. She went to the cabin she’d shared with Gavin and lay down on his bunk, on top of his T-shirts, because his was the bottom one, and she couldn’t have climbed.
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At four in the morning Jess went up to the wheelhouse because she couldn’t be anywhere else.

The wheelhouse was dark except for the green of the radar and the red of the compass light. Captain Sayed was asleep in the chair behind the wheel with his chin on his chest. Wael was at the wheel, and every few minutes he swung the searchlight out across the water anyway. Rana sat on the chart table with her camera in her lap, scrolling through photographs, her face lit blue from below.

She didn’t seem surprised to see Jess. She moved over on the chart table, and Jess sat beside her.

Rana held the camera so Jess could see. It was a photograph of a dorsal fin from above, in clear water, and a long pectoral fin with a white tip and a scalloped notch near the end of it. The time in the corner said 04 OCT 06:22.

“Number seven,” said Rana. “We call her the Sitt. The lady. I’ve had her in the book for two years. Elphinstone, every autumn. Curious. She looks at you and she goes away.” She scrolled. Another photograph: the same fin, the same notch, in grey dawn light, at the stern of a boat. “Five weeks ago. At Daedalus. Off the back of this boat, the morning after.”

Jess looked at the stern rail in the picture. It was this rail. She’d leaned on it.

“There was a man,” said Rana. “Not crew. The company’s man. He did content. He fed her off the swim step after dinner, three nights, for his videos, when we were asleep. He rang the gong first, every time, and then he threw the bucket.” She turned the camera off. “We found his flip-flop.”

Neither of them said anything for a while. The searchlight swept. Ahead in the dark there was nothing, and then there was something: low on the black, very far off, two white flashes close together, a beat of dark, a third, and then dark. Twelve seconds later, the same again.

“Daedalus,” said Rana.

“She learned the gong,” said Jess.

“I don’t know if she hears the gong.” Rana shook her head. “The hull carries something. I don’t know what. I know what comes after the gong.” She looked at Jess. “That’s what she learned. The splash. The bucket. The generator going down a note when the galley lights come on. She learned the boat.”

Jess thought about Chum’s nose in the gap behind the crate, every night at eight.

“I can’t open cabins,” Rana said. “The captain can’t open cabins without a reason the navy will accept, and the navy says the mother is a witness. Twenty-one green on the board and one missing. And a lady with a headache. I saw her myself, and I believed her.” She was quiet for a moment. “But the lawyer told the captain about the will. Friday at sunset, at Daedalus, they put the old man in the water, and the old lady stands on the deck and says who is there. Out loud. Every name.”

“Every name,” said Jess.

“Everybody on the deck. Nobody in a cabin, nobody in the toilet, nobody with a headache. In the light. With the crew standing round them.” Rana looked at the white flashes coming up out of the dark. “I will be there with my slate.”

The searchlight swung back across the water toward the stern. For a second, at the very end of its sweep, in the long white bar of light on the black, a fin cut the surface behind them, tall and rounded.

Then the light went on, and it was gone.




Interlude
#BrothersMagic




HURGHADA LIVEABOARD OPERATORS · WhatsApp group · 214 members

Wed 11 Nov · 13:07 · Capt. Hosny (Sea Sultan): 🎤 Voice message · 0:41

13:09 · Capt. Hosny (Sea Sultan): Bahiya at Big Brother. Diver missing N tip, drifting SE. All boats in the park searching.

13:10 · 👍 9 · 🙏 31



Garrett’s phone was face up beside his plate, on silent, at a long lunch on the terrace of the Steigenberger with a tour operator from Düsseldorf, and it lit up forty-seven times between the soup and the coffee. He didn’t look at it. The man from Düsseldorf said wunderbar about everything and was thinking about forty berths a season, and you didn’t look at your phone in front of forty berths.

He looked at it at four, in the hotel’s men’s room, which smelled of oud and had a basket of folded hand towels and a man to hand you one.

Bahiya. Missing diver. Big Brother. Under it a long thread in Arabic, fast and overlapping, every captain on the coast saying the same thing four ways. A forwarded clip of a navy launch going out from the jetty at Big Brother with its bow up. A map with a red arrow drawn on it in somebody’s finger, pointing south-east into nothing.

His satellite phone was in his jacket. It had not rung all day.

He took it out and called the wheelhouse. It rang, long enough that the man with the towels looked away to give him privacy.

“Sayed.”

“Captain. It’s Garrett.” He turned to the wall. “I’m hearing things. I’m hearing a missing diver.”

“Yes.”

“You were going to call me. Me first. That was the arrangement.”

“A man was in the water, Mr. Garrett. I called the navy first.” The captain’s voice was hoarse, as if he’d been talking all day into a radio. “Then the other boats. Then the navy again.”

“Who is it? Not crew.”

“A guest. Twenty-seven. He went up at the north tip with his buoy and the current took him.” A pause. “It is the Tolliver party. All of them are the Tolliver party.”

Garrett closed his eyes. Behind them he saw a spreadsheet with a grey padlock in the corner of it. Fuck, he thought. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. They always get picked up. A fishing boat, a navy boat. Somebody always picks them up. Captain, the moment he’s picked up, you call me. And anything you send to the port, you send to me first, so we’re saying the same thing. Yes?”

The line hissed.

“We leave the park at four,” said the captain. “We search the drift until midnight. Then Daedalus. The navy takes statements in the morning.”

“Statements,” said Garrett.

“From everyone.”

The line went dead.

“Son of a bitch,” said Garrett, to the tiles.

The man with the towels held one out. Garrett took it and dried his hands, which were dry already, and gave him two hundred pounds, which was too much, and went out past the potted palms.
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The man from Düsseldorf had ordered a second coffee and a plate of little cakes.

Garrett sat down and smiled at him, and under the table he opened the WhatsApp group and typed with his thumb.


Garrett Lusk (Gilded Fin): Bahiya update — diver located safe ✅ Huge thanks to all boats for the support 🙏 #GildedFinFamily



He sent it. The man from Düsseldorf was talking about Marsa Alam. Garrett nodded.

The phone buzzed in his lap. Then again, and again.


Alhamdulillah 🙏 ×38

Capt. Hosny (Sea Sultan): Who located? Navy still searching on 16. I am listening now.

Capt. Hesham (Blue Pearl): Navy says not found.

Capt. Hosny (Sea Sultan): Garrett who located him



Garrett pressed on his own message until the menu came up and chose Delete for everyone. In its place, in grey italic, the app put This message was deleted, and everyone on the coast could see whose name was over it.

“You have a problem?” said the man from Düsseldorf, kindly.

“Staff,” said Garrett. “You know.”

The man from Düsseldorf knew.
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He went back to the apartment and sat on the balcony and watched the boats come in to the pontoons in a line, with their music. Bahiya’s berth stood empty, fourth along.

The thing to do with bad news, his first boss had told him in Fort Lauderdale, was to make more news. Louder.

He opened the company’s account and the folder of Lyle’s photographs, and found the one from the second night at Daedalus: the stern in green light, and the long pale shape turning in it with its white-tipped fins spread out like wings. It was the best picture Lyle had ever taken. Garrett had put it on the website above the guarantee. Fourteen thousand people had liked it there.

He wrote the caption in four tries.


Magic at the Brothers this week 🦈✨ Our guests are living the trip of a lifetime. Book autumn 2027 now. #BrothersMagic #GildedFin #RedSea



He looked at it for a long time, at the green light and the white tips. He pressed Share.

In the WhatsApp group, the thread moved on to a broken compressor on a boat in Safaga. A minute later his phone buzzed with a private message. It was from Samia. There were no words in it. It was a screenshot of the group, taken at 16:22, with his own message in the middle of it, the one with the tick and the praying hands, before he had deleted it.

He didn’t answer it.




Interlude
Sundance




M/Y BAHIYA · CABIN 4

Thursday, 12 November · 04:40 · Under way, Big Brother → Daedalus · About two hours out



Nate woke up because his bladder had decided for him.

He lay on his back in the dark with no idea where he was. Then the bunk tilted under him, long and slow, and came back, and he heard the engines through the mattress, a deep thud that went through his spine, and he knew. The boat. The bottom bunk in cabin 4. He was in his shorts and his T-shirt from yesterday. Somebody had taken his shoes off and put a sheet over him and folded the edge of it back neatly under his chin, the way you’d do it for a patient.

His mouth was full of sand. His tongue was stuck to the roof of it. When he unstuck it, it tasted of metal, of pennies, a taste he knew from a hundred patients telling him about it, and he had never once had it himself.

He sat up too fast, and the cabin swung the other way from the boat, and he put both feet flat on the floor and his head between his knees and waited.

Okay, he said to himself, in the voice he used at four in the morning in the ER on Christmas Eve. Okay. Let’s see what we’ve got.
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He did it in order, because order was the only thing that had ever worked.

He found his phone on the shelf by the porthole, a little charge left. 04:41, Thursday. He looked at the date twice. Thursday. The last thing he remembered clearly was Wednesday morning in the saloon, with the sun on the cushions. That was eighteen hours, and almost nothing in them. Once, in the dark, he had been on his knees at the basin with the tap running, and then he hadn’t.

He put two fingers on the inside of his wrist and watched the clock on the phone. Fifty-six. Slow and even. He turned the phone’s torch on his own face in the little mirror over the basin and watched the pupils shrink. Equal. Reactive. Sluggish, but there.

Headache, frontal. Dry mouth. Metal taste. Eighteen hours, most of them gone. Gaps.

Zolpidem, probably. Twenty milligrams on an empty stomach, in mint tea. And then more, later, in the dark, because twenty doesn’t hold a man for eighteen hours.

He went into the tiny head and peed for what felt like a minute, holding the rail, and it was dark. Then he drank three plastic cups of water from the tap, which you weren’t supposed to do, and sat down on the closed lid of the toilet with the fourth cup in his hand and let the rest of it come.

It came back in pieces. Not as a film. As photographs with nothing in between.

Duane’s thick hand stirring the tea, round and round with the long spoon. Drink something. You’ve had no sleep.

Rick’s face close to his, by the window, his voice low and steady. The smell of Rick’s coffee breath and sunscreen. Rick’s hand on his shoulder, heavy, not letting go.

He went out to get the watch, Nate. That’s all. It was dark. It was an accident.

Nate. Listen to me. Friday. Hold until Friday. For his share. Trey would have wanted—

And Trey at six, in an orange life jacket too big for him, on the dock at Fort Pierce. Rick had told him that one. He’d told it slowly, like a man paying out line, and Nate had sat there and listened to a story about his husband as a little boy, while the tea did its work, and had thought it was kind.

Nate sat on the toilet lid and held the plastic cup with both hands until they stopped.

It was dark. It was an accident.

He knew Trey was dead. He’d known it since Rick said sit down. He had told it to himself in the night, he thought, in the gaps, over and over, the way you keep touching a broken tooth. Now he was awake and it was there anyway, solid, a fact in the room with him, like the basin.

He finished the water. He went back into the cabin.
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Trey’s laptop was on the top bunk where Trey had left it on Tuesday, lid closed, with a sock on it.

Nate stood with the torch on it.

Trey had been editing since Luxor. Every night, on every hotel bed, with his knees up and his headphones on and the laptop on his knees, cutting the day’s footage into what he called the spine, and not letting Nate see it. It’s not ready, babe. It’s for Sundance. Three short films. One of them had got into a festival in Gainesville. Nate had paid the rent for both of them for three years on an ER nurse’s wages, and every September he had paid Trey’s Sundance entry fee without being asked. Trey had never got in. Every December, when the email came, Trey had said next year, and meant it, and Nate had believed him, because when Trey talked about films his whole face changed, and it was the best thing Nate had ever seen.

He took the sock off the laptop, and sat down on his own bunk with it on his knees, and opened it.

The battery said nine percent. The password was Nate’s birthday. Trey had never once in his life thought about security.

The editing program was still open, exactly where Trey had left it on Tuesday afternoon before the night dive.


DAY ZERO · rough cut v1 · 09:47

V1 · A001_C003 (pontoon, arrival) · A001_C007 (basket) · A001_C011 (briefing) · A002_C002 (Abu Ramada, statue) · A002_C014 · …

A1 · VO_trey_01.wav · VO_trey_02.wav

Media imported Tue 10 Nov 15:12 · Card A002



Nate pressed the space bar.

Day zero, said Trey’s voice in his ear, from the laptop’s small speaker, soft and pleased with itself. Golden hour. The family arrives at the vessel.

On the screen, the minibuses at the marina, in the dark. Everyone getting out at once, talking. Shoes going into a basket. Nate’s own hands, coming into the bottom of the frame, undoing a pair of sneakers.

He stopped it. He put his hand flat on the closed half of the keyboard and breathed.

He did what he would have done with any chart. He scrolled down the clip list. Monday at the marina. Tuesday morning: the reef from the RIB, Paisley at the statue, a lot of fish. And then a clip from Tuesday at 12:51, A002_C014, eleven minutes long, that wasn’t in the timeline at all. Trey hadn’t cut it in. He’d only imported it.

The thumbnail was a blurred close-up of a knee, and a piece of blue cushion, and the edge of a white plate.

The bow sunpad. Lunch.

Trey had had the camera in his lap. He always did. He never turned it off.

Nate put Trey’s headphones on and pressed play.
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The picture was useless: a knee, sky, sometimes a hand going past. The sound came through the housing muffled, like voices through a hotel wall, but it was all there. Trey had bought that camera with Nate’s Christmas bonus.

Wind. The flap of a canopy. Somebody’s fork on a plate. Then voices, over each other, and he knew all of them.

He listened to his husband’s family sit on a sunpad in the middle of the Red Sea and agree to say a man was sick in his cabin. Shannon saying He’s in our cabin. Gordon saying Seven C. Darlene doing Brad’s voice, and all of them laughing, startled, like people laughing at a funeral. Rick saying Then somebody goes and gets it, and the long quiet after.

He heard Trey say I’ll go.

It was close to the microphone, and eager. It was the voice Trey used when he’d had an idea for a shot.

I’ve got eight hundred lumens a side. I’ve done night dives in Roatán. I can do it, Dad.

A pause in the recording. The wind.

Good man, said Rick.

The knee in the picture moved. Trey was sitting up straighter.

Don’t tell Nate, said Rick.

Nate stopped it.

He sat on the bunk in the dark cabin with the headphones on and the boat going up and down under him, and the screen lit his hands blue. The little clip went back to its first frame. A knee. A corner of cushion.

“You son of a bitch,” he said, out loud, to the knee. His voice came out cracked and furry from the drug. “You fucking son of a bitch, Rick.”

He pulled the headphones down round his neck. He hit the frame of the top bunk with his right fist, flat on, as hard as he could, and then again, and the second time something in his knuckles gave. The pain was clean and white and arrived all at once, and it was the best thing he had felt in two days. He sat and held his hand and let it hurt. Trey’s hoodie was balled at the end of the bunk. It smelled of the coconut stuff Trey put in his hair, and Nate put his face in it and breathed until he could stop.

Trey hadn’t put it in the film. He’d imported it with everything else, and he’d looked at it, Nate was sure, because he looked at everything, and he’d left it out. Of course he had. It wasn’t golden hour. It didn’t fit the spine.

Don’t tell Nate.

He took the headphones off his neck and laid them on the sheet beside him, very gently, the way you lay down something that might go off.
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The laptop said six percent.

He did the next thing, because there was always a next thing. He took out his phone and held it up to the laptop’s screen and recorded the clip playing, the whole eleven minutes of it, with the sound up, the knee and the sky and the voices, and his own hand shaking in the corner of the frame. Then he plugged the phone into the laptop with his own cable and copied the original file across too, the real one, A002_C014, and watched the bar crawl, and the battery went to four, to three. At two percent the copy finished.

He closed the laptop. He put it in the bottom of his backpack, under his scrubs and his blood-pressure cuff and his stethoscope, and zipped the backpack, and put the backpack on his back, and sat down again with it on.

It was ten past six. The porthole had gone grey.

He sat there and made himself think it through, as if a patient had come in at four in the morning with a story that didn’t add up.

The captain would believe the family; there were a dozen of them, all saying the same thing. The guide couldn’t open a door. Jess would believe him—Jess had taken his glass away, he remembered that now, her two fingers on his neck—but Jess had no more power on this boat than he did.

Someone on the outside, then. Someone in a uniform, with a notebook, who didn’t need anything from the will.

There was a navy on this sea. There was a lighthouse coming at Daedalus, with men in it. Rana had said statements, every person, in the morning.

He’d go first.

He would sit across from whoever it was and say his husband’s name and spell it, and say since Tuesday, and say it before anybody else in this family could sit down across from him with a glass of tea.
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Nate went up the corridor with the backpack on, past cabin 5, past cabin 9, past the door of the head where nobody had been sick on Tuesday, and up into the saloon.

It was empty, and grey, and smelled of coffee, because Ragab was already up and the urn by the door was on. The windows were full of a pale sea and a pale sky. Up ahead, low on the edge of it, very far off, there was a little black-and-white stripe standing on the water.

On the shelf over the coffee machine, Grandpa’s brass helmet looked out through its round window at him with the bag of ashes inside.

Nate poured himself a coffee with his left hand, because his right had swollen purple across the knuckles. He stood at the urn and drank it black, the whole cup, hot enough to hurt, with his back to the helmet and the backpack heavy on his shoulders. He sat down at the long table, at the end where he could see the door, and poured another one and didn’t touch it, and waited for them to come up to breakfast.

He wanted to see their faces when they came through the door and found him awake.




Chapter 8
Never Come Up in a Hurry




TOPSIDE CARD — DAEDALUS REEF (ABU EL-KIZAN)

Thursday, 12 November · moored in the lee, southwest side · Diving suspended by the captain

A lone reef far out in the Red Sea. On it stands a lighthouse, rebuilt in 1931, banded black and white, showing three white flashes every twelve seconds, two together and then one. The Egyptian Navy keeps it.

A pier made of old railway rails runs out across the reef flat from the island to deep water, with a hand-pushed wagon on the rails for bringing up supplies. On a normal trip you can climb the lighthouse and buy a T-shirt from the keepers.

Wind: north, rising through the day.



They came into the lee of Daedalus at half past six, with the sun just up, and tied to a mooring off the southwest corner of the reef. Jess stood at the bow and looked at it.

It was nothing like Big Brother: hardly any island at all, a long flat reef with the sea breaking white along its north side, a walled square of ground in the middle, and the lighthouse, black and white in broad bands like something a child would draw, taller than anything for a hundred kilometres. A pier ran out toward them on thin iron legs, with two rails along the top and, halfway along, a small flat wagon like a mine cart with no sides.

A grey navy patrol boat was tied up at the end of the pier. It had come in the night. Two men in white were standing on its deck, smoking, looking at Bahiya.

At breakfast Captain Sayed stood at the end of the saloon and told them how it would go. There would be no diving today. The navy officer from the patrol boat would take statements in the keepers’ building on the island, one at a time. Fathi and Wael would take them across in the RIBs in groups. The wind was coming up from the north, and he wanted everyone back aboard by two.

“Every person,” said the captain. “Mr. Brad, with his ear. Mr. Trey. Mrs. Kendra. If they cannot go to the officer, the officer comes to the cabins after.”

When he had gone back up the stairs, nobody ate.

“Brad’s ear can’t do boats,” said Hank. “Everybody knows that.”

“I can do Trey,” said Darlene. “I’ve been working on Trey.”

“You can’t do Trey for the navy, Darlene,” said Shannon.

“The captain is taking us to the island,” said Gordon. “Under the article, that is not leaving. But I would like it on the record.”

Everyone looked at Maureen. Maureen buttered her bread.

“A statement to the navy is not leaving,” she said. “A T-shirt is.”

Gordon’s clipboard went round. Brad Kessler, in blue. Trey Tolliver, in black. Kendra Tolliver, in pink, with the heart. Under them Gavin’s name had been written and crossed through with one straight pencil line, and beside it, in Maureen’s upright hand: Left the vessel.

Skyler leaned across the table to Rick. “A hundred twenty-five,” she said, quietly, but not quietly enough. “In writing. You said. Or the navy hears about the plate.”

Shannon put her fork down. “A hundred twenty-five for what?”

“Ask your dad where I slept.”

Nobody at the table moved. Rick looked at his plate. Shannon looked at him, and Jess watched it go into her face and stay there, like dye going into water.

“Dad,” said Shannon, very low. “Kendra’s been in the sea since yesterday morning.”

Rick cut a piece of egg and didn’t eat it.

“Dad. Look at me.”

He didn’t. Shannon took out her phone under the table and typed something with her thumb, and Jess, beside her, saw the screen before she turned it over. DAD · 125,000.

Down the table Hank stopped chewing, and leaned over to Darlene.

“No committal, no house, Dar,” he said. “No house, no pool house.”

Nate was at the table.

He had been there since before any of them, very straight at the end by the door, with his backpack on and an untouched cup of black coffee and his swollen right hand in his lap. He had been looking at Rick the whole time the captain talked. Duane saw him and put his cup down.

“I’ll go first,” said Nate. “To the officer.”

“Of course,” said Rick, to his plate. Then he made himself get up. He came round the end of the table the way he came round a desk, with his hand already out, and put it on Nate’s shoulder, heavy, the way he had on Wednesday. “Nate. Son. Let’s you and me go out on deck a minute and—”

“Don’t tell Nate,” said Nate.

Rick’s hand stayed where it was.

“Trey had his camera in his lap on the sunpad, Rick. Your voice. Good man. Don’t tell Nate.” Nate didn’t raise his voice. “It’s in the bag.”

Rick’s hand moved off his shoulder and down, onto the strap of the backpack, and closed on it.

Nate hit him.

He came up out of the seat and hit him with the bad hand, the swollen one, in the mouth, and Jess heard the knuckles go again and Rick’s lip go with them. Rick sat down hard on the cushions with blood running into his teeth. Duane got Nate from behind in a bear hug, and Nate drove an elbow back into Duane’s gut and stamped on his bare foot, and Hollis was between them, and Jess had the backpack strap in both hands, holding it onto Nate’s shoulder, and the plates went off the end of the table.

“That’s assault.” Rick was holding his mouth. Blood came between his fingers. “Everybody saw that. That’s assault.”

“Nobody saw anything, Dad,” said Shannon. “Isn’t that how we’re doing it?”

Mido had come to the galley door with the coffee pot. He looked at the plates on the floor and at Rick’s mouth, and went back into the galley without a word.

Nate sat down. He held the swollen hand against his chest with the other one, and shook.

“I’ll go first,” he said again.
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Jess went in the first RIB with Nate, and Maureen, and Gordon with his briefcase, and Rana. Fathi brought them in against the iron ladder at the end, and they climbed up one at a time onto a narrow deck of planks with the rails running down the middle of it, and the sea slopping and sucking round the legs below.

It was a long way to the island. The wind came across the planks hard from the north and blew Maureen’s skirt flat against her legs. Maureen held on to Gordon’s arm. Gordon held on to his briefcase. Halfway along they passed the wagon: an iron frame on four small iron wheels, a wooden bed worn smooth, a long handle at one end for pushing.

The navy officer met them at the gate in the wall. Young, in white, with a clipboard of his own, he shook hands with Rana and with Jess, and bowed slightly to Maureen, and said in good English that he would take the statements upstairs, in the watch room under the lantern, because there was a table there and the radio.

Nate went in first. Jess went in after him.

Inside, the lighthouse was cool and smelled of whitewash and diesel. The stairs went up round the inside wall, stone steps worn hollow in the middle, round and round, with an iron rail. Nate climbed steadily, not fast, one hand on the rail.

Jess heard feet below them, fast, coming up.

It was Rick.

Two minutes behind them in the second RIB, he must have run the whole length of the pier. Up the stairs he came two at a time, with his face red and his split lip open again and bleeding down his chin, breathing hard through his mouth. He went past Jess on the inside of the turn without looking at her. He smelled of sweat and coffee and something powdery.

“Rick! Slow down!”

“I’ve done worse,” said Rick. “I did the bridge run in Fort Lauderdale. Nineteen ninety-one.”

He went past Nate. He grabbed at the backpack going by, a snatch, and missed, and kept going. “Family tells it, Nate,” he said, over his shoulder. “Family tells it, you little shit.” Nate stopped and stood against the wall and let him go, and watched him go up.

Rick was counting the steps out loud. Jess could hear him above her, round the turns. “Forty. Forty-one.” His feet on the stone and his breath. “Sixty-six. Sixty-seven. Sixty—”

Then nothing. She came round the turn and he was sitting on the step.

He was the grey of wet cement, and he was sweating so hard his shirt was dark down the front. He had one hand on his chest and the other flat against the whitewash, and his mouth was open, and he was looking up the stairs at the light coming down from the top.

“Huh,” said Rick.

Nate was already there. He was on his knees on the step below Rick with two fingers in Rick’s neck. Rick got a fistful of Nate’s shirt and held it. His eyes were very wide.

“It was dark,” Rick said. “Nate. It was dark.”

Then his eyes rolled up and his hand let go of the shirt and came off the wall, and he went over sideways against it, and his bowels let go on the step with a sound and a smell that filled the stairwell.

“Help me lay him flat,” said Nate. “Jess. Now, goddammit.”

There was no flat. There were stone steps going round in a curve. They got him up, Jess under his arms and Nate at his legs, and two navy men came running down from above, and between the four of them they carried Rick up the last two turns into the watch room and laid him on the floor between the table and the radio.

Nate knelt over him and started compressions.

Jess had done CPR courses every two years for ten years. She had never seen it done for real. It was harder and louder than the courses. Rick’s whole chest went down under Nate’s hands, and something in it cracked, and then something else, a wet crunch like a fist going into a bag of ice, and Nate didn’t stop. His split knuckles opened on the second round, and he felt the broken bones grind on every compression and didn’t stop, and they left red prints on the logo on Rick’s shirt, TOLLIVER MARINE, over and over, in the same place.

He counted out loud. “One and two and three and four.” Under the counting he was saying something else, through his teeth, in time. “Come on. Come on, you fucking coward. You don’t get to—twelve and thirteen—you don’t get to leave. Not you. Not first.”

The navy officer was on the radio. One of the keepers brought a green oxygen bottle. Jess had her pocket mask in her shorts. She ran the oxygen line into its port, sealed it over Rick’s mouth and nose with both hands, and at every thirty she gave the two breaths. On the fourth round he threw up into the mask. It came up into her face through the valve, eggs and coffee, hot. She turned his head and hooked it out of his mouth with two fingers and wiped her hand on her shorts and sealed the mask and breathed for him again, gagging, and didn’t stop.

Nate did it for twenty-five minutes. Jess watched the clock on the wall above the radio. At ten minutes his shirt was soaked through. At twenty his arms were shaking and he was crying without any sound, the tears running off his chin onto Rick’s chest. At twenty-five the officer put a hand on his shoulder and said something quietly, and Nate stopped, and sat back on his heels with his hands on his thighs, and looked at Rick’s face.

Rick’s face looked surprised. There was egg in his moustache.

Maureen came up the last of the stairs slowly, one hand on the wall, with Gordon behind her. She stood in the doorway of the watch room and looked down at her nephew on the floor.

“He’s left the vessel,” she said.

“We’re all off the vessel,” said Shannon, behind her on the stairs, white, with her hand over her mouth.

“You’re going back to it,” said Maureen.

Shannon came past her into the room and looked down at her father, at the egg and the blood and the red knuckle prints on his chest, and Jess saw her lips move.

“Nine,” said Shannon. Quietly. To nobody.

Nate got up. He went to the window of the watch room and stood there with his back to all of them. From the window you could see the whole reef, and the pier, and the boats on their moorings in the lee, and the sea going out to the horizon, empty.

“My husband has been dead since Tuesday,” he said, to the window.

The officer looked up from Rick. He took out his pen and wrote, and asked Nate to spell the name, and Nate spelled it.

“The guide’s board says twenty-one aboard,” the officer said. “And one lost.” He looked at the floor, at Rick. “I take care of this man. Then I come to your boat and I count the heads myself.”

Jess had the glass in her dive bag. She had carried it across on her lap in the RIB. She took it out now and unwrapped the T-shirt and put it on the table beside the radio, with the white grit dried in the bottom.

“Somebody put this in his tea yesterday,” she said. “Ask him what it did.”

The officer looked at the glass, and at Nate, and at Jess. He took a plastic bag from his pocket, put the glass into it without touching it, and wrote on the bag.

Then he knelt by Rick again. He turned Rick’s face to the light from the window with two fingers under the jaw and looked at the mouth. The lower lip was split through to the gum. The blood on the teeth was still wet.

“This.” The officer touched his own lip. “The stairs?”

The radio hissed. Nate didn’t turn round from the window.

“Nate hit him,” said Shannon. “At breakfast. With his fist. In front of everybody.”

Jess looked at her. Shannon was looking at the officer, white and quite steady, and she didn’t look at Nate at all. At breakfast she had said Nobody saw anything, Dad.

“Is that right?” the officer said, to Nate’s back.

“Yes,” said Nate.

The officer wrote. He wrote for a long time, right to left, and then turned the clipboard sideways and wrote two times in the margin, one above the other, and drew a line between them.

“Mr. Nate. Your passport is with the captain?”

“Yes.”

“It stays with the captain. I write this for Hurghada. The Prosecution decides.” He capped the pen. “Twenty-five minutes on the floor. I write that also.”

Nate put his forehead against the glass of the window and left it there.


[image: * * *]



Skyler Dunn counted the stairs on the way down.

On the way up she’d lost count at fifty-two, when everybody started running. On the way down she did it properly, one hand on the wall, saying the numbers under her breath. Seventy-six. The inside handrail stopped at fifty-two. After that there was nothing but the curve of whitewashed wall on one side and a drop down the middle of the stairwell on the other, the stone steps worn hollow in the centre and slick, and no rail at all.

At the bottom she took out her phone and photographed the place where the rail stopped. She photographed the hollow in the step, with her foot beside it for scale.

She had done this all her life. Her mother had done it before her. You walked into a place and you looked for where it was going to hurt you, and you wrote it down, and then if it did, you had it. A wet floor at a Publix in Clearwater when she was nineteen: four thousand dollars. A dentist in Largo who chipped a tooth that was already chipped: six. Royal Caribbean, a wet deck by the pool on a Bahamas run, a fall she had genuinely had and been genuinely ready for: they’d settled in eleven days.
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The keepers’ building had one bathroom, through a blue door at the end of a corridor that smelled of paraffin and boiled lentils. Skyler went in and locked it.

It was a tiny room with a squat toilet in the floor and a hose beside it, a tap over a cracked basin, and a square of mirror on four rusted screws. A gecko was stuck to the ceiling above the mirror, perfectly still. Through the little window high in the wall she could hear the wind, and the sea on the reef, and somewhere upstairs the radio.

She looked at herself in the mirror. Sunburn across her nose. Her eyes were swollen. She hadn’t brought her concealer to the island because nobody had said there’d be a man dying on the stairs. Jesus.

She’d been with Gavin for five months. Since June. She’d met him at a bar in Ybor City, and he’d told her about his father’s eleven hundred dives and his car and his watch, and she had known within ten minutes that none of it was his and liked him anyway, because he was funny and he said sorry when he was wrong, which nobody did. He had brought her on this trip because he’d thought there was money at the end of it. So had she. That didn’t mean she hadn’t liked him.

She’d been beside him at the hold. On the wreck. She’d been three metres away with both hands over her regulator, watching, when the cloud came up out of his hand, and she hadn’t moved.

She hadn’t said his name since.

She put her hands on either side of the basin and looked at the girl in the mirror, and practised.

“Officer,” she said. “My name is Skyler Dunn. That’s D-U-N-N. I’m not family. I want that on the record first. I’m not in the will, I’m not related to these people, I met them last Thursday.”

Her voice was all right. She went on.

“I want to report a theft. From a protected wreck, a British ship, 1901. My boyfriend took a brass plate off it with a knife yesterday. I told him not to. I have that in a text.” She didn’t. She would. “His name is Gavin Haskett.”

Her voice did something on Gavin. She stopped.

She ran the tap and put her wrists under it, the way her mother had taught her for nerves, while the gecko on the ceiling watched. She turned it off and looked up and did it again.

“His name is Gavin Haskett. He’s dead.”

Better. She did it once more, to be sure, and the third time her voice didn’t move at all.

“And there’s more. Four more. A man in a cabin who isn’t in his cabin. A woman in a bunk who isn’t her. A boy who went out in the dark for a dead man’s watch. Something in the husband’s tea. The whole family knows. They’re all waiting for Friday, for the money. Richard Tolliver offered me a hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars to keep my mouth shut. I was coerced into silence.” She liked coerced. She’d heard it on a podcast. “I’ve written everything down. Dates, times, who said what.”

She took a breath.

“I’d also like to know what the Egyptian government’s position is on witness compensation.”

There. That was it. Out loud, all of it, to a man in a white uniform with a notebook. Then a navy boat to the coast, a hotel, an embassy, a flight. A lawyer in Tampa who did international. He’d done the Royal Caribbean.

She’d gone to Rick last night. She’d done what she’d done in cabin 5, with Kendra’s sleep mask on the pillow by her face, and this morning she’d asked for it in front of all of them, and he’d cut his egg and looked at his plate. Rick wasn’t going to pay anybody now. Rick was upstairs on the floor under a blanket with his mouth open. She’d seen him go in. She’d stood on the stairs and smelled him and thought, I was under that eleven hours ago, and had to hold the wall. So it was the navy, and it was now.

She’d seen the officer go up the stairs with the oxygen. She’d catch him on the way down.
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Somebody knocked on the door.

Skyler jumped. The gecko on the ceiling ran into the corner.

“You okay in there, chief?”

Hank.

She looked at the door. It was thin, cheap wood, painted blue, with a gap at the bottom you could see the corridor light through. A shadow lay across the gap. It hadn’t moved. She didn’t know how long it had been there.

“I’m fine!” she called. Bright. “I’m on my period, Hank!”

The shadow stayed for a moment. Then it moved off, slowly, and she heard his flip-flops going away down the corridor toward the door, slap, slap, and the outside door open on the wind and bang shut.

She looked at herself in the mirror again. Her face had gone pale under the sunburn.

He couldn’t have heard much. The wind. The radio.

She didn’t know how much he’d heard.

She unlocked the door and went out down the corridor, past a room where two keepers in vests were sitting on a mattress on the floor watching a phone, and out of the building into the wind and the white glare off the reef. Up by the wall, two navy men were carrying something long in a grey blanket between them toward the pier, and the officer was walking beside it with his notebook in his hand.

Skyler went after him with her phone out, ready, with the photograph of the stairs on the screen.
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Jess went down with Rana an hour later, when there was nothing left for anyone to do. The wind had come up hard. On the north side of the reef the waves were breaking in long white lines, and the spray came over the wall in gusts.

Fathi had the RIB at the end of the pier, holding it off the iron legs with the engine. Jess climbed down the ladder into it and sat on the pontoon. Rana stayed up on the planks, counting people as they came down the pier toward the ladder: Gordon, Maureen, Shannon, Nate.

Up at the island end of the pier Skyler had come out of the gate. She had been trying to talk to one of the navy men while he carried the blanket, and he had shaken his head and walked past her. Jess heard Hank call to her over the wind.

“Ride back, chief? Save your feet.”

Out on the pier, the wagon was moving.

It was coming down the rails from the island end toward them, slowly at first. Skyler was sitting on the wooden bed of it with her knees drawn up and her hands holding the edges, her hair blowing straight sideways. Hank was behind her, pushing on the long handle.

“How far is it?” Skyler shouted, over the wind, to nobody.

“Not far, chief,” said Hank.

He pushed harder. He was a big man, and he had his head down and his shoulder into the handle, and his feet were going faster on the planks. The wagon picked up speed. The iron wheels began to make a noise on the rails, a grinding, rising whine.

“Hank,” said Rana, on the pier, turning.

Hank was running now. The wagon was going faster than a person could walk, faster than a person could jog, and Skyler had stopped holding the edges and was holding on to nothing, with her mouth open.

“Hank!”

Hank let go.

He let go late. He let go when the wagon was ten metres from the end of the pier, and he stopped running and stood on the planks with his hands open in front of him, and the wagon went on without him. At the end of the rails there was a block of wood bolted across them. The wagon hit it.

The back of the wagon came up off the rails. Skyler went over the front. There was no time to scream. She went down past the RIB, past Jess, a metre away, her hands out in front of her as if to catch something, and her head hit the concrete footing of the pier’s last leg with a sound Jess felt in her teeth, a flat wet crack, like a coconut dropped on a step. She was in the water.

Jess went over the side.

The water was deep at the end of the pier. The reef dropped away right there, under the iron legs, into blue. Skyler was going down into it slowly with her arms out and her linen dress floating up round her, and a cloud of red coming out of her hair, curling up past her face in the sun. Her eyes were open. Jess got to her at four metres and got a hand in the back of the dress and the other under her head, and the back of Skyler’s head was soft under her palm. It moved. Like a bag of gravel. Jess’s stomach went over, and she held on. Below her own fins, down in the blue, something pale turned once, long-finned, toward the red, and went off along the reef. She kicked for the surface, and Fathi had her by the wrist and then by the arm, and they got Skyler over the pontoon into the bottom of the RIB.

Skyler’s eyes were half open. There was blood in her ear, and blood and seawater coming out of her nose in a thin pink stream. Rana had come down the ladder, and she was on her knees in the RIB beside her, with two fingers on her neck, and then her ear to her mouth.

Skyler breathed. One long breath, through her nose, a snore, the sound a man makes asleep in a chair. Her fingers opened and closed on the floor of the RIB. Then she didn’t breathe again.

The side of her head was the wrong shape. Rana didn’t start compressions. She looked at Jess and shook her head once.

Above them, on the end of the pier, the wagon hung over the edge, held by its back axle on the block, tipped forward, with its front wheels in the air. They were still turning, slowly, in the wind.

Hank stood a little way back on the planks with his hands open.

“She fell, chief,” he said. “She just fell.”

Jess went up the ladder. She didn’t decide to. She was wet to the skin, with Skyler’s blood on her hands and down the front of her shirt, and she went up the iron rungs and along the planks and put both hands in the middle of Hank’s chest and shoved him, and he went back a step, and she shoved him again.

“You let go. I watched you let go, you fat son of a bitch. You let go.”

She hit him in the face with her fist, and felt it all the way to her elbow. Hank didn’t put his hands up. He stood there and let her, with his open hands at his sides and his eyes on the wagon. She hit him again, and then Rana had her round the waist from behind and was lifting her off the planks, saying it in Arabic in her ear, over and over, khalas, khalas, ya Jess, khalas, and Jess was kicking at the air.

Hank stood with blood coming out of one nostril into his moustache and looked at the wagon.

Rana put her down on the planks and walked back up the pier to the gate, and Jess, sitting where she’d been put, watched her talk to the officer, pointing along the rails. The officer came down the pier. Hank met him halfway with his hands still open.

“She asked me to push, chief,” Hank said. “She asked me.”

One of the keepers said something in Arabic and shrugged. “He says tourists ride it all the time,” said Rana, flat.

The officer held out his hand. After a moment Hank took his passport out of the pocket of his shorts and gave it to him. The keepers carried Skyler up the pier on a door and laid her on the patrol boat beside Rick.

The officer looked down at Jess on the planks, and at her right hand. The knuckles were skinned white and starting to swell.

“You also,” he said. “One more time, and I write you also.”

Jess looked at her hand. She didn’t say she was sorry. He didn’t wait for her to.

“The navy does not open guests’ cabins. That is for the Public Prosecution, in Hurghada,” the officer told Rana. “Mr. Dawes”—he looked at Hank—“stays where your crew can see him. Nobody leaves your boat. Nobody. When the wind drops, I come aboard.” He looked at the white water breaking past the end of the reef. “A ban is a ban. For the navy too.”
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Lunch was at one, because Ragab put lunch on the table at one whether anybody wanted it or not.

Nobody wanted it. They sat round the saloon table with the wind banging at the windows and the plates going round: rice, okra in tomato, chicken, bread. Rick’s chair was empty. Skyler’s was empty. Hank sat with his passport gone and his elbows on the table and ate steadily, with his head down. Gordon had his briefcase on the seat beside him like a dog.

Peg Henderson had a satellite phone.

Jess didn’t know where it had come from. It was a big yellow thing with a stubby fat antenna, the kind you buy for a safari, and Peg had it on the table beside her plate, and she was pressing the buttons with one finger, reading the numbers off a little card in her other hand.

“Jerry bought it for Kenya,” she said, to the table, though nobody had asked. “In 2017. He never used it. He said in case.” She pressed another number. “This is in case.”

“Who are you calling, Peg?” said Darlene.

“Kimberly. My daughter. In Boca.” Peg pressed another button. “She’ll call the embassy. She knows people. She does the books for a man on the Boca city council.”

“Peg,” said Jerry.

The phone made a long rising beep. Peg held it up and looked at the screen. SEARCHING FOR SATELLITE.

“It needs to see the sky,” said Hollis, kindly, from down the table. “It won’t work in here, Mrs. Henderson. You have to take it out on deck.”

Peg stood up with the phone.

Darlene stood up too.

She did it quickly, for Darlene, and she came round the end of the table in her swimsuit and the big silk wrap she wore over it, with her hand out, and her smile on.

“Peg, honey,” said Darlene. “Let me hold that.”

“I’m calling Kimberly.”

“I know you are, honey. I know. Sit down a sec.” Darlene had her hand on the phone now, over Peg’s hand. Her nails were coral. “Just for one sec. Let’s think it through.”

“There’s nothing to think through, Darlene. People are dead.”

“I know, honey. I know.” Darlene’s voice dropped. It went soft and close, and the whole table could hear it anyway, the way you can hear a stage whisper. “And if you call Kimberly, Kimberly calls the embassy, and the embassy calls the navy, and a helicopter comes, and we all go home tonight in a helicopter. And Buck doesn’t go in the water. Buck goes home in a box in the hold of an EgyptAir flight. With the luggage, Peg.”

“I don’t care.”

“And I don’t get the house.” Darlene’s smile hadn’t moved at all. “Do you know what I’ve got, Peg, if I don’t get the house? I’ve got a one-bedroom in Boca, in a building by the turnpike, with a view of a goddamn parking structure. That’s what I’ve got. I’ve been looking at that parking structure for six years. You’ve been to my place, Peg. You’ve seen the parking structure.”

Peg’s mouth opened. Nothing came out of it.

“One more night,” said Darlene. “That’s all. Friday. You can call Kimberly on Friday night. You can call anybody you want. I’ll dial it for you.”

She took the phone.

She just took it. She slid it out from under Peg’s hand, and Peg let her, and Jess watched Peg let her. Then Darlene pulled the neck of her swimsuit forward with one finger and dropped the yellow phone down the front of it, antenna and all, and patted it flat.

Peg went for it.

She went for it with both hands, straight down the front of Darlene’s swimsuit, and Darlene slapped her. It was a real slap, open-handed, across the face, and the coral nails went with it and left three white lines down Peg’s cheek that turned red while everybody watched. Peg made a sound like a kettle and got a fistful of Darlene’s hair and pulled, and a long blonde length of it came away in her hand, clip and all.

“That’s extensions, Peg! Those are four hundred dollars!”

“Twenty years!” Peg was crying and still pulling. “Twenty years I’ve known you, you cheap—you cheap Boca bitch—”

Hank stood up. He took Peg’s wrists, both of them, in one big hand, and held them, not hard, like a bailiff.

“Easy, chief,” he said. “Easy.”

Darlene stepped back out of reach and adjusted the wrap over the phone, over her chest, and touched her head where the hair had been.

“Nobody’s calling anybody till Friday,” she said to the table. Then to Peg, softer: “Okay, honey? Eat something. You haven’t eaten.”

She went back round to her own seat and sat down. The antenna stuck up out of the neck of her swimsuit, just under her chin, like the top of a periscope.

Hank let go. Peg sat down slowly, with Darlene’s blonde hair still in her fist and the scratches standing up on her cheek. She looked at her plate. She didn’t eat.

Jerry Henderson had not moved through any of it. He sat beside his wife with his fork in his hand, and he looked at the front of Darlene’s swimsuit, and then at Peg’s face, and then out of the window at another liveaboard lying three hundred metres off across the lee with all its lights on, though it was the middle of the day.

He put his fork down.

“Jerry,” said Peg, very quietly, without looking at him.

He didn’t say anything. He picked his fork up again.

Hank reached across the table without a word and took the chicken off Peg’s plate.

Down at the end of the U, Great-Aunt Maureen squared her bread.
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At two o’clock the patrol boat relayed a message from the port authority, and Captain Sayed came down to the saloon and said it again in English.

“Port authority,” he said. “North wind, thirty knots, thirty-five by evening. All vessels at Daedalus hold their moorings. No vessel moves until the ban is lifted.” He looked round at them. “We wanted to go home today. With Mr. Rick, with the young lady. We cannot. Tomorrow, maybe. Saturday, maybe.”

He looked at Maureen.

“Tomorrow is your ceremony,” he said. “At sunset. The lawyer told me. If the ban holds, we are here anyway.” He spread his hands. “If you want to do it, we do it. My crew will be on deck.”

“Thank you, Captain,” said Maureen.

“My crew will be on deck,” the captain said again, and Jess saw him look at Rana, and Rana look back.

When he had gone, Gordon opened his briefcase and took out the will and read Article Seven C to himself, his lips moving, though everyone in the room knew it by heart.

Shannon went to the whiteboard. Rana’s red line was still across the bottom of it, and under it, in her father’s small capitals, RESIDUE ÷ 10. His marker was on the ledge, and under the marker lay a strip of painted papyrus, dry. She turned it over.


Never come up in a hurry.



She put it in the back pocket of her shorts.

She picked up the marker. She held it. Then she licked her thumb, the way he did, and rubbed out the 10, and wrote 9.

“Five fifty-five,” she said, to the board. “Five fifty-five. He’d have liked all the fives. He’d have put it on a sign on the lot.”

Nobody answered her. Vern, on the far bench, had his lips moving too, and his fingers.

Down on the dive deck, Ragab took the striker off its hook beside the gong, carried it into the galley and shut the door.

Hollis was at the tag board with a zip tie. He threaded it through the hole in Jess’s tag and round its hook and pulled it tight, green side out, and bit the tail off.

“Nobody flips yours but you,” he said.

At four, sitting on the bench under the board, Jess wrote in her logbook.


Thu 12 Nov · Daedalus · No dive · Rick. Skyler.

Aboard: 16




[image: * * *]



Jerry Henderson had made one decision in his life without asking Peg, and that was in 1987, and it was a Pontiac, and he still heard about it.

He made the second at a quarter to five on Thursday the twelfth of November, in the dusk, on the dive deck of the Bahiya, when he saw Fathi hang the RIB key on its hook inside the wheelhouse door and go up the stairs.

“Peg,” he said.

Peg had been crying since the pier. She had cried in the RIB and in the saloon and in their cabin, and now she was crying on the dive deck, sitting on a bench in her green cardigan with her bag in her lap, packed, and the three scratches on her cheek gone dark.

“She hit me, Jerry,” she said. “In front of everybody. And you sat there like a goddamn lump.”

“I know,” said Jerry. “There’s a boat over there.” He pointed. Three hundred metres off across the darkening water, another liveaboard lay on its mooring at the very edge of the lee, round the corner of the reef, with all its lights on and music coming off it. “It’s German. I heard them. Germans don’t die.”

Peg stopped crying.

“I asked the captain,” said Jerry. “Twice. He says nobody moves till the wind drops. They’ll have a phone over there. They’ll take us. We pay. I don’t care what. We go home on the German boat.”

“Jerry,” said Peg.

He went and got the key.

The RIB was tied off the stern on a long line. Jerry pulled it in hand over hand and held it against the swim platform while Peg got in with her bag, and then he got in, and found the place for the key, and the engine coughed and caught. Nobody came. The generator was loud. In the saloon somebody had put music on.

“You drove a pontoon boat once,” said Peg.

“A whole afternoon,” said Jerry. “Lake Okeechobee.”

A plate on the console said MAX 10 PERSONS. There were two of them. He let go of the line and pushed the throttle forward.

In the lee it was fine. The RIB went out across the flat water toward the German boat with its nose up, and Peg held her bag in her lap and her hair in her other hand, and Jerry felt like a man in a film.

They came out of the lee.

He hadn’t known where the lee ended. It ended in a line he could see once they were across it, where the flat dark water turned into short, steep, white-topped waves, coming round the end of the reef from the north, close together, all the wrong way. The first one hit the bow and threw spray over both of them. The second lifted the bow up high and slapped it down. Peg screamed. Jerry turned the wheel to get away from them, and that put the waves on their side.

The third wave came under the side of the RIB and lifted it, and kept lifting it, and Jerry saw the sky go past, and then the water.
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The water was warm. That surprised him. He came up with his mouth full of it, coughing, and the RIB was upside down beside him, a grey hump in the waves, with its engine still running somewhere under it for a second and then stopping.

“Peg!”

She came up on the other side of the hump, with her hair over her face and her cardigan floating out round her. She was holding her bag.

“Peg, let go of the bag.”

She didn’t let go of the bag. She held on to the bag and kicked and screamed his name, over and over, and the waves broke over her head, and she kept screaming, and splashing, and kicking at the water with both legs.

Jerry got a hand on the hump of the RIB and held on. He could see Bahiya’s lights, and the German boat’s lights, and between them the dark water heaving. He could see the lighthouse, three white flashes, and dark.

Something touched his foot.

It was a bump. Not hard. Something big and slow, going past underneath him.

He looked down. Black water, nothing in it. Across the hump, Peg was still splashing, still screaming, and in the light of the third flash from the lighthouse he saw a fin come up out of the wave behind her, tall and rounded, and then another, farther off, and another.

“Peg,” he said. “Peg. Peg. Stop kicking.”

She didn’t stop kicking. She didn’t hear him.

“Peg, let go of the goddamn bag!”

It was the first time in forty-one years he had sworn at her. She heard that. She looked at him across the hump of the RIB with her mouth open and her hair in her eyes, shocked, and her legs stopped, and for one second she was perfectly still in the water, the way the guide had said.

Then she went under, all at once, straight down, with her bag still in her hand, as if somebody had pulled a plug, and the water closed over the place where she’d been.

It came back up in a hump, and broke, and something came out of it that was her, and wasn’t. Her face, turned up to him, for less than a second, white in the white flash, her mouth wide open on no sound at all. Then a heavy grey shape rolled across her in the dark, and the water there went thick, and he smelled it, over the salt: copper, and the lily perfume she’d worn since their wedding.

The bag came up a moment later, floating, turning over. Her hand was still through the strap. There was nothing past the elbow. The green cardigan came up beside it, empty, with the sleeves out.

The water round his legs went warm. Warmer than the sea. He knew what it was and he didn’t look down again. He held on to the RIB and looked at the lighthouse, waiting for the three flashes, because they were something to look at.

The flashes came. One. Two. Then the longer dark that came before the third.

On the third, something took him by the leg and pulled, and his hands came off the RIB.

It didn’t hurt the way he’d thought it would. It was a pressure, enormous and slow, as if his leg had been shut in a car door that kept on closing. He went under. He opened his eyes in the salt and the black, and the next flash came down through the water, white, and he saw his own leg in a mouth, and a small round eye beside it, very close, looking at nothing, and his wife’s hand going past, holding on to her bag.

He came up once. He got his face out into the wind.

“Peg,” he said.




Interlude
North Wind




PORT AUTHORITY, RED SEA · NOTICE TO ALL VESSELS

Thursday, 12 November · 14:00 · Wind north 30 to 35 knots. All vessels at offshore moorings hold position. Small craft prohibited from leaving harbour.

(Hurghada marina, 22:00: gusts to 38 knots. Halyards slapping on every mast.)



The wind came down off the desert all afternoon and got into everything. It blew sand along the marina in low brown snakes. It blew a café umbrella into the harbour, where it floated upside down like a jellyfish. It got under the glass doors of Garrett’s balcony and moaned there, and at six it took his wine glass off the table and broke it on the tiles.

He was inside, at the kitchen counter, with five yellow notes in a row in front of him.

Samia had brought them up at seven, in her coat, which she had never done in four years, and laid them on the counter one at a time, in order, like cards for patience, and stood with her hands folded.


14:20 · Port Authority (Mr. Khairy) · BAHIYA at Daedalus · 1 guest deceased on the lighthouse stairs (heart?) · Navy has body · CALL BACK

14:35 · Port Authority (Mr. Khairy) · 1 guest, female, fell from navy pier · deceased · CALL BACK

15:50 · Port Authority (Mr. Khairy) · CALL BACK TODAY PLEASE

17:30 · Port Authority (Mr. Khairy) · 2 guests missing with ship’s RIB at Daedalus · No search possible, 35 kn · CALL BACK

18:15 · Mr. Khairy again. He asked where you are. I said on the balcony.



“You told him I was on the balcony,” said Garrett.

“You were on the balcony.”

“Jesus Christ, Samia.” He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw green. “When somebody calls for me and I’m not available, I’m in a meeting.”

“You were on the balcony,” said Samia again. “With wine.”

On the counter beside the notes, the satellite phone lit up and rang. The screen said SAYED. It had said SAYED at ten past six, and twenty to seven, and a quarter past seven, and Garrett had watched it each time until it stopped.

He watched it now.

“He is calling you,” said Samia.

“I know he’s calling me.”

“You told him to call you first.”

“I know what I told him!” It came out a shout, and it bounced off the tiles, and Samia didn’t move at all. “I know what I fucking told him.”

The phone stopped ringing. Garrett picked it up, turned it over, slid the catch on the back with his thumbnail and took the battery out. He put the battery on one side of the counter and the phone on the other, a good distance apart, like two dogs that didn’t get on.

“Here is how it works,” he said. “The company has a process. An incident is reported to the company by the master of the vessel, in writing, through the proper channel. That’s me. Until the master reports to me, the company has not been notified. The office is not the company.”

Samia looked at the yellow notes.

“The office is me,” she said.

“Exactly.”

She stood a moment longer. Then she took a small brown envelope from her bag, put the five notes into it, one at a time, in order, licked the flap and closed it. She wrote the date on the front.

“Those are mine,” said Garrett.

“I will make you copies,” said Samia, and put the envelope in her bag, and went home.
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At ten he took the laptop out onto the balcony, because inside the apartment he could hear the battery on the counter not ringing.

The wind was louder out there. Every mast in the marina was singing, a hundred halyards slapping their aluminium, and the boats lay jammed against their fenders on the pontoons with their lights swinging. Out past the breakwater there was nothing but black and the white tops of waves coming up out of the dark in rows.

Three hundred kilometres south, past all that, he thought, there was a striped lighthouse on a rock and a boat holding on to its mooring under it.

He opened the data room.


AZURE HORIZONS CAPITAL · PROJECT TIDEMARK · DATA ROOM

4.12 · Incidents, injuries, complaints and authority correspondence (trailing 12 months)

Number of reportable guest incidents notified to the Company: 0

Notes: One off-duty staff misadventure, October 2026, not guest-related. Local authority letter attached.

Certified accurate as at: 12 Nov 2026, 22:04

Name: G. Lusk, Regional Director, Red Sea



He read it through twice. Notified to the Company. It was true. Nobody had notified the company of anything, because the company’s phone was in two pieces on a kitchen counter.

The cursor sat in the box.

He thought about Brian’s kitchen in Connecticut with the marble island. He thought about the twentieth, and the wire, and his share of the wire. He thought about Sayed in the wheelhouse, ringing and ringing.

A gust came over the balcony rail and lifted the corner of the laptop screen against his fingers.

He pressed Submit.


✅ Upload complete. Thank you. Item 4.12 has been marked as received.



The wind blew all night. He slept badly, on his back, and twice he got up and went to the kitchen and looked at the battery, and both times he left it where it was.




Interlude
Sightings




M/Y BAHIYA · WHEELHOUSE · Daedalus, southwest mooring

Friday, 13 November · 01:10 · Wind north 35 knots, gusting 40 · Boat snatching on the mooring



The wheelhouse door was locked from the inside, and the key was on a string round Rana’s neck, under her shirt, against her skin.

At her feet on the floor, in a blue plastic crate, were the boat’s rental regulators. All eleven of them. She had unscrewed every one from its tank after dinner while the family watched from the saloon window, and carried them up in three trips, a tangle of black hoses and yellow octopuses, and nobody had said a word.

The Hasketts had brought their own regulators from home. She had seen them in Duane’s bag on the first night, four good sets in two padded cases with his initials on them in silver marker. She’d stood over the bag at ten o’clock with her hand on the zip. Then she’d taken her hand away. A guest’s own equipment in a guest’s own bag. She could lose her card for that too.

The boat snatched at its mooring. Every few seconds a gust came round the end of the reef and Bahiya leaned and swung, and the bow line came up out of the water with a crack like a whip, and everything in the wheelhouse that wasn’t tied down slid a centimetre and slid back. The captain was asleep on the bench at the back with his arm over his eyes, in his clothes. Up on the bow the night watch, Fathi, was out in it with a torch on the mooring line, and every time the torch swung across the windscreen the rain of spray on the glass lit up white.

At midnight she had called the patrol boat about the Hendersons for the fourth time. The patrol boat had said what it said the first time: Nothing can be launched. In the morning. She had said ibn el-kalb into the handset afterwards, with the button up, and then sat with her forehead on the chart table for a while.
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Rana had the notebook open on the chart table under the red light: the black waterproof one she’d carried in her shorts for two seasons, swollen to twice its thickness, its pages soft and wavy from wet hands.

At the front were the photo-ID sheets she’d built for the project: every oceanic whitetip she had photographed in the Red Sea, the dorsal and both pectorals drawn in pencil with the white tips mapped in. Every animal’s white was different, spots and blots like paint flicked off a brush, and from above you could tell one from another like a thumbprint. Notches helped. She had twenty-six individuals in the book.

At the back was the page she was reading now. She had started it on the fourth of October, and she had been adding to it all week, a line at a time.


LONGIMANUS ID · #07 (“SITT”) · F · ~2.6 m · L pectoral notch, bite-shaped, 30 cm from tip

Seasons 2024–2025: Elphinstone only

19 Oct 24 · Elphin. S plateau · 0–10 m · 2 passes, curious, left

02 Nov 24 · Elphin. S · 5 m · followed RIB ~40 m, left

23 Nov 24 · Elphin. N · 12 m · circled group once, left

11 Oct 25 · Elphin. S · 3 m · inspected camera, left

08 Nov 25 · Elphin. S · 8 m · 2 passes, left

9 sightings in 2 seasons · closest approach 3 m · never at a stern · never at night

Season 2026

01–03 Oct reconstructed: rice in scuppers, L.B.’s own videos, crew. 04 Oct seen.

01 Oct · DAEDALUS SW moorings · ~21:50 · AT STERN, under floodlight · L. Brannock feeding

02 Oct · DAED SW · ~21:45 · AT STERN · L.B. feeding · ⚠ told L.B. stop

03 Oct · DAED SW · ~21:40 · AT STERN · L.B. feeding · L.B. missing

04 Oct · DAED SW · 06:22 · at stern 0–5 m · bucket, flip-flop

10 Nov · Abu Ramada · ? · V. Tolliver: “a lady with white gloves” · not confirmed

11 Nov · Little Brother E wall · 06:00–06:20 · J. Tolliver, L fin notch · K. Tolliver not aboard

11 Nov · Big Brother N tip · ~11:50 · G. Haskett

11 Nov · BB N tip · 13:20 · search dive · 4 indiv. incl. #07 · close pass ×2, pushed off with housing

11 Nov · BB → Daedalus transit · 20:00–04:00 · in searchlight ×3 · following

12 Nov · Daedalus · 17:05 · RIB 2 capsized NW corner · Hendersons missing · not seen



She ran her pencil down the left-hand column of the old seasons. Left. Left. Left. Left. Left. Two years of an animal coming to look at people and going away again.

The new season. At stern. At stern. At stern.

Three nights of fish heads in a floodlight had done something to the Sitt that two years of divers at Elphinstone never had. Every boat at Elphinstone had divers. None had ever thrown her dinner. Bahiya had: same hull, same generator note, same shape from below, same galley going bright at eight.

The Sitt had followed the boat from Hurghada. Rana was nearly sure of that now. From the marina south to Abu Ramada, where an old man drugged on motion-sickness patches had looked over the stern and seen a lady in long white gloves. All night south-east to the Brothers. All night south again to here.

Rana wrote at the bottom of the page, in capitals, and drew a box round it.


CONDITIONED TO VESSEL. NOT TO SITE.
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At half past one somebody tapped on the wheelhouse door.

She didn’t move. The captain didn’t wake. The tap came again, soft, three times, and a voice said her name in Arabic, and she knew it.

She unlocked the door and Ragab came in sideways with the wind, in a jacket over his galley whites, carrying a small tray with a glass of tea on it, and two pieces of bread with white cheese and a slice of tomato on each, and a saucer with three dates. He shut the door behind him with his heel. Nothing on the tray had spilled.

“You didn’t eat,” he said.

“I ate.”

“You moved food around a plate.” He put the tray on the chart table beside her notebook and looked at the page, at the long column of left, and the box at the bottom. He couldn’t read English well. He looked at it anyway, the way you look at an X-ray you can’t read.

“The striker,” he said, “is in the flour.”

She looked up.

“The gong striker. In the flour bin, at the bottom. Nobody rings the gong on this boat any more. If the captain wants it, he can ask me.” He looked out at the black window, where Fathi’s torch went across the spray. “I don’t care what anybody says about sound and water.”

“It’s not the gong,” said Rana. “I told you.”

“I know what you told me.” He touched the tray, straightening it a millimetre. “Eat the bread.”

He went out again into the wind. She locked the door behind him and ate the bread, because he would ask Fathi in the morning whether she had.
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She did the inventory, because that was what you did when you couldn’t do anything else.

The pouch from her slate. One strip of papyrus in it: Mind the current, not the view, from Kendra’s tank strap. She knew Jess had others; she’d seen her hide them. She knew Shannon Kessler had one in her pocket, because she’d watched Shannon touch the pocket every time her father’s name was said.

A zip-lock bag with the brass plate, bent and bright on one edge.

A cheap dive knife with a black rubber handle and a chipped tip.

The memory card from her own camera, in its little plastic case. Four whitetips on a wreck. A bright scrape on steel and something pale caught on its edge.

The things she didn’t have. The glass with the grit in it, which Jess had given to the navy. Dex’s camera card, which he held against his chest at night and said had died at the hold. Brad Kessler’s watch, which was on the sand at Abu Ramada, or in the sea, or in a shark. The Hendersons. Rick Tolliver, under a grey blanket on a navy boat with the girl who’d asked how far.

And her own statement from October, in Arabic, with her signature at the bottom, under qada’ wa qadar, in a file in a police station on El Nasr Road.

It wasn’t enough. It was a guide’s word and a pile of odds and ends and a book of fish drawings, and a navy officer would look at it and see a woman who hadn’t slept since Tuesday.
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At a quarter to two the tap came again, twice, and it wasn’t Ragab.

Jess came in with the wind behind her and her hood up, and shut the door with her shoulder. She had her logbook in both hands. She didn’t sit down.

“You’re writing to someone,” she said. “Ragab said.”

Rana didn’t answer.

Jess opened the logbook on the chart table, past the violations list, and turned it round to face her. Four pages in capitals, in pencil, started on Tuesday night. Every name on the tag board, and against each one the last time Jess had seen that face with her own eyes. BRAD · TUE MORNING · ABU RAMADA. TREY · TUE NIGHT. KENDRA · TUE NIGHT. GAVIN · WED · NUMIDIA. Down the page and over. At the bottom, her signature and her instructor number, the same as on the slate on Wednesday.

“Use the names,” she said.

Rana turned the pages. It was the thing she didn’t have.

“If I send names, they meet us,” she said. “If they meet us before sunset, there is no committal at Daedalus. Gordon told you what that means.”

“Seven C. All of it to the salvage fund.” Jess didn’t look at the pages. “I did the division on Monday night and rubbed it out. If Rick’s numbers are right it’s over half a million dollars now, and more every day. I want it.” Her voice went. She waited for it to come back. “I held Skyler’s head together with my hand yesterday morning, and I was doing the sum while I did it. Nine. I want it so much I can taste it. I fucking hate it.” She pushed the book an inch further across the table. “I’m telling you so it’s said. Send the names.”

Rana photographed the four pages with her phone, one at a time, flat under the red light, and gave the book back. Jess put it inside her hoodie, against her chest, and went out again, down to the dive deck and the bench under the tag board.
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The boat’s Wi-Fi was slow at the best of times, a satellite dish the size of a bucket on the wheelhouse roof. In forty knots it came and went. Rana typed the email on the captain’s laptop in English and then again in Arabic, to the Red Sea Protectorates office of the Ministry of Environment in Hurghada, to the duty address that was supposed to be answered on weekends and wasn’t.


To: Red Sea Protectorates — Duty Officer

Subject: URGENT · Oceanic whitetip #07 · behaviour change · vessel-conditioned · request vessel be met

I am a licensed guide (card attached). I have photographed this individual nine times at Elphinstone in two seasons. She never approached closer than 3 m and never came to a vessel’s stern. Since 1 October, after three nights of illegal feeding from the stern of M/Y Bahiya at Daedalus, she has followed that vessel, and in the last four days I have recorded her at or near every incident involving its guests: two dead in the water, one missing, and three I have not seen with my own eyes since Monday and Tuesday. A member of the family, J. Tolliver, a diving instructor, has given me her own record of who she last saw and when. It is attached with her signature. She asked me to send it. My sighting table is attached. She is following us. I request that M/Y Bahiya be met at Daedalus and that any vessel with a history of stern feeding be held in port. I will give a statement in person.

Rana Shafik



She read it through. Two dead. One missing. Three not seen. She hadn’t written the numbers down anywhere before. They looked like numbers from a newspaper.

She attached the sighting page as a photograph, and the four pages of Jess’s logbook, and the photo-ID sheet for #07, and her guide’s card, and the picture from the fourth of October with the bucket on its side on the swim step.

She didn’t copy it to Gilded Fin. She thought about it, with the cursor in the box, for a long time.

Then she pressed Send, and the little blue bar went a quarter of the way across and stopped, and sat there while the boat leaned and swung and the bow line cracked out of the sea, and the laptop thought about it.

At 02:14 the bar finished.

Sent.

The captain didn’t wake. Rana put the laptop away and sat on the floor of the wheelhouse with her back against the chart table and the crate of regulators against her knees, so that she’d feel it if anyone touched the door. She meant to stay awake until dawn. The last thing she remembered was Fathi’s torch going across the windscreen, and the spray lighting up white in it.




Chapter 9
Never Chase What Swims Away




DIVE CARD — DAEDALUS REEF, WEST WALL · NOT A SCHEDULED DIVE

Friday, 13 November · Diving suspended by the captain · Port-authority ban in force

The wall drops from the reef top at 1–2 m past 100 m. Scalloped hammerheads are sometimes seen in November, early, deep, out in the blue off the wall.

Nitrox 32%: about 33.8 m at PO₂ 1.4. 40 m at 1.6. At 45 m you are breathing 1.76.

Under the boat’s stern hangs a line with steel bars at 6 m and 3 m: the hang. If you have a ceiling, the hang is where you live until your computer lets you go.




GUIDE’S LOG · M/Y BAHIYA · WK 46 · THU 12 NOV · R. SHAFIK

09:58 · R. TOLLIVER (guest) collapsed on lighthouse stairs. CPR 25 min (N. Tolliver-Ferris, J. Tolliver, O₂ from keepers). Deceased. Body with navy.

10:40 · N. TOLLIVER-FERRIS to navy officer: husband TREY dead since Tuesday. J. TOLLIVER gives officer a glass (tea, white sediment). Officer will board when wind allows.

11:42 · DUNN S. off end of navy pier, wagon pushed by HANK (guest). Head injury, no pulse. Navy officer informed, holds Hank’s passport.

14:00 · Port authority via patrol boat: all vessels hold. N 30–35 kn.

16:52 · RIB 2 gone from stern line. Key gone from hook. Chum on the dive-deck stairs, whining.

17:05 · RIB 2 sighted upside down off NW corner, edge of the lee. Nobody with it.

17:06 · Headcount: HENDERSON P. and HENDERSON J. missing. Ch 16 to patrol boat and all vessels. No launch possible, 35 kn.

17:40 · Mrs. Darlene says Mrs. Henderson “wanted to go home.” She has their satellite phone.

Board: 22 tags. 14 people.




Thu 12 Nov · Daedalus · 17:10 · Peg. Jerry.

Aboard: 14



Chum woke Jess.

Jess had slept on the dive-deck bench under the tag board, in her hoodie, with her logbook under her head, to stop the Hasketts. She had told Rana at dinner, and Rana had carried every rental regulator on the boat up to the wheelhouse and locked the door. Jess had meant to stay awake all night. Something cold pushed into her hand. She opened her eyes and it was the dog’s nose.

Chum had kept off the swim platform all week. Now she was standing at the edge of it with her legs stiff and her ears flat, and she was whining, the thin high sound with no breath in it, and looking down at the water.

It was grey, just before dawn. The wind had dropped in the night to something that only hummed in the rigging. In the lee of the reef the sea was flat, and on the swim platform there were four sets of wet footprints, and four tags on the board were red. Four tanks were gone from their stations, full ones, filled for Thursday’s dives that never happened. They had brought their own regulators from home. Up in the bow the night watch was tending the mooring line as the boat swung, with his back to all of it.

HASKETT D. HASKETT C. HASKETT P. And Dex, under CONTENT, in Darlene’s handwriting.

Jess stood up.

“Hollis.” She kicked the bench he was asleep under, on the other side of the deck. “Hollis. Up. Get your kit.”

She ran up the stairs and hammered on the wheelhouse door with her fist, twice, and ran back down without waiting. Hollis was already up. He didn’t ask anything. He was into his wetsuit by the time she had her tank on. His regulator was his own, a scuffed set he’d bought off a lobsterman in Maine, zip-tied in three places.

On the way past the board Jess turned her own tag to red. It was zip-tied. She cut the zip tie with her knife and turned it, and Hollis watched her do it, and said nothing, and turned his.

Under the swim platform the bubbles were coming up in four thin streams, going away from the boat to the north, toward the wall.
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Jess had heard them planning it. Everyone had. At dinner Celeste had stood up in the saloon with her phone in her hand, in a white linen shirt, her eyes red.

“Tomorrow at dawn,” she said. “Before the ceremony. I’m doing a breath for Gavin. In the water, where he went. Paisley’s filming.” She looked round the saloon. “It’s called Breathe for Gavin. The breath is four in, seven hold, eight out. Anyone can do it at home.”

“Diving’s suspended,” Jess had said. “Rana said.”

“It’s not a dive,” said Celeste. “It’s a breath.”

“Celeste. You’re on thirty-two percent. You can’t—”

“Don’t you tell me how to grieve my son, Jessica.” Celeste’s swollen nose had gone yellow at the edges. “You weren’t there. You were up here with your little logbook writing down everybody’s sins. You don’t get a vote.”

“The hammerheads come up at dawn,” Duane had said, from the corner, with his eyes on the window. “Off the wall. Deep. Forty-five, fifty. I saw them in ninety-four. Hector took me.” He wiped his face with his whole hand. “We’ll get her the shot.”

“At forty-five on that gas you’re breathing one point seven six,” said Rana. “You’ll film her having a seizure.”

“Lady, I was diving this sea when you were shitting in a diaper.”

Rana had said no anyway, at dinner, in front of all of them.


[image: * * *]



The cold, and then the blue.

At this hour the light in the water was thin and grey-green and came from nowhere in particular. Jess went down the hang line under the stern and let go at the bottom of it, and swam north toward the bubbles with Hollis at her shoulder.

The wall of Daedalus went down under them so far and so straight that Jess’s stomach turned over: a cliff of fans and soft coral and black cracks, dropping straight down into the dark with no bottom to it. Jess had dived walls in the Caribbean that went to two thousand feet and had never felt this.

The four of them were already deep. She could see them below, a long way below, four pale shapes against the blue, strung out along the wall: Duane in front in his rash guard, then Celeste in her white, then Paisley, then Dex with the camera and its light.

At eighteen metres Hollis was at her elbow. She stopped him with a hand flat on his chest and held up one finger, then eight. Eighteen. Your card says eighteen. He pointed at his own chest and spread his hands, and she knew what he meant. My card’s in Vermont. She pointed at the wall. He put one hand flat on a bare patch of rock and stayed.

She went on down without him, and she knew exactly which of her own rules she was breaking.


28.4 m · NDL 17 · 32% · PO₂ 1.23



Thirty. Thirty-two. She stopped at thirty-three and held there, on the wall, with her hand on bare rock, because thirty-three was the most her gas would let her do, and below her they were at forty-five. She did it in her head. Forty-five metres on thirty-two percent: one point seven six. Celeste was down there holding her breath in it.

She banged on her tank with the clip of her knife. Come up. Come up, you idiots, come up, goddamn it. Clang, clang, clang. The sound went out through the water, sharp and metal.

Dex looked up. Nobody else did.

Then, below them, out in the blue off the wall, the hammerheads came.

There were six of them, then eight, coming up out of the dark in a loose drifting school. In the grey light they were only shapes, long and grey, each with that wide flat bar of a head swinging slowly from side to side, the way a man swings a metal detector over a beach. They hung out in the blue, forty or fifty metres off the wall.

Below Jess, Celeste stopped. She turned toward them. She lifted her arms out from her sides, slowly, palms open, the way she did at the start of a class, and Jess watched her breathe. In. Hold. Out. Paisley was filming her. Dex was filming Paisley filming her.

Duane looked at his computer and kept looking. He started up the wall.
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They came up to the hang in a ragged line, Duane first, then Celeste, then Paisley and Dex. Jess and Hollis met them at fifteen metres and went up with them. At the six-metre bar Jess took the line in one hand and went down the row of them and read their wrists.


DUANE · DECO · CEILING 6 m · STOP 6 m 8:00 · TTS 22 · 70 bar

CELESTE · NDL exceeded. Decompression now required. · STOP 6 m 5:00 · TTS 15 · 90 bar

PAISLEY · DECO · CEILING 6 m · 4:00 · TTS 12 · 80 bar

DEX · DECO · CEILING 3 m · STOP 3 m 2:00 · TTS 7 · 100 bar

HOLLIS · SAFETY STOP 3:00 · 140 bar

JESS · SAFETY STOP 3:00 · 110 bar



Six screens. Four of them had a ceiling: a depth they could not go above until their computer cleared them to ascend. Duane’s was the worst. Twenty-two minutes before his computer would let him reach the surface, and eight of them at six metres.

Jess held up her slate and wrote on it and showed each of them in turn.


STAY ON THE LINE. DO YOUR STOPS. ALL OF THEM.



Duane read it and nodded and looked away. Celeste read it and closed her eyes. Paisley read it and gave her a thumbs-up and then, while Jess was showing Dex, unzipped the pocket of her BCD and took out a bag of bread.

It was the flatbread from the galley, the round brown baladi Ragab baked every morning, torn into pieces in a plastic sandwich bag. She opened the bag under water and pinched out a piece and let it go.

The fish came from everywhere. Sergeant majors, striped yellow and black, a cloud of them out of nowhere, then a school of fusiliers flashing blue, then a big bluefin trevally shouldering through them all. In ten seconds the water round Paisley was so thick with fish that Jess couldn’t see her face. Dex had the camera on her. Paisley pinched out more bread, laughing into her regulator, and the fish went mad.

Jess grabbed her wrist.

Paisley looked at her through the fish. She took the regulator out of her mouth for a second, the way Jess had told her never to, and mouthed something round it. For Gavin. Then she put it back.

Jess got the bag out of her hand and zipped it into her own pocket.

The fish left all at once, in one movement, into nothing. The sergeant majors went into the shadow of the hull. The fusiliers went off into the blue. The trevally went straight down. In two seconds the water round the hang was clear and empty and bright.

And she came up out of the blue under them, and this time Jess saw all of her.

She was much bigger than the pieces Jess had seen on the wall and the hull. Bronze-grey on top and white underneath, heavy through the middle like something that ate well, the long fins standing out from her sides wider than Jess’s arms could have reached, the tips mottled white. Three pilot fish rode in front of her blunt nose. A remora clung to her belly. Old scars showed pale along her side, and on the left fin, near the tip, was the notch.

She came up the hang line slowly, in a long spiral, round and round it, looking. The sun lay across her back in moving bars.

Jess pulled them in. She got Paisley’s arm and Dex’s and pulled them against the line, and Hollis got Duane, and they turned, all of them, backs to the rope, facing out, upright. Jess could feel Paisley shaking through her wetsuit.

The whitetip came round once. She came round again, closer, and on the second pass she turned her head and looked along the row of them, one by one.

Celeste wasn’t looking at the shark.

She was looking down.

Below the hang, out in the blue off the wall, the hammerheads had come up. They were shallower now, maybe twenty-five metres, and the light was on them: the wide flat heads with the eyes at the ends. The school was moving off, slowly, south, away from the wall, into the open sea.

South, where she had told the navy he went, with his buoy up, waving.

Celeste let go of the line.

She did it gently, as if she were letting go of somebody’s hand. She pushed off from the rope with her fins, and she went down and out after the hammerheads, swimming hard, her white shirt bright in the blue, her arms out in front of her.

Jess grabbed for her and got water.

Celeste didn’t look back. She was going after them, down, toward the school, and the school was going away, and she kicked harder. Paisley screamed into her regulator. Duane let go of Hollis and went after his wife, and Hollis caught him by the tank valve and held on. Duane turned on him. He punched Hollis in the mask, and then in the throat, and Hollis took both and wrapped his other arm round the line and didn’t open his hand. Duane’s computer, Jess saw, was flashing red.

The whitetip came off the line in a long easy curve, and went down.

Without hurrying, she went down after Celeste, the pilot fish going ahead of her. Celeste was at fifteen metres, at eighteen, her eyes on the hammerheads. She never saw her coming.

The whitetip came up under Celeste from below and behind and took her across the hips. Jess heard it through the water, a dull crunch, like a crate splitting on a dock. Celeste folded, arms back, head forward. The shark didn’t shake her. She held her and kept swimming, a body length, two, and the white shirt went dark, and a cloud came out of Celeste and spread, brown and then black in the blue. Something pale and loose came out of her with it, and trailed, and Jess knew the word for it from a first-aid manual and her mind wouldn’t say it. Celeste’s fins kicked twice. Her hand came round and hit at the shark’s head with her fist, once, twice, at the eye, the way everybody says you should, hard. The shark let go.

For a second Celeste hung there in the blue, alone, bent over, with the cloud round her. She looked up. She looked straight up the line at them, at Duane, at Paisley, and her regulator was still in her mouth, and Jess saw her breathe. In. Hold.

The whitetip came back and took her round the chest, and this time she didn’t let go. She went away into the blue with Celeste across her mouth, going down, and the long white-tipped fins tilted, and the last thing Jess saw was Celeste’s wrist, the left one, sticking up out of the dark cloud with her watch on it.

Celeste had started the timer on her watch for the breath. Jess had seen her do it at forty-five metres, before the hammerheads. In for four. Hold for seven. The big digital numbers on the face of it were still going, counting up, white on black, 21:41, 21:42, 21:43, and then the blue was too deep to read them.
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Paisley stopped screaming.

She was holding the line with one hand. She looked at Jess. She looked at the pocket of Jess’s BCD, where the bread was.

Jess reached for her.

Paisley tore the pocket open. The zip went, and the bag came out, and Paisley pulled it open and threw the bread away from her, away from the line, out into the blue, with both hands, as far as she could throw it. The pieces hung in the water a metre from her, turning, brown and soft.

Jess grabbed her and pulled. The fish didn’t come back for the bread. Nothing came back for it. It hung there round Paisley’s head in a cloud, and the cloud went on hanging there, and Paisley was in the middle of it.

The whitetip came back up out of the dark.

She came straight up, fast, the fastest Jess had seen her move, and she came through the bread. Paisley had her hands up. She took Paisley by the hands and the arms and the head together, and the hit was so hard that it tore Jess’s grip off Paisley’s tank, and Jess felt it through the water like a blow to her own chest. There was a sound inside it. A snap, and a crunch, and a squeal of torn neoprene. The water went red, all at once, bright in the sun, so close to Jess’s mask she could see it curl.

Something went past her face. A fin. Paisley’s hot pink fin, the one she’d bought because it was pink. It had Paisley’s foot in it. It went down slowly, turning over and over, and it was pink all the way, because they were at six metres and the color hadn’t gone yet.

The bread drifted in the sun. A sergeant major came out from under the hull and took a piece.

Dex had the camera up. He had it on the place where Paisley had been. He held it there. Then, slowly, he lowered it, until it hung at his chest on its lanyard, pointing at the bottom.


[image: * * *]



Duane went up.

He went past Jess before she could turn, let go of the line and kicked and went straight up the rope toward the light and the dark shape of the hull, with his computer flashing red on his wrist. He was past the six-metre bar, past the three, and the red on his wrist said MISSED STOP. Jess lunged up after his fins and got nothing.

He broke the surface above them in a burst of silver and was gone.

Ceiling six metres. Eight minutes. Twenty-two minutes to surface. He had done it in about twelve seconds.

Dex let go of the line.

He did it the way Duane had, all at once, with his eyes on the light. Jess got his tank valve with her right hand before his fins had kicked twice and pulled him back down onto the bar, and he fought her. He was stronger than she was. He kicked and twisted, and his elbow caught her mask and smashed it into her nose and half flooded it, and the seawater in the mask went pink with her own blood, and she tasted it, and she didn’t let go. She got her left arm through the line and round his shoulder strap and locked it there, and put her mask against his, glass to glass, so that he had to look at her.

She held up two fingers. Two minutes.

He stopped fighting.

Jess hung on the line with Hollis on one side of her and Dex on the other, and made herself look at her own screen.


6.0 m · SAFETY STOP 1:48



Hollis was looking at her, very white behind his mask. She held up her slate. There was nothing to write. She wrote anyway.


STOPS. ALL OF THEM.



Dex read it and nodded. Two minutes at three metres. Jess took him up the line a hand at a time, with her arm still through his strap, and held him there.

The whitetip came back once.

She came up out of the blue under them and went round the line, once, in the sun, with something dark caught at the corner of her mouth. Jess stood on the rope with her back to it, upright, and looked at her, and Hollis on one side of her and Dex on the other did the same. They didn’t move. The shark came close enough that Jess could have put out her hand and touched the scars on her side.

She looked at them. She looked at the six-metre bar, at the three of them hanging from it in a row.

She went off, down the wall, slowly, toward the south, the way the hammerheads had gone.

Hollis’s computer let him go first, then Jess’s. Jess stayed on the three-metre bar beside Dex until his did too.


SAFETY STOP COMPLETE · SURFACE



They came up into full morning.

Rana was standing on the swim platform. She had a towel round her neck and her slate in her hand, and the captain was behind her, and Wael, and Ragab in his white jacket. On the dive deck behind them Duane was sitting on the teak in a puddle of water. Wael was holding an oxygen mask over his face, and every few seconds Duane pushed it off to laugh and say, “I’m fine. She went after the hammerheads. I’m fine.”

“Breathe, Mr. Duane,” said Wael, and put the mask back. “Breathe now. Talk later. Later you can talk all day. I have two at home who talk all day. I know how it is done.”

Rana looked at Jess.

“Celeste,” said Jess. “Paisley.”

Duane pushed the mask off. “She went after the hammerheads,” he said, and laughed.

Jess was across the deck before she knew she’d moved, still in her fins, with blood from her nose running into her mouth. She got two fistfuls of his rash guard.

“Your daughter.” She was screaming it into his face. “Paisley. Your daughter was on the line and you went up. You left her on the line, you son of a bitch. You went up past her. You went up—”

Duane looked at her. He was still smiling, and his eyes were full, and the smile didn’t know what to do.

“I’m fine,” he said.

Wael took her wrists, gently, and opened her fingers one at a time, and put the mask back on Duane’s face and held it there.

Dex came up the ladder behind her. He didn’t take his fins off. He walked across the dive deck in them, slapping, to Rana, and he took the camera off its lanyard and held it out to her.

On Tuesday a cable network in Atlanta had emailed him about the Brothers footage. He had written their number on the back of his invoice, in pen, and looked at it every night since. It was more than Paisley had paid him all year. It was on the card.

Rana took it. She held it in both hands. She didn’t look at the screen.

Jess climbed the ladder and went to the tag board. Six tags were red: hers, Hollis’s, HASKETT D., HASKETT C., HASKETT P., CONTENT. She turned four of them to green. She left the other two.

On the hook under HASKETT C., where nothing had been when she went in, hung a gold boat on a blue river, dry. She knew what it said. She turned it over anyway.


Never chase what swims away.



She looked across the deck. At the end of the bench, in her cardigan, with a towel on her knees, Great-Aunt Maureen sat with her hands folded, watching the swim step.




Chapter 10
Mind Your Depth and Mind Your Air




TOPSIDE CARD — DAEDALUS · THE COMMITTAL

Friday, 13 November · Sunset about 16:50 · Ban still in force

A burial at sea from a liveaboard: the boat holds still on its mooring, the crew stand on the dive deck, and the family say what they want to say. Ashes go in from the lowest step, downwind.

At Daedalus the lighthouse comes on at sunset.



By nine the north wind was back, thirty knots across the reef, and the flat water of the dawn was gone.

At ten Rana opened the laptop on the chart table in the wheelhouse. Before she could put the card in, Jess laid three strips of papyrus on the keyboard in a row. Gold boats. Blue rivers. She turned them over one at a time.

Never dive alone at night. Never touch what you don’t know. Never chase what swims away.

Rana looked at them. She unzipped the pouch on her slate and laid Kendra’s beside them, Mind the current, not the view, and the four of them lay there on the keys in a line.

Nobody said anything. Rana put the card from Dex’s camera into the laptop.

It started on Wednesday.

Paisley’s pink fins, going grey at twenty metres. The Numidia’s hull. Gavin at the doorway in the steel wall with his knife, and the plate coming off, and his hand opening, and the green going up out of it like smoke. Gavin looking straight into the lens and giving a thumbs-up with his good hand. Then the wheels, and Paisley’s face between the spokes.

Rana stopped it there. She looked at the captain.

“Battery died at the hold,” she said.

She ran it on to the end.

When it was over the captain stood at the window with his hands behind his back.

He called the patrol boat. Jess understood nothing of it except the names, and the word Numidia, and the tone. When he put the handset down he told them in English.

“The officer has seen the weather. He cannot put a boat alongside us in this. Nobody in the water. Nobody. The ban lifts tomorrow, maybe, in the morning. Then we sail for Hurghada, all of us, with the navy, and at Elphinstone, in the shelter, the officer comes aboard. Anyone who wants to go across to the navy boat can go. The police meet us in Hurghada on Sunday.”

“And the cabins?” said Rana.

“I asked. He says the cabins are for the police.” The captain turned from the window. “Mido. Tape.”

Mido went down the corridor with a roll of grey tape and a marker and taped across the doors of cabins 4, 5 and 9, top to bottom, in an X, and wrote the date on each one. Darlene stood in the saloon doorway and watched him do it.

“Those are people’s rooms, honey,” she said.

“Captain says, madam.” Mido tore the tape with his teeth and didn’t look at her.

“And tonight?” said Rana.

“Tonight the old lady has her ceremony,” said Captain Sayed. “Because I said so, in front of her, on Thursday. And because I want to hear her read the names.”
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On the bread board in the galley, when Ragab came to start the lunch, there was a strip of papyrus lying on the flour, dry, though the flour around it was damp from the sea air.

He brought it to Rana with two fingers, holding it by the edge as if it were wet. Jess was with her. On the front, a gold boat on a blue river. On the back, in pencil, in the upright hand:


Never feed the fish.



Ragab said something to Rana in Arabic. It was long and quiet. At the end of it he made a small movement with his chin toward the saloon, where Great-Aunt Maureen sat at the end of the U with her tea.

Rana put the strip in the pouch of her slate with the others. She didn’t say anything.
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Duane had been on oxygen since half past seven, when Wael put the mask on him on the dive deck while he was still laughing. He kept taking it off: to eat, to argue, to tell Mido about Hector. He had been rubbing his right shoulder since breakfast, and at noon he rolled it round in the saloon and said, “Slept on it funny. I’m sixty, it’s allowed,” and laughed, and nobody laughed back. He had laughed at everything since he came up the line.

By one his elbow hurt. By two he was scratching his chest under the rash guard, hard, with all his fingers, and Nate, who had not spoken to anyone since Thursday, crossed the saloon and pulled the neck of Duane’s rash guard down without asking.

Duane’s chest was marbled, purple and red, like a cut of meat, spreading out from his breastbone.

“Mask on,” said Nate. “And it stays on.”

Rana changed the bottle. The first one had run out at eleven. Nate laid Duane flat on the cushions and fitted the mask over his face, and Duane took two breaths and pulled it off.

“It’s an itch,” he said.

“It’s the bends,” said Nate. “Skin, shoulder, elbow. Your computer said twenty-two minutes, Duane, and you went straight up. It gets worse from here. You need the chamber.”

“Where’s the chamber?”

“Marsa Alam,” said Rana. “I had the doctor at the chamber on the satellite phone at eight. Oxygen, flat, water, and watch his breathing. The captain asked for the helicopter at half past seven. It comes when the wind lets it.”

Duane looked at her.

“A helicopter,” he said, “is leaving the vessel.”

Everyone in the saloon turned to Maureen.

Maureen was at the end of the U with her red account book closed under her hand. She looked at Duane on the cushions.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

Gordon had his briefcase open on his knees. “Mr. Haskett is the surviving spouse of issue. Mrs. Haskett and both of the Haskett children have—” He stopped. He looked at the board, where Shannon had written 9 the day before. “With Celeste and Paisley, the residue is now divided by—”

“Seven,” said Shannon, from the window.

“I’m all that’s left of us,” said Duane. He was looking at the ceiling. “Celeste, Gav, Paisley. I’m all that’s left. If I get in a helicopter, all three of their shares go to”—he lifted his head and looked round the saloon at them—“you.”

“Then get in it,” said Shannon.

She hadn’t turned from the window.

“Seven’s three hundred fifty-seven each. You go, it’s six, and six is four-sixteen. I’ve done it. I did it at breakfast. So yes, Duane, get in the helicopter. I’d take your share and I’d send you a card.” She turned round then. Her face was dry and very tired. “And you’d be alive. Both. I want both. I’m allowed to want both.”

“You cold-blooded bitch,” said Duane, from the cushions.

“Yes,” said Shannon. “Get in the helicopter.”

“Duane,” said Jess. “You’ll die.”

“I did a hundred feet on a tank of air in ninety-four and came up like a cork,” said Duane. “Hector said I was born underwater.” He put the mask back on. He held it there with one hand and took a breath. Over the mask his eyes were wet. “I’m not getting in a goddamn helicopter.”

At four the air base answered. The helicopter would come when the wind allowed. In the morning.

Duane lay on the cushions with the mask on and his eyes shut, scratching his chest with his free hand, and at a quarter past four he started to cough.
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They did it on the dive deck, because Duane couldn’t be carried up the stairs, and because the captain wanted it there.

Darlene set the ring light up on a tank in the rack at half past four.

“Darlene Dives,” she said to the phone, and stopped, and did her hair. “Darlene Dives. Live.” She had the captain’s Wi-Fi password, which she had got from Mido in exchange for a Darlene Dives cap. “We’re live, Hank. Are we live?”

“You’re live, chief.”

“Darlene Dives, live, from the Red Sea, where today, at sunset, we lay my husband to rest.” She held the phone out and turned slowly round, showing the sea, the lighthouse, the reef with the surf on it, the deck. “It’s been a hard week, you guys. We’ve lost—” She looked at the screen, at the number in the corner. “Eleven people are watching. Hank. Eleven.”

“That’s good.”

“It’s eleven, Hank.”

The crew came down at twenty to five and stood along the tank racks in a line: Captain Sayed in a clean white shirt, Wael, Fathi, Mido, Ragab in his galley jacket. Rana stood at the end with her slate. They didn’t talk. They stood with their hands in front of them and looked at the family.

Duane lay on a mattress in the shade under the stairs with the oxygen bottle beside him and the mask on. Nate knelt beside him. Duane’s breath came in short pulls, and every few breaths he coughed into the mask, a wet tearing sound.

The family stood where they could. Vern, in a jacket over his pyjamas, holding a tank valve. Joanne beside him, not touching him. Hollis behind Jess. Shannon at the end of the bench, alone, with her arms folded. Hank by Darlene. Dex, with no camera. Chum against Vern’s legs, with her back to the stern.

Great-Aunt Maureen stood in front of the tag board, with the twenty-two brass tags on their hooks behind her head, holding a single sheet of paper.

Gordon stood at the top of the swim platform with the brass helmet in his arms. It was smaller than it had seemed in the saloon, the size of a basketball, eight kilos of it, and he held it against his chest, and his affidavit in a plastic sleeve was clipped to his belt.

At lunch he had told Jess the only personal thing he said all week. In forty-one years of wills he had never once been there when one was carried out. People read them in offices after he had gone home, and cried, and he heard about it from his secretary. This one he was going to see.

The sun was going down behind the boat. In front of them the tower stood up in the last of it, its black and white bands gone gold, and the sea was gold, and the wind had dropped for the evening to something warm and steady that lifted the edge of Maureen’s paper and set it down again.

“Article Seven B,” said Maureen, “requires that I record who is present aboard at the committal of my brother’s remains. I’ll read the names in the order of the will. If you are here, say so.”

She looked down at the paper.

“Richard Tolliver.”

Nobody said anything. Rana’s eyes went past Maureen’s shoulder to the board, and stopped on a tag. It was green.

“Kendra Tolliver.”

Nothing. A green tag.

“Trey Tolliver.”

Nate, kneeling beside Duane, didn’t look up. Green.

“Nathan Tolliver-Ferris.”

“Here,” said Nate, to the deck.

“Shannon Kessler.”

“Here.”

“Brad Kessler.”

Silence. The wind lifted the edge of the paper. Green.

“Brad Kessler,” said Maureen again.

“He’s in the head, chief,” said Hank.

And then his face changed.

Great-Aunt Maureen laughed.

It was one laugh, short and high, like a girl’s, and it went out across the water. Everyone on the dive deck turned and looked at her. She put her hand to her mouth. She took it away and looked at her paper again.

Beyond the stern, out in the gold water past the end of the swim platform, a tall rounded fin came up and went along the surface, unhurried, and down. Against Vern’s legs, Chum turned round so her back was to it.

“Mido,” said Rana quietly.

Mido went to the door of the head by the tank rack and opened it. It was empty. He stood holding the door, and shook his head.

“Vernon Tolliver.”

“Here,” said Vern.

“Joanne Tolliver.”

“Here.”

“Hollis Tolliver.”

“Here.”

“Celeste Haskett. Gavin Haskett. Paisley Haskett. Duane Haskett.”

Under the stairs, Duane lifted one hand off the mattress about an inch.

“Present,” he said. It came out through the mask, very small.

“Jessica Tolliver.”

“Here,” said Jess.

Maureen turned the paper over. “Darlene Tolliver.”

“Here,” said Darlene, to the phone.

“Gordon Pettibone.”

“Present,” said Gordon, from the swim platform. “For the record.”

“Henry Dawes.”

Hank looked round to see who that was. “That’s me, chief.”

“Peggy Henderson. Gerald Henderson. Skyler Dunn.” The silences. Three more green tags. “Content.”

“Here,” said Dex.

“Maureen Tolliver,” said Maureen. “Here.” She folded the paper once and put it in the pocket of her cardigan.

Rana held up her slate so the captain could see it. Jess was close enough to read it.


22 NAMES · 12 ANSWER



Captain Sayed looked at the board, at the green tags in their rows. He looked at the family, one by one. Nobody looked back at him.

“Mr. Pettibone,” said Maureen. “Please.”

Gordon went down onto the swim platform with the helmet. He had practised with the cap at lunch, on the saloon table, twice. He unscrewed it now, and the brass cap came away in his hand and he put it in his pocket. He reached in through the open top and worked the twist tie off the bag and held the mouth of it open inside the helmet with two fingers.

He stepped down onto the lowest step, where the water came over the teak, and knelt.

“Gordon,” said Jess. “Step back from the edge.”

“I’m the executor,” said Gordon.

“Go on, Gordon,” said Darlene, behind the phone. “Go on. Tip him. Tip him in, honey.”

He leaned out over the water with the open helmet in both hands and began to tip it.

The gust came off the reef, the first real gust in an hour, hard and sudden. It came across the dive deck and took Darlene’s hat away over the rail, and it pushed a short steep wave in under the stern. The wave lifted the swim platform and dropped it, and the lowest step went under, and the teak was slick as glass, and Gordon’s knee went out from under him.

He went into the water with the helmet in his arms.

The helmet filled. Jess saw it fill, the water pouring in through the open top, the bag of ashes lifting and spinning inside the little front window, and then the helmet went down, straight down, and Gordon went down with it, holding on.

For a second he was just under the surface, a metre down, in the clear gold water, and Jess could see all of him. His tie floating up past his chin. His eyes open, looking up at them through the water, surprised and pink and seventy years old. A string of silver bubbles coming out of his nose. Both arms locked round the brass.

“Let go of it!” Jess was on her knees at the edge of the platform, screaming down at him. “Gordon! Let it go! Let go of it, Gordon!”

He looked at her. She would always think he heard her. He held on. He held on all the way, eight kilos of brass full of the sea, hugged to his chest like a weight belt, and the gold light went off him and he went down into the blue, and the blue went dark under him.

Jess had a mask in her hand. She didn’t remember picking it up. Rana caught her by the arm.

“Wael,” said Rana.

Wael was already over the side, and Fathi after him with a line. In the last light the water off the stern was clear on top and dark underneath, and Jess could see Wael going down, two metres, four, and below him, a long way below, a glint of brass going away into the dark, a pale shape still holding it, and between them a long grey cloud, unwinding slowly in the water and spreading. Buck, going into the sea at Daedalus at sunset.

Behind Jess, under the stairs, Duane was coughing.

She heard it change. It had been a dry cough all afternoon, a tearing one. Now it was wet. It bubbled, like somebody breathing through a straw at the bottom of a glass, and Nate’s voice went under it, low and steady, a voice she’d never heard him use. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you, Duane. Slow. Slow. I’ve got you.” Duane said something through it, one word, wet. It might have been Gav. The cough came again, and choked, and turned into a sound like someone drowning on a dry deck, and the oxygen hissed. Jess didn’t turn round. She couldn’t take her eyes off the water. The sound went on for a long time, and got smaller, and stopped. The oxygen went on hissing into a mask nobody was breathing through.

Wael came up alone, gasping, and shook his head, and hit the water with his flat hand. “Ya rabb,” he said. “Ya rabb, ya rabb.”

On the surface, between the swim platform and the reef, the plastic sleeve floated face up. Jess could read it from the stern.


AFFIDAVIT OF PRESENCE — ESTATE OF CORNELIUS “BUCK” TOLLIVER




[image: * * *]



When Jess turned round, Nate was kneeling beside the mattress under the stairs with his hands in his lap.

Duane’s mask had come off. His face was the color of the deck. There was pink froth at the corners of his mouth and down his chin, and on the inside of the mask on the mattress beside him, and his chest, where his rash guard had ridden up, was marbled purple and raked red with his own fingernails. His right hand lay on the mattress, palm up, where he had lifted it to say he was present.

At the top of the lighthouse the lamp came on. Three white flashes across the water, then dark.




Interlude
Eleven




Darlene Dives is LIVE 🔴

Friday, 13 November · 16:31 (Cairo)

Tap to watch



The notification came while Garrett was in the queue at the Metro supermarket with limes, a bag of ice and a frozen pizza. The company account followed Darlene; Lyle had set that up in August, when the Tolliver booking came in. She’s got eleven thousand followers, G. That’s a lot of widows.

Garrett stepped out of the queue and stood between the shelves of olive oil and opened it.

The picture was sideways for a second and then it wasn’t. A dive deck in low gold sun. Tank racks. The striped lighthouse behind it on its reef, black and white. A woman’s face very close, done up, with a little ring of white light in each eye.

The counter in the corner of the screen said 10.

The app counted him. The counter went to 11.


🔴 LIVE · 11 watching

boca_lynn_57: praying for u Darlene 🙏🙏

tidewater_tina: its so pretty there

sheila.m.kraus: where is everyone??

dar_dives_fan2: u look amazing hun 💕



Then she turned the phone round, and Garrett saw the deck, and people standing on it in a row with their hands in front of them, and an old woman in a cardigan in front of a board full of brass tags, holding a sheet of paper.

“Eleven people are watching,” Darlene said, close to the microphone, delighted. “Hank. Eleven.”

He was one of eleven. He typed with his thumb.


gildedfinvoyages: Fair winds, Buck 🌅 Our hearts are with the Tolliver family tonight ❤️ #GildedFinFamily



The phone went back up on something, a tank maybe. The old woman began to read names. The microphone was a long way off and the wind was in it, and Garrett couldn’t make out most of them. He could make out the silences.


sheila.m.kraus: why is nobody answering

tidewater_tina: is this a bit

boca_lynn_57: I dont understand whats happening

sheila.m.kraus: WHO IS IN THE HEAD 😂

dar_dives_fan2: “in the head chief” lmaooo

tidewater_tina: omg the old lady laughed

sheila.m.kraus: ok this is actually creepy



Garrett stood in the aisle with the basket on his arm and watched a boy in a Metro apron stack tins of tuna, one at a time, very neatly, because he didn’t want to look at the screen.

He looked at the screen.

A man in a shirt and tie was going down the steps at the back of the boat with something round and brass in his arms. He knelt on the lowest step. The sun was behind him. The picture jumped as somebody’s hat went across it, and the phone’s microphone filled with a roar of wind, and the man on the step went sideways, and then there was no man on the step.


tidewater_tina: WHAT

dar_dives_fan2: did he fall in??

boca_lynn_57: OH MY GOD

sheila.m.kraus: is this real

sheila.m.kraus: somebody call somebody

tidewater_tina: @gildedfinvoyages is this ur boat???



The picture was all sky for a moment, and people’s legs going past. Somebody was shouting in Arabic.


Darlene Dives has ended the live video.



The counter said Replay · 214 views.

His phone buzzed in his hand before he’d put it down.


Brian (Azure): Is this our boat?

Brian (Azure): One of my analysts just sent me a stream. Our company account is in the chat.

Brian (Azure): Garrett. Call me.



Garrett found the comment in the replay, the heart and the sunset and the hashtag, and tried to delete it. His thumb missed. It missed again. “Fuck,” he said, out loud, to the olive oil. “Fuck. Fuck.” The third time, the comment went. Garrett put the basket down on the floor of the aisle, with the ice already sweating through its bag onto the tiles, and walked out of the Metro and stood on the sidewalk in the warm wind with the phone in his hand.

He didn’t call Brian.

He called Samia.
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It was the weekend. She came anyway, in a long grey cardigan over her house clothes, with her daughter’s school bag over her shoulder because it was the bag by the door. She unlocked the office and switched on the lights and the printer, and the printer began to warm up with its little grinding cough, and Garrett walked up and down between the desks with a glass of wine from home in his hand and told her what to type.

“Letterhead,” he said. “To whom it may concern. No. To the investigating authorities. Gilded Fin Voyages is deeply saddened. Deeply. Deeply saddened by a tragic series of unrelated accidents involving members of a private family charter. Unrelated. Make sure it says unrelated.”

Samia typed. She typed fast and exactly with two fingers and never looked at the keys.

“Each incident appears to be a misadventure. New line. There is no connection between these events and any Gilded Fin Voyages activity, policy or marketing. Marketing, yes. Then a line for the guide to sign. Rana Shafik, Senior Guide. Leave a space.”

“She will not sign it,” said Samia.

“She’ll sign it. She signed the last one.”

“The last one was Lyle. She did not know then.”

Garrett came round behind her chair, put the glass down on her papers and leaned on the desk with a hand each side of her keyboard. She could smell the wine on him, and the sweat in his good shirt.

“Then we help her know less. She sent me photographs in October. I never opened them. Find them on the server and delete them. And the trash.”

A ring of wine was spreading through the top sheet under the glass. Samia looked at it.

“Yes, Mr. Garrett.”

He picked up the strap of the school bag where it hung on the back of her chair and turned it over in his fingers. There was a plastic cat on the zip, pink, with one ear chewed.

“The company pays for this,” he said. “The school. Fort Lauderdale calls it an education allowance. Page four of your contract. Connecticut’s going to read every contract in this office next month and decide which ones are clean.” He let the strap drop. “Let’s both be clean.”

Samia looked at the space with the line under it. She typed the name under the line and pressed print.

The printer took two sheets in and pushed two sheets out. Samia took them off the tray. She handed one to Garrett. The other she punched with two holes, took the file marked SAMIA down from the top of her desk, where it had sat empty since Tuesday, opened its clip and put the page in. It was the first thing in it.

“What’s that for?” said Garrett.

“For the file,” said Samia.

He looked at the cardboard file, and at her. He folded his page in three and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket.

“I’ll take it to the boat when they dock,” he said. “She’ll sign it. Lock up.”

He went down the stairs. Behind him, before he reached the street door, the printer started again. The shawarma man lifted his knife, and Garrett didn’t see it.




Interlude
Ice




M/Y BAHIYA · GALLEY · CABIN 11

Friday, 13 November · 21:30 · Daedalus · Ban in force · Wind dropping



Ragab had fed people at sea for thirty-one years. This week one of them had learned his name: the old lady, who ate everything in small careful bites and squared her bread and said thank you, Ragab every time. The rest asked if the fish was fresh, on a boat, in the middle of the sea, and photographed every plate and left half of it in the sun for the flies. He had a name for each of them in his head, in Arabic, and he wasn’t proud of any of them.

The big one with the sunburn who took three trays was the Sack. The one with the ring light was the Television. On the first night one of them had stood in Ragab’s own galley door with a beer and told him how to grill a grouper: you want to get your coals real hot, chief, real hot. That one was Mr. Shrimp Boat, because of the story he told every meal about a shrimp boat in Cozumel, which Ragab had now heard eleven times and could have told himself, in English, with the hand movements.

Mr. Shrimp Boat was in cabin 11 now, on the bottom bunk, under a sheet. Ragab was packing him in ice.
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There was no cold room on Bahiya for this. There was the freezer under the galley for fish and meat, and the chest freezer on the dive deck for ice. The captain had stood in the galley at six with his hands behind his back and said it in a low voice: The police will want him. We are here until the ban lifts. Saturday at least. Sunday in Hurghada. He cannot stay like that in a cabin for two days in this heat. Then, lower, in Arabic, to the stove: And the company does not answer. Twenty times since yesterday. Ibn el kalb.

So Ragab had emptied the ice chest into four black bin bags, and now they were in cabin 11 with the door shut and the porthole open, working by the light of the little reading lamp.

Duane lay on his back with the sheet up to his chin. Somebody had closed his eyes. Somebody had folded his hands on his chest over the sheet, the way they did it in American films, and Ragab thought it was probably the nurse, the tall one, who had sat with him on the dive deck until the end with a hand on Duane’s chest and hadn’t said a word to anyone since. Above the sheet his neck had gone the purple-grey of the marbling on his chest, and there was pink froth dried at one nostril that nobody had wiped.

“Lift,” said Ragab.

Mido lifted Duane’s shoulders, and air came out of the dead man, a long low creak through the nose, and Mido let go of him. “Khara—” He was back against the door with both hands up. Duane’s head rolled on the pillow toward him.

“It’s air,” said Ragab. “Only air. It was in him. Now it’s out. Lift.”

Mido lifted. Ragab slid a bag of ice in under the shoulders. The cold came up off it in a fog in the warm cabin and the bag crackled.

“Look at the ice,” said Ragab. “Not at him. The ice.”

“Yes.”

“Next one under the knees.”

They did the knees. They did the sides, two bags packed along each flank like sandbags along a wall, tucked under the sheet. The ice came out of the bags in hard white chunks and some of the chunks were stuck together with frozen fish scales, silver, because it was the fish ice, and there was nothing else.

The cabin smelled of salt and cold and of Mr. Shrimp Boat’s aftershave, which he had worn every day of the trip in large amounts, and which was still on the pillow. Under it, already, very faintly, something else. Ragab had grown up in Qena and gone to the funerals of half the old men in his street before he was ten. He knew what the something else was. He opened the porthole wider.

“Shrimp boat got me,” he said to Duane in English, quietly, in Duane’s voice. “Cozumel. Ninety-four.”

Mido looked at him, shocked. Then he put his hand over his mouth, and his shoulders shook, and he was laughing, the awful kind, the kind that comes out of you at a funeral like vomit, and Ragab let him. He was laughing a little himself. They stood in the cold fog in the little cabin with a dead man between them and laughed until Mido was crying, and then he was only crying, and Ragab put his hand on the back of the boy’s neck and held it there until he stopped.

“He told me how to grill a fish,” said Ragab. “In my galley.”

“I know,” said Mido, wiping his face. “I heard.”

“Real hot. Real hot, chief.” Ragab looked at the man on the bunk. Sixty years old. Thick through the chest. Hands like a builder’s. “He ate everything, though. Every plate. Even the molokhia. Nobody eats the molokhia.”

He tucked the sheet in round the ice. Then he went to the head of the bunk, and stood there for a moment, and put two fingers on Duane’s forehead, the way his own father had done to the old men in Qena, and said what you said, in Arabic, under his breath. He didn’t know if it counted for a Christian. He didn’t think it could hurt.
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They took the empty bags back up to the dive deck. The wind had dropped right off since sunset, and the lee of the reef was flat and black and full of stars, and the lighthouse went round over all of it, three flashes and dark.

Chum was lying on the dive-deck stairs. Not on her towel behind the crate where she’d slept all week. On the stairs, halfway up, with her head on her paws, where she could see the stern and the cabin door at the same time.

Mido sat down on the step below her and she put her chin on his shoulder.

Ragab had been there the night Mido found her, a cold February night two years ago: a puppy the size of a loaf of bread under the café’s back step, eating the paper wrappers off the liver sandwiches the boys threw out. Mido, seventeen then and three weeks on the boat, had come running up the pontoon with her inside his shirt. Uncle. Look.

Ragab had said no the whole way up the gangplank. Then he’d tipped a crate of oranges out onto the galley floor and handed Mido the crate and a dish towel.

The captain had come down for his tea that night and stood in the doorway looking at the crate by the stove with the puppy asleep in it, and the oranges rolling round the floor. He drank his tea standing up.

I don’t see it, the captain had said finally. I never see it. If the company sees it, I never saw it in my life.

And he never had. For two years, through forty charters, a dog the color of toast had lived on his dive deck and eaten liver sandwiches from his crew’s own pockets and slept on his towels, and Captain Sayed had looked straight through her every day, with great care.
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Ragab went back into the galley and shut the door.

The galley at night was the only place on the boat that was his. Steel counters, scrubbed. The big pots hanging on their hooks, the small ones stacked. The flour bins under the counter, three of them, white plastic with lids, and in the bottom of the middle one, under twenty kilos of flour, the padded striker of the gong, where he’d put it on Thursday afternoon with his own hands, and where it would stay until somebody killed him for it.

He made himself tea and sat on the upturned crate by the stove that he had sat on for thirty-one years, and drank it, and made himself think about Lyle, because he hadn’t let himself all week.
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The company’s boy. Twenty-nine. A laugh like a donkey and a phone always out. The first week he’d been on the boat, a year ago, he had come into this galley with the phone up, without asking, and filmed Ragab cooking. Authentic Egyptian kitchen, guys! Ragab’s hands, Ragab’s pots, Ragab’s mother’s way with the molokhia. Two hundred thousand people watched it on the company’s page, and Ragab found out from his nephew in Cairo, who sent it to him with a crying-laughing face.

Nobody had asked him. Nobody had paid him. Lyle had brought him a carton of Marlboros from duty free and slapped him on the back, You’re famous, chief, and Ragab didn’t smoke.

So in October, at Daedalus, on the first night, Ragab had folded the galley bag over at eight and put it by the freezer, and gone to the bow for his tea and the football. At ten he came back and found the bag open and half empty, and Lyle coming up the stairs from the dive deck with the bucket and a big grin and his phone. Ragab had said nothing.

He had tied it again. That was all. He had tied it again, tighter, a double knot, and looked at Lyle, and Lyle had winked at him.

The second night the same. He tied it at eight. At ten it was open. He tied it again.

He could have gone to the captain. He’d thought about it, on the second night, with the bag in his hands. Rana had found rice in the scuppers that morning and had shouted at the boy on the dive deck, and Ragab had heard her from the galley, and had thought, Good. Let her deal with him. Let the company’s boy play with the fish. What do I care what goes over the back of this boat, if nobody asks me what goes in a pot?

He had been angry about a video. He’d been angry about two hundred thousand people watching his hands and nobody asking his name.

The third night he hadn’t even tied it properly. He’d put the bag by the freezer with the top folded over, and gone to the bow. He had sat there with his tea and the football and heard the gong go at the stern, two hours after dinner, and thought it in so many words: Let her take his hand. The one with the phone in it. Ya ibn el kalb. Only the hand. He had thought it, and drunk his tea, and watched the match.
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Ragab finished his tea.

He took a pencil from the jar by the stove, and the receipt from the fish market in Hurghada for Monday’s grouper, which was long and white and blank on the back, and he wrote on the back of it in Arabic, slowly, because he didn’t write much. The dates. 1 October. 2 October. 3 October. What time he had tied the bag, and what time he had found it open, and who had been coming up the stairs with the bucket. And at the bottom, after a while: I did not tell the captain. I did not tell Rana. I was angry with him about a video. I wanted something to bite him. God forgive me. Ragab Abdel-Hamid, cook.

He read it over twice. He folded it in half, and in half again.

On the way past the wheelhouse, he stopped. Rana was asleep on the floor inside against the chart table, again, with a crate of regulators against her knees, and her slate on the table above her. The door wasn’t locked tonight. He opened it without a sound, the way he’d learned to open cabin doors with a tray in each hand, and slid the folded receipt into the pouch on the back of her slate, in with her strips of painted paper, and went out again.

He went back down to the galley and got out the big pot, and the lentils, and started soaking them for the morning. However many of them came up the stairs tomorrow, he was going to cook for all of them.




Chapter 11
Keep Your Buddy in Your Sight




TOPSIDE CARD — ELPHINSTONE (SHA’AB ABU HAMRA)

Saturday, 14 November · Ban lifted 06:00 · Diving suspended · Navy escort to Hurghada

A long narrow reef off the coast north of Marsa Alam, running north to south, with a plateau at each end and walls dropping to deep water. In October and November it is the best-known place in Egypt to see oceanic whitetips. They come to the boats.

If one comes while you are in the water: stay vertical, stay with your buddy, face her, and keep facing her. They make passes. They come back to check. Splashing brings them.




Fri 13 Nov · Daedalus · Celeste. Paisley. Duane. Gordon.

Aboard: 10



The ban lifted at six. At five past, the patrol boat called them on the radio, and at a quarter past Bahiya slipped her mooring for the last time and turned north-west, away from Daedalus, with the grey navy boat a few hundred metres off her starboard side.

Jess watched the lighthouse go off the stern, black and white, black and white, until it went under the edge of the sea.

Under the stern, all the way, keeping her distance, the fin came with them.
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At breakfast Shannon put her cup down and said what everyone had been not saying since sunset.

“Does it count?”

Everyone looked at Maureen.

“He’s in the water,” said Maureen. “At Daedalus. At sunset.”

“Gordon went with him,” said Vern.

“Gordon was thorough,” said Maureen.

“So I get the house?” said Darlene.

“You attended,” said Maureen, and buttered her bread.

“Darlene,” said Shannon. “Your brother’s going to jail.”

“Everybody at this table is doing sums in their head, Shannon,” said Darlene. “I’m the only one who does them out loud. So piss off.”

Hank, at the end of the bench, didn’t look up from his plate. “Dar gets the house, chief,” he said, to the eggs.

Rana had Duane’s dive computer in a clear plastic bag on the table beside her, with the date written on the bag for the police. When the screen woke it said:


ERROR · MISSED DECO

LOCKOUT · 23 h 28 min remaining



She put the oxygen kit back in its cupboard by the saloon door and found the strip of papyrus inside the lid, dry. She held it up so that everyone at the table could see it. She turned it rule side out.


Mind your depth and mind your air.



She looked down the table to the end of the U, where Great-Aunt Maureen sat with her tea.

“Mrs. Maureen,” said Rana. “Do you know what this is?”

“It’s a bookmark,” said Maureen. “From Luxor. They sell them by the temple. Twelve for a hundred pounds.” She drank her tea. “I didn’t haggle.”

“There’s writing on the back.”

“So there is,” said Maureen.

Rana put it in the pouch of her slate with the others and went up to the wheelhouse.

At the whiteboard, Shannon rubbed out the 9 with her thumb and wrote 6.
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Six. Jess did it on her fingers, under the table. Shannon. Nate. Vern. Joanne. Hollis. Herself.

Vern was at the far end of the U with his hands round a cup of mint tea, looking at nothing. He had stopped seeing the lady on Thursday. He said he could feel her now instead. Joanne sat beside him with her big bag on her lap, the one she had carried everywhere since Hurghada and never once opened in front of anyone.

Nate sat by the window, as far from all of them as the saloon allowed. He hadn’t eaten. Every so often he looked at Shannon, and every time he did she was already looking at him.

Hollis was on the floor by the door, with his back against the bulkhead, sorting his zip ties into lengths on his knee. When Jess looked at him, he looked up and gave her a thumbs-up.
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At ten Joanne went up to the sundeck to sit in the sun, and left the bag on the saloon cushion.

Vern opened it, slowly, with his tongue between his teeth. Jess saw him from the dive deck through the window. Out came a hairbrush, a paperback, the tip envelope for the crew, and a long white envelope with the name of a law firm in Tampa printed in the corner. He slid the papers out of the envelope and unfolded them on his knee.

He read them twice. Jess could see his lips move. Under them was a second paper, a lease, for a one-bedroom flat in St. Petersburg with a view of the bay, starting the first of December, in Joanne’s name only.

He folded them along their creases and put everything back as it had been, the bag zipped, the handles just so.

He sat down beside it, and put his hands on his knees, and looked at the window. After a while he put one fist against his mouth and held it there, hard, with the knuckles in his teeth, and Jess looked away before he could see her looking.
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The navy officer came over from the patrol boat at eleven in a black rubber boat, and stayed.

He was the young man from the lighthouse, in white, with his clipboard under his arm.

He counted the tag board with his pen, tag by tag, twenty-two, and then the people, ten, the same way.

He wrote something. Under the clip, on top of his forms, was a printout of four photographs: pages of a logbook, capitals in pencil, gone red in the light they’d been taken in. He didn’t show it to anyone. His eyes went to Jess, once.

“Mr. Hank,” he said.

Hank had been standing at the back. He had his hands in his pockets.

“At Elphinstone,” said the officer, “in the shelter of the reef, you come with me to the navy boat. You go to Hurghada with us. The police want to speak with you about the young lady on the pier.”

“Chief,” said Hank. “Chief. She asked me to push.”

“The police will listen to everything,” said the officer. He looked at the rest of them. “Anybody else who wants to come to the navy boat, to go home with us, can come. You only say.”

Nobody said.

Hank looked round for his sister. She was by the saloon door with her phone held against her chest.

“Dar,” he said. “Come with me. Come on the navy boat. We’ll go home. I’ll carry everything.”

“I can’t leave the vessel, Hank.”

“Dar.”

“It’s the house, honey.” Her chin came up. “If I get off this boat, Buck’s house goes to a fund. They’ll get you a lawyer. Buck had a lawyer for everything. You’ll be fine.”

Hank’s face did something slow, like a man reading a bill he’d already paid.

“I carried your ring light, Dar,” he said. “All week. I carried your bags up the gangplank. Two trips.”

“Don’t call me Dar in front of people,” said Darlene, and looked at her phone.

“Anybody?” said the officer.

Vern studied the deck. Shannon kept her arms folded. Nate watched Shannon. Maureen drank her tea.

The officer waited. He wrote something else on his clipboard.

“At Elphinstone,” he said.
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Elphinstone came up out of the sea at two in the afternoon, and it was nothing. Jess had heard about it her whole working life, and it was a line of surf on the empty blue, three hundred metres long, with nothing standing up out of it at all: dark blue going to turquoise going to the brown of the reef top, waves breaking white along its north end, and in its lee three day boats from the coast with divers’ bubbles round them.

The navy boat slowed and lay to, a few hundred metres off the reef in the lee. Bahiya came up behind it and stopped. With the engines off Jess could hear the day boats’ music, and somebody on one of them laughing.

In the water off the day boats, a fin came up, and went down. Another. A diver on the surface off the nearest boat waved both arms, and the boat’s RIB went out to get him, and he climbed in fast.

On the dive deck Chum got up off her towel. She walked, stiff-legged, across the teak to the swim platform, the second time in her life, and stood at the edge of it looking down, and whined.

Fathi brought the RIB round to the swim platform.

“I need a hand,” he said. “For the lines. The swell is bad alongside the big boat.”

“Mido,” said Rana, and then stopped. Mido and Wael were on the cabins and on the family, where the captain had put them. “No guests,” she said. “I’ll come.”

“You’re on the radio,” said the captain from the wheelhouse window.

“Hollis is good with ropes,” said Shannon.

She said it from the top of the stairs. She didn’t come down. Jess looked up at her, and Shannon looked back, and her face was perfectly calm.

“Sure,” said Hollis. He was already standing up. “I fix fishing boats in Maine. I’m good with lines.”

“I’m coming,” said Jess.

“You don’t need to come,” said Shannon.

“He’s my buddy,” said Jess.

She went up three steps, close, so it was only the two of them. Shannon smelled of coffee and coconut sunscreen.

“What are you doing?” said Jess.

“Counting,” said Shannon. “Same as you.”

Jess went back down the steps. She got into the RIB. Hollis got in after her and went to the bow and took the bow line in his hands, and Fathi looked at Jess and nodded.

The officer brought Hank down the ladder last. Jess buckled him into a life jacket at the bottom of it. It barely closed across his chest, and she had to let the straps all the way out.

“Thanks, chief,” Hank said. It was the first quiet thing Jess had heard him say all week. He looked down at the water past her shoulder. “I never learned good. Dar was the swimmer. Dar had a ribbon.”

Darlene followed them as far as the top of the ladder with her phone. “My brother is assisting the navy,” she told it. Hank’s hands were in front of him in a pair of white plastic restraints, the cheap kind, like big zip ties.

“Dar,” he said, up the ladder. “Put it down a second.”

“Wave, Hank.”

He lifted both hands, together, because they were tied, and waved them at the phone. Then he held them out in front of him, looking at them.

“These are tight,” he said. “Chief. These are tight.”

“Sit,” said the officer, and Hank sat on the pontoon at the back, by Fathi, and the officer sat beside him, and Fathi pushed the throttle forward.

Hollis took three zip ties out of his pocket.

The bow line was too long for the RIB. Every time the swell lifted them the slack went over the side and trailed, where it could find the propeller. Hollis gathered it in, flaked it into a coil on the pontoon, and zip-tied the coil to the grab line in three places, quick and neat, so it would sit there and pay out only as much as he gave it.

“So it doesn’t go swimming,” he said to Jess, and grinned.

She looked at it. It was what she’d have done if she’d had the ties.

“Hands out of the bights,” she said. “First thing they teach you.”

He held them up to show her, both of them, clear of the line.

“Check your zip ties,” said Jess.

“Checked.”


[image: * * *]



Alongside the patrol boat the swell was worse than it looked from Bahiya. The grey steel side went up and down beside them, a metre and a half each way, slow and heavy, hot where the sun had been on it, with a rope ladder hanging down it and a sailor at the top. The RIB rose and fell against the fenders. Every time it fell, there was a gap of black water between the pontoon and the steel, and every time it rose, the gap closed with a thump that came up through the floor into Jess’s knees.

Hollis held the bow line in against the side. Fathi held the stern. The officer was reaching into his pocket for a knife, to cut the restraints before the ladder, when Hank stood up.

“I got it,” said Hank. “I got it, chief.”

He stood up at the wrong moment, as the RIB was going down, and he put his bound hands out for the ladder and missed it, and the RIB went out from under him.

He went into the gap between the RIB and the patrol boat.

For a second he was in the black water between the two hulls, and then the RIB came up on the swell and the gap closed, and Jess thought, it’ll crush him, and Fathi threw the engine into reverse and the RIB went back a metre and the gap opened again.

Hank was in the water beside the pontoon, on his back, with his hands still bound together in front of him, and he was screaming. The life jacket had ridden up under his chin and held him flat at the surface with his face pushed up at the sky. He was kicking with both legs and beating at the water with his bound hands, both fists together, like a man hammering on a door, and he couldn’t turn over or get his legs down, and the water round him was white.

Jess was screaming. “Hank! Stop kicking! Stop it, stop—”

In the stern the officer was shouting, and the sailor at the top of the ladder, and a hundred metres back on Bahiya’s swim platform Rana was shouting too, with her hands cupped round her mouth. “Vertical! Stop! Look at her!”

“Dar!” Hank was screaming. “Oh Jesus, Dar! Darlene!”

Hank didn’t stop.

He got his bound hands up over the pontoon and grabbed the first thing he could reach, which was Hollis.

He grabbed Hollis by the arm and pulled, the whole of his weight, and Hollis went over the pontoon and into the water on top of him.

The bow line went with him. A turn of it had come off the coil as he went over and caught his left wrist, and the coil was zip-tied to the grab line, and the line came up taut and held him there by the arm, with the RIB pontoon at his armpit and Hank beside him, still beating at the water, still screaming his sister’s name.

Jess was on her knees on the pontoon. She got both hands round Hollis’s left wrist, at the line, and worked at the turn. It had cinched. Every time the RIB rose on the swell the line came tight and bit into him, and she felt it bite, and every time it fell it eased just enough for one finger and no more.

“I’ve got you. I’ve got you, I’ve got you—”

“I know,” said Hollis. He had his face up out of the water. He was looking past her. “Jess.”

She looked.

The fin was coming in from the reef side, low and steady. She knew it now the way she knew Chum’s whine. It came straight across the swell toward the white water round Hank, and twenty metres out it went under.

“Vertical, Hollis. Look at her. Look down.”

Hollis put his face in the water. Jess saw his body straighten under the surface, his legs going down, his free arm out, turning his head to look. He had done the briefing. He had done it twice. He was doing it right.

Hank wasn’t.

The shark came up under Hank the first time and only looked. She went past right beside the RIB, so close that her dorsal fin stood out of the water at Jess’s eye level, white-tipped, a metre from her face, and her skin went along the pontoon with a sound like sandpaper. Her eye came past, small and gold-ringed, and looked at Jess, and went on. Jess could smell her. Old fish, and copper, and something like a wet dog. She turned, and came back.

The second time she took him.

She took him from below, through the life jacket. There was a sound like somebody stamping on a cooler. The orange foam of the jacket burst out round him in chunks, and Hank’s scream stopped in the middle, as if a door had shut on it. He went down a metre and came up again upright, the one time all week he’d been vertical in the water, with his mouth wide open and his eyes on Jess’s, and then he went sideways, fast, along the surface, and the water came up round him red, bright red in the afternoon sun, and the tail came out of the water and threw spray over the pontoon and over Jess’s face. It was warm. It was warm as a bath and it was in her mouth. Hank’s bound hands came up out of the water once, together, still tied, fingers spread, and went down.

The red spread out round Hollis. He was in it to his chest.

He lifted his face out of the water. His hair was flat on his head, and there was blood on his cheek that wasn’t his, and a shred of orange foam in his beard.

“Don’t let go,” he said.

Jess wound his wrist into both her fists.

Fathi was behind her with his arms round her waist. The officer had one hand on the ladder and the other on a radio, shouting into it. The sailor at the top had a boathook and was holding it out over the water, uselessly, at nothing.

She came back.

Jess saw her coming this time, under the water, through the red. She came up out of the deep slowly, with the sun on her back. She came straight to Hollis. Hollis turned in the water to face her. He was vertical. He was looking right at her. When she came close he put his free hand out, flat, the way Rana had with the camera, and pushed at her nose, and she turned off it and went past him, and her side brushed him all the way down, and Jess felt the RIB move.

She came back again. She went round him once, close, and bumped him with her whole side, a hard shove that rocked the RIB, and went out.

“Good,” said Jess. “Good. Again. Keep looking. Keep looking at her, Hollis.”

Fathi let go of her waist and got a hand in the back of Hollis’s shirt, over Jess’s shoulder. They pulled together. Hollis came up the side of the pontoon a few inches, his chest on the hot rubber, his free hand slapping for the grab line, and the swell came and took the RIB down and he went back.

“Jess,” said Hollis.

“Pull,” said Jess. “Fathi, pull—”

“Yalla,” Fathi said through his teeth. “Yalla, ya habibi, yalla—”

“Knife. Fathi. Knife.” She had no hand free for her own.

The officer had his out already, the one he’d brought for Hank’s restraints. He was reaching it past Fathi’s shoulder.

“Check my zip ties,” said Hollis.

The third time she came for Hollis, she came from straight below, where he couldn’t see her.

Jess felt it through his wrist before she saw anything. The pull came down through his arm into her hands, a huge pull, steady and enormous, from somewhere far below, and Hollis’s face changed. He didn’t scream. He looked at her, and his mouth opened a little, as if he were about to ask her something. His free hand came up out of the water and found her forearm and held it. His fingers were very cold.

Then the pull came again, a shake, side to side, that nearly took Jess’s arms out of their sockets and slammed her chest down on the pontoon, and the zip ties went.

They went one after another, crack, crack, along the grab line, and the coil came off it and ran, and the turn on his wrist ran with it, and Jess’s hands slid down his wrist, and down his hand, and over his fingers, and closed.

She was holding a short loop of white plastic, snapped through at one end.

Fathi wasn’t.

Fathi still had the back of Hollis’s shirt in his fist, and he didn’t open it. Jess saw him not open it. The shirt went over the side and his arm went with it, straight as a rope, and his chest hit the pontoon, and his knees, and his sandals went up past her face. One. Two. Then he was in the water, in the red, with both hands in Hollis’s shirt.

“Fathi! Let go! Let him go, let him go—”

He didn’t. He came up with Hollis. He had got Hollis’s head up somehow, both arms round him from behind, under the armpits, the way they teach it, and Hollis’s head lay back on Fathi’s shoulder with the eyes open and the mouth open and the water running out of it red. Fathi kicked. He kicked for the RIB with Hollis in his arms, two metres, one, his face up out of the red, spitting it. He looked at the officer, who was already flat on his stomach on the pontoon with both arms out, and said one word in Arabic.

Their fingers touched.

The fin came back through the red, low and steady, and went where he was.

Fathi went down with his arms still round Hollis. He didn’t let go. Jess saw that last, under the surface, before the red closed over it: the two of them going down together, Fathi’s white shirt and Hollis’s blue one, Fathi’s arms locked across Hollis’s chest, and something grey and huge turning under both of them.

The officer’s hands closed on water. A sandal came up, and turned over, and floated.

Nobody pulled anything else out.




Chapter 12
The Turtles




DIVE CARD — MARSA SHOUNA · NO DIVING

Saturday, 14 November · On a mooring until 23:00 · Navy escort

A wild bay about 10 km south of Port Ghalib, some 360 m across, sheltered on three sides, with a reef along each arm and a meadow of seagrass in the middle, 1–7 m deep. Liveaboards are allowed to moor here, which on this coast is rare.

Green turtles graze the seagrass early and late, like cows in a field. Guitarfish lie on the sand. A dugong is possible. Nobody promises one.




Sat 14 Nov · Elphinstone · Hollis. Hank.

Aboard: 8



A sailor came down the rope ladder from the patrol boat and brought the RIB back to Bahiya with Jess sitting in the bottom of it, and Fathi’s sandal in the bilge water by her foot.

She didn’t remember the trip across. She remembered the swim platform coming up at her, and Rana’s hands, and Mido’s, and somebody saying her name, and that she wouldn’t open her right hand. Nate opened it in the end, on the dive deck, one finger at a time, like a child’s hand round a stone. He took out the loop of white plastic and looked at it, and put it in the pocket of her hoodie, and zipped the pocket.

“It’s there,” he said. “When you want it.”

Rana came down the stairs from the wheelhouse.

She went past Jess, across the dive deck, to where Shannon stood by the tag board with her arms folded, took her by the front of the shirt with both fists and slammed her back against the board. The brass tags jumped on their hooks, twenty-two of them, ringing.

“You asked for him.” Rana’s face was a hand’s width from Shannon’s. “Hollis is good with ropes. I heard you. You put that boy on a rope beside a man who couldn’t swim, in her water, and Fathi—” She banged Shannon against the board again. “Fathi has a mother. Monday she sits on Sheraton Road four hours with a needle in her arm. Who takes her? You?”

“Get your fucking hands off me.”

“Ya bint el kalb. All week I watched you count. So count him.”

“I said he was good with ropes.” Shannon’s voice didn’t move. “He was good with ropes.”

Rana drew her hand back, and Mido caught her wrist, and Wael got in between them saying her name over and over, Rana, ya Rana, the way you talk to a horse. She let go of the shirt one finger at a time and wiped both hands down her shorts.

Two of Shannon’s buttons were gone. She didn’t look for them. Behind her head the tags were still swinging.

The navy officer came back up the ladder an hour later, alone, with a dark stain down one sleeve of his white uniform. He would stay aboard now, until Hurghada. The navy wanted them in shelter for a few hours, at Marsa Shouna, an hour and a half inshore; at eleven tonight they would run north through the dark with the patrol boat and be at Hurghada by mid-morning.

He went into the saloon, sat down at the end of the table, opened his clipboard, and asked for them one at a time.
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GUIDE’S LOG · M/Y BAHIYA · WK 46 · SAT 14 NOV · R. SHAFIK

14:21 · Elphinstone, S lee. RIB transfer to patrol boat, Fathi driving, guests J. & H. TOLLIVER on lines (S. KESSLER request; my objection overruled by circumstance).

14:26 · HANK (guest) in water between hulls, life jacket, hands restrained. Splashing. ID #07 on scene. Taken on 2nd pass.

14:28 · H. TOLLIVER in water (pulled in by Hank). Correct posture, vertical, faced her, pushed her off once. Taken from below on her third approach to him. Tether failed.

14:28 · FATHI (crew, RIB) held H. TOLLIVER by the shirt. Did not let go. Taken with him.

14:30 · J. TOLLIVER recovered to RIB. Uninjured. Holding the tether.

15:40 · Officer aboard to Hurghada.

Decision: crew on dive deck 24 h, in turns. No guest on swim platform. No guest in water. Not again.



Rana wrote the last line twice, and underlined it, and showed it to Mido and Wael, and they nodded.

She asked the officer what Fathi had said, at the end. Imsek, he told her. Hold on. Nobody knew who it had been for. Rana went out on the side deck and stood with her fists on the rail and her back to all of them, and Jess heard her once, a sound like cloth tearing.

When she came back she wrote under the last line, smaller, in pencil: Sheraton Road. Monday, Wednesday, Saturday. Who pays the taxi.

She pressed so hard the lead snapped on taxi.
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Darlene went first, because she asked to.

She had changed into a black linen dress and put on her good earrings, and she sat across the table from the officer with her hands folded and her phone face down beside them. Jess was on the dive deck by the open saloon door. Everyone was. Nobody pretended not to listen.

“I want to say first,” said Darlene, “that this has been the hardest week of my life.”

The officer wrote.

“I lost my husband in March. I came here to lay him to rest. I’ve lost my brother. I’ve lost my stepson, my stepdaughter, their husbands and wives, my grandchildren—” She put a knuckle under one eye. “Can I start again? I want to come in softer.”

“Mrs. Tolliver. This morning your brother asked you to come with him on the navy boat.”

Darlene’s hands came apart on the table.

“I couldn’t leave the vessel.”

“Why?”

“Because of the house.” It came out of her too loud, in a voice nobody had heard her use, flat and nowhere near Boca. “Because he left me the house provided, and I wasn’t going to give that man the satisfaction. Okay? Is that what you want? I let my brother go across on his own with his hands tied for a house in Fort Pierce with a pool that leaks.” She stopped. She put the knuckle back under her eye, carefully. “Can I start again?”

The officer turned a page.

“On Tuesday. Mr. Brad Kessler. Who did his voice through the door?”

Darlene folded her hands.

“I did dinner theatre,” she said. “In Boca. Six years.”

The officer wrote that down too.

Shannon went in after Darlene and shut the door. She came out twenty minutes later with her arms folded, went to the whiteboard, rubbed out the 6 with her thumb and wrote 5. Vern went in, came out, and said, to nobody, “I told him about the lady.” Nate was in there a long time. When he came out, the officer came with him as far as the door and shook his hand.

Rana gave the officer Dex’s camera. Dex went in after it, and came out without it.

Jess went in at half past four.

The officer had her logbook open in front of him before she sat down. He looked at her nose, swollen purple across the bridge where Dex’s elbow had put her mask into it, and then at the logbook. He turned the pages back to Monday with one finger.


Mon 9 Nov · Aboard: 22

Tue 10 Nov · Aboard:

Wed 11 Nov · Aboard: 18

Thu 12 Nov · Aboard: 16 · 14

Fri 13 Nov · Aboard: 10

Sat 14 Nov · Aboard: 8



“Tuesday is blank,” he said. “When did you know?”

“Tuesday.” She looked at the page. “I knew about Brad on Tuesday afternoon. I knew about Trey on Tuesday night, I saw his light go out. I wrote Aboard, and then I just— I couldn’t. If I wrote the number, it was true.” She stopped. “I always write something. I didn’t.”

The officer copied the numbers onto his own sheet, carefully, one under another. He signed the bottom of her page, in Arabic, and dated it, and turned the book round and slid it back to her.

“You count,” he said. “Until Hurghada. Every morning, every night. You show me.”

Joanne went in last. She was in there only a few minutes. Jess heard her ask one question, at the end, in a voice that didn’t sound like Joanne’s at all.

“Can I go on your boat? The navy boat. Now. Tonight.”

“Not now, madam,” said the officer. “Everybody to Hurghada.”
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Hollis had left his zip ties on the dive-deck bench, in their plastic bag, sorted by length.

Jess found them there at five, when the boat came round the point into Marsa Shouna and the engines dropped and the light went gold. She sat down beside the bag without picking it up. Short black ones. Long white ones. The very long ones he used for everything. Tucked into the bag on top, flat against the plastic, was a strip of papyrus. Dry.

She turned it over.


Keep your buddy in your sight.



She went to find her great-aunt.
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Maureen was on the sundeck in the shade, in a deck chair, with her red account book closed on her lap and a glass of karkadeh on the deck beside her. The bay was opening round them: pale beach, brown mountains, two arms of reef, and in the middle a wide dark stain of seagrass under the surface.

Jess held out the papyrus.

Maureen didn’t take it. “That’s mine,” she said. “From Luxor.”

“I know.”

“Twelve for a hundred pounds.”

“I know, Aunt Maureen. You didn’t haggle.”

Maureen held out the red account book.

“You can read it, if you want,” she said. “It’s not a secret. Nobody ever asked.”

It was a cheap drugstore account book with a cardboard cover gone soft at the corners, ruled in columns for date and item and amount, every line used in her upright hand, decades of it.


Aug 1979 · B. laughed at the sampler · —

Dec 1983 · B. sold Mother’s piano. Did not ask · —

Thanksgiving 1997 · Rick: “Aunt Maureen can get the door, she’s used to it” · —

Mar 2004 · B. forgot my birthday. Remembered the dog’s · —

Jul 2011 · Darlene used my good towels on the dog · —

Thanksgiving 2018 · CHUM. Duane pointed at me. “Because she’d taste like mothballs.” Everybody laughed · —

Feb 2026 · B. signed his will. Did not read it · —



Nothing in the amount column, anywhere, for forty-seven years. Just the dash.

The last page had two lines on it.


Tue 10 Nov · Hollis fixed my reading lamp. Nobody asked him · —

Sat 14 Nov · Hollis · —



Jess closed the book.

“Did you write the cards?” she said.

Maureen picked up her glass of karkadeh, drank, and put it back down in exactly the ring it had left on the deck.

“I write everything down, Jess,” she said. “Somebody in this family has to.”

“He fixed your lamp.” Jess heard her voice go. “He fixed your fucking lamp, Aunt Maureen, and you put him in your book with a dash. Like the piano. Like the towels. He held his hands up out of the bights, he showed me, he did the briefing twice—”

It came up from under her ribs and she couldn’t stop it. She sat down on the hot deck beside the chair and cried the way she hadn’t since she was small, mouth open, loud, snot on her lip, and on the side deck below Mido heard it and went the other way.

Maureen didn’t touch her. After a long time she put one hand on top of Jess’s head, lightly, the way you test whether an iron is hot, and took it away.

Then she held out her hand, and Jess gave her back the book.
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Mido picked up the mooring over the sand where the seagrass began, and then it was quieter than anywhere Jess had been all week. The captain had shut the generator down to save fuel for the night run. No wind. The surf on the reefs at the mouth of the bay was a long soft hiss.

The water under the boat was so clear that Jess, standing on the swim platform, could see every blade of seagrass five metres down, leaning all one way, and the shadow of the hull lying across it.

Part of the shadow moved off on its own.

It was a turtle. A green turtle, as big as a café table, brown and gold and mottled, with a long grey sharksucker stuck to its underside like a passenger. It was grazing. It put its beak down into the grass and tore, and lifted its head, chewing, and moved on a metre, and did it again. Little silver fish came round its mouth for the scraps.

There was another beyond it. And another, further off, lifting its head out of the water for a breath with a sound like a man blowing out a match, and going down.

Chum came down the stairs.

She walked across the dive deck, past the tag board and the basket of shoes, on to the swim platform, where Wael sat on watch with his legs crossed, and stood at the very edge looking down at the turtles, ears up, head on one side.

She lay down. On the swim platform. With her chin on her paws, at the edge, looking at the water.

Wael looked at the dog, and up at Rana, who had come to the top of the stairs.

“The Sitt doesn’t come into the bays,” said Rana. “Not ever. Not once, in the book. She waits outside for the boat to come out.”

Vern came down after her in his bathrobe, holding the rail, and stood behind Jess and looked at the dog and the turtles.

“She’s not here,” he said. “The lady. I’d know.”

He sat down on the bench by the tag board. After a while Joanne came down too, with her big bag on her shoulder, and stood beside him without sitting.

“Look,” said Vern. He pointed at the turtle. “Look at that, Jo. Hollis would have—”

“You’ll be fine, Vern,” said Joanne.

She said the same three words she had said all week, and they came out of her with nothing in them at all. Vern stopped. He didn’t finish.

Joanne looked across the bay at two day boats off the north reef, with snorkellers going down their ladders in yellow vests, and didn’t say anything.

Vern reached into the cooler under the bench, took out the last can of beer, and held it out to her without looking at her.

She took it. She stood there holding it, cold, against her chest.
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At seven Ragab came out of the galley in his white jacket. He didn’t ring the gong. He stood at the top of the stairs and said, “Dinner,” and then he looked down at the dog asleep on the swim platform, and stayed there a moment longer than he needed to.

Dinner was fish, a whole one, baked in salt, which Ragab broke open at the table with the back of a spoon, and rice with vermicelli, and molokhia, and a plate of bread. The officer ate with them. Rana didn’t come down. Halfway through, Darlene said, “It’s very good, Ragab,” and Ragab said, “Thank you, madam,” and that was the most anybody said.

At the end Ragab brought out a tray of mint tea in small glasses and put one down in front of each of them. Eight glasses. Then a ninth, for the officer. He stood with the empty tray against his chest and looked down the table.

Jess saw him count.
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With the generator off there was no air conditioning, and the cabin on the lower deck held the day’s heat like a shut car. Joanne opened the porthole as far as it went. Salt and weed came in, and very faintly the patrol boat’s diesel.

Vern sat on the lower bunk in his boxer shorts with his hands on his knees. The patches were off; there were three pale circles on his skin where they’d been, and he kept touching them.

She was fifty-six. He was fifty-eight. They had been married thirty-three years, and she tried to think when the last time had been, and couldn’t.

She took off her clothes and stood in front of him in the heat with her arms at her sides: a swimmer’s shoulders gone soft, the white stripes of the suit straps across her sunburn, the long silver mark on her belly from Hollis. Vern looked up at her and didn’t move.

“Jo.”

“Don’t talk,” she said.

She pushed him back on the bunk. It was too narrow for two and always had been; his knee hit the rail and he said ow, and she nearly laughed. She lay down on him. He was big and soft and slick with sweat, and smelled of the sea and the chemical sweetness of the patches, and his heart was going hard under her ear.

She wanted it to be for Hollis. As if the two people who had made him could get in under what had happened to him, if they held on hard enough. She reached down between them and took hold of him, and he was already hard, which surprised them both, and he made a sound into her hair she hadn’t heard since Hollis was a baby. She guided him into her. It hurt at first, and then it didn’t. She put her forehead on his and moved, slowly, and the bunk creaked, and she didn’t care who heard.

She didn’t come. He did, with his face in her neck, saying her name, and there was wet on her neck, and she didn’t know if it was sweat.

They lay there. The bunk rail cut into her hip.

“St. Petersburg,” said Vern, into her hair. “Is it a nice view?”

She went still.

“On the lease it says a view of the bay.”

She lifted her head. He wasn’t angry. His big face was wet and patient, the way it went when he looked at the sea from a dock and knew he’d be sick on it.

“I was going to tell you in Florida,” she said.

“I know. I’d have liked to see it. The view.”

Joanne put her face back down on his chest so she wouldn’t have to look at him, and said the only thing she had, the thing she’d said all week.

“You’ll be fine, Vern.”

He held the back of her head until she slept.
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At ten Jess sat on the swim platform beside the dog, with Wael behind her on watch, her logbook on her knee and her torch with the red filter.

The bay was black and still. The stars came all the way down to the mountains. On the far side of the bay the day boats had gone. Something breathed in the dark beside the hull: a turtle coming up for air, close. Puh. And the soft sound of it going down.

She wrote.


Sat 14 Nov · Marsa Shouna · Moored · No dive

Turtles: 4. Guitarfish: 1. Dugong: no.

Aboard: 8



She turned the book over to the back, to the other list, the divers who never listened. She looked at it. She turned back to the front and closed the book.

At eleven the generator came on, and then the engines, and Mido went forward and slipped the mooring, and the line ran out through the fairlead and splashed, and the engine note came back off the mountains.

Chum woke.

She lifted her head off her paws. She looked at the mouth of the bay, where the patrol boat’s lights were waiting outside the reef and the open sea began. She got up, stiff-legged, and walked off the swim platform and across the dive deck, and pushed herself into the gap behind the crate of fins, with her nose to the bulkhead.




Chapter 13
Stay Off the Surface




DIVE CARD — SMALL GIFTUN (“POLICE STATION”) · NO DIVING

Sunday, 15 November · Holding in the lee, waiting for a berth at Hurghada

Small Giftun lies about an hour’s boat ride from Hurghada. The site takes its nickname from an old coastguard building on the island. Boats moor on the south side over a plateau 15–25 m deep. On the east side a wall of gorgonian fans drops into deep water.

By ten in the morning there can be thirty day boats here from Hurghada and El Gouna, with snorkellers off every stern in yellow vests.

On the hook by the ladder: one lifebuoy, SOLAS approved, with 30 m of floating line.



They ran north all night, with the patrol boat’s lights off the starboard side, and at half past nine in the morning they came into the lee of Small Giftun and the engines dropped to idle.

The captain came down to the saloon to tell them why.

“The port gives us a berth at noon,” he said. “The police are at the marina at noon. We wait here, in the shelter, until eleven.” He looked round at the eight of them, and at the officer at the end of the table. “Nobody in the water.”

“There’s nothing in the water,” said Darlene. “Look at it.”

Out of the saloon windows the sea round Small Giftun was turquoise over the white sand of the plateau and ink beyond its edge, and on the turquoise were day boats, more every few minutes, mooring in a loose crowd with music coming off half of them. Round their sterns the snorkellers were going in, dozens of them, face down in yellow vests.

“It’s a theme park,” said Darlene. “Nothing would come here. There’s too many people.”

“They came for the people,” said Vern, from the end of the table.
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At breakfast Maureen took a clipboard out from under the bench at the end of the U. It was Gordon’s, with a fresh copy of his form on top.


TOLLIVER ESTATE — ARTICLE 7(b) — DAILY RECORD OF PRESENCE

Vessel: M/Y Bahiya · Date: Sun 15 Nov · Position: Small Giftun, holding

I, the undersigned, confirm that I am aboard the above vessel at the time of signing.



“Gordon would want it done,” she said, and passed it down the table.

Darlene signed with a heart over the i. Shannon signed without reading it. Nate signed. Vern wrote Vern (aboard) in big careful capitals, because his hands weren’t steady since the patches, and passed it on. Dex passed it on without signing, and Maureen took it back from him and looked at the empty space under Vern’s name for a while.

Joanne had not come to breakfast.

Maureen drew a short straight line in the empty space with her pencil. A dash.

At the whiteboard, RESIDUE ÷ 5 still stood under Rana’s red letters. Shannon stood in front of it with her coffee. She had changed her shirt. Above the collar of the new one a bruise was coming up on her collarbone in the shape of Rana’s knuckles.

“Five,” she said. “Me, Nate, Vern, Joanne, Jess. At the dock at noon.” She drank her coffee. “Twenty-two of us got on in Hurghada.”

“Shannon,” said Nate.

“I’m just saying it, Nate. Somebody in this goddamn family should.” She looked at him over the cup. “The officer asked me about Hollis. You know what I said? I said Hollis was good with ropes.”

“You asked for him on that rope,” said Nate. “You, Shannon. It’s in Rana’s fucking log.”

“I asked for a pair of hands.”

“You asked for a number.” Nate was on his feet, and his chair went over behind him and hit the bulkhead. “You wanted to write five. You had the marker in your hand before the RIB was back.”

“And you didn’t do the sum?” Shannon put the cup down on the ledge. “A million dollars, Nate. Each. Look me in the eye and tell me you lay in your bunk last night and didn’t once think, Trey’s share comes to me. Say it. Say it in front of Vern.”

“I listened to you,” said Nate. “Tuesday. On Trey’s laptop. His mic was on the sunpad the whole time. I’ve got all of it. He’s in our cabin. Brad was out there on the surface with his buoy up, waving, and you were doing the fucking seating plan—”

Shannon threw the coffee.

Not at him. At the board. It hit the 5 and ran down the white in brown lines, through Rana’s red letters, and dripped off the ledge onto the floor.

“Brad paid for his app annually,” she said. “Eleven years of that. And fourteen years across a table from people splitting up their lake houses and their dogs and their dead mothers’ rings. I want something that’s mine, Nate. Is that so fucking ugly?”

“Yes,” said Nate. “It’s that ugly.”

He walked out of the saloon. Shannon watched him go. Then she wiped the coffee off the 5 with the side of her hand, and the 5 stayed, and she put the marker down on the ledge. Jess, in the doorway, saw her hand. It wasn’t steady either.

Darlene was at the window with her phone up. She had been filming the day boats. She hadn’t stopped when the coffee went. “Darlene Dives,” she said. “Homecoming.” She looked at it. “No. Darlene Dives. The Last Morning.” She looked at it again. “Ooh.”
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Joanne was on the dive deck at ten past ten, in the corner by the basket of shoes.

She was in her swimsuit with a towel round her waist and her big bag beside her on the bench. She was packing an orange roll-top dry bag. Her passport, which she’d asked Mido for before breakfast, for the police, she said. Her phone. A plastic folder of papers. A roll of Egyptian pounds with a rubber band round it. She rolled the top down three times and clipped it.

Mido was on watch at the swim platform, with his arms folded across the gap in the rail where the steps went down.

Joanne saw Jess watching. She didn’t stop.

“I’m getting off, Jess,” she said. “I’m not going to the dock with them. I’m not standing on that pontoon with the police and Shannon and that—” She waved at the saloon, where Darlene’s ring light was on. “I’m getting on a day boat and going in with the snorkellers, and I’m getting a taxi to the airport, and I’m going home. Today.”

“Joanne. You can’t swim to a day boat.”

“It’s eighty metres. I swam the mile at the club every summer for twenty years.” She nodded at the nearest one, a big white boat called Sunshine Lady tied up across the plateau, with a crowd of snorkellers off its stern. “They’ll take me. People get on and off those boats all day. I’ll pay.”

“If you leave the boat, you forfeit.”

“I know.” Joanne’s face was very calm. “I don’t want it. I’ve got a flat in St. Petersburg with a view of the bay, and a man at a law firm in Tampa with my papers, and I don’t want one dollar of Buck Tolliver’s money. I stayed on this boat for Hollis.” She looked toward the stairs, where Vern was sitting on the bottom step in his bathrobe, holding his tea, not drinking it. “Vern can have my share.”

“That’s not how it works,” said Shannon, from the saloon door. “It goes to all of us.”

Joanne looked at her for a second.

Then she crossed the dive deck in four steps and swung the dry bag, heavy with the passport and the phone and the pounds, and it caught Shannon on the side of the head with a sound like a wet towel slapped on tile and knocked her into the tank rack. A tank rang. Shannon put her hand to her ear and it came away red.

“That’s for my son,” said Joanne. She wasn’t loud. “You have it, Shannon. You have all of it. I hope you choke on it.”

She dropped the towel. She looked once at Vern on the bottom step. He looked back at her. Neither of them said anything.

She walked away from the swim platform, forward, along the narrow side deck under the saloon windows. Mido called after her. She didn’t turn. Amidships she put one foot on the lower rail and climbed it like a woman getting over a stile, and went over it feet first, three metres, into the sea.
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Jess went for Rana.

She went up the stairs to the wheelhouse fast and said, “Joanne’s going in,” and Rana was past her and down the stairs before she’d finished.

By the time they reached the swim platform, Joanne was already well clear of the side, and swimming. She swam well: a strong steady crawl, face in the water, breathing every third stroke, with the orange dry bag clipped to the strap of her swimsuit and bouncing on the surface behind her. Twenty metres. Thirty.

“Joanne!” Rana was on the platform. “Joanne! Back! Now! Yalla!”

Joanne didn’t hear, or did. She kept swimming.

Vern had got up off the bottom step and was on the swim platform beside Rana in his bathrobe, and Ragab had lifted the lifebuoy off its hook by the ladder and put it into his hands, the white and orange ring with its coil of yellow line.

“Throw it,” said Rana. “Vern. Throw it now, before she’s past the line. Thirty metres. Throw it.”

Vern stood holding the ring against his chest.

Jess counted Joanne’s strokes. She couldn’t stop herself. Four. Five. Six. Joanne’s arms coming over, one, then the other, the orange bag hopping behind her. Seven. Eight. Thirty-five metres. Forty.

“Vern, throw it!” Rana was screaming it. “Throw it! Irmih! What are you doing—”

Vern’s thumbs moved on the ring. His face was wet. He was looking at the back of his wife’s head going away across the bright water, the arms coming over, steady, the way she’d swum the mile at the club, and he held the ring against his chest, and his thumbs stayed hooked through it.

“Vern!”

He threw it.

He threw it well, a long underarm swing with the yellow line paying out behind it, and the line ran out to its end and stopped the ring dead in the air, and it dropped into the water ten metres short of her and lay there, white and orange, rocking.

Joanne didn’t look round.

Vern stood looking at the ring at the end of its line. He began to haul it back in, hand over hand, the wet line piling up at his feet.
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The Sunshine Lady was close now. Its stern ladder hung down, snorkellers all round it. On its top deck a man in a white polo shirt had seen Joanne, and was holding a phone out over the rail at her.

Out past the boats, at the edge of the plateau, where the turquoise went to ink, a fin came up out of the water.

It came round the end of the plateau from the wall on the east side, cutting a straight line through the bright water. It went past the snorkellers off the nearest stern without slowing, close enough that one of them lifted his face out of the water and saw it, and started to scream, and it went on.

Jess looked at the water. Then, for one second, she looked back through the cabin door at the tag board, with her own name on it.

If she went in, she had left the vessel. A million dollars, if Rick’s numbers were right. She had never been paid a million dollars for anything in her life. She had never been paid a tenth of it. She thought the whole number, with all its zeroes, and hated herself for the second it took.

She pulled her hoodie over her head and dropped it on the teak and went in off the platform before Rana could catch her arm.

She came up swimming. A lifeguard’s crawl, head up, so she could see.

Joanne was ahead of her. The fin was ahead of Joanne.

Joanne felt it first.

She was mid-stroke, her arm coming over, and she stopped. She stopped swimming and pulled her legs up under her and trod water, and looked down, and then round, puzzled, and Jess heard her voice across the water, clear and polite, the voice of a woman at a club pool.

“Sorry!” Joanne called, to the snorkellers. “Sorry, was that you?”

On every boat round the plateau people were screaming now. Snorkellers were coming out of the water up the stern ladders in clumps, three and four at once, yellow vests piling up on the swim steps. The music on the Sunshine Lady stopped. Somebody on its stern was blowing a whistle, over and over.

Joanne turned to look at the whistle. She turned her whole body in the water to face the boat, with her back to the open sea, and put her hand up to shade her eyes.

The shark came up behind her.

The head came out of the water, blunt and grey and wide, a metre from her, and Jess saw the mouth open, the whole white inside of it, ridged like the roof of a dog’s mouth, and close on Joanne’s hip. The head shook once, a long wrench, and Joanne went with it like washing on a line, her arms flung out, and then she was pulled over and under in one movement, the dry bag snapping down after her on its strap, and the water where she had been heaved and slopped.

She came up once.

She came up three metres from where she had gone down, face up, with her mouth open and no sound coming out of it, and her shoulders and her arms red, bright red in the sun, and one hand still holding the strap of the orange bag. Her other hand was pressing at her side, at the place where her hip had been, and there was nothing under the hand to press. The water round her was dark and thick, and pale things turned in it. She looked straight at Jess. Her lips moved. Jess couldn’t hear it, and never knew, and for the rest of her life thought it was Vern.

Then she went down again, and she didn’t come up.

The orange bag came up. It popped out of the water and bobbed there on its own, its strap trailing, unclipped from nothing.

At first the fin went away from Jess. It went along the stern of the Sunshine Lady, under the swim step, where the last of the snorkellers was still on the ladder, and on the day boat somebody screamed a new kind of scream.

Jess had stopped swimming. She was fifteen metres from the place. The water there was warmer than the sea. She felt it on her face first, a warm patch drifting toward her across the surface, and then she tasted it, copper and sunscreen, in her mouth, in her nose. She spat. She spat again. Treading water with her head up, she knew it was the worst thing she could be doing: a swimmer on the surface in open water, legs going, with blood in the water in front of her. She couldn’t go vertical and look down without a mask. She couldn’t see.

Then the fin came back out of the water and turned toward her.

Okay, Jess thought. Okay. Come on, then. Come on, you fucking—

She did what Rana would have told her to do. Kick as little as you can and still stay up. Arms in. Face it. She put her face in the water, eyes open, and looked.

The salt stung and everything blurred, blue and white and dark, and in the middle of the blur something big came at her and turned. It went past her at arm’s length. She felt the water move along her whole body. She kept her face on it, kept turning, kept it in front of her.

It went out, turned, and came back.

The second time it bumped her: a shove along her side, hard enough to turn her over in the water, and the skin of it went across her ribs like a rasp. She came up gasping, with the warm water in her mouth again, and put her face back in and found it, a blur, turning, coming round again. Something trailed from the corner of its mouth. A strap. A rag of swimsuit.

Something hit the water beside her head.

It was the lifebuoy. Vern had hauled it in and thrown it again, and this time the line reached. White and orange, rocking, with the yellow line running back across the water to the swim platform thirty metres off.

Jess got her arm through it. The line went tight at once and she was moving, being pulled fast on her back through the water with the ring under her arms and the sky going past, and she kept her face turned to the side and her eyes open the whole way, looking for it.

It didn’t come back.
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At the swim platform hands got her. Rana’s, Mido’s, the officer’s. They pulled her up the steps onto the teak and she lay on her back with the water running out of her, coughing, the ring still round her.

Nate was on his knees beside her before she’d stopped coughing. He pulled up her rash guard. Down her left side, from her armpit to her hip, the skin was scraped raw in a long pink band, as if someone had taken coarse sandpaper to it, beaded with blood. He ran his hands down her side, pressing, looking for punctures, and found none.

“Squeeze my fingers,” he said. She squeezed. “Other hand.” She squeezed. “Look at me.” She looked at him. “You’re scraped. That’s skin. That’s all that is. You’re all right.” His voice was steady and his hands were shaking. “You’re all right, Jess.”

The line went from the ring to Vern.

He was on the swim ladder. He had gone down the steps of the swim platform and on down the ladder into the sea, past the last rung of it, so that he hung off the bottom of the boat with one fist locked round the ladder rail and the other wrapped in the yellow line, and the water was up to his waist, and his bathrobe floated out round him. He had pulled her in one-handed, hand over hand, from there.

He wasn’t looking at Jess. He was looking past her, out over the water, at the place where the orange bag was rocking, alone, a long way off.

He opened his mouth and roared.

It wasn’t a word at first, and then it was her name. It went out across the water, past the day boats, past the snorkellers standing on the swim steps in their yellow vests, out toward the island and the old coastguard building and the deep blue beyond. It went on until he had no breath, and then he took a breath and did it again, Jo, Jo, Joanne, until his voice cracked down the middle and kept going anyway, and spit ran into his beard.

Nobody moved to stop him.

When he stopped, he stayed there, holding the ladder, up to his waist in the sea, with the line in his fist, breathing.

Great-Aunt Maureen had come to the top of the stairs. She was holding the rail. Shannon was behind her, with a wad of paper towel pressed to her ear and blood dried down her neck into her collar.

“Jess has left the vessel,” said Maureen.

“And Vern?” said Shannon. She said it fast, the way you call a bid before anybody else can.

Maureen looked down at Vern in the water, at his fist on the ladder.

“Vern has hold of the ladder,” she said.

Jess lay on the teak with the ring round her and Nate’s hand flat on her chest, looking up at the sky.

“Yes,” she said. “I have.”




Interlude
Safe Waters




SUNSHINE LADY · Day boat · Hurghada → Small Giftun · Snorkel & Dive

Sunday, 15 November · Depart 08:00 · Return 16:00

Lunch included. Soft drinks extra. Life vests compulsory for snorkellers.



Garrett came down the pontoon at half past seven in white linen trousers, a white Gilded Fin polo shirt, his white loafers and a pair of sunglasses that had cost him four hundred dollars in Dubai, carrying a phone gimbal in a zipped case like a man carrying a violin.

The Sunshine Lady was a big white day boat with two decks and a slide off the back, and she was already full. Russian families on the top deck. A group of Italian students lying on the cushions in the bow. Two German pensioners in matching sun hats, reading. Down on the stern a boy was handing out snorkels and yellow vests from a net bag, and the whole boat smelled of sunscreen and frying eggs and diesel, and a speaker on the top deck was playing a song from the summer that everybody in Hurghada was sick of.

“Shoes, sir,” said the boy with the snorkels.

“I’m a guest of the captain,” said Garrett.

Mamdouh leaned out of the wheelhouse, big and grinning, with a cigarette and a glass of tea in the same hand. “Mr. Garrett! Leave him his shoes, Bebo. He is not going in the water.” He laughed. “Mr. Garrett never goes in the water.”

Garrett laughed too, and went up to the top deck.
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He had written the script on Saturday night. He had it on his phone.


SAFE WATERS · Azure investor reel · 60 sec

[Top deck, sea behind, families snorkelling]

“The Red Sea. Two thousand kilometres of reef. Water so clear you can see thirty metres. And the safest diving in the world. I’m Garrett Lusk, and for four years I’ve been bringing families out here to see it…”



The boat went out past the breakwater and east over the reef flats, and the water went from blue to green to a pale clear turquoise, and Garrett, at the rail, looked down.

He could see the bottom, ten metres down, fifteen, every ripple of sand and every head of coral, as clear as through a window. Then they came to the edge of a reef and the bottom went away, turquoise to blue to ink, and there was nothing under the boat at all.

His stomach went. He stepped back from the rail and took a breath and put his sunglasses on.

When he was nine his father had thrown him off the end of a dock on Lake Lanier to teach him. He remembered the brown water over his head and the light going away above it, and his father laughing on the dock, and his own arms doing nothing. He’d been pulled out by a stranger with a boathook. He had not put his face in water since. He showered with his eyes shut.

Nobody in Hurghada knew that except Samia, and Samia had never said how she knew.
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Small Giftun came up low and brown on their left, with its old coastguard building on the point, and Mamdouh brought them in over the plateau. There were a dozen day boats on the moorings already. By the time Bebo had them tied up there were twenty.

The snorkellers went in off every stern at once. Garrett watched them from the top deck. They went in shrieking, in yellow vests and orange vests, and floated face down on the surface in crowds, kicking, like a lot of bright buoys.

“This,” he said to nobody. “This is the shot.”

He clipped the phone into the gimbal and turned the screen round so he could see himself. White shirt, brown face, sunglasses, sea. He took the sunglasses off. He put them on again.

“Bebo,” he called down. “Come up here. Hold this.”

Bebo came up and held a round silver reflector at his chin, and Garrett did the first take.

“The Red Sea. Two thousand kilometres of—” A Russian child walked through the shot with an ice cream. “Jesus Christ. Again.”

He did it three times. On the first a fly landed on his lip. On the second the speaker on the top deck started the summer song again, and he sent Bebo to turn it down, and Bebo turned it up. On the third he got all the way to safest diving in the world and then said safest dying, and stood there with the phone in his hand while one of the Italian students laughed at him from the bow.

Before the fourth he looked past the phone over the boat’s side and saw a liveaboard lying in the lee of the island, a hundred metres off, with a grey navy patrol boat lying off its stern.

It was white, three decks, thirty-eight metres. BAHIYA in blue letters on the bow.

Garrett lowered the gimbal. “Oh, fuck,” he said, quietly, under the music. “Oh, fuck me.”

He hadn’t known. The port had given her a berth at noon. Nobody had told him she would wait here. Nobody had told him anything since Thursday, because he had made sure nobody could.

He could see people on her stern. Small figures on the dive deck, standing. Somebody in a white bathrobe. Somebody in a cardigan at the top of the stairs.

“Mamdouh,” he called up to the wheelhouse. “Can we move? The other side of the island?”

Mamdouh leaned out. “Move? Mr. Garrett, I have forty people in the water.”

“Just—round the fucking corner. The light’s better.”

“The light is the same light.” Mamdouh looked at him, and then across the water at Bahiya and the patrol boat. He looked back at Garrett, and the grin had gone out of his face. “We stay here.”

Garrett stood at the rail.

He looked at the phone in its gimbal, and at himself in the little screen, and behind himself, small and out of focus, the white liveaboard with the grey boat off its stern. You could hardly see it. You could only see it if you knew.

Brian wanted the reel by Monday. Brian wanted clean.

“Okay,” he said. “Shit. Okay. It’s in the background. Nobody knows what boat it is. Blurry’s fine.” He lifted the gimbal. He put the sunglasses back on, and then took them off, because people trusted eyes. “Bebo. Reflector.”

Bebo held up the reflector.

It was twenty-eight minutes past ten. Out across the plateau the snorkellers floated face down in their yellow vests in the bright water, and on the dive deck of the Bahiya someone had dropped a towel.

Garrett smiled into the screen and pressed the red button.

“The Red Sea,” he said. “Two thousand kilometres of reef.”

He was looking at himself in the little screen, and so he saw it there first, over his own shoulder, small: a swimmer in the bright water between the boats. A woman, swimming hard, a proper crawl, coming from the direction of the Bahiya with something orange bouncing on the water behind her. Coming toward the Sunshine Lady.

He thought, Who swims from a liveaboard? and kept talking. “Water so clear you can see thirty metres—”

Behind his right ear, out at the edge of the plateau where the turquoise turned to ink, something cut the surface in a straight line.

He saw it in the screen. He saw it and his mouth kept going for two more words on its own, and the, and then stopped.

He turned round.

It was coming in across the plateau from the east, tall and pale and rounded at the top, with white on the tip, and it was not hurrying. It went past the stern of the next boat along, through the snorkellers floating there face down in their yellow vests, and one of them lifted his head and saw it and screamed, a thin high sound like a kettle, and it went on.

Below Garrett, on the Sunshine Lady’s stern, forty people were in the water.

Bebo dropped the reflector. It went over the rail, flashing, and landed on the water and floated. Bebo was already going down the stairs, three at a time, with a whistle in his mouth, blowing, blowing, and Mamdouh had his head out of the wheelhouse window shouting in Arabic and in English and in Russian, Out, out, out, everybody out, and the music was still going, the summer song, until Mamdouh reached back and hit something and it stopped mid-word.

They came to the ladder all at once.

There was one ladder. Steel, four rungs, off the swim step. Forty people in vests went for it from every direction, kicking, and the vests held them up on the surface where they couldn’t get under each other or over each other, and they piled up against the stern, all arms. A big Russian man got a hand on the second rung and his other hand on a girl’s head and pushed himself up on her, and she went under and came up screaming. A mother was holding a child up out of the water at arm’s length with both hands, the child’s legs going, the mother’s face going under every time she lifted. One of the German pensioners had lost her sun hat and was holding on to the bottom rung with her eyes shut, not climbing, just holding, and people were climbing over her.

Garrett had the phone in his hand. It was still recording. He knew it was recording. He held it out over the top-deck rail and pointed it down at them.

Out past the stern the woman from the Bahiya had stopped swimming. She was treading water, facing the boat, with one hand up against the sun. Behind her the sea lifted. A wedge of grey came up out of the turquoise and she went over sideways and under, and the place where she’d been went dark, a stain spreading out in the bright water, and then something orange popped up out of it on its own and bobbed there.

On the top deck behind Garrett one of the Italian students said, “Madonna,” very quietly, and then nobody on the top deck said anything at all.

At the ladder they were coming up in tangles now, knees and elbows, vests catching on the rungs. Bebo was hauling them up by their vest collars two at a time. Mamdouh came down out of the wheelhouse, leaned out over the water, got the German pensioner by the back of her vest and lifted her out of the sea in one go.

The last one in the water was one of the Italian students. A boy of about twenty, long and brown, with a moustache he’d been trying all week to grow. He had been at the back of the crowd helping the others, pushing people up the ladder by their feet, and when the last of them was up he grabbed the rail and got one foot on the bottom rung and started to climb.

The shark came along the stern.

She came along it close, under the swim step, and the whole boat shook. Garrett felt it through the deck under his loafers, a shudder from the waterline up, a big slow knock. On the screen of his phone he saw the boy’s foot on the bottom rung and his other leg still in the water to the knee.

Then the leg came out of the water fast, because the boy pulled it out, screaming, and the back of the calf wasn’t there.

There was a scoop out of it the size of a hand. White and red. The white was fat. Garrett saw that. He’d never known people had that much white in them. Then it filled up red and started to run, and the boy fell forward onto the swim step on his face, and his leg came up behind him streaming onto the teak, and Bebo was on him with his own belt off, wrapping it round the boy’s thigh, pulling it tight with his teeth. Then Mamdouh came down the stairs with the red trauma bag from the wheelhouse and knelt and put a proper tourniquet on above the belt, black strap and windlass, and turned the windlass until the boy screamed and the red stopped running.

The water off the stern was going red in a slow cloud. In the middle of it a fin came up and turned, and went down.

Mamdouh looked up.

He looked straight up at the top deck, at Garrett at the rail in his white trousers and white shirt with his phone held out over the water, and Garrett saw his face. Mamdouh shouted something in Arabic that Garrett didn’t know and didn’t need to. Then, in English:

“Put it away!”

Garrett didn’t put it away.

He pinched the screen to zoom. He stood there with the phone held out and his arm locked, and he thought, very clearly, in his own voice, keep it steady. On the screen, across the bright water, he found a girl already in the water off the Bahiya, head up, near the orange bag, and the fin turning toward her. A ring came out on a yellow line. Then she was going away across the water on her back, fast, and the fin wasn’t following.

His arm had begun to shake. The picture on the screen shook with it.

When he finally looked down at the phone it said 4:12 and was still counting. He pressed the red button. His thumb slipped off it the first time.

Mamdouh was back in the wheelhouse. The Sunshine Lady’s engine came up from idle to a roar, and Bebo was cutting the mooring line with a knife instead of untying it, and the boat swung round with forty people on her decks, wet and crying and praying in four languages, and the Italian boy on the swim step with a tourniquet on his thigh and his friends holding his hands. The boat ran for Hurghada at full speed with the water off the stern going white.

Nobody spoke to Garrett on the way back. Nobody came up to the top deck, except Mamdouh, once, who stood at the top of the stairs and looked at him in his white trousers for a long moment and spat on the deck beside his loafers, and went down again.

Garrett sat on the floor by the speaker, where nobody could see him from below, and typed with one thumb.


Garrett: Incident at Giftun today, NOT our vessel, NOT our guests. Local day boat, probably a barracuda. All under control here. Reel on track for Monday 👍



He read it over. He took out probably. He sent it to Brian.




Chapter 14
Never Feed the Fish




TOPSIDE CARD — HURGHADA MARINA

Sunday, 15 November · Alongside at noon · Police on the pontoon

The boats lie three deep along the pontoons, white hull against white hull, with fenders squeaking between them. To get ashore from the outside boat you climb across the decks of the two inside ones. Everybody does.

On boarding, the crew collect every guest’s passport for the port permit. You get it back at the end.

Your shoes are in the basket. Take your own.




Sun 15 Nov · Small Giftun · Joanne.

Aboard: 7

(Me: left the vessel.)



Bahiya came in past the breakwater at a quarter to twelve with the patrol boat behind her, and the marina was the marina. Diesel and grilled fish. The café with the dominoes. The boats three deep along the pontoons, a forest of white hulls and masts and flags, and the young men on the dive decks swinging tanks into racks with a clank that carried.

There were police on the pontoon. Tourist police at the gate, six of them, and behind them three men in suits, and an ambulance backed up to the end of the quay with its back doors open. There was a man from the boat company in a polo shirt with GILDED FIN on it, holding a phone to his ear and not talking into it. The café tables were full of people standing up, watching.

Their berth was the same one too, fourth along, outside two other boats. The young men on the inside boat caught Mido’s lines without looking, and the fenders squealed between the hulls, and Bahiya stopped.

“Is this still the vessel?” said Shannon, at the rail. “Rafted? It’s not touching the dock.”

Everybody looked at Maureen.

“It’s her berth,” said Maureen. “She’s home.”

The patrol boat’s RIB came alongside a minute later and a sailor handed up an orange dry bag, wet, with its strap trailing. The officer took it. He didn’t open it. He put it on the dive bench beside him and sat with his hand on it.
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The men in suits were investigators from the Public Prosecution in Hurghada, with a young woman from the tourist police to interpret. The older one came aboard with a briefcase, spoke with the captain for a long time in Arabic, and then took the canvas bag of passports from the wheelhouse and tipped it out on the saloon table.

Passports. Twenty of them, blue American ones and a maroon one that was Dex’s, in a heap. The navy had held Hank’s since Thursday. Joanne had asked for hers before breakfast.

He went through them one at a time, looking from each photograph to the faces in the saloon. He made two piles. When he had finished, the pile on his left had seven passports in it. The pile on his right had thirteen.

Then the officer came in from the dive deck with the orange dry bag, and opened it, and took out a passport, wet at the edges, and put it on the pile on the right.

Fourteen.

The investigator took a sheet of paper out of his briefcase, handwritten in blue under a navy crest, and read it with one finger under the lines. Then he went back through the pile on the left. He took out one passport, opened it at the photograph, looked across the table at Nate, and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket. Not on either pile.

Nate watched it go in. He put his taped right hand flat on the table, as if somebody had asked to see it.

The investigator squared both piles, tapping them on the table, the way Maureen squared the cards. He put them both in his briefcase.

“Nobody leaves Hurghada,” the interpreter said, for him. “You sleep aboard tonight. Tomorrow, statements at the office. Then we see.”
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They took the captain first, and Rana, and then the family one at a time, across the boats to a table under an awning by the police office, where a policeman with very neat handwriting wrote their statements in Arabic and the interpreter read them back in English.

Nate went first, with Trey’s laptop in his backpack. He came back three hours later and sat down on the dive bench beside Jess.

“The prosecutor wants the post-mortem,” he said. “Cairo does it. Two weeks. Maybe four.” He held up the right hand, the tape gone grey. “The heart, the hand, or the glass. That’s how the interpreter put it.” He looked at the hand. “It was the heart. I’ve watched a hundred of them go. Sixty-one years old. Sixty-eight steps, running. Nobody asked me.”

Then he took out his phone and called a number in Cairo.

“American Citizen Services,” he said, when someone answered. “I need to report US citizens dead or missing abroad.” He listened. “Fifteen.” He listened. “Yes. Fifteen.” He held out his hand, and Jess gave him her logbook, and he opened it and read the names off the pages one by one, spelling the ones they asked him to spell. “Trey,” he said. “T-R-E-Y. Tolliver. My husband.”

Darlene went across next. She stopped at the top of the gangplank and turned three-quarters to the café, chin up, and then went down it. Halfway along the pontoon a policeman stopped her very politely and held out his hand for her phone. She gave it to him brightly. When he had put it in a plastic bag and walked off, she took a second phone out of the pocket of her dress and looked at it.

“That one’s personal,” she said, to Jess, who was watching from the rail. “This one’s content.”

Shannon went across after her, with the dressing on her ear and her collar buttoned to the top over the bruise. She was gone forty minutes. When she came back up the gangplank she went straight past Jess to the foot of the wheelhouse stairs and called up them.

“I’ve made a complaint. Assault. You, and Joanne. Wael saw it. Mido saw it. It’s in Arabic now, so.”

Rana came to the top of the stairs and looked down at her.

“Joanne is in the sea,” she said.

“It’s still on the record.”

Rana went back into the wheelhouse. Twenty minutes later Jess saw her cross the inside boats alone and walk down the pontoon to the awning by the police office. She took her guide’s card out of the back pocket of her shorts, the laminated one with her photograph and the ministry stamp, and put it on the table in front of the policeman with the neat handwriting before he could ask for it. Then she walked back.
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Darlene walked to the end of the pontoon, where the concrete stopped at the breakwater, and turned her back on all of them. She scrolled to a number she hadn’t deleted and pressed it.

It rang four times in Florida. His voice.

This is Buck. Leave it at the beep. If it’s about a boat, I’ll call you back when the fish stop biting.

The beep.

“Hi, honey,” said Darlene.

The wind blew her hair across her mouth. She held it back with her free hand.

“It’s me. I’m in Egypt. I know you know that. I’m just saying it.” She laughed, a small one. “I did it. The committal. Well. Gordon did it. You’d have liked it, Buck, it was very you, nobody did anything they were told. You went in at sunset. At Daedalus. Like you wanted. With the lighthouse.” She stopped. “You went in kind of all at once, honey. In the hat. With Gordon. I’ll tell you about Gordon.”

Out past the breakwater a day boat was coming in, fast, with music.

“I got the house,” said Darlene. “Indian River Drive. I was there. I was present. Maureen said so, it’s on her paper. So it’s mine. I’m going to keep your chair. The ugly one. I’m not going to change the pool. I know you thought I’d change the pool.”

The day boat went past the end of the breakwater. She waited for its music to go.

“Hank’s gone, honey.” She held the phone tighter. “He asked me to come home with him, in front of everybody, and I said the house. And he went across on his own with his hands tied, and he couldn’t swim, Buck, I was the one with the ribbon—” She stopped. “I said the house.”

She wiped under her eye with a knuckle. Nobody was filming. She did it anyway, carefully, so as not to move the liner.

“I know what you thought, you son of a bitch. Provided. I read it. I’m not stupid, everybody thinks I’m stupid. You put provided in there because you didn’t think I’d stay. You thought I’d get on the first boat home with my ring and my phone and my eleven thousand followers.” She looked at the phone in her hand. “Eleven people watched you go in. Eleven. I said it like it was a lot.”

The wind took the end of the sentence. She waited until it dropped.

“I stayed,” she said. “I stayed on the boat. Nobody believed I would, and I did. I want that on there. On the tape, or whatever it is now. Darlene stayed.”

She didn’t know how to finish.

“I’m going to do one more,” she said. “Tonight. From the boat. For you. I’m going to walk off it in the Ferragamos you hated, in front of everybody, with the lights on. And then I’m going to stop. I’m going to put it away, honey. I promise. After tonight.”

She held the phone against her ear for a long time after that, listening to the hiss of six thousand miles of nothing, until a woman’s voice said in English that the message had been saved. Then she walked back along the pontoon to the awning.
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A thin man in a ministry polo shirt came aboard after lunch and asked for Rana. He had her email from Friday night printed out and folded in his shirt pocket. He sat with her at the chart table and scrolled through her identification photographs, the notch, the pilot fish, the dorsal fin with its white tip, and shook his head.

“Oceanic?” he said, in English. “At Giftun? No. Not inshore. Not here. They don’t come in.”

“She came in,” said Rana. “Ask the Italian boy from the Sunshine Lady. He’s in the hospital on Sheraton Road with half his calf gone.”

The man from the ministry folded her email back into his pocket.

“The ministry’s view,” he said, “is that it was a barracuda. A committee is studying the species.”

Rana stood up, and the tea glass on the chart table went over.

“A barracuda took Fathi off a RIB at Elphinstone with the navy watching,” she said. “Go and tell his mother. Sheraton Road, Monday, eight o’clock, the third chair from the window. Tell her barracuda. Tell her the committee is studying it.”

Then she said the rest in Arabic. Jess caught only the tone and, twice, the word kalb, and at the end of it the man from the ministry was pink to the ears and going down the side deck with his folded email, faster than he’d come.
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They came for Vern at two, and Vern wouldn’t go.

“I don’t cross boats,” he said. He was on the bench under the stairs with the lifebuoy in his lap, winding the yellow line round and round it, carefully, every turn the same. He had changed out of the wet bathrobe into a T-shirt and shorts, and put his shoes on.

The younger investigator came across with the interpreter instead and sat down on the bench beside him.

“Mr. Vernon. The ring. Tell us.”

Vern wound the line.

“I held it,” he said.

The interpreter told the investigator. The investigator wrote. He waited, but Vern didn’t say anything else, and after a while the investigator closed his notebook and put his hand on Vern’s shoulder for a moment and got up, and they left him there.

Jess sat down on the other end of the bench.

Vern wound the line. Round, and round.

“I read her papers on Saturday,” he said. “St. Petersburg. Her name on it.” He wound. “She was going to tell me in Florida.”

“Vern.”

“Four strokes.” He didn’t look up. “Maybe five. I stood there and held it and thought, Go on, then. Go on to your goddamn view, Jo.” His hands had stopped. They were shaking on the ring, and he looked at them as if they were somebody else’s. “Then I threw it. I knew it’d be short. I’ve been throwing lines off docks my whole life, Jess. I knew.”

He started winding again. Every turn the same.
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They brought Duane off at three.

The ambulance men came across the inside boats with a folding stretcher, and Mido and Wael went down to cabin 11 with them, and they brought him up the stairs wrapped in a sheet with the shape of the ice bags Ragab had packed round him on Friday still showing through it. The ice had gone to water. It ran out of the foot of the sheet as they came up, pinkish, with fish scales in it, and dripped on every stair, and the smell came up with him, sweet and wrong under the diesel. The guests on the two inside boats came out of their saloons in bathrobes and stood on their own decks, quiet, with their hands over their noses, while the stretcher was passed across them, over their rails, from hand to hand.

A day boat went out past the end of the pontoon too fast, and its wash came in under the rafted hulls.

The three boats lifted, one after another, and rolled, and came apart. Between Bahiya and the boat inside her a gap opened, a metre of black water, slapping, with the fenders hanging over it on their ropes, and then the boats came back together and the fenders squealed, crushed flat between the hulls.

The man carrying the head of the stretcher stopped dead on the rail until it had closed.

Chum had followed them to the side. She wouldn’t go further. She stood at Bahiya’s rail with her front feet planted, looking down at the place where the gap had been, and whined.
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Ragab found the strip of papyrus on the hook by the ladder, where the lifebuoy had hung. The ladder was still running with seawater. The papyrus was dry.

He brought it to Rana. Jess was with her. Rana turned it over.


Stay off the surface.



Rana unzipped the pouch on her slate and laid the cards out on the dive bench in a row, gold boats and blue rivers. Shannon came out of the saloon and stood watching, and then she took two strips out of the back pocket of her shorts and put them down at the start of the row without a word. Plan the dive and dive the plan. Never come up in a hurry. She walked away.

Jess took Hollis’s out of the pocket of her hoodie, where it had stayed dry, and put it in its place.

She counted them. Ten.

Maureen had bought twelve.

Rana picked them up in order and put them back in the pouch and went across the boats to the older investigator, and gave it to him.

Jess watched him take out the first one, turn it over, read it, and look up at Bahiya, at the sundeck, where Great-Aunt Maureen sat in the shade with her hands folded on her red account book.
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Shannon had Gordon’s briefcase open on the saloon table.

Nobody had touched it since Friday. Under the will, in its plastic sleeve, was a thin stapled document with a cover sheet.


ESTATE OF CORNELIUS “BUCK” TOLLIVER

Last Will and Testament: Articles 4, 7(b), 7(c)

Prepared by Maureen A. Tolliver from the instructions of C. Tolliver, Fort Pierce, 3 February 2026.

Read and approved: ______________



Under the cover sheet was a page of figures, with a pencilled note in the corner in Gordon’s hand: Rev. 2 Nov. Final.


SCHEDULE OF ASSETS — ESTIMATED RESIDUE

Gross estate (excl. Art. 4 real property) · $653,600.00

Less: Tolliver Marine (dealership), outstanding floor-plan loan · ($401,950.00)

Less: Executor’s fee (G. Pettibone, payable on completion) · ($46,000.00)

Less: Charter, M/Y Bahiya, 7 nights, 22 guests, incl. nitrox · ($84,700.00)

Less: Brass urn, Mark V replica, engraved · ($1,295.00)

Less: Funeral expenses (invoiced) · ($37,237.41)

Estimated residue · $82,417.59



Shannon put her finger on the last line.

“Gordon still gets forty-six thousand,” she said.

“Gordon’s dead,” said Nate, from the doorway.

“Gordon’s estate,” said Shannon. “Payable on completion. He completed.” She looked at the board, where it still said RESIDUE ÷ 5 under Rana’s red line. Jess watched her do it in her head. Vern. Nate. Shannon. Three.

“Twenty-seven thousand four hundred and seventy-two dollars,” said Shannon. “And fifty-three cents.”

She looked at Jess.

“You’d have had ten-three,” she said. “If you’d stayed on the boat.”

“I thought it was a million,” said Jess.

“So did Dad.”

Shannon looked at her a moment longer. “I could give you yours. Off the books. Nobody’d—”

“No,” said Jess. “I don’t want anything that’s been in your fucking hand.”

Shannon nodded, as if that were fair. She went to the whiteboard, where the coffee had dried in brown runs, uncapped her father’s marker, wrote the whole sum under Rana’s red line, and underlined it twice.


$82,417.59 ÷ 3 = $27,472.53



She turned round to Nate in the doorway. “There’s your fucking million, Nate. There’s Trey. Twenty-seven four. That’s his rate. In the dark, off the back of the boat, with his little torch—”

Nate crossed the saloon in three steps and hit her.

He hit her badly, with the hand he’d already broken on the bunk and on his father-in-law’s mouth, and it caught her on the mouth. Her hip went into the edge of the table and the schedule of assets slid onto the floor. She came up with blood on her teeth and went for him with the marker in her fist like a knife, and they went into the whiteboard together and it banged against the bulkhead on its screws. She got a handful of his hair. He got her wrist. They went down between the bench and the table, her knee in his stomach, his forearm across her throat, grunting, neither of them saying anything that was words any more.

“Stop it.” Vern was in the doorway with the lifebuoy over his arm. “Jo’s in that. Joanne is in your goddamn twenty-seven thousand—” He didn’t go to them. He stood there and shook.

The policeman who had come to take Shannon across stood in the door behind Vern with the interpreter, and watched two grown Americans roll in the breadcrumbs on the floor of a dive boat over twenty-seven thousand dollars, and didn’t move either.

Darlene had her second phone up. “Darlene Dives,” she whispered. “Family meeting.”

In the end the interpreter went in and pulled them apart by their collars. Nate’s lip was split too.

Shannon sat back on her heels on the saloon floor, and started to laugh.

It came out of her like a cough at first, short and surprised. Then it didn’t stop. She knelt there with her hand flat on the schedule of assets and laughed, with her shoulders going and her eyes running and the blood running down her chin, and she didn’t try to stop it. The policeman waited. When she stood up she was still laughing. She went across the two boats holding his arm, laughing, and down the gangplank, and along the pontoon past the café, where the men at the dominoes table stopped playing to watch her go, and she was still laughing when the gate shut behind her.
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Jess went up to the sundeck.

Maureen had moved her deck chair into the shade of the wheelhouse. She sat in it with the red account book on her lap, looking at the marina.

Jess sat down on the deck beside the chair, with her back against the wheelhouse.

“You wrote it,” she said.

“Buck told me what he wanted. I wrote it down.” Maureen didn’t look at her. “He wanted the family on a boat together, and he wanted them to have to stay on it. He thought it would make them talk to each other. Friday the thirteenth. He laughed for ten minutes.” She smoothed the cover of the account book. “He signed it without reading it. He never read anything I wrote, Jess. Not once in sixty years.”

“And seven-C.”

“That was mine.” Maureen turned and looked at her. Her eyes were very pale and very clear. “They never did what he asked.”

“No committal, and it all goes to you.”

“To the fund.”

“You’re the fund.”

“The Tolliver Marine Salvage Benevolent Fund,” said Maureen, “buys life jackets for the junior sailing programme on the Indian River. Forty a year. Since 1981. I do the accounts.” She looked back at the marina. “Buck never knew. He never asked.”

Jess looked at the account book under Maureen’s hands.

“And the bookmarks,” she said.

Maureen was quiet.

“Abdelaziz said those rules every morning for a week in 1979, and I was the only one who wrote them down. I stitched them. I hung them in that saloon where every one of you could read them over your coffee.” She laid her hand flat on the book. “Every time one of you broke one, I wrote it down. That’s all I did. I didn’t push anybody. I didn’t feed anything. I wrote it down.”

“You could have stopped them.”

“I told them twelve times,” said Maureen. “It’s on the wall.”

“Fifteen people, Aunt Maureen.” Jess was on her feet. “Nate just spelled them out for a man in Cairo. Sixteen with Fathi, and nobody’s going to spell Fathi for anybody. And you sat up here with your tea and your goddamn stationery—”

“I’ve been trying to stop this family since 1979, Jess,” said Maureen. “Nobody listened then either.”

Down on the pontoon the older investigator had come out from under the awning with the pouch in his hand, and stood looking up at the sundeck, and then started across the boats.

Maureen watched him come.

“Help me up, Jess,” she said.
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The man in the suit took Maureen down at four. She went slowly, holding his arm across the inside boats, and at the gangplank she stopped and looked back at Bahiya, at the dive deck, at the tag board on its bulkhead with its twenty-two tags, and then she went down.

At the end of the quay, by the café, a boy in an apron came out of the kitchen door with a plastic bucket and tipped it off the edge into the harbour. Fish heads, skins, a slop of rice. The water under the quay boiled with small fish.

Jess was halfway to the gangplank before she knew she’d moved. “Don’t! Don’t—hey! Don’t you fucking dare—” She was at Bahiya’s rail, screaming it across two boats and a pontoon at a boy of fourteen in an apron, and the boy looked up at her with the empty bucket in his hand and his mouth open, and then he ducked back inside fast and shut the kitchen door.

The small fish were already scattering.

She stood there holding the rail with both hands until they stopped shaking.
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Darlene came to find Ragab in the galley at five, with her second phone.

“The little hammer,” she said. “For the gong. Where’s it gone? I want it for the walk-off. Tonight, after dinner, when the light’s right. The widow walks off the boat. A gong is very cinematic, Ragab.”

“It is lost, madam,” said Ragab.

“Lost where?”

“Lost, madam.”

Darlene went away. Jess, in the galley doorway behind her with an empty glass, looked past Ragab’s shoulder, at the middle flour bin, where the flour had been dug out and smoothed back with a hand, and not quite smoothed.

Ragab looked at her. Neither of them said anything.
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Vern was still on the bench under the stairs with the lifebuoy in his lap. Beside him, lashed to the rail where it had been since Monday night, was the basket.

The living had come for their shoes one at a time all afternoon.

What was left in the basket was everybody else.

Brad’s sandals, side by side, the way he’d photographed them. Trey’s sneakers, with the laces Nate had undone on the pontoon. Kendra’s. Rick’s deck shoes. Gavin’s flip-flops. Skyler’s little white sneakers. Celeste’s. Duane’s running shoes with the laces still tied. Paisley’s pink slides. Peg’s. Jerry’s. Hank’s. Gordon’s loafers. Hollis’s sandals, zip-tied together at the heels. Joanne’s.

Darlene’s Ferragamos were on top. They’d been at the bottom on Monday. At half past three she had come down, dug them out from under everyone else and set them on top of the pile, side by side.

“So they don’t get crushed,” she’d said. “After dinner. The light’s better.”

Jess stood looking at the basket.

Then she went into the saloon, picked up the eraser from the ledge of the whiteboard, and wiped it. She wiped Rick’s small capitals, RESIDUE ÷ 5, and the numbers Shannon had written over his, and Shannon’s sum, and the brown runs of coffee, which took spit and her thumb, and Rana’s site map from Tuesday in four colors, and the green brief from Monday night, all of it, until the board was white.

All but one line, along the bottom, in red capitals, in Rana’s hand:


DO NOT STAY ON THE SURFACE.



Jess put the eraser down on the ledge and left it there.




Chapter 15
Never Swim After Supper




TOPSIDE CARD — HURGHADA MARINA · THE LAST NIGHT

Sunday, 15 November · Sunset about 16:55 · Guests sleep aboard by order of the Public Prosecution

The marina at night: three boats deep, deck lights on, music from the cafés, fenders squeaking.

Oceanic whitetips are creatures of the open ocean. The official who read Rana’s file called this one a barracuda.



At six the police brought Shannon back. At half past, they brought Maureen.

Shannon came across the two inside boats on her own, without the policeman’s arm, with her lip fat and split and a dressing taped over her ear, and went straight down to the spare cabin Mido had made up for her when hers was taped off, without looking at anyone, and shut the door. Maureen came across, holding the investigator’s arm, and he helped her over each rail, and bowed a little, and left her. She sat down on the bench by the tag board and folded her hands.

“They gave me tea,” she said, to nobody. “It was very good tea.”

Jess counted everyone aboard, the ones on the dive deck and the one behind the cabin door, because she’d been told to.

Seven.
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The man in the GILDED FIN polo shirt came aboard at a quarter to seven.

He had been on the pontoon all afternoon with his phone to his ear, and now he came across the inside boats with a leather folder under his arm and a smile, and he stood on Bahiya’s dive deck in a pair of white loafers as if nobody had ever told him about the basket.

“Rana,” he said. “Rana, Rana. What a week.”

“Mr. Garrett,” said Rana.

“I’ve been on the phone to Fort Lauderdale since noon. Everybody’s devastated. Everybody.” He opened the folder on the dive bench. “I just need you to have a look at this before you talk to anybody else. It’s a draft. It’s only a draft. Just so we’re all saying the same thing.”

Rana didn’t look at the folder. Jess did. It was one page on company letterhead. A tragic series of unrelated accidents, it said, near the top. Misadventure. No connection to any Gilded Fin Voyages activity or marketing. There was a line for Rana’s signature at the bottom.

“The ministry’s very clear,” said Garrett. “No oceanics inshore. Not at Giftun, not in Hurghada. It’s in all the literature.”

“She was at Giftun this morning,” said Rana. “Two hundred people saw her.”

“Two hundred tourists saw a fin.” Garrett smiled. “Rana. Babe. Think about the guarantee.”

Rana picked up the folder, closed it, and held it out to him.

“I sent you three photographs on the fifth of October,” she said. “Did you ever open them?”

Garrett didn’t take it. He stepped in close, with his back to the rest of them, and the Fort Lauderdale went out of his voice.

“There aren’t any photographs. The server’s clean. Gilded Fin’s a brand in Connecticut now, and Connecticut doesn’t know your name. So here’s what’s real, babe. Your licence. One call from me, you’re selling snorkels on the corniche. Wael’s flat on the instalment plan. Real. The kid’s four sisters.” He tapped the folder on her chest. “And your RIB guy’s mother. Dialysis, isn’t it? Three mornings a week. The company can take care of that. Two years of taxis. You sign, and it’s real.”

Rana hit him with the folder.

Full-arm, flat, across the face, a crack like a dropped plate. His sunglasses skidded across the teak. She hit him again on the backswing, edge on, and opened his cheek under the eye. Then she tore the page in half and in half again and threw it over the rail into the gap between the hulls, and the pieces floated on the black water among the fish scraps, letterhead up.

“Say his name again on this boat,” said Rana, “and you go in after it.”

Blood came out between Garrett’s fingers in a thin line. Behind him Ragab stood in the galley door with a cleaver he had forgotten he was holding, and the captain, who had not come down since Friday, was at the wheelhouse rail with his hands behind his back.

“Ibn el kalb,” said Captain Sayed. Not loudly. “Thirty-one times I called you.”

Garrett picked up his sunglasses. One arm was bent. He put them on anyway, and smiled at Rana with blood on his teeth, and said it so only she and Jess could hear.

“You stupid fucking bitch. You did this to yourself.”

Then he looked round at Jess, and Vern on the bench with the lifebuoy in his lap, and Maureen, and the basket under the stairs, full of shoes, and his voice went back to Fort Lauderdale.

“Let’s talk tomorrow,” he said, “when everybody’s had some sleep.”

He went back across the inside boats. Jess watched him stop on the pontoon below Bahiya’s side and take out his phone again, and stand there in the deck lights with it to his ear, not talking, dabbing at his cheek with the hem of his white polo shirt.
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Ragab cooked the last dinner. He didn’t ring the gong. He came to the top of the stairs at half past seven and said, “Dinner,” and they came.

He had made everything. Lentil soup. Koshary, a big bowl of it, rice and macaroni and lentils with crisp onions on top and a jug of tomato sauce with vinegar and chilli. Grilled fish. Ta’meya, hot. A salad of tomato and cucumber, baladi bread in a basket, and for afterwards a tray of basbousa cut in diamonds, with an almond on each. He brought it all out and put it on the saloon table and stood back.

There were seven of them left, on a boat that had slept twenty-two. Five sat at one end of the table. Jess ate standing in the doorway, where she could see the stern.

“Ragab,” said Darlene. “This is too much.”

“It is the last night, madam,” said Ragab. “On the last night I cook for the boat.”

They ate. Vern ate two plates of koshary and looked at the window between mouthfuls. Nate ate a little, with his right hand taped across the knuckles. Dex ate everything, quickly, the way people eat when they’ve forgotten to for a week. Shannon came up from her cabin halfway through and sat down at the far end, as far from Nate as the table went, and ate basbousa and nothing else, in small bites, on the side of her mouth that wasn’t split. Maureen ate her soup with small careful spoonfuls and squared her bread on her plate.

Darlene didn’t eat much. She had her second phone propped against the jug of tomato sauce, and she was looking at it.

“I’m doing the walk-off,” she said. “After supper. When the lights are on. The widow walks off the boat. Across the boats, down the gangplank, onto the pontoon, and then I turn round and look back. One shot.” She looked down the table at them, and her chin came up. “Buck would have wanted it.”

Nobody said anything. Maureen didn’t square her bread. It lay on the cloth beside her plate where Ragab had put it, crooked, and she didn’t touch it.

“I’m going to wear the Ferragamos,” said Darlene. “It’s the end. You’re allowed shoes at the end.”

Shannon put a square of basbousa in her mouth and winced.

“Shannon, honey,” said Darlene. “You’re bleeding on the dessert.”

Shannon touched her lip and looked at her fingers, and wiped them on her napkin, and went on eating.
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Darlene came down to the dive deck at half past eight.

She had her hair done, and a selfie stick with the second phone on the end of it and the little ring light clipped on above the lens. She took the Ferragamos off the top of the pile in the basket and sat on the bench and put them on. Standing, she was three inches taller. The heels went tock, tock on the teak.

Chum lifted her head off her towel behind the crate and watched her.

“Dex,” said Darlene. “Will you hold this? Just for the start. I want to come down the stairs.”

Dex took it. He held it the way he’d held his camera all week, without thinking, at the right height.

“Rolling,” he said, out of habit.

Darlene went back up the stairs to the top, beside the galley door, beside the gong. She turned round. She put one hand on the rail.

Then she looked at the gong.

It was hanging on its hook outside the galley door where it had hung all week, brass, the size of a hubcap. The striker was gone from its hook. Darlene looked at the empty hook, and at the gong, and then she reached down and slipped off one of her Ferragamos and held it by the toe.

“Darlene,” said Jess, from the bottom of the stairs.

“It’s cinematic,” said Darlene. “It’s an ending.”

She hit the gong with the heel of the shoe.

No gong note came out. A flat brass clang with a crack in it went out over the marina, over the rafted boats and the pontoons and the café, louder than anything else, and every head at every café table turned. She hit it again. Clang. The gong swung on its hook.

On the dive deck, behind the crate, Chum made her sound. She pushed her nose into the gap behind the crate and kept it there.

In the galley doorway Ragab stood very still with a dish in his hands.

Darlene put the shoe back on. She came down the stairs, slowly, one hand on the rail, tock, tock, looking into the phone on its stick in Dex’s hands, with her chin up and her eyes wet.

“Darlene Dives,” she said, at the bottom. “Live. From the Red Sea. The last night.”
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To get to the gangplank she had to cross the two inside boats.

The first crossing was Bahiya’s side rail to the dive deck of the boat inside her, a big blue-hulled liveaboard called Nesma. There was a gap of about forty centimetres between the hulls, with three fat white fenders hanging down into it on their ropes, squeaking as the boats moved, and the decks were at nearly the same height. Everybody had been climbing over all day. You put one foot on Bahiya’s rail and one hand on Nesma’s, and stepped across.

Darlene stopped at the rail and looked into the phone.

“Okay, you guys,” she said. “This is it.”

Behind her on the dive deck Vern had stood up. He had the lifebuoy in his hands. He wasn’t looking at Darlene. He was looking at the black water between the hulls.

Jess was at the rail, three metres along. She looked down. Under the deck lights the water in the gap between the boats was black and oily, with a rainbow skin of diesel on it, and on it, floating, were the scraps the café boy had tipped off the quay at four o’clock: fish skin, rice, a lemon half, turning in the dark between the hulls. The small fish were gone. It smelled of fish and fuel and the fenders’ hot rubber.

Out at the end of the pontoon, an engine opened up. A day boat, late back, coming in too fast past the end of the pontoon to its berth, with its lights on and music going.

Its wash came in under the rafted hulls.

Jess felt it in her feet first, the long slow lift of Bahiya rising under her, and then the roll. The three boats lifted one after another and leaned, and Nesma leaned away, and the gap between the hulls opened. Forty centimetres. Sixty. A metre. The fenders swung out on their ropes over black water. The wash came in waves, one behind another, and each one held the gap open.

Darlene had one Ferragamo on Bahiya’s rail and the other in the air.

The heel came down on the wet white rubber of a fender as it swung, and slid off it, and went into the gap, and she went after it, sideways, with her arms out and her mouth open, between the two hulls into the black water.

She went in up to her shoulders and came up, gasping, with her hair flat and her mascara already running in two black lines, hands on the slick paint of Nesma’s hull, scrabbling for anything, and there was nothing to hold, no step, no line. Her nails squealed on the paint. She got a hand on the bottom of a fender and it rolled away from her on its rope and dunked her, and she came up spitting diesel. Her earrings flashed in the deck light.

“Oh, shit,” she said. “Oh, shit. Dex. Dex, is it still on? Is it—”

“Throw it!” Rana was at the rail. “Vern—”

Vern had already thrown it.

He threw it without waiting, straight down into the gap, and the lifebuoy hit the water beside Darlene’s head, and she got one arm over it.

“Okay,” she said, through her teeth. “Okay. Okay. Pull me up, you guys, this is so embarrassing—”

Then the scraps on the water round her moved.

They went sideways all at once, as if something had pushed the water from underneath, and the lemon half spun. Below them, coming up into the deck light between the hulls, there was a grey back the width of the gap. It filled it. It slid along under her, close against the blue steel of Nesma, and Jess heard it, the long dry rasp of skin on paint, and saw the long fin come up out of the black water with the white on its tip, and press flat along the hull, because there wasn’t room for it.

Darlene saw it. She looked straight down at it with the lifebuoy under her arm.

“Oh,” she said.

She went. Not down. Along. Something had her under the water by the legs, and she went sideways along the hull of Nesma toward the stern, fast, faster than anyone swims, her free hand slapping at the paint and leaving a long dark smear on it, with the lifebuoy dragged under after her and her hair streaming back on the surface for a moment like weed. She screamed once. It came up out of the water already half water, a gargle, and stopped. The scraps went with her in a long wake. One earring came up in the gap behind her, turned over once in the ring light from the phone in Dex’s hands, and sank.

The yellow line ran out along Bahiya’s rail and went tight in Vern’s hands. It pulled him along the rail toward the stern, step after step, and he braced his feet against the stanchions and held on without a sound, and the line sang through his fists and took the skin off both palms, and he held on, and something on the other end of it jerked, and then it went slack.

He hauled it in, hand over hand, leaving blood on the line. The lifebuoy came up the side out of the gap, streaming, and over the rail onto the deck at his feet. There was a curve bitten out of the orange, clean, the width of a dinner plate, and the white foam showed inside it like bread.

Then the wash passed, and the boats came back together.

The three hulls rolled back the other way, slowly, heavily, and the gap closed. The fenders took it with a long squeal of rubber, crushed flat between the hulls, and the water in the gap went up in a spout between them and fell back. It came down on the rail and on Jess’s arms and face, warm. In the deck light it wasn’t black. It ran pink down the white paint of Bahiya’s side, and there was pink foam left standing on the top of every fender, and then the boats were touching again, side by side, and the gap was gone.

On Bahiya’s side rail, where she had stood, there was one Ferragamo, on its side.

Dex was still holding the stick. The phone on the end of it was still live. In the corner of the screen, the little number that had said 6 when Darlene came down the stairs said 41, and then 300, and then a number Dex couldn’t read because his hands had started to shake. He pressed End.

The deck lights hummed. Out on the pontoon somebody screamed, and then a lot of people did, and the music on the day boat stopped.
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There were police on the pontoon in thirty seconds, and Garrett Lusk among them in his white loafers, shouting.

“It’s the marina!” He was shouting it at the policemen, at the crowd from the café, at anyone. “It’s an accident! She fell between the boats! There’s no oceanics in a fucking marina! There are no oceanics inshore. It’s in all the literature.”

Rana went down the gangplank. She walked along the pontoon to him through the crowd, with her slate in her hand, and stopped in front of him, and he stopped shouting.

“Same notch,” said Rana. “Giftun this morning. Here tonight.”

Garrett opened his mouth.

“Say barracuda,” said Rana, with the slate in his face and the café’s phones up behind her like a wall of little lights. “You like a camera. Say it.”

He didn’t. The cut under his eye had opened again.

Rana turned round and walked back up the gangplank.
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Jess found the strip of papyrus in the basket under the stairs, at eleven, when the police had finally gone off the boat and the divers from the port authority had given up for the night.

It was lying in the space on top of the pile where the Ferragamos had been. Dry.


Never swim after supper.



She didn’t pick it up. She left it there, on top of everybody’s shoes.

She went up the stairs to the top, where the gong hung outside the galley door. She put her hand on it. It was moving a little, with the boat. She held it until it stopped.




Interlude
Recently Deleted




GILDEDFINVOYAGES.COM · ADMIN LOGIN

Sunday, 15 November · 23:31

⚠️ This account has been suspended by an administrator.

Brand migration in progress: Azure Horizons Capital. Contact your administrator.



Garrett tried the password three times, and then the old password, and then Lyle’s, which he had never been supposed to know. The little grey padlock came up each time with its yellow triangle, and the website behind it carried on in another tab exactly as it had all autumn: the white boat, the green floodlight, the pale shape with its fins spread out like wings, and under it the line.

Longimanus encounters on every autumn departure, or 10% off your next voyage.

He couldn’t take it down. Somebody in Connecticut had locked the door from the other side.

Garrett sat on the floor of his living room with his back against the sofa, in his white trousers, which had a long grey stain down one leg from the pontoon, and his white loafers, which were wet. He had not taken them off. He had walked home along the marina at eleven with the police lights going blue on the water behind him and the café emptying, and two hundred people with their phones out, and he had kept walking.

He could still hear the gong. He knew it wasn’t real. He could hear it.

At some point on the pontoon, while the guide walked up to him through the crowd with her slate and said same notch, he had bitten down so hard on nothing that something in his mouth had gone tick. He put his tongue to it now. The front left one. A corner had come off it, sharp as glass.
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He called Brian at a quarter to midnight, which was a quarter to five in Connecticut. The phone rang twice.

“Garrett.”

“Brian. Listen. I want to get ahead of something.”

There was a pause long enough for Garrett to hear a dishwasher running in a kitchen in Connecticut.

“Garrett, our counsel has asked me not to have this conversation,” said Brian. “So I’m not going to have it. I’m going to say one thing, and then I’m going to hang up, and after that you’ll be talking to lawyers. Okay?”

“Brian—”

“I said clean trip,” said Brian. “That’s all I said. Clean trip, Garrett. I never said anything else to you. I want you to remember that I never said anything else.”

The line went dead.

Garrett held the phone in his lap. On the screen, under Brian’s name, the call timer said 0:41.

“Fuck you, Brian,” he said to it. “You loved it, you fucking—” He threw the phone at the sofa, and then crawled across the carpet in his white trousers to pick it up and check the glass.
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He opened his photographs because he didn’t know what else to open. He had deleted the Giftun video at twenty to twelve, standing on the pontoon in the sun watching Bahiya come in, with his thumb shaking. All four takes.

He went to Recently Deleted.

They were all there, in a row, four little squares of turquoise. Under each one, small and grey: 29 days.

He touched the last one.

It opened on his own face, smiling, sunglasses off. White shirt. Turquoise sea. The Red Sea, his own voice said, very sure of itself. Two thousand kilometres of reef. Behind his left ear, small and soft, the white liveaboard, and the grey boat off its stern. And on the turquoise behind his right ear, among all the yellow vests, out at the edge of the plateau where the color went to ink, something cutting the surface in a straight line toward the boats. Tall, pale, rounded at the top. White on the tip.

He stopped it at eleven seconds. He had never watched past eleven seconds; he knew what came after, because he had been standing there with the phone held out over the rail, and he had kept filming. He hadn’t been able to make his hand stop.

His thumb went to Delete.

This video will be deleted. This action cannot be undone.

He looked at it for a long time.

It was the best thing he had ever shot. He knew that. In four years of Lyle’s pictures and the brochure and the reels there had never been anything like it. An oceanic whitetip inshore, in daylight, among swimmers, in focus, from a day boat. Every channel in the world would want it. Every network. He could see the number it would do.

Lyle would have known what it was worth to the dollar. Fucking Lyle.

He pressed Recover. It went back into the roll. He made a new album and called it ARCHIVE and moved it in there, on its own, and put the phone down on the carpet, and then picked it up again, because there was one more thing.
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Garrett booked it at 00:14. Not Cairo; they’d be watching Cairo. Hurghada to Istanbul, 07:40, one bag. Then Istanbul to Bogotá, in economy, which he hadn’t flown since 2018.

The dentist in Bogotá still had the moulds for his veneers. Any trouble, you come home to me, he’d said in 2019, and Garrett had laughed at the home. He wrote to the clinic in his careful bad Spanish for an appointment on Thursday, a chip, urgent, and set an out-of-office on both his emails: Family emergency — back 1 Dec.

At 00:21 he wrote to Samia.


Garrett: Samia. The file you keep on your desk. Shred it tonight. All of it. And the server, all of October. Nobody needs our internal stuff. Think about your girl’s school. Page 4. I mean it.



He watched the two ticks come, and go blue.

At 00:30 his phone buzzed on the carpet.


Samia: Mr. Garrett, the police called the office. They want the files. I will be there at 7.



He read it twice. He felt something in his chest go warm and loose, a thing he hadn’t felt all week. Four years. She had never once been late. She would be there at seven with her glasses on their chain and her printer warming up, and she would hand the police whatever she handed them, the letter with misadventure on it, and the stamp, and she would tell them Mr. Garrett was away on a family matter, and she would offer them tea.

He typed back with his thumb.


Garrett: Thank you Samia!! You’re a star. Couldn’t do it without you 🙏 Smiles, G



He packed one bag. He set an alarm for five. He lay on his back on top of the covers in his clothes, with the chipped tooth under his tongue, and didn’t sleep. At a quarter past two he went to the kitchen and put the battery back in the satellite phone. It found the satellite, and then it began, one after another, to show him the missed calls. SAYED. SAYED. SAYED. Thirty-one of them, since Thursday at ten past six. He took the battery out again.




Epilogue
Come Home With Everyone You Brought




DIVE CARD — NONE

Monday, 16 November · Off the boat 09:00

Liveaboard rule, last day: strip your bunk, settle the tip envelope, collect your passport from the captain, and take your shoes from the basket. Take your own.




Sun 15 Nov · Hurghada marina, alongside · Darlene.

Aboard: 6



At nine o’clock on Monday morning the six of them came off Bahiya with their bags.

The investigators had given them back their passports at eight, at the saloon table, one at a time, out of the pile on the left. Five of them. The other pile stayed in the briefcase, and Nate’s stayed in the older investigator’s jacket. The rest of them would be in Hurghada for a week at least, the interpreter said. Nate would be here until Cairo said heart or hand. There was a hotel. The police had booked it.

There would be a service for Trey in Fort Lauderdale on the twenty-eighth, with no casket. Nate would watch it on his phone in the hotel, if the wifi held.

Nate went first. He had Trey’s camera bag over his shoulder, empty, because it was Trey’s. He stopped at the top of the gangplank and waited for Jess.

Dex went with his own bag and nothing else. At the top of the gangplank he stopped beside Jess and put two fingers on her arm, just above the elbow, where she’d held him through his strap at three metres. He went down.

Shannon had sat at the saloon table at eight, with her lip swollen purple on one side and the dressing on her ear, while the passports came out. She’d read Rana’s printout upside down. Rana had left it there for the investigators: the website, with the guarantee under the photograph of the whitetip in the green floodlight, and stapled behind it three photographs dated the fourth of October, and an email. Shannon had read the guarantee twice. Then she had taken out her phone.

She went across the inside boats alone, without looking back, typing as she went. At the bottom of the gangplank she stopped, and finished, and pressed send, and Jess, behind her, saw the screen.


To: guestrelations@gildedfinvoyages.com

Subject: Autumn Promise — claim

Per your website. I did not personally encounter longimanus at any point during the voyage. I am claiming 10%.



Then she put the phone in her pocket and looked back up the gangplank, to where Nate was standing at the top of it with Trey’s empty camera bag.

“Nate,” she said.

He looked at her lip, and at his own taped knuckles, and turned his back on her and waited for Jess.

Shannon walked down the pontoon toward the gate.

Vern went slowly. He held the rail of each boat as he crossed, and at the gangplank he stopped and looked down at the gap between Bahiya and the boat inside her, where the fenders were squeaking, and he stood there a while. He went down. He was carrying the lifebuoy. Nobody had told him he could take it, and nobody told him he couldn’t.

Maureen went last but one. She came across the dive deck with her overnight bag and her red account book under her arm, and she stopped at the basket.

It was nearly full. She had her navy flats on already, and she looked at the basket for a while anyway, with her bag in her hand.

Jess stopped at the tag board on the way past. She turned her own tag to red, and left it.

At the gangplank Maureen turned round to Jess.

“I’ll need a hand,” she said. “On the boats.”
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They had to wait at the gate while the police took Garrett Lusk to the car.

They had taken him off the 07:40 to Istanbul, the interpreter told Rana, at the boarding gate, with one bag and a connection to Bogotá. The office manager at Gilded Fin had rung the police at ten past five. She had the booking. It had come in to the company printer at a quarter past midnight with everything else, and she printed everything. They had brought him back to the marina to open the company locker on the pontoon. Now there were two investigators with him, and he had a jacket over his arm and his leather folder and a dressing on his cheek under one eye, and he was talking. He was talking the whole way down the pontoon. Jess caught the words in-house and misadventure and dental appointment, and then, louder, because he had seen Rana at the gate: “That’s her. That’s the guide. She assaulted me, look at my face. She’s a fucking lunatic, ask anybody, she’s been unstable since October—”

At berth 4 he stopped talking.

The edge of the pontoon was a metre from his white loafers, with the water running in under the three rafted hulls, and he looked down at it, the way you look down from a height when you’ve been told not to. Jess saw his face change. Under the planks, in the clear green harbour water, something long and pale was turning a slow circle, with three striped fish riding in front of it.

Garrett’s knees went. He sat down on the wet planks in his white trousers, all at once, like a dropped bag, and took hold of a mooring cleat with both hands. He wouldn’t let go. The investigators pulled at his arms. The interpreter crouched and said something to him, gently, in English. He held on to the cleat with his eyes shut, making a small high sound through his nose, and a dark stain came out from under him on the white linen and spread down the inside of one leg to the knee, and ran out onto the planks.

The café had seen. The men at the dominoes table were standing, and a dozen phones were up along the café rail, held out steady, filming him.

A policeman came down from the gate, and the three of them unpeeled Garrett’s fingers from the cleat one at a time, and lifted him under the arms, and walked him the rest of the way with his loafers dragging on the planks and the wet linen stuck to his leg.

A woman was waiting at the gate with the older investigator: small, in a grey headscarf, with reading glasses on a chain of blue beads. She had a brown cardboard file in both arms. SAMIA, on the spine, in black marker, in square capitals. It wasn’t empty any more.

She gave it to the investigator. He opened it at the gate, and Jess, standing three metres away with Maureen on her arm, saw the top sheet. A printed email, two holes punched at the top. Let’s keep this between us. And at the bottom, where a person would sign a name: Smiles, G.

Under it, the expense claim for one hundred and forty pounds of frozen fish heads, with Garrett’s initials in the box. Under that, a page with a gold fin on it, addressed to the park rangers. Under that, three photographs of a shark with a bite out of its fin, dated the fourth of October, and the email they had come in, Feeding at the stern, never opened, with a yellow note on it in square capitals: FRI 13 NOV 18:40. MR G SAYS DELETE. Under that, a text message, printed, sent at 00:21: Think about your girl’s school. Under that, a booking confirmation, Hurghada to Istanbul to Bogotá, printed at 00:16. The investigator had Garrett’s phone as well, in a bag of its own, with a video paused on the screen: bright blue water, a day boat’s rail, and a white-tipped fin inshore at Giftun, filmed on Sunday morning.

The investigator signed a receipt for the file. Samia read it through, folded it once, and put it in her handbag.

Garrett saw her then.

“Samia.” His voice came out high and cracked. “Samia. Habibti. What the fuck is this? Tell them. Tell them about the school, I pay for the school—”

Samia didn’t answer him. The investigators took him on, out of the gate, to the car, with the stain dark down his leg and the folder under his arm, and Samia didn’t watch him go. She was already walking back up Sheraton Road toward the office, where the printer would be warm.
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They went to the café, because it was there, and because the hotel’s minibus wasn’t coming until ten.

Jess sat at a table under the string of bulbs, which were off now in the daylight, with Maureen beside her. The waiter brought mint tea in small glasses. The men at the dominoes table had started early. One of them looked at Maureen, and then nodded to her, and went back to his game.

Down on the pontoon, Mido came off Bahiya with a plastic bag of liver sandwiches from the café. Chum came off after him. She crossed the two inside boats behind him at a trot, not looking at the gaps, and went down the gangplank, and along the pontoon to the café, and under Jess’s table, and lay down across Jess’s feet.

“She’s yours, if you want,” said Mido, from the next table. “Captain says no dogs. Captain has very good eyes now.”

Jess put her hand down under the table. Chum pushed her nose into it.

Maureen opened her overnight bag. She took out the little cellophane packet she’d bought from the boy at the stall in Luxor a week ago. Twelve for a hundred pounds. It had one strip of papyrus left in it.

She took it out, and laid it on the table in front of Jess, face down. Blank side up. A gold boat and a blue river on the other side, against the table, where nobody could see them.

Jess looked at it. She didn’t turn it over.

“There were twelve rules,” said Maureen. “Abdelaziz said them every morning. I wrote them all down.” She drank her tea.

Jess opened her logbook on the café table, next to the strip of papyrus, and wrote the last line of the week.


Mon 16 Nov · Hurghada · Off the boat 09:00

Brought: 22. Home: 6.



She closed the book.

Maureen picked up the strip of papyrus, still face down, and put it in her red account book, between the last page and the cover, and closed that too, and put her hands on it.
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GUIDE’S LOG · M/Y BAHIYA · WK 47 · MON 16 NOV · R. SHAFIK

06:12 · Hurghada marina, inside breakwater, berth 4 (rafted, outside).

06:12 · LONGIMANUS ID #07 (“SITT”) · F · approx. 2.6 m · L pectoral notch confirmed · 3 pilot fish.

Under the stern. 0–3 m. Circling.

Conditions: flat, no current, harbour.

Galley bucket: none. Gong: not rung.

Guide card: held, Public Prosecution, Hurghada. Complaints: 2.

Next charter: 18 guests, booked. Departure: when the police allow.






Rules of the Reef (Revised)



Found in the back of a logbook. Upside down.


	Plan the dive and dive the plan. The app is not a buddy.

	Never dive alone at night, especially if your father asks you to.

	Mind the current, not the view. The thresher will be there next year.

	Never touch what you don’t know. It’s basically not trash.

	Never come up in a hurry. That includes stairs.

	Never chase what swims away. It’s swimming away for a reason.

	Never feed the fish. Bread counts.

	Mind your depth and mind your air. Hector is not a decompression algorithm.

	Keep your buddy in your sight. Check his zip ties.

	Stay off the surface. Throw the ring the first time.

	Never swim after supper. Never ring the gong.

	Come home with everyone you brought.



Additional:


	Barefoot until Monday means barefoot until Monday.

	“He’s in the head, chief” is not an answer at a roll call.

	If the dog won’t go to the stern, neither will you.

	If you can’t read the will, someone else wrote it.

	Ten percent off is not a guarantee.

	Twelve for a hundred pounds. Haggle.





About the Author

Stuart Nixdorff splits his time between Boston and Florida, never far from cold salt water. A 17-time Ironman and deep-tech entrepreneur, he knows exactly how a body behaves in a riptide, and has chosen to use that knowledge irresponsibly.
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The next book goes to the list first: chumthebook.com
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