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      For everyone who has ever spent one long weekend in a single beach house with too many of the people they love most.

      

      You know who you are. You know what you did.

      

      None of this is about you, except the parts that are.

      Save me a seat this year. And a life preserver.
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            WHAT THE WATER REMEMBERS
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        Brush your teeth, for the tide tastes a coward.

        Never say you will be right back.

        Believe the ones who were born to this shore.

        Keep from the water once the light has gone.

        Never tell the deep that you are safe.

        Go not down to it alone.

        Name not the hunter, nor go to look on him.

        Keep to the many; the one is the meal.

        When the dog will not follow, do not.

        No coin buys the tide a single hour.

        Take nothing sweet from a stranger’s hand.

        The lone reed at the edge is the first to be cut.

        Nor will a bigger boat carry you home.

        Luck is no life vest in the end.

        Honor the old, or the old keeps the books

        every missed birthday, every turned look.

        Call home your blood, while the line still answers.

        

        For Mooncusset listens, and Mooncusset knows

        what the family buries and what the tide shows.

        The water remembers what the living forget:

        the debt, the blood, and the names not yet.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FAMILY AND THE REST OF THE WEEKEND'S GUEST LIST

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace, the one who keeps the count. Overlooked, competent, the only Popham who ever drove down to the cottage.

      Hunter, Grace's brother. Reads the water. The one who tries.

      Paul, their father. “The mayor.” Runs the room, and the rental listing.

      Claire, their mother. Says the devastating thing sideways, to a passing tray.

      Gram, Joaneighty-one, down at the cottage at the bottom of the lawn. Sends cards. Keeps the books.

      Greg, runs a book on everything. Confident, and usually wrong.

      Steve, the strong swimmer, forty years running. Riptides, he'll tell you, are a mainland thing.

      Lynn, films everything, gratitude reels, then funerals.

      Nick, crypto. BANGR is up. Hang on, let him check his phone.

      Will, the luckiest man in three counties. Nobody ever once worried about him.

      Liz, trust-fund sailor, and the smartest person in any room, ask her.

      Dana, the nurse. Turns toward the cry.

      Don, keeps a private ledger of who is owed what.

      Dave, the dog guy. Nobody can quite hold onto his name. He loves that dog.

      Carol & Beth, the two quiet sisters-in-law. A two-woman government in exile.

      Marcus, Beth's husband. They have been fighting about docking the boat for thirty years.

      Megan, the lawyer. Believes, to the end, that the system is coming.

      Tanner, the renter in the guest cottage. Nine days, no toothpaste.

      Kayla, Nick's plus-one, up for one long weekend, the only outsider, and the only one paying attention.

      Roland, the oyster farmer. Born to this shore. The locals are rude because they are right.

      

      And forty-odd more Pophams, because in this family the cookout always goes on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHUM - THE GAME

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHUM is a real card game

      

        

      
        ChumTheGame.com

        and ChumTheBook.com

      

      

      On Mooncusset the family has played it every Labor Day for ten years: flip a card, point at a relative, and decide out loud, laughing, which of you the ocean would take first. This is the year the deck stops being a joke.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          MOONCUSSET BEACH, 5:14 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      Tanner Vinick had not brushed his teeth in nine days, and he wanted the internet to know why.

      “Fluoride,” he told the GoPro, padding down the dark beach in board shorts and a beanie, breath smoking in the cold, “is a neurotoxin they put in the water to keep you docile. Nine days, no toothpaste. Ancestral. My grandfather had wooden teeth and the man was a unit.”

      His grandfather had not had wooden teeth. His grandfather had had a Buick and a temper. But Tanner was four days into a Cape Cod reset, cold plunges, raw milk, an Airbnb A-frame he was calling his compound on three platforms, and accuracy was not the brand.

      He propped the GoPro on a knuckle of driftwood, angled up at a sunrise that had not shown up yet. The water sat flat and black and very quiet. Out past the sandbar nothing moved, which on the Cape in September did not mean nothing was there.

      On the bar itself a gray seal lay hauled out and humped like a wet boulder, head up, watching him with the round black doglike eyes that had, over twenty years, drawn the white sharks back to this coast in numbers nobody living had ever seen.

      Tanner, who had unfollowed everybody who ever tried to tell him things, did not know the seals were the whole reason, and would not get the chance to learn it.

      The water that morning was fifty-eight degrees and dropping, as it drops the first week of September, when the season turns overnight and nobody tells the renters. The tide was halfway out and moving, one slow muscle pulling the whole bay toward the channel. A person who knew this water would have read the set of it and gone home. Tanner checked his gum line in the phone’s reflection and worried about his lighting.

      Here is the thing nobody had told Tanner, he had unfollowed everybody who told him things, so here it is: at midnight, hammered and seized by a sudden religious certainty about his gum health, he had flossed for the first time in a season and torn the soft neglected meat of his gums wide open. All morning a thin dark thread of blood had sat at his gumline. He kept licking it and spitting, pink, into the shallows. He thought it tasted like pennies and discipline.

      A great white shark can smell one drop of blood in a hundred liters of seawater. It can find that drop from a quarter mile off, and it is never, ever in a hurry about it.

      “Today,” Tanner told the camera, wading in to his knees, gasping, rising on his toes as men do, “we commit.”

      Here is what Tanner did not feel, on account of a lifelong inability to register anything he couldn’t post: the water around his shins went wrong. A fourteen-foot animal moving through four feet of water shoves a wall of that water ahead of it, a pressure, a swell, a cold that arrives before the animal does. The bay rose against his legs, an inch, and drew back, as a room changes when somebody very large fills the doorway behind you. Tanner adjusted his beanie.

      The water committed first.

      It did not rise as the deep ones rise. In four feet of water a great white has nowhere to hide; it has to throw its whole body at the shallows and trust the bottom to give. So there was no fin and no slow dark shape.

      There was, for a quarter second, a wall of gray heaving up out of water that had no business holding it, a back and a shoulder and a wrongness the size of a sedan half-beaching itself on the flat. Then the bottom seemed to come up and take him.

      There was a sound like a car door slammed underwater, and then a second sound that does not have a name and that you would not want it to.

      For a second there was a great deal of Tanner in the water, and then there was not. The cold finished it, fifty-eight degrees closing over the place he had stood like a palm over a candle. The bay took its swell back. The water went flat and bright and ordinary again, a few minutes later, and that was all.

      The driftwood held. The GoPro, God love it, kept filming. It filmed the water going flat again. It filmed, some minutes later, a single Croc nosing the shallows like a curious duck. It filmed the sun finally come up over Mooncusset, pink and clean, on an empty beach with a dark bloom spreading offshore where a young man had very recently been wrong about fluoride.

      It is the first rule. The stupid one. The one the summer people laugh at hardest and old Mooncusset has carved into its bones, the one Gram Joan has been saying to anybody who would sit still for sixty years, and that not one of them, not once, has ever actually heard:

      Brush your teeth. Not for your smile. For the blood. The water can taste a coward from a quarter mile.
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            BRUSH YOUR TEETH

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign at the turnoff still said WELCOME TO MOONCUSSET. The one that used to hang under it, the leaping cartoon shark, CAUTION: DANGEROUS MARINE LIFE, was gone again, four bare bolt holes where a warning had been that morning. You could fit the entire personality of this town in that gap, Grace thought, and took the causeway at a crawl.

      “You drive like the road owes you an apology,” Preston said, working a phone that had had no bars since the bridge and would have none until Tuesday, a fact she had told him twice and he had filed under Things That Happen To Other People.

      “There’s a soft shoulder, a hard shoulder, and then there’s the marsh,” Grace said. “People forget that is which out here. Then they’re a plaque.”

      “Is that a local saying.”

      “It’s a local body count.”

      The compound came up at the end of the causeway lit like it was trying to be seen from orbit, every window, both floors, the dock floods blazing, an inflatable bouncy castle nobody had cleared with anybody listing in the wind like a drunk. Forty of her relatives, give or take a divorce.

      Grace counted cars in the shell drive out of habit and ran out of drive at six, which made her the seventh, which meant that once again, after a whole spring of a group chat she muted and unmuted like a wound, not one of them had thought to leave her a place to park. She put two wheels in her father’s prize hydrangeas and felt nothing but peace.

      “We’re in the flowers,” Preston said.

      “I know.”

      Inside, it was already a situation. Greg was running a book on the storm, real odds on a legal pad. Aunt Lynn was filming a gratitude reel in the kitchen wearing the face of a woman last visited by gratitude sometime in the first Clinton administration. Uncle Steve had his shirt off, Steve got his shirt off as other men found God, assuring a visibly frightened nephew that riptides were “mostly a mainland thing.” Cousin Nick, who had poured his personality and most of a 401, k, into a crypto coin called BANGR, was explaining passive income to a young woman named Kayla while the house Wi-Fi, which did not exist, declined to load his charts.

      Grace stood in the doorway a moment and ran the other count, the one she never said out loud, the one she had been running at this family’s gatherings since she was a girl, without ever quite admitting it was a plan. If it ever truly went wrong out here, really wrong, not Thanksgiving-wrong, who did she pull out of the water first. Her father, because he was still useful when something actually broke.

      Hunter, because he would move before he argued. Her mother, because somebody had to help carry the rest. After that the list got short fast, and honest, and a little frightening, and she made herself stop before she reached the cousins, because some arithmetic you did not finish where anyone could watch your face do it.

      Megan was teaching her toddler to say recession and filming it, the way she met every fear, by giving it a caption and a plan.

      Dana, twenty years an ER nurse, the one who ran toward a scream while the rest of them were still deciding whether they’d heard one, and Liz, who had crewed the Fastnet and a delivery down to Bermuda and would find a way to tell you so inside the hour, were three drinks into the annual argument over whose turn it was to host Thanksgiving, a dispute with the structural integrity of a war crime.

      Two kids in shark pajamas were beating each other with pool noodles under a WELCOME BACK banner that had hung so many summers the tape had gone amber. Somebody had brought the vat of potato salad. Somebody always brought the vat. The vat had a history.

      Out on the porch the game had already started, as it always started, without ceremony or consent: CHUM, the family’s own moron invention, forty cards whose entire purpose was to point at a cousin, flip a shark, and decide out loud and laughing which of you the ocean would take first. Greg dealt it like a pit boss working off a grudge. The only one not playing was her brother. Hunter stood at the slider with a weather app and a face, having flown in from Flagstaff that morning, read the marine forecast twice, looked at the bouncy castle, and reached some private conclusion he was keeping to himself.

      “Tell me you’re not surfing the storm,” Grace said.

      “I’m not telling you anything until I’ve had a beer and you’ve had three,” Hunter said. It was the most loving sentence anyone aimed at her all night.

      “Riptide goes to Steve,” Greg announced from the table, flipping a card, “on the grounds that the man will not shut the fuck up that the riptide is a mainland thing.”

      “It IS a mainland thing,” Steve called.

      “Great White goes to Nick, the shark’s got better liquidity.”

      “BANGR is UP forty percent on the week,” Nick told the room, the void, and a Wi-Fi signal that would never come. Somebody dealt Gram the Grandma card in absentia, the cartoon knife, the cartoon plate, and the whole porch toasted the old lady down the hill who would, everyone agreed, outlive the lot of them. It was the joke they’d been telling for ten years. It was the one the weekend was about to answer.

      Somebody pressed a drink into Grace’s hand before the screen door shut, the one tradition this family honored without fail, and Preston accepted his with the wary courtesy of a tourist, eyeing the ice like it might be local. He did a slow lap of the room as a man inventories a hostage situation; he was handsome as a rental car is clean, and he had spent the drive making it quietly plain he’d signed on for a long weekend at a waterfront compound, not for forty people who said lobster like a threat. Within ninety seconds Uncle Steve had him by the elbow, shirtless, doing tides. Grace left him there. It was, she’d admit, a kindness.

      “There she is!” her father called, in the voice he used to make a room agree the floor was level, the one that had carried this family over forty years of cracks. Paul did not come over. Paul never crossed a room he was already winning. “Grace, tell your mother the dock guy’s coming Tuesday.”

      “The dock guy is not coming Tuesday,” her mother said from the deep end of the kitchen, not looking up, reading the room three moves out as she always had. Claire caught Grace’s eye, flicked it once down the dark slope toward the cottage at the bottom, and went back to the wine. The flick meant go see her. The flick meant you’re the only one who will.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      So she went. Down the lawn, away from the noise, because she was the only one who ever did and because she could feel the party already trying to assign her a job.

      The cottage had its one light on. Behind the glass, a small shape that did not move until she was nearly to the door, and then a hand came up, slow and unbothered and frankly regal. Gram had watched the whole parade turn onto the causeway and decline to come down, and the wave said she had counted every single car.

      Grace had been walking down to this cottage alone since she was small, and somewhere in there she had quietly stopped telling herself she did it because she loved the old woman, which she did, and started doing it because somebody in this family ought to keep an eye on. She never let herself finish that sentence. She had a rule about it. She knocked.

      “You came,” she said through the screen. Not a question. More the sound of a ledger getting a check mark.

      “I always come.”

      “You do.” She was eighty-one and built like a wishbone, and three of her grown sons were afraid of her in a way not one of them could have told you why. “Did you brush your teeth.”

      “Gram.”

      “It’s a simple question, Grace.”

      “I’m thirty-four years old.”

      “And the boy on the beach this morning was twenty-four, and last I heard he was nine pieces and a sandal, so don’t you ‘Gram’ me about teeth.” She said it as she said everything, pleasant as a church fan, and turned back to the black water. “Sit. You look thin. Not the good way. The way where there’s a man involved.”

      Grace sat. On the table, squared dead to the edge, was the deck. CHUM, the same moron game they were braying over up the hill. Beside it, a neat stack of blank index cards and a good pen, capped. Grace did not ask about the index cards. You learned, with Gram, not to ask about the things she had squared.

      “They playing it yet, up there?”

      “Greg’s dealing.”

      “Course he is.” The smile again, and it was a lovely smile, that was the whole trouble with it, it was a smile you’d hand your children to. “You want to know what I got this year? For my birthday? From all forty of them?” She made a small neat zero with her thumb and finger and looked at Grace through the hole in it, beaming, like it was a porthole. “Megan sent a card. Lovely card. Plays a little tune when you open it.” The way she said tune would have soured the milk in the cow.

      “You know your cousin Kev asked me, at Easter, did I still have all my marbles. To my face. Then asked, same breath, about the house.” She nodded at the water as though the water had also heard about this.

      “And Steven fed that dog of his off a real plate, a good plate, while I ate a sleeve of Saltines standing up at this counter, because not one of them thought to fix the old woman a dish.” She was not sad about it. That was the part that got into your spine.

      She catalogued it as a tide chart catalogues a tide, no heat, just the times and the heights and what each one will do to you if you aren’t paying attention.

      “You could just tell them you’re angry,” Grace said. “People do that now. There are podcasts.”

      “I told them. Sixty years. ‘Call your grandmother.’ Four words. Free.” She ran one finger along the squared edge of the deck, leveling something already level. “Not one of them ever did. So I stopped telling.” She looked up, and the look was warm, and that was somehow the worst thing in the room. “Now I’m showing.”

      “I’ll bring you a plate,” Grace said. It was the only thing she had ever found to say to the old woman that was entirely true.

      “I know you will.” Gram patted her hand, and then the patting hand closed, and the grip was a small shock, dry and strong and certain. She still split her own kindling at eighty-one. She would bury every soul in that house and they all knew it, and that, year after year, was the family’s favorite joke. “Stay near the loud ones tonight, Gracie. Keep to the many. The water’s greedy this year.” She let go, folded both hands, and looked out at the dark like she had an appointment with it. “It has been a long, long time since this family gave it a good year.”

      At the door Grace stopped. “Gram. The teeth thing. Is that real?”

      The old woman did not turn around. “Everything I ever told you is real, Grace,” she said. “That has been the whole entire problem.”
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      Up the hill the screen door banged and a cheer rolled down the lawn. Greg had dealt the next hand. Grace stood out on the dark grass exactly halfway between the loud gold house and the small lit cottage, and for a second she felt the whole weekend coming on as you feel weather in a bad knee.

      Her phone, which got no service for texts, for calls, or for any known form of human warmth, lit up bright and instant with the one thing the Cape never failed to deliver.

      
        
        SHARKTIVITY. TAGGED WHITE SHARK · “COMMODORE” · DETECTED 400 YDS · MOONCUSSET RECEIVER.

      

      

      They named them now. The Conservancy tagged them, the internet voted, and the summer people learned the names as they learned the names of hurricanes: fondly, and far too late.

      Grace stood there in the cold with the alert glowing in her hand and did what she’d always done, the thing not one person up that hill would do all weekend. She read it. She believed it. Then she walked up toward the noise anyway, because the one thing she had learned in thirty-four years of being the only one who listened was that you cannot save people from a distance. You have to go and stand in the kitchen with them. Unfortunately.

      Behind her, the cottage light went out. Inside the house, the family howled at a card. And somewhere past the sandbar, out in the cold dark stretch of the chart the summer people never bothered to learn, a very large old animal with a government tag in its fin turned, with a patience nothing in that water had ever had to break, toward the only house on the point lit up like an invitation.
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            NEVER SAY YOU’LL BE RIGHT BACK

          

        

      

    

    
      By ten o’clock the party had hit the stage all of them hit eventually: adults loud, kids feral, nobody technically in charge. Grace had quit drinking an hour back. Somebody in this family had to be the one who remembered the night, and it had been her since she was eleven, and she had made her peace with the job as you make peace with a thing you cannot change.

      The house was running all its tricks at once. Aunt Lynn had a niece cornered for a gratitude reel and kept restarting it because the niece would not stop crying about something real. The two smallest kids had found an air horn and a mandate. Megan’s toddler had learned the word recession and was using it on grown adults like a cattle prod.

      Greg had a legal pad out and was taking live odds on the storm, an over/under on the causeway, a prop bet on the bouncy castle.

      And Will had the cooler corner and a fresh audience and was telling the lightning story again, the one where he should have died at nineteen and walked off with a scar shaped like a fern and a permanent certainty that nothing was ever going to be the thing that got him. The cousins called him the luckiest man in three counties. Will heard a compliment.

      Off in the good chairs by the window, Aunt Carol and Aunt Beth had the only conversation in the house worth eavesdropping on. It is why nobody did, the two quiet sisters-in-law who'd married in forty years back and survived it as a two-woman government in exile.

      Beth had her needlepoint and a lifelong gentle war with Marcus over docking the boat; Carol had a bad ankle and a private commentary she delivered only to Beth, straight-faced. Grace caught one fragment going by.

      Carol murmuring that Greg would propose a morning caravan off the rock, watch, Beth giving it an hour without looking up from her stitching, and thought the two aunts nobody listened to were the only adults besides her who actually watched the room.

      Preston stood at the edge of all of it holding a beer he did not trust. He had been promised a waterfront compound. He had been delivered into a hostage situation with a theme.

      “How long,” he said, when Grace drifted past, “until we can leave.”

      “Two days.”

      “There’s no signal. There’s no spa. A toddler called me a recession.”

      “He calls everybody a recession. It isn’t personal.”

      “Your family is a lot.”

      It was the exact phrase Kev had used about Gram at Easter. Grace noticed the symmetry and kept it to herself.

      Preston found the one job that suited him: he stood guard over the cooler like it was his to gatekeep, rating each person’s drink choice in silence. He was going to be no help at all, Grace thought, and slid him a few spots down her private list of who she’d pull from the water, practical, she told herself, not a relationship decision.

      Across the room Will was still holding court, the lightning story had, by its fourth telling of the night, picked up another yard of drama and become, basically, sworn testimony that Will had personally outrun God. Two uncles argued over whether you could outswim a riptide. It was a debate this family preferred to settle empirically.

      She fixed Gram a plate before she did anything else, dark meat, the burnt corner off the corn, none of the potato salad, because she was not going to feed her grandmother out of the vat that had a history. She covered it in foil and carried it down the dark lawn while, up at the house, the family went on being the family.

      Gram took it without looking away from the window. “They counting heads up there?”

      “Nobody counts heads, Gram.”

      “No,” she said, pleased, and went to work on the corn.

      Out past the dock the water had gone flat and full, the waiting look it got before weather. Grace’s phone would no longer text, call, or load a single human face, but it would still gamely show her the storm, which had spent the morning not expected to come up the coast and the evening changing its mind. High tide at 2:14. Spring tide. A low, fat moon. She ran the arithmetic the rest of them had never learned and did not love the answer.

      “Stay near the loud ones,” Gram said behind her, to the corn. “I told you that one already.”

      Back up the hill, the card game had taken the porch. CHUM, the family’s own idiot invention, a deck somebody’s brother-in-law drew a decade ago, the entire point of which was to flip a card, point at a relative, and decide out loud and laughing which of them the ocean would eat first. They played it every year. They thought it was a scream. They were, in a way Grace was only starting to appreciate, correct.

      Greg dealt like a man with a personal grudge against the house. “Distraction goes to Megan, for reasons I consider self-fucking-evident.”

      “I am PRESENT,” Megan said, filming.

      “Frenzy’s a group card. Frenzy is Thanksgiving.” The porch booed. “Bullshit,” said Dana and Liz in the very same breath, from opposite railings, deep in their annual feud, and then glared at each other for having agreed on something.

      “Great White.” Greg flipped the big one, the cartoon fourteen-footer hauling itself onto a paddleboard, and the whole table did its yearly thing. It was scan the porch for the cousin dumb enough to earn it. They landed on Steve, who had spent the evening assuring everyone that riptides were mostly a mainland concern, and they awarded him the shark by acclamation, and Steve accepted it like a man accepting an Emmy.

      Somebody dealt the Grandma card to the empty seat where Gram never sat and toasted the old lady down the hill who would outlive the whole ungrateful lot of them. The joke was ten years old. Grace stood in the doorway and felt, for a reason she couldn’t have named yet, like she was watching a rehearsal.

      Hunter wasn’t playing. He was losing a different game in the kitchen, trying to get eleven drunk adults to pull the boats before the storm, holding up the forecast with the patience of a man losing a vote he knew he would win too late. The family had the booze, the momentum, and the bedrock conviction that catastrophe was content that happened to other families. They settled it as they settled everything: by getting louder until the careful idea died of loneliness. The boats stayed in the water. Hunter found Grace’s eye over the crowd and tipped his head a half inch, family semaphore for I know, me too, nobody’s listening, and went to check on the kids instead.

      Around eleven the oyster farmer came up off the flats. Roland leased the beds at the point and had pulled more people out of this water than the harbormaster, and he stood at the edge of the floodlights long enough to tell Paul the white had been working the shoreline three days running, and the family ought to stay off the water and out of the dunes until the storm blew through.

      Paul thanked him like a man being handed a parking tip. Greg offered him a beer and then, when that stalled, a card. Roland took in the lit-up house, the boats still in the water, the bouncy castle straining at its stakes, and the forty drunk people who had inherited this point and learned nothing from it. Then he looked at Grace, because she was the only one looking back. “You people still got that dog that won’t go near the water?”

      “Gus’s dog. Yeah.”

      “Stay wherever he stays.” He went back down to the flats. It was the smartest exit anybody made.
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      Nick had not looked up from his phone since the Sagamore Bridge. It was a problem, because the phone had not worked since the Sagamore Bridge, and Nick’s net worth, personality, and reason for getting up in the morning were a cryptocurrency called BANGR that he needed to check as other men needed air.

      The one spot on the entire point that pulled a single bar of signal was, per family legend, and per Greg, who would say anything, the very end of the dock.

      “I’ll be right back,” Nick announced, to the room, to no one, holding the phone up over his head like a man testing for rain.

      “Babe.” Kayla, the girl he’d brought, had been on the Cape six hours and already understood it better than Nick ever would. “Maybe don’t.”

      “It’s one bar. One bar is all I need.”

      It was, in fairness to him, all he needed.

      Kayla did not follow him. Six hours on the Cape and she had already clocked that the locals talked about the water as you talk about a relative with a record. She stayed on the porch with her drink and a hardening plan to leave this entire family alone.

      Gus’s old dog rose, walked Nick as far as the top of the deck steps, and stopped. Planted all four feet, would not go down toward the water, and when Nick whistled, the dog gave him the flat look you give a man making a mistake you have personally decided not to die over.

      “Your dog’s broken,” Nick told Gus.

      “He’s particular,” Gus said.

      Grace caught Nick at the screen door. “Don’t go down to the water at night.”

      “It’s a dock, Grace. Not the actual ocean.”

      “The dock is over the actual ocean.”

      “You sound like Gram,” Nick said, like it settled the matter, and went down the steps into the dark. He had never been the one it happened to. He could not picture starting tonight.

      Halfway down the lawn the floodlights quit and it was only Nick, the phone, the dark, and the smell of low tide, that is the sea clearing its throat. The boards were slick. Behind him the dog barked once, flat and professional, and stopped.
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      The dock ran sixty feet out over black water. Nick walked to the end of it, held the phone to the sky, and got, a miracle, a genuine Cape Cod miracle, one bar. BANGR loaded. BANGR was down ninety-one percent.

      “No,” Nick said. “No. No, no.”

      For one second Nick was not a bit or a brand or a coin. He was a guy who had put everything he had into one stupid, hopeful thing and watched it go to zero, alone, in the dark, sixty feet out over the water, and he wanted, suddenly and pointlessly, to call somebody. He did not have a bar for that. He was not going to get one.

      He took a step closer to the rail, as though eighteen inches nearer the open Atlantic might improve the chart. He refreshed it. He was always refreshing it. He did not look at the water once. It was the only thing the water had ever asked of anybody out here, and the one thing this family had never managed to do.

      Out at the dark end of the dock there was no swell to read and no fin to see, because the dock did the reading for him and he was not listening to it. Sixty feet of old lumber stood between Nick and the water, and sixty feet of old lumber is a long instrument; it picks up things a man would feel if a man were the kind to feel them.

      The dock shifted. Not much, the small, considered way a dock shifts when something the size of a parked car sets its attention against the pilings underneath. The vibration came up the boards, up the rail he was leaning on, up through the soles of his feet, a low patient hum like a truck idling somewhere under the bay. Nick felt it and made, with what turned out to be the last real decision of his life, the family decision. He assumed it was the storm.

      He thumbed HODL into a group chat that would never send.

      Then the end of the dock was gone. It came up under him, gray and wider than the boards, a wall of muscle rolling out of the black with the dock still riding its back, and took Nick at the hips and folded him over the rail he had been leaning on, and the rail went with him.

      He had time for one sound, high and surprised and entirely his own, before the water shut it off. It did not finish him politely.

      It worked him once, hard, a wet burst of foam and splinters and a red that did not look real in the dark, and for one second the top half of Nick was up out of the water still holding the phone, thumb still moving, screen still lit, BANGR, one bar, a coin worth nothing, and then that half went under too, and the phone went last, turning over and over down into the dark after the man who had gone looking for it.

      The dock stopped moving. The cove flattened out fast, but this time it did not give nothing back. It gave a slick spreading black on black, a single deck shoe turning in it, and a smell. Up at the house somebody won a hand and the whole porch roared, and not one of them, sixty feet away, heard the night become a different kind of night.
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      It was the better part of an hour before anyone noticed Nick was gone, and once they did, the family held its vote. He’d called a car. He’d rage-quit over the coin. He’d always been theatrical about money. The least alarming story won, as it always won, fast, loud, and unopposed, and the night closed over the place where Nick had been like water over a dropped stone.

      The theories only improved with drinking. By midnight they had him in a rideshare to Boston. By one, on a bender. By two, somebody had him on a flight to Miami to “be closer to the exchange,” and the whole family agreed this was so fucking Nick, classic Nick, and refilled.

      Grace didn’t vote. She went out to the top of the lawn, where the dog still sat refusing the steps, and looked down the dark length of the dock to the gap where the rail used to be. She had warned him. She had stood right there and warned him, and it had cost him nothing and saved him nothing, and that, more than the storm, more than the flat black water, was the thing that finally put real fear in her. Not that the water was hungry. That it had been so easy. That nobody had even looked up.

      She woke Hunter on the screen porch, where he’d given up on the adults and fallen asleep guarding the kids like a sheepdog who had read the forecast.

      He had taken his own fleece off and laid it over the smallest cousin, somebody’s niece, and was sleeping cold in a t-shirt with his arms crossed and his jaw set, and he had plainly meant to have it back on and be standing before any of them woke to see, because Hunter would let the whole family go on believing he just ran warm rather than be caught doing one soft thing on purpose. Grace looked at it for a second and said nothing, because saying nothing was the only kind of thanks he would ever take.

      “Nick’s gone,” she said. “Off the end of the dock. The rail went with him.”

      Hunter came awake all at once, the whole of him present in a blink. He didn’t tell her she was wrong. He didn’t tell her to calm down. He said, “How many people are sleeping in the water-facing rooms,” that was the first question anybody had asked all night that assumed the danger was real, and Grace could have kissed him for it.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then that’s what we fix first.” He was already up, already counting, already moving, and for the first time since the turnoff Grace felt like something other than the only adult on a sinking boat.

      By the time they had a count, kids in the bunk room, the water-facing wing packed with passed-out uncles, Preston asleep sitting upright like a man guarding luggage. The storm had its hand on the house. The windows ticked. Out on the lawn the bouncy castle finally tore free and went cartwheeling into the dark toward the surf, and three people woke up, watched a hundred square feet of inflatable castle vanish into the Atlantic, agreed it was hilarious, and went back to sleep.

      “They won’t believe it till it takes one in front of them,” Hunter said, low, so the kids wouldn’t hear.

      “It took one in front of them tonight,” Grace said. “They voted it was a rideshare.”

      Hunter looked at her a second. “Okay. Then we stop. We stop trying to convince them. We just hide the ones worth saving.” It was a cold thing to say, and the most hopeful thing Grace had heard.

      Down at the cottage, the gold light went out.

      In the morning the tide would hand back a flip-flop and a foam koozie, and tucked dry inside the koozie, though it had ridden a soaked piling all night, a blank-backed card in a careful, old-fashioned hand. Four words, a thing you could laugh at for about a second.

      YOU ASKED ABOUT THE WIFI.

      But that was the morning. Tonight the family was two lighter and did not yet know it, on a dark point with the causeway already going under, the ferry shut down for the weather, and every phone a bright useless brick. Up at the house somebody put on a second pot of coffee and called for a rematch of the cards, and the party closed back over the two empty chairs without a ripple. Nobody counted them. Grace counted them. By Monday that would be the only thing left that told the living from the dead.
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            BELIEVE THE PEOPLE WHO LIVE HERE

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday came in gray and wrong. Grace had been up since the causeway went under, a little after three, the water taking the low spot first and then the whole road, brown and moving, so that by first light Mooncusset was an island, and the only ones who knew it were Grace, Hunter, and a dog.

      And then, in the gray light, the two of them saw it.

      It was in the flooded yard. Not the channel, not the bay, the yard, where the lawn had been on Thursday, where the kids had thrown a football.

      The tide had put four feet of moving water over the grass and the animal had come in on top of it, and now it lay in the shallows at the foot of the lawn, unhurried, enormous, all the way up where a person standing on dry stone could see the whole length of it for the first time. Gray going to dirty white at the belly. Longer than the skiff.

      A head the size of the porch steps and an eye like a black coat button sewn onto something that had never once in its life needed to be loved.

      Neither of them said a word. There was nothing left to argue with. For two days the thing had been a name on a dead phone and a smell off the flats, and a name and a smell are easy to talk yourself out of at a kitchen table full of relatives. This was not. This was the bill, in the water, at the bottom of the lawn, and not leaving, because it had been fed off this exact patch of shore all summer and the table kept setting itself.

      “Don't wake them,” Hunter said at last, very low. “I don't want to be the one who has to tell them what we're actually dealing with.”

      Grace didn't answer. She was counting the length of it against the dock pilings, and the number she came back with was not a number a person says out loud.

      She and Hunter had spent the small hours doing the one useful thing anyone would do all weekend: a head count, a room count, a quiet inventory of who slept where and which windows faced the water. He took the bunk room and the kids. She took the rest. They didn’t wake anybody. There was no point waking people who would only want to vote.

      By the time the house stirred, Grace had a list: thirty-eight people, nine of them sleeping in the water-facing wing, two boats nobody should touch, one road underwater, no signal, and a grandmother down at the cottage who still had not asked, even once, where Nick was. That last item she wrote down nowhere. She just could not stop knowing it.

      The family learned everything: late, badly, and as a personal insult.

      Uncle Steve found the road first, driving out at nine for cigarettes and the small daily ego of being the only one awake, and came back with the truck and the bulletin that the causeway was “doing something.” The causeway was not doing something.

      The causeway was gone, the marsh had the low half and the bay had the rest, and a town that had been a peninsula yesterday was, this morning, a problem you could not drive out of.

      Brown water stood flat across the road where the road had been, and it did not look like much until you watched it a while and saw it was carrying somebody’s mailbox, post and all, out toward the channel, in no particular hurry, because hurry is for things that can still be stopped.

      Steve reported it as he reported all news, as a thing being done to him personally: the road, the storm, the lack of cigarettes, all of it a conspiracy against a man who had only wanted to go somewhere and be admired by no one in particular. He stood in the kitchen, shirt already off at nine in the morning, and declared that somebody should call the town. Nobody could call the town. There was no signal, and Megan had been trying since dawn.

      Megan had, in fact, made it her morning. She had a notebook, a pen, and the unshakable faith that if she documented the emergency correctly the system would eventually arrive to manage it. She had logged the time the causeway flooded, the names of everyone present, and the words POSSIBLE NEGLIGENCE, DOCK, underlined twice. She had no one to send any of it to. She kept writing anyway, because writing it down felt like doing something, and doing something felt like being safe, and the gap between those two feelings was the whole problem with this family.

      This landed on everyone else as an outrage rather than a warning. Greg opened a book on when the road would clear. Aunt Lynn filmed the flooded causeway with the gravity of a war correspondent and the captioning instincts of a woman selling a beach house. Somebody asked whether any of this would affect the cookout.

      The kitchen at ten on a hangover morning was its own weather system. Coffee made for eight and wanted by forty. A teenager face-down on the sectional like a chalk outline. Will relitigating the lightning story to a nephew who hadn’t been alive in 2019, the bolt now forking twice. And the vat of potato salad on the counter, sweating, victorious, having outlived a man none of them had noticed leave.

      And overnight, Nick had become a story they had agreed on. He had Ubered to Boston ahead of the storm. He had flown to Miami to babysit his coin. He had needed space. By breakfast it was settled fact, repeated with the brisk confidence of a verdict already reached, and Grace understood that this family could lose a person the way other families lost an umbrella: with mild irritation and no follow-up.
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      The one person not performing was Kayla.

      She sat on the porch with a mug of coffee she had made for a house that had not thanked her, watching the drowned road, and when Grace came out she said, without preamble, the truest sentence anybody had managed since the Sagamore Bridge. “Nick didn’t leave.”

      “I know.” It came out more grateful than Grace meant it to.

      “His car’s in the drive. His bag’s on my floor. His ring light is still charging in the wall.” Kayla kept her voice level, as you keep a voice level when the alternative isn’t on the menu. “I watched him walk down to that dock at midnight, and I did not watch him walk back up, and I have spent four hours listening to his family put him on a flight to Florida.”

      “Aunt Lynn told me grief makes people dramatic,” she added. “I’ve known him eleven weeks. I’m not grieving. I’m a witness. The difference is that I’m right.”

      She had brought a hostess gift, Grace noticed, a good bottle, still bagged by the front door, unopened, un-thanked. She had made coffee for forty people who’d decided she was hysterical. She kept being polite to a family that had not earned thirty seconds of it, right up to the edge of the moment she was going to stop, which Grace could see coming like a front stacking over the marsh. Grace liked her enormously and was sorry about it, because caring about anybody in this family, this particular weekend, had started to feel like a tab you’d be asked to close later.

      “Show me where he went,” Grace said. And Kayla did.

      They went down the lawn in the gray light, past the dog, who walked them as far as the top of the dock and then sat, and would not come the rest of the way.

      The tide was dead low, and the flats had come up gray and steaming, and the whole point smelled as it only smells when the water pulls back and shows you what it has been keeping, salt and sulfur and something colder under that.

      Out past the bar the bay lay brown and flat and still, and every little while the dock took a slow shove from somewhere underneath and handed it back, the old pilings ticking against their bolts, as though the water down there were counting the house too.

      At the end of the dock the rail was simply gone, a clean bite out of the world, two bolt stubs and a splintered foot of railing that had been whole the day before. The water below was brown and high and entirely ordinary. It was somehow the worst of it.

      “There.” Kayla looked at the gap a long time. “He stood right there. I watched the little light of his phone the whole way down, and then it just, stopped.”

      Grace didn’t offer her anything reassuring. She had a rule about not lying to the only sane person in the building. “I believe you,” she said, and Kayla, who had been holding her own face together since three in the morning, let one corner of it go, for a second, and then took it back, because there was a houseful of relatives up the hill, and they would have filmed it.

      Kayla’s last text out, before the bridge ate her signal, had gone to her own mother: these people seem fun, home Mon, don’t let them rent my room lol. The lol was load-bearing. She got the keys Monday, her first place, no roommates, a one-bedroom over a laundromat in Somerville that she had already, in her head, painted a color Nick would have hated and filled with exactly the right amount of nothing.

      She had taken the long weekend off a job she actually liked, with a boy she was about three days from gently ending things with, and on Monday she was going to drive home and start the part of her life that was only hers. She had been keeping faith with that plan for eleven hours, in a house that had not earned thirty seconds of her. Watching her do it was the bravest dumb thing in the place.

      Kicked against a piling, Grace found a foam koozie. Tucked inside it, bone dry, on a blank-backed card in a careful old-fashioned hand:

      
        
        You asked about the wifi

      

      

      She did not show it to Kayla. She slid it into her pocket with a calm she chose not to examine, alongside the question she would not let herself finish about who in this family still wrote in cursive like that.

      Walking back up, Kayla stopped and took in the whole bright absurd compound, the bouncy castle deflating in the wet grass, the kayaks nobody would launch, the banner gone the color of weak tea. “I keep waiting for one of them to act like a person died.”

      “They will,” Grace said. “At the next funeral they can throw a party for. This family loves a funeral. It’s the only time the warnings stop.”

      Kayla laughed once, surprised, then looked appalled at herself. There it is, Grace thought. That’s the one I’m going to be sorry about.
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      What had hung in that empty bracket at the turnoff, for all of Grace’s childhood, was a leaping cartoon shark and the words CAUTION: DANGEROUS MARINE LIFE, and the family joke had always been that the college kids stole it every June for a dorm wall.

      Except Hunter, who noticed things, had clocked the empty bracket in the spring, and asked, and gotten an answer. The sign had not been stolen. Paul had it taken down.

      Grace found her father on the porch, running cookout logistics like a man planning a landing at Normandy. “The sign at the turnoff,” she said. “You had it taken down.”

      “I had it relocated.” Paul did not miss a beat. He never did. “Grace, be reasonable. We list the guest cottage eleven weeks a summer at a number I will not say in front of your mother. You cannot put a sunset on a rental page with a sign in the yard announcing that the water eats people. It’s not a good look. It is not even accurate. There hasn’t been an incident on this beach since, ”

      “Since this morning,” Grace said.

      Her father’s face did a small thing and recovered. “We don’t know that’s what that was,” he said, and went back to his clipboard, that was the whole family in a single sentence, printed and laminated and hung by the door: we don’t know that’s what that was.

      Her mother, passing with a tray, had heard all of it. Claire did not slow down. “Nineteen thousand a week in August,” she said, to the tray, to the room, to nobody, supplying the number her husband would not say in front of her as though it were a brand of jam. “He took the smoke detectors out of the lake house one summer, too. They went off during dinner.” She let it sit exactly one beat. “We had a fire.” And kept walking.

      “He took the warning sign down,” Kayla said, on the way back up the lawn, “to protect the Airbnb.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      “And the thing the sign was warning about is the thing that is in the water right now.”

      “Now,” Grace said, “you’re really getting it.”

      It was, Grace thought, the family religion in one move. They called the place “the house” to outsiders and “the asset” to each other. Grace had read the listing once, over Paul’s shoulder on his laptop, and could still recite it: Sleeps 14. Private beach. Sunset views. Your own quiet piece of old Cape Cod.

      Four photographs of the water, and not one word warning anybody about it, because the one word that belonged on that page was the one word that would cost nineteen thousand a week to print.

      They had spent two decades turning a home into a number, the dock that would change everything; the guest cottage they rented to strangers while the one woman who had ever actually lived there sat in the small place down the lawn; the warning sign that hurt the listing, and someone had been keeping the books the entire time, and was, this weekend, calling the loan.
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      Grace took Gram a plate at noon. Kayla came along, which Grace allowed and did not examine.

      On the table by the window the deck was squared, and beside it the neat stack of blank index cards, and the good capped pen, exactly as they had been the night before, except that the stack of cards looked, to Grace, who counted things now, one card shorter than it had. She did not count it out loud. She was getting very good at not counting things out loud.

      Gram took the plate without looking from the water, and then she looked, at Kayla, a long, level moment: the outsider, the witness, the girl who’d made the coffee. Something crossed the old face that Grace could not name and did not like.

      “You’re the one who’s been telling them,” Gram said, pleasant as a church fan. “About the boy.”

      “Nick. Yes.”

      “Good girl. Somebody should.” She smiled, and Kayla smiled back, uncertain, and Grace stood between them with the precise sensation of having introduced two weather systems to each other.

      On the walk up the hill Kayla said, “Your grandmother is, ” and stopped.

      “Yeah,” Grace said.

      Neither of them finished it. It was the most honest conversation anyone had had in that house in years.

      “Big night up there,” Gram had said as they left, to the window, not to them. “The cookout.”

      “You could come up,” Grace had told her, as she told her every year, knowing the answer.

      “Oh,” Gram said, “I’ll be watching.” And something in the way she said watching made Grace check, for the first time in her life, whether the cottage door locked from the inside, and then feel ridiculous for checking, and then, looking at the squared deck and the short stack of cards, not.

      The cookout assembled itself out of pure inherited muscle memory, as it did every Labor Day, indifferent to weather or water or the absence of a cousin. Greg cremated the first tray of burgers like a sacrament. Somebody restrung the lights the storm had knocked down.

      Tiki torches went up along the lawn toward the water, open flames, every one, the exact thing Roland had said not to do, and when Grace moved to put them out, Aunt Lynn stopped her, gently, with the words “they keep the bugs off,” as if bugs were the problem on tonight’s menu. Down the hill, the one gold window in the cottage came on early, before the dark had even thought to ask for it.

      Hunter tried, for the record. He stood up at the kitchen island and laid it out flat and calm: a person missing, no way off the point, a storm coming up the coast, a tagged great white working inside two hundred yards. The smart move, he said, was to lock the water-side doors, move everyone sleeping on that side inland for the night, and wait for the causeway.

      The family heard him out as you hear out a flight attendant. Then Greg said the meat would turn, “we are not pitching sixty bucks of burger because the ocean's in a fucking mood”, and Aunt Lynn said you couldn’t let a little weather wreck the one weekend everybody was finally together, and Paul said, using the voice, the one that turned every objection into a mood and every mood into a vote he had already won, that the worst thing any of them could do right now was panic, and that the cookout was, if anything, exactly what this family needed.

      They voted without calling it a vote. The grills came out.

      Hunter looked at Grace. Grace looked at the water. It was doing its trick of seeming to have all the time in the world. The tide was coming back in. The storm had quit being a forecast and become a color, low, green-black, stacked over the marsh like something making up its mind.

      Her dead phone lit with the one thing the Cape never failed to deliver.

      
        
        SHARKTIVITY. TAGGED WHITE SHARK · “COMMODORE” · DETECTED 200 YDS · MOONCUSSET RECEIVER.

      

      

      Two hundred yards. Half of last night. Grace put the phone back in her pocket and went up to help set the tables, because you could not stop these people from doing the stupid thing. You could only make sure you were standing close when they did. She had never been able to make these people duck, and she did not expect tonight to be where they started.
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            DON’T GO IN THE WATER AFTER DARK

          

        

      

    

    
      The cookout went on, because in this family the cookout always went on. A man was missing, the road was underwater, a storm was stacking up green-black over the marsh, and the answer to all of it was forty people on a floodlit lawn deciding, by sheer volume, that everything was fine.

      The first scream came out of the tree line a little after ten, and it stopped the cookout dead.

      It was a woman. That was the thing. It was unmistakably, blood-curdlingly a woman, somewhere back in the black bayberry behind the house, screaming like she was being taken apart slowly and had stopped expecting anyone to come. Three of the cousins were on their feet. Aunt Lynn already had her phone up to film whatever fresh horror the weekend had cooked. And Roland, who had not moved, who had not so much as set down his beer, said without looking up: “Fisher cat.”

      “A what?”

      “Fisher cat. Big weasel. Marsh is full of them this year. They sound like that, like murder. Worse, some nights.” He took a pull on the beer. “You'll get used to it.” “One rule, though. When it sounds human, you don’t go look. The ones who go looking are how the marsh gets fed.”

      They did not get used to it. But they sat back down, embarrassed, a table of grown adults brought to their feet by a housecat-sized animal with the voice of a crime in progress, and Greg made a joke, and the night went on, and nobody knew yet that it was the first lesson the Cape had to teach them, and the most expensive one: out here, in the dark, a scream was not necessarily a reason to get up.

      They had restrung the lights. They had lit the tiki torches all down the slope toward the water, open flame, every one, the exact thing the oyster farmer had said not to do, and the flames leaned and guttered in a wind that had stopped pretending to be a breeze. Greg worked the grill like a man holding a position. Aunt Lynn filmed a little video about resilience. Somebody was already in the water to the knees, because somebody in this family was always already in the water.

      On the porch table the CHUM deck was out, because it was always out, and a knot of cousins were playing it as they played it every Labor Day, flip a card, name a relative, decide who the water takes first. The joke had not stopped being funny to them, not even with Nick’s chair empty and a card already face-up in front of it. Grace watched them deal the Great White around and laugh, and thought: the deck has been right about this family for ten years, and they have spent ten years treating being right as the punchline.

      Gus’s old dog had planted itself at the top of the lawn and would not go a step toward the water, and nobody but Grace and the dog seemed to think that was worth a thought. Preston had taken up his one reliable post by the cooler, narrating other people’s drink choices to an audience of zero. The littlest kids were feral on sugar and weather.

      Uncle Steve had appointed himself the evening’s authority on safety, which he did as ever, by removing clothing. He stood at the top of the beach with a beer and a captive nephew, explaining that the shark business was overblown, that great whites wanted seals and not people, that he had personally swum this beach for forty years, and that the whole trick was to not panic. Grace, on the deck, thought: there is no trick. The trick is to not be in the water. But Steve had a trick and a beer and an audience, and those three together had drowned more men on this coast than the cold.

      The family loved Steve as you love a piece of furniture you’ve stopped seeing. He had been doing the bit, the riptide’s a mainland thing, watch this, forty years, for so long that it had become a kind of weather: predictable, harmless. And the harmlessness was the whole problem, because a man who is always wrong in a way that costs nothing will, in the end, be wrong in a way that costs everything.

      Hunter had spent the cookout doing the thing nobody thanked him for: drifting through the party and quietly rearranging it. Walking the youngest kids inland a room at a time. Closing the water-side doors behind people who kept opening them. A one-man tide working against forty. He caught Grace’s eye once and tipped his head, at the torches, at the black water, at all of it, and she tipped hers back. Two people bailing a boat that forty people were busy drilling holes in.

      Kayla moved through the party polite and appalled. She had tried, earlier, to tell three separate relatives that Nick was actually missing, actually, and had been handed, in order, a drink, a hug, and a theory about Miami. So she had stopped trying. Now she just stayed near Grace: a small embassy of the sane, watching a nation that was not.

      Twice during the cookout Grace looked down the hill, and twice the small shape was at the cottage window, not eating, not sleeping, just watching the lawn, already certain what it would do.

      And the thing was, they were not, all of them, awful. Megan was slow-dancing her terrified toddler to sleep against the storm. Will was telling the lightning story to anybody who’d hold still, and it was a bad story, and he told it with his whole heart. Dana and Liz had called a truce to split a cigarette and were laughing at something thirty years old. Grace loved them in the helpless way you love people you cannot fix, and she counted them, the loud doomed lot of them, and wished, not for the first time, that loving this family did not feel so much like attending it.

      It began, as it always began here, with somebody being helpful. The wind took the big inflatable swan off the lawn, six feet of white vinyl christened Sir Reginald by a child a decade ago and toasted at every cookout since, a creature with a longer streak of consecutive family attendance than most of the cousins, and sailed it out onto the black water. A teenager made a sound of real grief, the first real grief anybody had spent on anything all weekend, and Uncle Steve saw his moment.

      ***

      “I’ll get it,” Steve announced, to the lawn, to the nephew, to forty years of being the strong swimmer, and set his beer down with the ceremony of a man about to be proven right.

      And the family, God help them, cheered. Steve going in after the swan was content. It was the cookout’s annual highlight, a thing they had watched a dozen times. Somebody started a chant. Greg offered three-to-one he’d be back before the burgers. Not one of forty people heard the word the oyster farmer had left them, or the alert on Grace’s dead phone, or the plain arithmetic of a tagged white inside two hundred yards and a man wading into the dark after a plastic bird.

      “Steve.” Grace was already moving. “Do not go in that water.”

      “It’s a pool float, Grace.”

      “It’s a pool float in the actual fucking ocean, at night, with a tagged white inside two hundred yards, ”

      It was Hunter who almost stopped him, stepping in front of him with the flat calm that had moved this family exactly once all weekend. “Steve. Don’t. I’m asking you as the one person here who reads the water.”

      For a second it almost worked. Then somebody laughed, somebody always laughed, and Steve grinned, because a grin is cheaper than a thought, and waded in.

      Beside Grace, Kayla had gone very still. “They’re not going to stop him,” she said. “They think this is the show.”

      “It is the show,” Grace said. “That’s the whole problem with these people. It’s always the show, right up until it’s the news.”

      The water was sixty degrees and dropping, and Steve announced every degree of it, because narrating his own bravery was the entire point. He struck out for the swan with big, confident strokes, a man who had never, in a long life, been afraid of the right thing. The family watched from the lawn, half of them filming, all of them grinning, because Steve in the water being Steve was tradition, was content, was hilarious.

      He reached the swan, got an arm over it, and turned back to the lawn to take his bow, and the lawn gave it to him, a real cheer, phones up, the whole family lit blue and laughing, the best the night had been. He was maybe forty feet out. He was grinning. He was, for three more seconds, the hero of the cookout.

      And here was the part only a swimmer would have caught. It is the cruelty of it, because Steve was the one true swimmer they had. It came up through his own body before it came up anywhere else: the water against his legs went a degree colder all at once, as the deep end of a pool does when you cross some invisible line, and then it pushed, not a wave, a heave, the whole surface lifting him an inch on the back of something passing underneath. Ten thousand times he had felt this water. He had never once felt it do that.

      For a second Steve was not a bit. He was a man treading cold black water forty feet from a lawn full of people he had spent his whole life trying to be impressive in front of, and the only thought he had time for was small and clear and not about himself at all: he hoped the nephew was not still watching. For the first time all weekend, Uncle Steve stopped narrating.

      “Steve?” somebody called, still laughing.

      He didn’t answer. He had finally, a few seconds too late, become afraid of the right thing.
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      The water took him in front of everyone.

      There was no fin and no music and no merciful distance. There was Uncle Steve, forty years a strong swimmer, lit up by his own family’s phones, and then the sea stood on end beneath him, gray and enormous and impossibly fast, and folded him sideways with a sound like a dropped piano. The water where he had been went red in the torchlight. Actually red. Red you could see from the lawn. And the swan float rode on past the place he had been, serene and unbothered, going out with the tide.

      For one second the lawn kept laughing, because the brain needs a beat to retire a thing it has believed for forty years. The phones kept filming. Then the understanding reached them, not the water, the understanding, and the laughing turned, all at once, into a sound that did not stop.

      “Steve. STEVE, ” and somebody was in the water to the knees before three people hauled him back by the shirt, all of them screaming over each other, “get him, GET him, he's right there, ” “there's nothing there, get back, get the fuck back from the water, ” A woman was shrieking the wrong brother's name, over and over, the wrong name.

      Somebody went down on all fours in the beach grass and was sick. A man kept saying “okay, okay, okay,” faster each time, like the word was a rope he could climb. “Where's the kids.

      WHERE ARE THE KIDS, ” “oh my god, oh my god, is that, is that him, is that, ” “DON'T LOOK, do not let them look, ” And four phones stayed up the whole time, their little lights steady in all that thrashing dark, because in this family the hand lifted the phone before the brain lifted the alarm, every single time, even now, even for Steve.

      And then forty people who had spent a whole weekend deciding nothing was wrong tried to decide it all at once, in the dark, by the water, at full volume. It is its own kind of drowning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      What happened next was the thing the deck had been rehearsing on that porch for ten years, except that nobody was laughing now.

      Somebody tore the life rings off the boathouse wall, Greg, naturally; it was always going to be Greg, and the family did the math: fast, and ugly, and in its own favor. There were four rings. There were, on that lawn, a great many more than four people. And Grace watched her relatives find out, in about four seconds, exactly who they were.

      It wasn’t a stampede toward the water. It was a stampede away from it. It was worse, because away from the water in the dark meant uphill, toward the house, through each other. People went down. People got stepped on. Megan planted herself in the middle of it with her toddler clamped to her chest and her back to the sea like a woman who had decided the math did not apply to her child, and she was, for that one minute, the bravest adult on the lawn.

      An uncle put a ring over his own head and turned for the house. A teenager, one of the air-horn kids, a boy Grace had written off entirely, pressed his ring into a smaller cousin’s arms and stepped back empty-handed, and no one saw him do it but Grace, who revised her whole opinion of him in the half second before the night got worse. Aunt Lynn filmed. Of course she filmed. Witnessing and helping had always been one act to her, and nobody had ever asked her to tell them apart.

      Greg made the deck with his ring and his life and started in at once, to anyone near him, on the case he would be making forever after: he’d grabbed it for somebody, he’d been about to throw it, it all happened so fast. Nobody listened. Nobody corrected him, either, because correcting him meant admitting they had all run the same math and only Greg had been quick.

      Hunter went for the children, not a ring. He had decided who he was a long time ago. He had the bunk-room door, a head count, and a voice that finally, in the worst minute of all their lives, made this family move like a single thing.

      Grace found Kayla in the crush and put her against the house, between two bodies and the wall, the safest geometry on offer. Kayla looked at her with a face that had finally stopped being polite. “You knew,” she said. Not an accusation. A confirmation. “All of you knew.”

      “Some of us,” Grace said. “The ones nobody listens to.”

      Their father tried the mayor voice. “Everybody, okay, everybody, let’s just stay calm, ” and for the first time in Grace’s life it did not work, because what the mayor voice had always managed was perception, and there is no managing the perception of your uncle going red in the water in front of your kids. Paul’s voice cracked and fell into the noise and did not come back up.

      Getting forty panicking people into a house in the dark is not a thing that goes well, and it did not. The water-side doors banged. Somebody locked somebody else out and had to be screamed at to open it. A window broke. The storm picked that exact minute to make landfall for real, rain sideways off the water, the torches drowning one by one down the lawn, and in the strobing dark the family found the next terrible fact in the sequence: there was nowhere to go. The road was gone. The boats were a way to die faster. The phones were bricks.

      “Open the door, open the door, open the FUCKING door, ” somebody was screaming on the water side, hammering the black glass, and inside somebody screamed back, “who locked it, who the fuck locked it,” and nobody owned it, because in this family nobody ever locked the door, the door simply became locked, like the burgers simply burned and the cousin simply drowned. A window went in with a sound like a slap. Two grown men were shoving each other over a dry towel. An aunt-by-marriage was on her knees in the hall going, “we're going to die in here, we're going to die in here,” almost peacefully, like she'd been waiting her whole life for permission to say it.

      And already, in the wet dark, it was starting, the part that would do the real damage. Somebody asked, too loud, how the shark had known to be right there, right then. Somebody said it didn’t, it’s a shark, that’s insane. And somebody else, Grace didn’t catch who, said it: “Where’s the oyster guy? Warned us off the water and then it happens. Convenient.” And there it was. A family with a missing monster, a storm, and no signal had found, with the unerring instinct of a herd that will blame anyone before it blames itself, a man to suspect, and had picked exactly the wrong one.

      Down the hill, the one gold window glowed, steady and unbothered while every other light on the point jerked and strobed, and behind it the small shape sat in a chair it had plainly turned to face the lawn, as you turn a chair to face a television. As Grace watched, the shape lifted one hand, not a wave exactly, more the small settling motion of someone marking a place in a ledger and closing it for the night. Grace caught it for half a second across all that screaming, the stillness of it, the patience, and understood a thing she would work very hard, the rest of the weekend, not to have understood.

      The four ringholders did not, it should be said, throw their rings to anyone in the water, because there was no longer anyone in the water to throw them to, which did not stop two of them from clutching the rings the rest of the night like flotation was a personality. Somebody’s phone, dropped in the scramble, lay in the grass filming the rain, as the phones in this family always kept filming, long after anyone was left who wanted the footage.

      Grace found Hunter’s eyes over the heads of the screaming, and Kayla’s right beside her, and the three of them said nothing, because there was nothing to say that the water had not just said louder.

      There were thirty-seven of them left. The causeway was under. The phones were dark. The storm was here. And every last one of them, finally, believed, which Grace could have told them, hours ago, was the one thing on this whole point that was not going to save a single one of them.
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            NEVER SAY YOU’RE SAFE NOW

          

        

      

    

    
      The power went out at midnight, which the family took, briefly, as a relief, because a dark house is at least a house you cannot watch each other panic in.

      They had barricaded the place the only way they knew how: badly, loudly, and against the wrong things. Somebody had dragged the good sofa against the front door, which opened outward and which nothing was trying to come through. The water-side sliders, the actual problem, had been covered with a single beach towel, thumbtacked up, somebody explained, “so it can’t see in.”

      By candlelight the family looked like a painting of itself: a Last Supper with worse table manners. In a true crisis they had located the things this family located in a crisis, all of the alcohol, none of the flashlights, and a bottomless need to be heard. Somebody wanted the doors open “for air.” Somebody else wanted a vote on it. A vote. At one in the morning. On whether to open a door to the thing that was eating them.

      Aunt Lynn was livestreaming the siege to a platform that could not receive it, narrating their ordeal in real time to zero followers. Greg had moved his book off the storm and onto their survival and was, Grace gathered from the muttering, giving himself excellent odds. Megan had filled four notebook pages and reached, at last, the end of procedure. She sat with the pen capped, out of system to believe in, which on her was the most frightening sight in the room.

      Preston, of all people, had turned out useful exactly once, by accident: he had guarded the cooler so long that when the lights died he was the only soul who knew where the water and the spare batteries were, and he handed them out with the grave competence of a man at last given a role. The little kids had been told it was a game. The older ones had already worked out that it wasn’t, and were being braver than the adults, that is the usual arrangement, and does not ever stop being unbearable to watch.

      The committee, naturally, convened. It always convened. He was offering, to anyone who would hold still, even money that they would all be fine by morning, that was either a comfort or the single most alarming number in the room, depending on Greg’s record. It was poor.

      An uncle wanted the charcuterie board brought out of the dead fridge before it turned, on the firm principle that if this was the end he was not meeting it next to a wasted wheel of brie.

      And a teenager kept raising her phone to the black glass and waiting for it to find a bar, refreshing a feed for a world that had ended at the causeway, and when Grace told her to put it away she said, with the wounded dignity of a generation that had never been offline before, that she was trying to document this. In case.

      Dana and Liz had stopped feuding entirely. It was its own bad omen, twenty years of war called off by one wet night, the two of them holding hands in the dark like little girls. Will had gone quiet, the lightning story finally out of yards. And in the middle of it Kayla found Grace and said, low, “In my family, when something terrible happens, we get quiet and we do the dishes.” She watched Aunt Lynn frame a candle for the camera. “I keep waiting for the quiet part.”

      “It doesn’t come,” Grace said. “Not to these people. Quiet is where they’d have to hear themselves.”

      In the middle room the kids had gone the specific silent of children who have understood more than the adults wanted them to. Megan’s toddler had finally slept. The boy in the shark pajamas, and Grace was finished, forever, with shark pajamas, sat awake against the wall with the dog, the two of them keeping the same watch.

      Grace and Hunter and Kayla had done the only real work: kids in the windowless middle room, everyone shifted off the water side, a head count taped to the fridge that Grace kept updating like a hospital chart. Thirty-seven. The number she could not stop seeing.

      Hunter’s plan was, essentially, nothing, stay inland, stay together, stay dry, wait for the tide and the morning and the road. It was the correct plan, and it was the one plan this family was constitutionally unable to follow, because to these people doing nothing felt like losing, and they would lose a great deal before they would feel that.

      Outside, the storm had its shoulder against the house. The water-side glass ran black; the rain came at it flat and hard. And twice, under the wind, Grace heard a sound from the direction of the dock that she chose not to identify, something heavy and deliberate, a thing the size of a parked car reminding the house that it was still out there, and not going anywhere.
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      The blame started around one in the morning, as an infection starts, at the edges, and then everywhere at once.

      It is a particular gift of frightened people to find, very fast, the one person in the room they are permitted to be angry at, and this family had a genius for it. They could not be angry at the water; the water did not care. They could not be angry at themselves; they had sixty years of practice at not doing that. So they reached, as the family always reached, straight past everyone who shared their last name, and landed on the man who farmed the oysters, and lived alone, and had told them, correctly, to their faces, that they were going to die.

      “He warned us, and then it happened,” an uncle said. “He knows this water better than anybody. Where is he right now?” Two more took it up. Then it had the smooth round shape of a fact.

      “He’s an oyster farmer,” Grace said, louder than she meant. “He told you to stay out of the water because he did not want to scrape another one of you off his lease in the morning. He is the only person who tried to save your lives tonight, and you want to make him the monster, because he is the one face in this house that isn’t family.”

      “He’s out in this trying to save his cages,” Hunter said, stepping between the faction and the door. “And if one of you goes out there to have your conversation, you won’t be having it with Roland. You’ll be having it with the thing that ate Steve. So sit down.” It was the most words Hunter had said all weekend, and they held for almost a minute.

      And as if to rule on it, the dog. Gus’s old dog, who had not gone near the water all weekend and had been right about every single thing, got up from the children’s doorway, crossed the dark room, and lay down with its spine against the water-side wall, facing inward, on guard. The dog knew exactly where the danger was. The dog had known all along. It was not pointed at Roland.

      Roland came once, near two. He banged on the water-side slider, soaked through, and behind the glass he did not look like a suspect. He looked like a man who had rowed a flooding channel in a hurricane to tell forty idiots, one more time, to stay inside. Hunter let him into the mudroom. The faction went quiet and would not meet his eye. It is what a faction does when its monster turns out to be a tired man with a flashlight and a point.

      “Two went off the boats,” Roland said, dripping; he had seen it from the water. “Don’t send any more. There’s nothing out there to send them to.” He looked at Grace. “You worked it out yet. About the cards.”

      Grace said nothing. It was its own answer.

      “Thought so.” He was already turning back to the door. “Be careful which way you go with it. She raised half this family.” A beat. “The other half she’s burying, if you put any stock in the old talk, which my grandfather did and I make a point not to.” And he went back out into it, because his cages were his cages, and because a man who reads the water does not get to stop reading it on the worst night of the year.

      It did not matter to the faction. They had formed, Greg, an uncle, a couple of cousins, and a faction in this family never needed to be right. It needed to be doing something, and the something it had settled on would, in about an hour, get two of them killed.
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      Grace pulled Kayla and Hunter into the pantry, the one room with a door and no window, and laid it out.

      The rules. The poem nobody had read in sixty years. Brush your teeth, the renter, bled from the gums, gone at first light. Slip not to the dunes, never say you’ll be right back. Nick, the dock, the single bar of signal. Don’t go in the water after dark. Steve, in front of all of them. Every death a broken rule. Every body a line of a poem this family had printed on a card game and laughed at for a decade.

      And underneath the case she was making, Grace heard the other thing, the part that was not evidence, that was just hers. She thought about being nine years old on the cold dawn flats with Gram’s hand hard around her wrist. Watch the moon, Gracie. She thought about a drawer of birthday cards at home, every one in that exact leaning hand. She thought about a woman who had told this family, in plain English, for sixty years, precisely how to stay alive, and been laughed at, and gone home, and squared her deck.

      “And the cards,” she made herself say, flat. “Blank-backed, careful old hand, dry where they shouldn’t be, turning up where the bodies were. YOU NEVER CALLED. YOU ASKED ABOUT THE WIFI. Off a stack on a table in a cottage at the bottom of this lawn, a stack that is one card shorter every time I look at it.”

      “You think it’s your grandmother,” Kayla said.

      Grace did not say yes. She had a rule about finishing that sentence, and she held the line on it with both hands, because the part she could say out loud was already enough: somebody on this point knew the rules, and was keeping score, and had a tide chart and a skiff and sixty years of being ignored. The part she would not say was which somebody. She had simply, lately, stopped being able to picture anybody else.

      “So what do we actually do,” Kayla said. “If the rules are real. If she’s real.”

      “We keep everyone alive until the causeway clears,” Hunter said. “That’s the whole job. We don’t solve it. We survive it.”

      “And her?” Kayla looked at Grace. “The grandmother.”

      Grace thought about the warm card in her pocket, and the small shape at the gold window, and sixty years of nobody listening. “Her,” she said, “is mine.”

      “Then the rules are the only thing keeping anyone alive,” Hunter said, slow. “So we follow them. Every one. Starting with the simple one. Nobody goes outside, and nobody, nobody, goes near the water.”

      “Keep to the many,” Grace said.

      “Keep to the many,” Hunter agreed, that was, of course, exactly when the many stopped keeping.
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      Greg had a whole speech. He always had a whole speech. He talked about windows of opportunity and acceptable risk and how somebody, at some point, had to be willing to act, and two cousins, scared enough to mistake the loudest man for the calmest, believed him, because a confident wrong answer had been winning in this house since before any of them were born, and the storm had not changed that, only the price.

      The plan was the boats. Wait out a storm, on an island, with that in the water? No. The odds, Greg had decided, said a man of action took the good Boston Whaler, ran for the Coast Guard, and came back the hero of the worst weekend of all their lives. He had the two cousins and the back door open before Hunter even heard it go.

      They caught up at the boathouse, Grace, Hunter, Kayla, out in the screaming rain, and Hunter said every true thing there was: the surf, the dark, the white, the plain fact that a boat is not cover, it is bait with people sitting in it. And Greg, soaked and shining with the specific courage of panic mistaken for a plan, said the unforgivable thing, the rule with its own name carved on it: “We’ll be fine. We’re past the worst of it. We’re safe now, ”

      He did not get to finish it. They got the Whaler off the trailer and into the surf, all three of them soaked and screaming over the storm, Greg at the motor yelling that it was fine, it was fine, they were past the worst of it, and for about four seconds it was fine. Then the boat stopped going forward and started going up.

      The stern came up out of the black, not tipped, lifted, the whole transom rising on the back of something that had been under the ramp the entire time the family stood on it arguing.

      The younger cousin, the one who had believed Greg, went off the high side with his mouth still open around a word, and the word was “fuck,” and it was the last whole one he got; the water took him at the chest and shook him and the storm swallowed the sound but not the red, which came up under the dock light in a slick the rain could not beat down fast enough.

      The other cousin grabbed the gunwale and screamed Greg’s name, “GREG, GREG, GET ME, GET ME, ”, and Greg, God help him, was already going the other way, already over the bow and crawling, because the second-oldest instinct in this family was self-preservation and the oldest was finding somebody to blame for it in the morning.

      The thing came back through the wreck once more, unhurried now, and took the second cousin off the boat by the leg; his scream climbed an octave, then dropped under the surface, then stopped.

      Greg made it back up the ramp on his hands and knees, alive, having traded two people for a lesson that, Grace could see in his face, he had not actually learned.

      They hauled him inside, and the house came apart. “You took two of them,” Megan was screaming. Megan, who never raised her voice. “You took two of them out into that and you came back alone, you fucking coward, ” “I tried to save them, ” “You tried to save you, ” “Hey. HEY.” Paul got between it with his hands up like a man directing traffic at his own funeral. “We are not.

      Everybody, we are not doing this, ” “Don’t you fucking ‘we’ me, Paul, he talked them onto that boat, ” “They knew the risk, ” “They were kids and they were scared and that prick told them it was fine, ” “Everybody calm down, ” “Do not tell me to calm down, I will throw him in the fucking water myself, ” And on it went, soaked and short two more, the storm in the walls, the family breaking into the same factions it always broke into, and Grace stood in the doorway and understood, finally and all the way down, that the thing in the water could take them one a night for a week and these people would still find time, between funerals, to scream about whose fault it was, and never land on the only true answer. It was all of them. The monster was in the water. The monster was also, and had always been, this.

      Grace stood dripping in the dark kitchen with the head count in her hand, thirty-five, now, and the warm card in her pocket, and made the decision she had been refusing to make since the first gray morning. She was done being the smoke alarm in a house full of relatives who took the batteries out.

      She found a flashlight that worked. She found Hunter’s eyes, and then Kayla’s, and she said the thing that frightened her worse than anything out in the water: “I’m going down to talk to my grandmother.”

      Nobody tried to stop her. That was the worst part, and the truest, the family that took a vote on everything had no vote for this, because going down to the cottage alone in the dark broke every rule she had spent the night enforcing, and they all knew it, and not one of them offered to come. Even now. Even her.

      “Keep them off the water,” she told Hunter. “And keep her, ” she nodded at Kayla “off everything. I mean it. She’s the one I’m not losing.” Kayla started to argue, and then didn’t, because she had been on the Cape sixty hours and had learned the one thing this family never had: when somebody who knows the water tells you to stay put, you stay put.

      The dog got up to come with her. And that, more than anything anybody had said all night, told her she was right.

      She put her hand on the water-side door, the one with the towel thumbtacked over it, so it couldn’t see in, and took the towel down, because she was done pretending the water couldn’t see her. It could. It always had. Then she opened the door into the storm and went down the dark lawn toward the one gold window that had been waiting, she understood now, since the first car turned onto the causeway. The dog walked at her knee. Behind her, the house full of her family did the thing it was best at. It was argue about it.
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            DON’T GO DOWN TO THE WATER ALONE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a kind of dark you only get on a barrier point with the power out, a dark with weight to it, that leans on a person, and Grace walked down into it with a flashlight she did not trust and a dog she trusted completely.

      The lawn ran two hundred feet from the house to the cottage, and every foot of it tilted down toward the water, which on a normal night was the view people paid nineteen thousand a week to fall asleep in front of. Tonight the water was not a view. It was a sound.

      It came up out of the dark on her left, close and large and busy, the tide shoving in over the flats with a low continuous mutter, and under that mutter, every so often, a heavier note, a slap and a long draw, something turning over in the shallows, that the practical part of Grace filed under driftwood and the rest of her filed, correctly, under a lie she was telling herself to keep her feet moving.

      She was breaking the rule even as she enforced it, and she knew it. She had spent the whole night telling thirty-five people that nobody goes down to the water alone, and here she was, alone, going down to the water, on the theory that the rule was for them and she was the one who knew better. It was, she understood with a small interior wince, the precise sentence every dead relative she had this weekend must have been thinking about one second before the water proved them wrong.

      The dog stopped at the property line, where the mowed grass surrendered to the salt scrub, and would not cross.

      “Oh, come on,” Grace told him. The dog sat. The dog had been right about everything for three days straight, which made him the second-most-reliable forecaster on the point, a clean length behind the eighty-one-year-old woman in the cottage, who was batting a thousand. “Fine. Hold the line.” She left him there, and it felt, distinctly, like leaving the last sober man at a party.

      The cold came up off the bay and found the wet hem of everything she had on. Fifty-eight in the air and colder pouring off the water, and Grace, who had spent thirty-four summers learning this exact stretch and one long weekend watching it eat people who hadn't, kept to the high side of the path out of pure animal arithmetic, a few feet of mud and beach grass between her shoes and the tideline. It was nothing. It was also the only margin the locals had ever held over the renters, and the renters had spent two decades paving it for parking.

      Halfway down, the wind quit for a second as it quits in the gut of a storm, and into that sudden hole of quiet the water put a sound, a long wet displacement off to her left, out where the dock was, the unmistakable sound of a great deal of ocean being moved by something that was not the wind. Her flashlight found rain, chop, and nothing else.

      She had read enough of Roland's water by now to know that finding nothing and there being nothing were two different facts. She climbed the last of the slope to the cottage faster than she meant to, and did not look back at the dock, on the grounds that some things you are better off not confirming.
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      The cottage had light when nothing else on the point did, a steady gold sit of it in the one window, because Gram kept a hurricane lamp trimmed and filled against a day the rest of them had decided would never arrive. Grace stood on the step, streaming water, and took in the plain arithmetic of it: her grandmother was the only human being for three miles who was, tonight, completely ready.

      “You're wet,” Gram said through the screen, before Grace's hand reached the door. She was in her chair, turned to the black window, a cup of tea going at her elbow. “Come in before you let all the warm out. I'm not heating the Atlantic for you.”

      Inside, the cottage was dry and small and almost unbearably calm. The deck sat on the table, squared to the edge. Beside it, the neat stack of blank cards and the good capped pen, and Grace did the thing she could no longer not do. It was count the stack, and the stack was shorter than the last time, and she pulled her eyes off it before her face could report the finding.

      “Sit. You'll want tea you won't drink.” Gram poured a second cup anyway and set it square on the table, a place setting for a guest she had been expecting. “There's Saltines. Don't say I never fed you. Lord knows nobody up that hill ever fed me.”

      Grace knew this room. She had been coming down to it her whole life and it had never changed: the tide chart thumbtacked by the door, curling at the corners; the framed sampler on the wall with its lines of old water-rhyme that the cousins had always taken for decoration; the one good chair aimed at the window like a captain's at the glass. Nothing in the cottage had ever been arranged for a visitor, because for sixty years there had been exactly one visitor, and she was sitting in the wet chair now, dripping on the floor.

      “Gram. People are dying.”

      “People have been dying off this point since before this family bought the right to ignore it,” Gram said, and sipped her tea, unbothered.

      “Five of them. Since Friday.”

      “Is it five.” She said it as a person checks a grocery total, not startled, just running the column again to be sure the store hadn't cheated her. It was the worst thing anyone had said to Grace, and the old woman had managed it without a knife, a raised voice, or a single drop of heat.

      Grace sat. The chair was warm. Everything in the little room was warm and squared and prepared, and out the window the storm was throwing the whole sea at a family that had spent two decades pretending the sea was scenery.
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      “You want to keep your people alive,” Gram said, into the window, “it was never complicated. I have been saying it at this table for sixty years to anybody who would sit still for it.” A small precise pause. “To nobody. Don't go in after dark. Don't go down alone. Don't tell the water you're safe. It takes that as an RSVP. And when the dog won't go, you don't go.” She tipped her head toward the door and the dark hill beyond it, where, two hundred feet up, the dog was conspicuously not going. “That animal has better sense than my whole bloodline, and better manners. He at least waits to be asked.”

      “Why are you telling me the rules,” Grace said, “instead of just. Telling me what's happening. Gram.”

      “Because you're the only one who ever wrote anything down.” Gram turned from the window at last, and the lamplight did her no favors and needed to do none; she looked exactly like what she was, a small tidy old woman with a teacup and a level stare. “Your father took my sign down. Did you know that. The one at the turnoff, the leaping shark, the one that told the renters the truth.

      Bad for the listing, he said. Hurt the sunset.” She turned the teacup a quarter inch on its saucer, squaring what was already square. “He put me in this cottage, rented my house to strangers eleven weeks a summer, and pulled down the one honest thing left on the property because it cost him a booking. I keep a list of things like that. Old women keep lists. It's most of what we're still good for.”

      “You want to know what I got this past year, from the lot of them?” She did not wait for an answer; she never did. “Half of them went in together on a video. Of themselves. Wishing me well. From Aspen.” She let the word Aspen hang there like a baited hook. “Megan's little one calls me the old one. Not Gram. The old one, like I'm a kind of weather.

      And when I went in for the hip in March, you want to know how many of the forty came by the hospital?” She made a small neat zero with her thumb and finger and looked at Grace through the hole in it, beaming, as though it were a porthole onto something lovely. “They sent flowers. To the wrong room. There was another Joan two doors down with a kinder family, and she got my lilies. I do hope they cheered her up.”

      She nodded at the window, at the storm leaning on the glass. “Nineteen thirty-eight, this same water took a wedding party off the Spit. The whole tent. The old people on this point spent the next fifty years telling the summer families the rules, and the summer families spent the next fifty years calling them charming and buying the lots anyway.” She sipped. “I'm the last one who has the rhyme by heart.

      When I'm gone there won't be a soul on Mooncusset who can tell you why you don't say you'll be right back. You'll just say it. And the water will go on doing what the water does, and not one of you will know to call it anything but a run of bad luck.”

      “They're my family too,” Grace said. “The ones in the water tonight. They're yours.”

      “They were mine at Christmas, when there was a house in it for them, and a view, and a grandmother who'd mind the kids so the parents could drink on the dock.” She set the cup down, square. “You cannot be family eleven weeks a summer and a stranger the other forty-one. The water can't tell a relative from a renter, Gracie.” A small pause, mild as weather. “Turns out, after long enough, neither can I.”

      Grace's eye went, once, to the squared deck and the short stack of blank cards beside it, and Gram's eye followed it, mild and amused, and neither of them said one word about the cards, and the not-saying filled the little room to the rafters. “Something on your mind about my cards,” Gram said pleasantly. “No,” Grace lied. “Good girl,” said Gram, that was somehow the most frightening thing she had said all night.

      “Gram.” Grace made herself say it plain, into the warm and the squared and the terrible calm of the room. “Are you doing this.”

      The old woman looked at her for a long moment, and there was warmth in the look, and the warmth was the part that never once turned the temperature down in Grace's chest. “Gracie,” she said gently. “I'm eighty-one. I can't drive after dark. I can't get the lid off a jar of bread-and-butter pickles without running it under the hot tap and saying something your mother wouldn't like.” A beat, pleasant as a church fan. “What in the world do you imagine I could do to anybody.”

      And she smiled, and she held Grace's eye, and she did not blink, and she let the question sit there on the squared table between them, answered from neither end, that was, Grace understood, its own kind of answer, and the only kind she was going to get, and a thing she would carry back up the dark hill and fail, the rest of that long night, to set down anywhere it would stay.

      Grace started to say the thing she had come down the hill to say, the sentence she had been not-finishing since the first gray morning, that somebody on this point had a tide chart and a grudge and six decades of being proven right, and that she had stopped being able to picture anybody else with, and she stopped. And saying it out loud in this room, to this face, would have felt less like an accusation and more like reading the old woman her own grocery list back to her, item by item, while she nodded along and corrected the total. Some sentences you keep behind your teeth on purpose. She kept that one.
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      “Take the lamp,” Gram said, when Grace stood to go.

      “No. You keep, ”

      “Take the lamp, Grace.” Not a kindness. An instruction, in the register everything she said came in. She pressed it into Grace's hands, the one warm light on the whole drowned point, and for a second the dry hard hand closed over Grace's, that hand still split its own kindling at eighty-one, and the grip said so. “You were always the one who came down the hill,” she said. And then, before it could become a moment, she let go and added, pleasant as you please, “The rest of them will wish they had. Mind the low places going up. It's a greedy tide tonight, and you're the only one of the lot I'd waste a warning on.”

      Grace, who had spent her life unable to refuse this woman a single thing, took the lamp, and did not let herself decide whether the last part had been love or a weather report.

      Halfway up the hill the dog rose out of the scrub to meet her, leaned his whole weight against her wet leg one time, and then turned with her to face back down.

      And out past the cottage, on the black water where no boat had any business floating, Grace's eye caught it, for less than a second, in the long throw of the lamp, a low dark shape that rode too level to be a wave and was gone before she could decide it was anything at all, a boat, the animal, a trick of the lamp on the chop.

      She stood there with the rain coming sideways and the lamp guttering and made herself a small private promise not to have seen it. She was keeping a list now too, of things she would not say out loud. Old women keep lists. She was apparently starting early.

      She came back into the dark house with a lit lamp and thirty-five frightened people, and Hunter looked up, and Kayla looked up, and the room turned toward the light as cold things turn toward any heat on offer. Her father found his feet. “Where'd you get that,” Paul said, eyeing the lamp like it might be itemized later.

      “She had it the whole time,” Grace said, and set it down in the middle of the floor, where the many could keep to it, and let her father decide for himself what that meant.

      What she did not say, what she set down nowhere, because there was nowhere in that house it would have been safe, was the rest of it. That the only soul on Mooncusset who had been ready for this night, the only one with a trimmed lamp and a level head and a complete and accurate list of every way the water could take a person, was the small polite woman they had moved to the bottom of the hill, rented around, and billed, in the end, for the view.
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            NAME NOT THE HUNTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday came up gray and ragged, the storm dragging its back end out over the Atlantic, and for the first time in two days the wind was a thing you could stand up in. The survivors took the dawn as survivors do: by counting. Thirty-five. The number held overnight, which in that house now passed for good news.

      The water did not look better. It looked worse, bigger, browner, hungover and heaving, the bay still throwing itself against the bulkhead in long gray slabs, a sea that has eaten well. Grace stood at the kitchen window with cold coffee and watched it and did the arithmetic she could not stop doing, and the arithmetic said: stay out of it one more tide and the causeway comes back and we live.

      Tyler did different arithmetic.

      Tyler was the finance one, married into a cousin three years back, an in-law who calls the family 'the fam' and means the brand of it. He had spent the whole weekend in a private agony nobody had noticed, because Tyler's entire life ran on a thing the point did not have. It was bars.

      He had eleven thousand followers and a side hustle and a face he had practiced, and for three days the Cape had simply switched him off, and a man does not feel real, Tyler had discovered, when there is no one to perform realness at.

      What nobody clocked, because nobody clocked Tyler past the haircut, was that under the side hustle and the practiced face he genuinely, helplessly liked these people: he had every cousin's birthday saved in his phone, texted his own mother a heart each night, had married into the fam and meant it.

      He felt everything and could broadcast none of it, which made him, that week, the most sincere man on the point and the most miserable, a person with a whole heart and, for the first time in his life, no audience to spend it on.

      And out there in that ugly gray water was the single greatest piece of content of Tyler's life. A tagged great white. A named one. The thing the whole internet was, at that exact moment, refreshing its feeds about, and Tyler was on the one beach in America with a clear shot of it and no one else filming. The math was, to Tyler, simply overwhelming. This was a grail clip. This was the post that turned eleven thousand into a million. This was, though he would not have used the word, his shot.

      And under the math, where Tyler kept the few true things he owned, was a smaller fact he would also never have said out loud: that he was broke, that the side hustle was the only hustle, that the cousins were polite to him in the manner you reserve for a man you have privately written off, and that one real clip, one undeniable thing, might finally make him, in front of all of them, somebody the fam actually meant.

      He had spent the whole weekend in a quiet agony nobody had clocked. He had filmed three days of content into a phone that could not send it: the storm, the candlelight, a moody piece to camera about resilience he'd recorded twice. He had even, on the second night, with a man freshly dead off the dock, caught himself framing a shot, and hated himself for it, and taken the shot anyway, and saved it to a drafts folder that felt, increasingly, like a held breath. A creator throttled is a creator drowning. By Sunday morning Tyler had three days of breath held and one shark left to spend it on.
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      He went for the paddleboard at first light, while the adults were still arguing about coffee.

      “Tyler.” Grace caught him on the lawn with the board under his arm and the waterproof case already strapped to his chest like a defibrillator. “Absolutely not.”

      “I'm not going IN, Grace, I'm going ON. There's a difference. Boards don't count.” He had clearly decided this in the night and polished it. “I stay dry, I get the shot, I'm back before the eggs. It's a paddleboard. On a calm-ish morning. People do dawn SUPs as a wellness thing.”

      “People do dawn SUPs in places where the wellness thing isn't a fourteen-foot animal that ate your uncle in front of you on Thursday.”

      “That's exactly why the clip slaps, though,” Tyler said, and there it was, the whole man in one sentence, and Grace understood she was not going to win this with arithmetic because Tyler had already done the only math that moved him and it had come out in favor of the algorithm.

      Hunter tried next. He tried with everyone; it was the most hopeful and least-rewarded thing about him. He stepped in front of the board with the flat calm that had worked exactly once all weekend. “The water's still got the storm in it. You won't read what's under a chop like that till it's already decided about you. I'm asking you as the guy who reads the water, don't get on it.”

      “Respectfully,” Tyler said, “you read the water. I read the room. And the room is a billion people who want to see this shark.” He smiled the practiced smile. “Two minutes. Name a creator who'd pass this up.”

      Up on the deck, Aunt Lynn had her phone out and trained on him, narrating softly to her own dead livestream, “so Tyler's being SO brave right now”, filming the man filming the shark, the snake comfortably eating its own tail. And Greg, who had personally gotten two people killed in a boat thirty-six hours earlier and learned, as far as Grace could tell, absolutely nothing from it, had his legal pad back out.

      “I'll give three-to-one he gets the shot and lives,” he announced, to a lawn that did not want the action and took it anyway, because in this family a market always cleared. “Five-to-one he gets it and doesn't. Even money he chickens at the dock.” Somebody took the five-to-one. Grace closed her eyes.

      Nobody, in the end, found a way to physically stop a grown man from walking a paddleboard into the bay. Paul tried the mayor voice from the deck, “Tyler. Tyler, buddy, let's be smart, the optics here, ” and the optics, it turned out, were exactly what Tyler was counting on, so the mayor voice for once recruited a man toward the water instead of away from it. They had spent a whole weekend learning you could not make these people duck. They had not yet learned you could not make them stay on the lawn either.

      Kayla came to stand by Grace as Tyler dragged the board to the water's edge. “He's going to die for a video nobody can even post,” she said, quiet, appalled. “There's no signal. He's going to die for a fucking draft.”

      “He knows that,” Grace said. “Some part of him knows that. He's doing it anyway. That's the entire sickness of these people in one boy on a board. They would all rather be seen dying than live unwatched.”
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      For a while it was almost nothing. A man on a board on a gray morning, paddling out past the dock toward the bar where the family legend said a single bar of signal lived, the case on his chest blinking its little red eye. He got maybe eighty yards out, into the deeper green over the channel, and went to one knee on the board and lifted the camera and began, into the wind, to do his voice. “Okay. Okay, you guys are not going to believe where I am right now, ”

      He found the cadence fast; the cadence was the one thing Tyler never lost.

      “so for legal reasons I'm not saying which beach, but if you know, you know, and yes that is the actual Commodore out here, the famous one, and your boy is the only one with eyes on him, so do me a favor and smash that follow, because this, ” he swept the camera across the heaving gray water, selling it, framing it, a realtor of his own last morning “this is a once-in-a-lifetime.” Somewhere under the patter an older, animal part of Tyler did notice the water go strange beneath the board, a deepening, a cold coming up through the foam against his shins, the small wrongness a body knows before a brain will sign for it.

      He noted it as he noted everything now, as a production value. He angled the lens down at it. He thought it would look incredible.

      It looked incredible.

      What Tyler did not know, having spent his whole life looking at water as a backdrop and nothing more, was that a paddleboard puts a man in the exact silhouette a white shark has spent eleven million years learning to hit: a dark shape on a bright surface, floating, slow, seen from below against the dawn. He was not filming the shark. He had paddled out and lain down on the one shape the shark could not resist, and turned on a light, and started to talk.

      The water under the board did not mutter or swell or give him the long telegraphed shove the others had gotten. It did the other thing the fast ones do, the thing that has no warning in it at all, because it does not come up. It comes across.

      The bay did not rise. It came sideways, all of it at once, a gray wall driving flat out of the channel as a door comes when it's kicked in, nothing building, nothing telegraphed, the whole animal already at the speed it had been gathering out in the channel dark for the better part of an hour. The board was there and then the board was three pieces.

      Tyler was mid-sentence and then Tyler was not. The only thing left over the place where he'd been was the gray clap of the water meeting itself, a sound that hit the lawn a half second after the sight did, a deep wrong boom Grace felt in her sternum. The gray water closed gray over all of it. There was nothing on the morning at all.

      The camera floated. Of course the camera floated. It bobbed up in the chop a moment later, buoyant and faithful, its little red eye still blinking, filming the empty heaving water and the gray sky and the three pieces of board, getting, at last, the grail footage, with no one left on the chest it had been strapped to.
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      On the lawn nobody screamed at first. They had used the screaming up on Thursday. This time the sound the family made was worse and quieter, a low collective exhale, a flinch, thirty-some people who had just watched the thing they had spent two days insisting they would not have to watch, watch it cleanly, in good light, with excellent visibility.

      Then Aunt Lynn, who had filmed the whole thing, looked at her own phone with an expression that stopped Grace cold, and said, into the terrible quiet, in a small voice that was already doing the math: “Don't. Don't, ” to herself, maybe, or to all of them, “nobody can see that. Nobody can ever see that.” And she did not delete it. Grace watched her not delete it.

      And then, because the bottom of this family had a sub-basement, somebody said it. One of the cousins, staring at the phone still live in Aunt Lynn's hand, said, in a hush, with what he plainly believed was reverence: “That footage would do unbelievable numbers.” Nobody hit him. Grace considered it.

      What stopped her was the recognition that he was only saying out loud the prayer the whole family had been raised on, that a thing only counts if it's seen, the exact prayer that had just put Tyler into the air on the back of a fish.

      Aunt Lynn held her phone against her chest like a hymnal and said she would never, ever post it, and Grace watched her mean it, and watched her keep it, both at once.

      The tide brought the camera in within the hour, the same as it had handed back the koozie and the flip-flop, depositing the family's dead like a cat leaving gifts on a step. Hunter waded the shallows to his shins, only his shins, with Grace holding the back of his belt and the dog screaming on the bank, and brought it up out of the wrack. And tucked into the case behind it, dry, on a blank-backed card in a careful old-fashioned hand, four words:

      
        
        Name not the hunter.

      

      

      Grace stood with the wet card in her hand and felt the list in her pocket get one item longer, and felt the sentence she would not finish push at the back of her teeth. That whoever was leaving these had a tide chart and a grudge and a complete working knowledge of every old rule on this point, and had known, before Tyler did, exactly which rule Tyler was going to break this morning, and she did not finish it. She had a rule. She slid the card in with the others and said nothing about the cursive, the cursive she had been getting birthday cards in her whole life.

      Down the hill, behind the one gold window, the small shape sat where it always sat, turned to the water, and did not get up, and did not look away, and Grace had the cold clear thought that her grandmother had not come up the hill to see this, and the colder one, the one she put away fast, that she hadn't needed to. She'd had the better seat the whole time.

      Thirty-four, now. Grace changed the number on the count taped to the fridge and stood a second with the marker in her hand, hating the small clean violence of it, a person becoming an edit.

      By full light the family had reached, with the unkillable instinct of a herd, the only conclusion that let them keep breathing: that Tyler had done a foolish thing, that foolish people do foolish things, that this was, in some unbearable way, on Tyler. Greg led the chorus, which took nerve, and which nobody called him on. Kayla stood at the window with her arms crossed and said, to Grace, not to the room, “Three days ago I thought these were the fun ones.” She had stopped being polite somewhere around Thursday and had not started again. “Now I just keep doing the math on who's left between me and the door.”

      “That's the first true thing anybody in this house has said since the bridge,” Grace told her. “Welcome to the family. Try not to get good at it.”

      And they were not entirely wrong about Tyler. It was the worst of it. The water only ever took volunteers out here. The rules just told you that the volunteering was the easy part, the rules had always been the easy part, and that the dying came later, on a clear morning, in good light, with the camera still running.
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            THE WATER KEEPS A LIST

          

        

      

    

    
      By mid-morning the house had organized itself, as it organized itself around everything, into committees.

      There was the leave-now committee, chaired by Greg, who had survived a boat he should not have taken and concluded from this that boats were the answer. There was the wait-it-out committee. It was Grace and Hunter and a dog. And there was the largest committee of all, the one with no name and no agenda, which simply wanted very badly to discuss the situation at length, at volume, without at any point doing a single thing about it.

      They had thirty-four now. The word sat on the fridge in Grace's marker, and people had started avoiding the kitchen, not because of the water out the window but because of the number on the appliance. It was somehow worse, proof in a child's handwriting that the weekend was keeping score.

      Paul, to Grace's quiet horror, had located a legal pad of his own. He was not running odds. He was, as far as she could tell, getting ahead of the liability, a man whose house had become a crime scene and whose first true instinct, even now, even at thirty-four, was the calendar. “We'll have to comp the September renters,” he told Claire, low, by the coffee. “The Hellers are due Saturday.

      If the road's open by Friday we might still, ” and Claire looked at him with twenty-six years of marriage in her face and said, “Paul. We have a shark,” and Paul said, “I'm aware we have a shark, I'm trying to save the fall,” and that, Grace thought, was the closest her father would ever come to a eulogy: we have a shark, and I am trying to save the fall.

      “He took the sign down to protect the rental,” Kayla murmured, at Grace's shoulder, watching it. “And now he's protecting the rental from the thing the sign was about. It's almost fucking beautiful. It's like watching a man bail a boat with the same bucket he drilled the hole with.”

      The no-name committee, meanwhile, governed. An aunt had drafted, in her head and then aloud, a scathing review of the property she fully intended to post the instant a bar appeared, “zero stars, would not return, structural negligence, and frankly the grandmother situation”, apparently undeterred by the prospect that the platform might flag a review whose author had been eaten.

      A teenager asked, for the fourth time in three days, whether anyone had the real WiFi password, the good one, not the guest one, and had to be told, gently, by his own mother, that the WiFi was not the issue this weekend.

      Megan had her notebook back and was logging the morning's death with the grim diligence of a court reporter at the end of the world, time and tide and cause, POSSIBLE NEGLIGENCE underlined a third time, as if a record kept carefully enough might eventually be handed to someone with the authority to undo it.

      And an uncle suggested, with total sincerity, that what the group needed right now was to get calm and centered, and led four people in a breathing exercise on a lawn where, forty feet away, the centering ocean had that morning eaten a man whole.
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      Roland came up from the flats a little before noon, in waders and a slicker that had given up being waterproof during the first Bush administration, and the leave-now committee went quiet, because Roland was the one man on the point whose presence made the water feel like a fact instead of an opinion.

      He would not come all the way in. He stood in the open slider with the gray light behind him and laid it out flat, as he laid everything out, like a man reading tide heights off a chart he had never once been wrong about. The causeway would clear with the morning low, tomorrow, a little after six, for maybe ninety minutes, if the wind let the water off. Not before.

      The Steamship would not run into this. And the boats in this chop, with that animal working the channel, were not an escape; they were a way to die with your shoes on. “You go on the water before that low,” Roland said, “you're not leaving. You're just changing how they find you.”

      Somebody asked, in the voice people use when they are hoping to be told otherwise, whether the thing might simply move on, get bored, or full, and go. Roland almost laughed. “It's not bored. It's been fed.” He said it flat, not yet knowing how right he was, only knowing his water. “A thing that's eaten off one beach all summer stops hunting it. It commutes. Same stretch, same hours. Worked out a long while back that this point was worth its trouble. Keeps the appointment.” He let it settle on the room. “Sharks don't hold grudges. Keep a schedule, though. Better than you people ever did.”

      “And don't any of you get brave with the offshore boat, either,” he added, on his way to the door, like a man remembering to lock up. “Close in, it can't do much. Four feet of water's a tight fit for a fish that size, and it knows it. Out past the Spit it's forty feet of cold. That's where it gets to be itself. Give it deep water and a run from under you, you're done. So stay off the deep. Stay off all of it. The deep especially.”

      “So we sit here another night,” Greg said, “and hope.”

      “You sit here another night,” Roland agreed, “and you do better than hope. You follow the rules.” He let his eyes travel the room, the thirty-four of them, the drinks already going at eleven in the morning, the kids too quiet, the bouncy-castle anchor still screwed into the lawn, the castle a deflated gray heap beside it. “Stay off the water. Stay out of the dunes after dark. Keep together, keep a count, and believe the people who've buried family out here, because we have, and you are about to.”

      On his way out he stopped by Grace, the only one who had been looking at him instead of at the argument, and dropped his voice under it. “You been down to see her.” Not a question.

      “Last night.”

      “And.”

      “And she gave me a lamp,” Grace said, “and told me the rules, and didn't answer the one I asked.”

      Roland nodded slowly, like that tracked, like that was the answer in a different font. “My grandfather leased these beds off hers,” he said. “Fifty years back. He always said there were two things on this point you didn't get on the wrong side of, the rip off the Spit, and Joan.” He settled his ruined hat. “He never did say which one he was more careful of.” And he went back down to his cages, into the only water on the point that had any business holding a man that morning, which told you everything about how Roland rated his odds against the alternative inside the house.
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      After he left, Grace took Kayla and Hunter into the pantry, the windowless room, the one with a door, and did the thing she had been not-doing for two days. She made the list.

      She had the cards in her pocket. She laid them on the shelf in the order they had come.

      
        
        You never called.

        You asked about the wifi.

        Name Not the Hunter.

      

      

      . Blank-backed, every one, in the same careful old hand, dry where they had no business being dry. And against each one she set a death and a rule, out loud, flat, so the pattern could not pretend to be anything else.

      “Tanner. The renter. Bled from the gums and went in at dawn. Brush your teeth, the water tastes a coward.” Hunter's jaw worked. “Nick. Off the end of the dock, chasing a bar of signal. Never say you'll be right back. Steve, in front of all of us, after dark, after the man who lives here told us not to. The two in the boat, telling the water they were safe.

      Tyler this morning, paddling out to put his face next to the thing that's eating us.” She lined the three cards up on the shelf, and caught her own hands doing it as Gram did it, and made them stop. “Every single one broke a rule. An old one. A real one. And every family death got a card, in cursive, and the plus-ones and the renters got nothing, because they aren't on the list. The list is family.”

      “It's a poem,” Kayla said slowly. “The thing on her wall. The sampler. It's not decor. It's the rules. It's, ” she stopped, and Grace watched her arrive at it, the same place Grace had been standing alone since the first gray morning, “it's the order. It's a list of how, in order.”

      “If that's true,” Hunter said, and he was already a step past believing it, already doing the thing he did, “then it's not just a warning. It's a schedule. If we knew the rest of the poem, we'd know what's coming. We could get ahead of it.”

      “We'd have to read the rest of the poem,” Grace said.

      “The poem's on the wall,” Hunter said. “In the cottage.” And the three of them sat with that, that the survival manual for the worst weekend of their lives was hanging, framed, sixty feet down a dark lawn, in the one house none of them wanted to enter twice.

      “How many,” Hunter said suddenly. “How many cards are left. In the stack. On her table.”

      Grace had been waiting two days for somebody else to ask it, and dreading it, because the asking made it real in a way her own counting had not. “I don't know exactly,” she said. “It's a short stack. Thirty, maybe. It was thicker on Friday.” She made herself say the rest. “It gets shorter. Every time I go down there, it's shorter. I keep counting it. I can't make myself stop counting it.”

      Nobody said anything for a moment, in the windowless room, while upstairs the breathing exercise audibly fell apart. Because the arithmetic was right there and none of them wanted to be the one to do it out loud: a card for every family death, a death for every broken rule, a rule for every line of a poem on a wall, and a stack of blank cards, waiting, that was still, by Grace's count, a great deal thicker than the number of people currently dead.

      “So the question isn't whether it stops,” Kayla said, very quietly, the witness arriving at the verdict. “The question is how far down the stack we are.”

      “We're near the top,” Hunter said. “That's the part nobody wants to hear. Five gone and the stack barely moved. We are near the top of the list.” He looked at the three cards squared on the shelf. “Which means the rest of the poem isn't a warning anymore. It's a calendar. And it's mostly empty.”

      “Except it doesn't all fit,” Hunter said, and Grace could have kissed him for seeing it. “The renter. Tanner. He wasn't family. He got no card, and there is no way on earth she knew some stranger was going to floss drunk at midnight and bleed into the bay. That one's just the shark. The water got lucky before she ever dealt a hand.” He let it sit. “So either she didn't start it. Or she watched the water do the first one free and just, took the rest personal. And I don't. I can't tell you that is worse.”

      And there was the other gap, the one Grace kept circling and saying nothing about: one of the cousins off the Friday boat had never turned up at all. No body, no card, no koozie, nothing. Maybe the water took her in the dark with the other one. Maybe she'd waded off into the marsh out of her mind and was lying out there yet. Nobody could say, and Grace was fairly sure nobody ever would, and that one sat in the stack of evidence like a card turned face-down that none of them could make themselves flip.

      Grace did not tell them the last part, the part she kept turning over and could not set down: that the hand on the cards was the hand on every birthday card she had ever gotten, and that somebody on this point was not predicting the deaths so much as scheduling them, in cursive, in advance, at a tidy table sixty feet down the lawn. She did not say that part either. Three days in, she had gotten unnervingly good at leaving the last word off a sentence and letting the quiet finish it. But the line, she could feel, was getting harder to hold with both hands.
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      The fracture came that afternoon, as it was always going to, over the boats.

      Greg had spent the day rebuilding his confidence like other men rebuild engines, and by three he had a faction again, two cousins and an uncle, a quorum that would always rather do the wrong thing now than the right thing tomorrow. Roland had said the low was at six in the morning. Greg had decided, out loud, with a captain's certainty he had earned nowhere, that six in the morning was a suggestion, that the chop was already laying down, that a fast boat with a man who knew the throttle could be at Woods Hole in twenty minutes and back with the Coast Guard before the next tide.

      “You took a boat out Thursday,” Hunter said. “Two people didn't come back.”

      “That was the storm,” Greg said. “The storm's gone.”

      “The shark isn't weather, Greg. It doesn't leave when the rain does.”

      “So your plan,” Greg said, turning it to the room, working the room, because the room was the only thing Greg had ever been good at, “is we do nothing. We sit on a sinking rock and we wait, and we trust the oyster guy, and we read Grandma's poetry.” He got a laugh. He always got a laugh; it was the most dangerous thing about him. “I'm not. No. I'm not dying on this lawn 'cause you people are too polite to get in a boat. No.”

      And Grace watched it happen, watched the room tilt toward the loud confident wrong answer as it had tilted toward every loud confident wrong answer her whole life, because the loud answer let you move and the quiet one only let you wait. Hunter looked at her over the heads of them, the old semaphore, I know, me too, nobody's listening, and she felt the thing she had felt at the very start of this, on the causeway, at the turnoff, with the empty bolt-holes where the warning used to hang: that she could see exactly what was coming, and that being able to see it had never once been the same as being able to stop it.

      “First low is six a.m.,” she said, loud enough to cut it, one more time, knowing. “Roland said six. Everybody who's alive tomorrow night is alive because they waited for six.”

      Claire tried, once, in the kitchen, the only way she ever tried. It was sideways. “Your grandfather waited out the '91 storm on this exact lawn,” she told Greg, drying a glass that was already dry. “Thirty-six hours. Didn't touch a boat. Know why he's not a story we tell at funerals?” Greg said he was sure she was going to tell him. “Because he's the one who got to keep telling them,” Claire said, and set the glass down, and Greg laughed it off, because a confident man can laugh off anything except the morning.

      A mother pulled her two kids off the leave-now side of the room without a word, just a hand on each collar, casting the only vote that weekend that was cast with the body instead of the mouth. It did not change the count. Greg had his four.

      Kayla watched the mother do it and said, low, the truest small thing said in that house: “She's the only one here who voted with her feet instead of her mouth.” Then she crossed the room and went to stand near the kids, on the side that meant to be alive on Tuesday, and Grace understood that the girl had just quietly picked her people, and that they were the right ones, and that this was exactly a thing she could no longer afford to be glad about.

      It got decided the way everything here got decided, sideways, by nobody. By dark, Greg had the keys to the good boat in his pocket and four people who believed in him, and the rest of them had the particular sick quiet of a family that has watched a thing be decided wrong and lacks, as it has always lacked, the one word that would stop it. Grace changed nothing on the fridge that night. She stood in the kitchen with the marker capped in her hand and the count where it was, and waited for six o'clock as you wait on a dentist, knowing the appointment gets kept whether or not you sit down in the chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            KEEP TO THE MANY

          

        

      

    

    
      Greg did not wait for the six o'clock low. Greg had never waited for anything in his life. It was most of how the family had gotten where it was.

      He went for the boat at half past four, in the last of the dark, with his four believers and a cooler of supplies he had packed like a man going to a tailgate instead of a funeral. Grace woke to the sound of the mudroom door and the dog already up and rigid, and got down to the water in time to see the good boat off the trailer and Greg at the wheel, lit by his own phone, looking, for one bad second, exactly like a man about to be proven right.

      “Greg.” Hunter was already on the dock. He did not raise his voice; he had learned, this weekend, that raising it only gave them something to push against. “The low's in ninety minutes. Wait ninety minutes and we all walk out together. You take that boat now and you're a silhouette on black water with the motor ringing a dinner bell.”

      “I'll be at Woods Hole before your low even starts,” Greg said, and turned the key, and the engine caught, loud and obscene in the gray quiet, and that was the dinner bell, rung.

      It did not get far. The boat made the end of the dock and the mouth of the channel, and then the water did the only thing it ever did out here. It was decide. There was no breach this time and no clean theatrical take.

      There was a heavy shouldering surge under the hull, a wrong lift, the whole boat shoved sideways three feet by something that did not show itself, a warning shot, or a miss, or a thing too well fed that morning to bother finishing, and the four believers stopped believing all at once. Somebody screamed to go back. Greg, who could read a room if not a tide, read the room.

      He brought the boat around hard and ran it back to the dock with the cooler sliding and a grown man weeping in the bow, and they fell out onto the boards alive, every one of them, which Greg would spend the next hour describing as a successful reconnaissance.

      The four believers did not describe it as anything at all. They sat on the wet dock in the gray dawn and shook, and one of them, a big soft uncle, kept saying he should have stayed with the group, he should have stayed with the group, as if the group were a place a man could stand in and not a rule a man had to keep, and nobody had the heart, or the spare nerve, to tell him that a rule was exactly a thing he had spent his whole soft life being unable to stay inside of.

      What the boat run bought them, besides a permanently cured faith in boats, was the discovery of how Greg had provisioned an open-ocean escape. The cooler held three bottles of rosé, a bluetooth speaker, two phone chargers useless on an island with no power, a family-size bag of the good kettle chips, and not one bottle of water, flashlight, flare, or first-aid anything. He had packed for the evacuation like a man whose deepest fear, on the open Atlantic with a fourteen-foot animal under him, was being caught underdressed.

      “You felt it,” Grace said to him, on the dock, quiet, while the others ran for the house. “It was right. Greg, it was under you. You felt it. You felt it decide not to.”

      “I had it. I had it handled. I did.” Greg said, and his hands were shaking so badly he could not get the phone back in his pocket, and Grace let him have the lie, because taking it from him would not have saved anybody, and she was learning to spend her energy only on the savable. The water had not spared the boat. It had deferred it. There had been no room, in the shallows, to do more than shoulder it.
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      The low came up gray and grudging a little after six, the bay drawing back off the causeway as it had promised, the road lifting out of the water dark and streaming and passable, a window, exactly as wide as Roland had said, and no wider.

      Getting thirty-three frightened people to leave a house with only what they could carry was its own slow horror. An aunt would not go without a dog she did not own. A teenager tried to bring a skateboard.

      Somebody's wife stood in the shell drive with two roller bags until Hunter told her, flat, that the causeway was a road this morning and a riptide within the hour and the bags were staying, and she left them standing there like two small abandoned tombstones.

      Preston, who had found exactly one use all weekend, carried the case of water bottles and the dry bag of spare batteries and kept to the dead center of the pack, and Grace was obscurely glad to still have him to keep. Aunt Lynn filmed the whole exodus for a feed that still could not receive it, narrating it as a journey.

      And Megan, the lawyer, the designated driver of every family event for fifteen years, the one who had spent the weekend certain that the right documentation would eventually summon the right authority. Megan worked the line counting heads out loud, touching each shoulder as she passed it, because if she held the count then somebody held the count, and a held count was the closest thing to safety her whole profession had ever sold her.

      They went on foot, because the cars were a joke nobody could afford and the boat had just cured them of boats. Hunter ran it like the drill it was. Keep to the many. Nobody walks alone, nobody runs ahead, nobody goes back for a bag, a phone, a dog that was already, sensibly, refusing to come. They moved out onto the causeway in a single clotted group, thirty-some people in the gray dawn with the marsh steaming on both sides and the channel running fast and brown through the low cut at the middle, and for four hundred yards it was working, it was actually working, the many holding together like a single nervous animal crossing open ground.

      Grace walked near the back with Kayla and the kids, where the stragglers would be if there were stragglers, because that was where the danger lived and where, she had decided somewhere in the last three days, she belonged. Kayla carried the smallest cousin on her hip without being asked, a child she had met seventy-two hours ago, and Grace watched her do it and thought, not for the first time, that the only two adults on this causeway behaving like family were the dead boy's plus-one and herself: the outsider, and the one who had spent her whole life getting treated like one.

      The water on both sides was not deep. That was the thing the summer people never understood about this place and the thing the rules had been trying to teach for two hundred years: it did not need to be deep.

      The channel through the cut was a tide-race, a brown muscle of water pouring off the marsh toward the Sound, four feet deep and moving like a river, and four feet of moving water is plenty for an animal built to come in on the flood and leave on the ebb. Grace watched the cut the whole way down the causeway. Hunter watched it too.

      The two people who had read the water watched it, and the other thirty watched their own feet, and that division was the entire history of the family in one gray morning on one wet road.

      Halfway across, the marsh on the seaward side did a thing Grace did not like. A long flat slick was spreading over the grass where the tide was already pushing in, smooth and gray and purposeful, the water finding the low places as it always found the low places, getting in behind them. The window was not just narrow. It was closing from the wrong end first, and only the two people watching the water saw it coming.

      They were almost through. The road climbed up out of the cut toward the mainland scrub, dry land sixty feet off, close enough that people started to do the worst possible thing. It was believe.
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      It was the uncle who broke the many, the big soft one, Greg's, the one who had wept in the bow and sworn he should have stayed with the group. He had a daughter on the mainland. He had been typing to her all weekend into a phone with no bars, promising he would be home for her Sunday game, and three days of unsent promises had hollowed him out from the inside.

      Now there was sixty feet of dry road between him and a signal, between him and his kid, and he could not hold the slow clotted pace of thirty frightened people one second more. He did the math every dead relative had done that weekend, the math that always came out the same: the rule is for them, and I am the exception. He broke into a run, ahead of the many, down into the low cut where the brown water ran fast across the road.

      “Stay in the group, Greg. GREG. Stay in the fucking, ” Hunter had him by a fistful of jacket for half a second and lost it, because a panicking big man is a hard thing to hold by a handful of windbreaker. “Get back here!” somebody screamed. “Greg, the cut, watch the cut, ” But Greg was three days of unsent texts to a kid on the mainland, and there was no word in any language that was going to outrun that.

      He got to the middle of the cut, where the tide-race poured across the road shin-deep and then knee-deep, and the channel took its chance as it had been waiting all morning to take it. There was no fin and no warning and no fairness in it at all.

      The brown water simply heaved, a low fast surge coming up the cut against the current, wrong-way water, and the man went down into it as if the road had been pulled out from under him like a rug, one short cut-off shout, an arm, a churn of brown and a single startling thread of red unspooling downstream on the ebb, and then the cut was just a cut again, fast brown water crossing a road, and the many stood frozen on the high side of it with sixty feet of dry land on the far shore and one of their own gone into eighteen inches of moving water in front of all of them.

      Megan stopped counting. Grace saw it happen, saw the number break in her hands, the one tool she had carried the whole way across, thirty-three going suddenly to a figure with a hole punched in it, and saw her start, helplessly, to count again from the front of the line, lips moving, as though she might find him if she only ran the list one more time, correctly. Kayla took her arm. Nobody else moved at all.

      Nobody went in after him. That was the part that mattered. Not one of the thirty went into that cut, because some animal arithmetic deeper than love had finally, two days too late, taught this family the one rule it had spent a lifetime laughing at: you do not go into the water for the people the water has already taken. They stood on the high side and screamed, and the cut ran red and then brown, and the dry land sat sixty feet away being, suddenly, the far side of the moon.

      For a moment not one of them could move. Then Hunter's voice came across the marsh, flat and hard and carrying, “No. No, off the road, off the, ”, and it was the only sound that could have moved them, the one voice on the point that had been right every single time, telling them once more what right looked like. They moved.
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      The window was closing. The bay was already sliding back over the low ends of the causeway, the road shortening from both directions, and Hunter made the call no one wanted and everyone needed. “The cut's. No. No. Back. Back to the house. Go, go, together, go, ”

      It was the hardest thing Grace had ever watched her family do: turn around, sixty feet from off-Cape, and walk back into the trap, in a clot, slowly, keeping to the many, while the water rose over the road behind them and took back the window like something reclaiming a loan. They reached the compound as the causeway went under for good, and the island was an island again, and the count, when Grace made herself change it on the fridge, was thirty-three.

      Inside, the family did not argue. It was somehow worse than the arguing. Somebody said, into the wet silence, that the uncle had brought the wrong charcoal every single year, the matchlight kind that never got hot, that everyone complained about behind his back and no one ever once told him to his face, and the room made a sound that was half a laugh and half the other thing.

      It was about as close as these people could come to admitting they were going to miss him. Then they sat in the gray light dripping marsh water onto the floors of a nineteen-thousand-dollar rental and arrived, all of them at once, at the thing Grace and Hunter and a dog had known since Friday: that there was no off-Cape. That the road was a lie the tide told twice a day.

      That the only way out of this ran straight through the middle of it. Greg did not pick up his legal pad. He did not run a single line of odds on anything. That, more than the drowned causeway, was how Grace knew the family had finally, completely believed.

      They had done everything right, at the end. They had kept to the many. They had not gone in after him. They had walked back into the worst place on earth because the worse thing was the water, and they had lost only the one who broke the rule, and that, Grace understood, standing in the kitchen with the marker in her hand, was not a comfort. It was the fine print. The rules never promised to save anybody. They only promised that the people who broke them went first, which made the prize for keeping them a front-row seat and a working pen.

      She thought about the stack of blank cards on the table down the hill, and how this one had no card, because the uncle was family but the cut had taken him in the open, in front of everyone, with no need for a note, and she made herself stop the thought there, before it finished, before it walked all the way down the hill to its conclusion and knocked on the lit gold door. She had a rule. She held it. Barely.

      Down at the cottage the gold window was dark for once, the lamp gone up the hill in Grace's own hands the night before. The dark window was worse than the lit one had ever been. The old woman did not need to watch anymore; she already knew how it came out. And that was the thought Grace could not put down, lying awake in the bunk room with the dog's chin on her foot, not that her grandmother was down there in the dark. That she wasn't worried.
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            OUT HERE, NO ONE IS COMING

          

        

      

    

    
      By afternoon the storm was gone, and that was the worst thing that happened all day.

      It did not blow out so much as step back, the wind dropping in the space of an hour, the chop laying down, the bay going from gray slabs to a long flat mercury calm that stretched out past the Spit and held there, glassy and still and bright, the prettiest the water had looked all weekend. The summer people in the family took it as they took everything, as a sign that things were turning their way. The two people who knew the water took it as exactly what it was. Calm did not mean the danger had left. Calm meant the chop was no longer there to hide in, for them or for it.

      There were thirty-three of them now, in a house that smelled of marsh and candle wax and the particular sourness of a family that has run out of ways to lie to itself. The kids were too quiet. The adults had stopped drinking, which on this family read as a kind of surrender. And Megan had not sat down since the causeway.

      Megan was unspooling, and she was doing it in the most Megan way available: she became unbearably organized about it. She had her notebook out. She had a timeline of the weekend, a list of the dead, a column she had labeled AUTHORITIES TO NOTIFY as if the authorities were a vendor who had simply not yet been sent the correct paperwork. For fifteen years Megan had been the family's designated driver, its lawyer, its filer of complaints and reader of fine print, and she had built her entire life on one bedrock faith: that there was a system, and the system worked, and the system came when you called it the right way.

      She had spent three days unable to call it at all. And now the water had gone flat and bright and calm, and Megan looked out at that calm and saw, at last, her window, not to run, but to file.

      The rest of the family met the calm with the only committee work it had left. An aunt declared that the worst was clearly over, as she declared things, into the room, as policy. Greg, who had not run a line of odds since the causeway, looked out at the flat water for a long minute and said nothing, which from Greg was a weather report all its own.

      The kids felt it too; the boy in the shark pajamas, and Grace was, she had decided, going to burn those pajamas if any of them lived, moved closer to the dog, because the dog had not relaxed one inch, and the children had finally learned to trust the dog over the adults.

      Out the window the sea lay flat and gold and gorgeous, and the only two animals in the house who understood that the gorgeous part was the trap were Grace and a retriever.
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      “There's a signal at the old boathouse,” she told Grace, as you announce a finding. “One bar, sometimes. Roof side. Greg gets it for his bets. One bar and I can text out. Not even a call. A text to 911 just. It queues, it sends when it can. I looked it up.” She had looked it up in the spring. Of course she had. “I send the coordinates, the count, the dead. The Coast Guard has the causeway tide tables. They come on the next low. We have done nothing but wait for a road. Nobody has actually filed.”

      “Megan.” Grace kept her voice level. “The water's flat. That's not safe. That's the opposite of safe. Flat water is how it gets close without you seeing it come.”

      “I'm not getting in the water, Grace. I'm going to a roof.” The boathouse sat out on its own short pier, twenty feet of decking over the shallows, the roofline another eight feet up. To Megan it was not water. It was a filing cabinet with a view. “Somebody's gotta do the one competent thing. You people keep. You think it's weather. You think you can wait it out. It's not weather. It's a case.

      And cases get won by whoever files.” And then her voice did a thing it had not done all weekend, went up, cracked on a word, the lawyer coming clean off it for one second, and she shut her mouth and got it back. “I can't sit in that house one more hour listening to Greg take odds on which of us is next. I can't, Grace. Let me go do the one thing I'm actually good at.”

      It was, in the end, the most hopeful and the most doomed sentence anybody said on Mooncusset all weekend, and Megan said it with her whole heart, because she had spent a lifetime being right about systems and could not make herself stop now, on the one weekend the only working system left on the point was the tide.

      Hunter tried. Grace tried. They told her about the lull, about the flats, about the eight inches of water under that pretty pier and what eight inches was enough for. They told her Roland had said the next true low was tomorrow at six and that nothing, no text, no flare, no filing, would bring a boat across a drowned causeway before then. Megan heard all of it as she heard opposing counsel: politely, completely, and with her mind made up before the first word. “Then I'll have filed by the time they can come,” she said. It was unanswerable, because it was correct, and because it had nothing to do with staying alive.

      “Megan.” Grace tried the last thing she had. “The tune card. The one you sent Gram for her birthday. Did you ever go see her? After?” It was a strange thing to say and she did not fully know why she said it, except that the cards in her pocket had started to feel like a map and she wanted, suddenly, to keep Megan off it.

      Megan blinked, thrown, said she'd been slammed at work, said she'd meant to, said it was a really nice card actually, it played a little song, and then she picked up her notebook and her dead phone and walked down the bright lawn toward the boathouse, alone, to go file the paperwork that would save them all.

      And here was the true thing underneath the lawyer, the thing that made it unbearable to watch: Megan was not running. She had a clear lane to the safe middle of the house and she did not take it.

      She walked toward the water, alone, on purpose, because in her version of the world the competent person files the report and the system holds and everyone goes home, and she would rather die believing that than live having watched it fail. It was the bravest stupid thing anybody did all weekend.

      Grace loved her for it, and could not save her from it, and those two facts side by side were, by now, simply what it felt like to be related to these people.

      Kayla started after her. Grace caught her arm. “No.” It came out harder than she meant. “She's already gone. I've watched this family long enough to know the difference between somebody you can still stop and somebody who's already a story. We keep the ones we can still keep. That's the whole job now.” And Kayla, who had learned more in seventy-two hours than the family had learned in forty years, stopped, and hated it, and stayed.
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      Megan made the boathouse fine. That was the cruelty of the calm. It let her make it.

      She climbed onto the pier decking, out over the flat bright water, and then up the canted roof to the high side, and she held her dead phone to the sky with the grim patience she had always brought to fine print. And the Cape, which never failed to deliver the one thing it could, delivered it: one bar.

      Grace, watching from the lawn with her heart going, saw Megan go still, saw her thumbs move, saw her wait, and saw, even at that distance, the exact moment the little message left her hand, because Megan's whole body changed. Her shoulders dropped. Her head came up. She had done it. She had filed.

      The system had a copy now, and the system would come, and Megan, for the first time since the Sagamore Bridge, was safe in the only church she had ever truly believed in.

      Up on the lawn, because of course they did, a small cheer went up. Greg, who ran a market on everything, had apparently been booking odds on whether the text would send, and somebody collected. Aunt Lynn filmed the cheer. For one bright absurd second they were a family at a fireworks show, applauding a woman on a roof, and Grace stood in the middle of them with her stomach going to ice, because she was the only one not watching Megan. She was watching the water.

      Megan stood up on the roofline to wave at the house, to tell them, both arms up, triumphant, and below her the flat bright water showed Grace the thing Megan could not see, the thing the calm had stopped hiding and started displaying: a long dark line moving under the mercury surface, unhurried, gliding in across the shallows toward the pier like a sentence being underlined.

      There was no chop to warn her and no swell to feel and no fin to point at, because in water that flat a fin would have been a courtesy, and the water had run out of courtesies. The dark line reached the pier.

      The pretty glass calm simply broke upward, one great unhurried surge against the pilings, the whole boathouse lurching, and Megan came off the roof and into the bright water in a single graceless instant, notebook and phone and fifteen years of faith in the system all going in together, and the calm closed over her like a held breath let out, smooth and silver and instantly, perfectly flat again, a mirror with nothing in it but the sky.

      On the lawn the family made the small broken sound that had replaced screaming, thirty-two people watching a flat gold sea hold perfectly still over the place where Megan had been a breath ago, as if she had never climbed a roof at all, as if the prettiest evening of the weekend had simply declined to include her.

      Kayla turned into Grace's shoulder and did not cry, because she had learned that too, in seventy-two hours, faster than any of them. Hunter shut his eyes for exactly one second, then opened them and went to move the kids inside, because somebody always had to be the one who moved first, and on Mooncusset that had narrowed, over three days, to a very short list.

      The phone, somewhere under it, had already sent. That was the part Grace could not stop seeing afterward. Megan had been right about the system: she had filed correctly, the filing had worked, and it had saved no one, because out here the system was a road under six feet of water, a boat that was bait, and a number that rang in a building an hour away across a sea that did not take messages.
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      The tide brought her notebook back before dark, bloated and unreadable, all that careful documentation gone to gray pulp, and tucked in the dry pocket of the boathouse rail where a hand had set it square, a blank-backed card in the old cursive. Grace read it alone and did not show it to the others, and it was the worst one yet, because it was the funniest, because it was true:

      
        
        It played a little tune.

      

      

      Grace stood with the card a long time before she understood it, and then she did, and the understanding sat in her like cold water. Megan's birthday card. The one Gram had mentioned the first night, down in the cottage, pleasant as a church fan, the lovely card, the one that played a little tune when you opened it, the one Megan had mailed instead of driving four miles to sit with an old woman for an hour. A slight so small you could not even call it a slight. A grievance so petty it would embarrass a child. And here it was, paid in full, in cursive, in a dry pocket over the place where the water had closed.

      The absurdity of it was the part that frightened Grace all the way to the floor. Not a fortune, not a will, not some buried family crime, a musical greeting card, answered with the whole sea.

      That was the moment Grace stopped being able to hold the sentence she had refused to finish for three days. She did not say it out loud, she still had that much rule left in her, but she let herself, finally, think it all the way to the end: that somebody on this point was keeping a ledger of slights no sane person would remember, and answering each one with the sea, in order, on schedule, and signing the work. Somebody who knew which card Megan had sent. Somebody who had been at the bottom of the lawn the whole time, being billed for the view.

      She gathered the ones she could still keep, Hunter, Kayla, the kids, her parents, into the windowless middle of the house, and she laid the cards out on the floor in the order they had come, and for the first time she did not soften it. “It's a list,” she said.

      “Every death is a rule, and every rule is a line, and the lines are on her wall, in order, and we are not being hunted. We are being read. One at a time. In the order somebody wrote down a long time ago.” Nobody argued. The arguing was over.

      Paul, who had spent forty years making rooms agree the floor was level, opened his mouth to do it one more time, to find the manageable version, the optics, the angle, and found nothing there at all, and closed it. Even the mayor had run out of room.

      Her father with no speech left was how Grace knew that Act One of whatever this was had ended, and that something with worse manners had the floor now.

      Kayla sat down against the wall between two of the kids and pulled them in close, the girl who had come up for one weekend with a boy she was already going to leave, now the steadiest grown-up in a house full of them. She found Grace's eyes across the dark room and neither of them said the thing, because there was nothing left to say that the cards laid out on the floor had not already said, in order, in a careful old hand.

      Outside, the prettiest evening of the whole weekend came down gold and gentle over a flat calm sea, and thirty-two people sat in the dark middle of a rented house and understood, at last and together, that no one was coming, that out here, no one ever had been, and that the only way off Mooncusset led straight down a poem none of them had finished reading.
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            THE WATER DOESN’T BAIT ITSELF

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after Megan, the family woke up looking for somebody to blame, and for once they were not entirely wrong to.

      Grief, in this family, had a shelf life of about four hours, after which it converted, cleanly, without ceremony, into the search for a responsible party. They had buried nobody, because there was nobody to bury; nothing the water took ever came back. So instead they gathered in the wrecked kitchen at thirty-two and did the thing they were truly built for, and developed a theory of the case.

      The theory, that first gray hour, was diffuse. The storm. The causeway. The Coast Guard, who had not come, who were going to hear about this. Paul, gray-faced, still trying to find the version that was manageable, floated that the whole weekend had been a series of tragic accidents, freak events, nobody's fault, and the word accidents sat in the room and died, because even the dimmest cousin had now watched the water take a person off a roof in flat calm, and you cannot file that under freak weather.

      Kayla had stopped talking almost entirely. She sat by the windowless middle room where the kids were, with the dog, and she watched the family as you watch a pot that has already boiled over once. Grace sat with her. Hunter walked the perimeter. They had become, the three of them and a retriever, a small government-in-exile inside a house that was busy electing somebody to hate.

      There was a grim comedy to it, if you had the stomach. This was a family that could not, on a normal Thanksgiving, agree on whose turn it was to host without three drinks and a walkout, and here they were, thirty-two of them, sleeves rolled, suddenly and unanimously committed to the proposition that what this catastrophe needed was a thorough internal review. They had no idea yet what they were looking for. They only knew, in their bones, that somewhere in all this there was a person to be furious at, and that finding him would feel, blessedly, like doing something.

      And the dog would not settle. Gus's old dog, the one that had been right about every single thing and had refused the water since Friday, spent that whole gray morning at the slider that faced the dunes, low in his chest, not barking, pointing. He whined at the glass and looked back at Grace and whined again, the oldest message in the world: there is a thing out there, and you are too stupid to smell it.
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      It was Hunter who finally followed the dog out.

      They went together, the three of them, up the dune line behind the boathouse where the beach grass grew thick over the old hurricane berm, high ground, dry ground, the one stretch of the property the water had never reached. The dog led them straight to a patch of disturbed sand at the foot of the berm, planted itself, and dug, throwing sand between its legs with a focus it had not spent on anything all weekend, and then backed off, fast, and would not go near what it had found.

      Hunter knelt and dug the rest by hand, and the smell came up before the lid did, a low, sweet, rotten reek that Grace knew from the bait barrels at the town pier, the smell of fish left to become something worse on purpose. He pulled up a five-gallon bucket. Then another. Then the corner of a third.

      Chum.

      The lids told the story by themselves. The bottom bucket was old, crusted, half-composted, buried back in the spring when the beach grass was still short. The top one was fresh enough to still be wet at the rim, opened and re-buried within the last day or two, a neat trowel of sand tamped back over it by somebody patient and methodical about the work. Whoever did this had not panicked when the bodies started. Whoever did this had kept right on schedule.

      Old chum and fresh both, ground fish and blood and oil gone to a gray-pink sludge, the kind the boats used to draw sharks for the cage tours out of Chatham, the kind you ladle off a transom in a slick to bring something big up from deep water. Somebody had buried a summer's worth of it in the one dry place on the point. Somebody had been digging it up, a bucket at a time, and carrying it down to the water, and pouring out an invitation, all weekend, by hand.

      “This isn't a shark,” Hunter said, very quietly, crouched over the open bucket with his sleeve over his face. “I mean. It's a shark. The shark's just doing what it does.” He nodded at the buckets, the slick gray reek of them, the buried deliberate summer of them. “But somebody put these here. All spring. Somebody's been feeding it right at the house.”

      Grace knew how it worked; everybody on the Cape half-knew, from the cage-tour boats out of Chatham that the town council fought about every spring. You ladled a slick of this off the stern and let the tide carry the smell out in a long invisible thread, and a white shark a half mile down-current put its nose into that thread and followed it home, and you did it again the next day a little closer in, and the next, and the animal learned the address. It was Pavlov with a transom. Run a slick off the same beach all summer and you did not get a shark that visited. You got a shark that commuted.

      Grace stood on the high dry ground over three buckets of bait and felt the whole shape of the weekend turn over and show its underside. Not a hungry animal that wandered in. A fed one. A trained one. Somebody on this point had spent a season teaching a fourteen-foot white shark that this exact water, this exact house, meant a meal, had rung the bell, and rung it, and rung it, until the bell no longer needed ringing. The water had not chosen them. Somebody had spent all summer choosing them for it, by hand, a bucket at a time.

      She thought of the SHARKTIVITY pings, Commodore on the Mooncusset receiver, three days running, closer each time. The internet had thought the famous shark just liked the neighborhood. The internet had been reading a feeding schedule and calling it a personality.
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      They agreed, the three of them, up on the berm, to bring it to the family carefully, because a houseful of frightened people who have just been handed proof that one of them is a murderer is its own category of dangerous.

      They were right to worry, and it did not help. Hunter carried one bucket down to the deck and set it where they could all smell it and said the plain thing, somebody buried bait on this property and has been chumming the water all weekend; this is not bad luck; somebody did this, and the family received the single most important piece of information of their lives as they received everything, by immediately making it about the wrong thing.

      Because a buried summer of chum meant a person, and a person meant a culprit, and a culprit was, at last, a thing this family knew how to do. The grief and the helplessness drained out of the room in about ninety seconds and were replaced by something almost worse and unmistakably more energetic: the hunt. You could watch them perk up.

      Greg, who had been gray for a day, found his legal pad and a second wind and announced he would be heading the investigation, as though the investigation were a fantasy league. Aunt Lynn began, God help them all, to film a documentary, narrating the discovery of the buckets to her dead camera in the hushed voice of a true-crime host.

      “It's one of us,” Greg said, with the dark relish of a man finally handed, after the worst weekend of his life, a problem he found fun, “or it's the oyster guy.”

      “It is not the oyster guy,” Grace said. “We did this already. We were wrong already. We almost sent guys into the dark after the one person. The one outsider who came back in a hurricane to tell us to stay in. Stop.”

      “So it's one of us,” Greg said, satisfied, having heard the only half he wanted.

      And the investigation, such as it was, convened. An uncle demanded a timeline of everyone's whereabouts at the moment of each death, a fine instinct, undone entirely by the facts that the times were unknown, the deaths unwitnessed by any clock, and the witnesses, to a person, currently somewhere in the Atlantic.

      Aunt Lynn began filming what she had started, in a hushed voice, to call the docuseries, panning slowly across the buckets like an Emmy was on the line. Greg opened a fresh page and started taking odds on the culprit, he had himself a generous favorite and the oyster farmer at a long price, until Claire, passing, looked at the board, looked at her son, and said, “You're. You're taking bets.

      On which one of us. Which relative. Jesus, Greg.” and Greg said, wounded, that he was simply trying to bring some structure to the process.

      It would have been funny. On any other weekend, in any other family, with any other smell coming off the deck, it would have been funny. It was, even now, a little funny, which Grace had decided was the single most Mooncusset fact about the whole catastrophe: that her family could be inside the jaws of the thing and still find time to form a committee about it.

      The alibi phase lasted about four minutes and proved only that the family had spent the weekend blackout drunk and unobserved.

      “Where were you when Steve went in?” an uncle demanded of a cousin, and the cousin said, with total honesty, that he had been doing shots off the kayak rack and could account for none of it, and the uncle wrote this down as though it were damning, and then realized he could not account for himself either, and stopped writing.

      Everyone, it emerged, had an alibi that was simply the word drinking with a different relative's name attached.

      The only people on the entire point who could say for certain where they had been all weekend were Grace, Hunter, Kayla, and the dog, which, Grace noted, and kept to herself, was about to become a problem, because in a room hunting for the one who was different, being the only sober witnesses made you not innocent. It made you suspicious.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      And there it was, the thing Grace had been dreading more than the water, because the water at least was honest: the family had been handed a human-shaped hole in the story, and they were going to fill it, and they were going to fill it with the nearest convenient face, and they were not going to be careful about whose.

      She knew where the buckets pointed. She knew it as she had known since the first gray morning, the knowing she would not say.

      Whoever buried a season of bait on this point knew the water, knew the tides, knew the dry ground from the wet, had been here all summer while the family came and went eleven weeks at a time, knew, in other words, exactly the things a person learns in sixty years of living at the bottom of a lawn nobody walks down. She did not say it.

      She had gotten very good at not saying it, and she was about to need that skill more than ever, because the family had not arrived where she had arrived. The family was looking at the buckets and looking, slowly, around the room, at each other.

      And the worst of it, the part that turned Grace's stomach worse than the reek off the deck, was watching them land. Not on the woman down the hill. She was unthinkable, she was a saint, she sent cards. They landed where frightened people always land. It is on whoever in the room is the least like them.

      They landed on the one person who had read the water from the start, who had known about the storm before anyone, who had been quietly moving people and counting heads and saying the careful true things nobody wanted to hear, who had, when you really thought about it as a scared person thinks about it, been suspiciously ready for all of this from the moment he flew in.

      They landed on Hunter.

      Grace saw it cross Greg's face first, the calculation, the relief of it, the sheer convenience, and then she watched it move through the room like the slick moving out from a transom, one face at a time, drawing the big frightened thing up from the deep.

      “You knew about the storm,” Greg said to Hunter, not loud, not yet, just trying the shape of it in the air to see if it would hold weight. “Before any of us. You flew in and the first thing you did was pull the marine forecast. You've been counting heads since Friday. You knew exactly where everybody was sleeping every night.” Every sentence was true.

      That was the horror of it: each one was a thing Hunter had done because he was the only one trying to keep them alive, and each one, turned a quarter inch in a frightened mouth, came out the other side as evidence. Two more relatives took it up. It had the smooth round shape of a fact before Hunter had finished understanding it was aimed at him.

      “He dug the buckets up,” Grace said, stepping between her brother and the room. “He found them and he showed you. That is not what a guilty man does.” And she heard it even as she said it, heard how, to a family that needed this, it landed instead as precisely what a clever guilty man would do: find the evidence first, own it, point it somewhere safe. There was no sentence she could say that the fear would not fold into more proof. She had spent thirty-four years talking sense into these people. She understood, standing on that deck, that the talking days were behind her now.

      Kayla moved to Hunter's other side without being asked, so that the two people the family trusted least were the two now standing guard over the one man who had kept them alive. “In my family,” she murmured to Grace, “when something terrible happens, we get quiet and we do the dishes. I cannot tell you how much I miss the dishes.”

      Her brother stood on the deck beside a bucket of the proof he had dug up with his own hands, and Grace understood that the second hunt on Mooncusset that weekend had just begun, and that this one would not need the water at all.
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            FEAR DROWNS MORE THAN THE WATER DOES

          

        

      

    

    
      It took the family about three hours to build, out of nothing, a complete and satisfying case against the only person who had been trying to save them.

      They built it as they built everything, by consensus, loudly, and with great confidence in facts nobody checked. Hunter read the water; that was sinister now. Hunter had flown in early; suspicious.

      Hunter owned, in his truck on the mainland, a gear a man owns who fishes and camps and once, a decade ago, took a marine-biology elective, which became, by the second hour, a working knowledge of chumming, and by the third, a motive nobody could name but everybody could feel. He was quiet. He was capable. He had not fallen apart.

      In a house where every other adult had spent the weekend disintegrating on schedule, Hunter's steadiness had curdled, in the family's eye, from a comfort into a confession.

      “Normal people panic,” an aunt said, with the gravity of a woman delivering a verdict she had workshopped. “He hasn't panicked once. You have to ask yourself why a person stays that calm.”

      “Because somebody has to,” Grace said. “Because the rest of you used up the whole supply.”

      But the aunt had said the quiet part, calm is suspicious, and the room had nodded, and Grace understood she was no longer arguing with people. She was arguing with a mood, and a mood does not have a mind to change.

      The evidence kept improving as evidence improves when nobody is allowed to check it. He'd gutted a striper on the back deck once, years ago. He knows his way around blood. He didn't drink much, which in this family was less a virtue than a tell. Aunt Lynn had recast her documentary from tragedy to killer, shooting Hunter in unflattering low angles, b-roll for a verdict.

      Greg moved him to the favorite on the odds board and shortened the line twice. Two of the children, who knew exactly who on this point had kept them safe, watched the adults build this thing with the flat appalled clarity of kids watching grown-ups do something stupid, and said nothing, because nobody up here listened to anybody under forty.

      The horror of it, to Grace, was not that the case was insane. It was that every brick of it was true. He did read the water. He had flown in early. He hadn't panicked. He had counted them. The family had simply taken a man's competence and his love and stacked them into a gallows, because a gallows was the one structure they knew how to build together, and they were so relieved to be building something.
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      By dark the mood had a plan. It was worse, because a frightened family with a plan is a machine that has finally found something to do with its hands.

      The plan, never voted on, simply accreting, was to put Hunter out. Not hurt him, they were quick to say that, quick and unconvincing, just secure him. Lock him in the boathouse, or out on the water-side deck, somewhere apart, somewhere he couldn't get to the buckets or the doors or, the unsaid thing, them. They said quarantine. They said for everyone's safety. They built, in real time, the exact machinery every mob builds, the one that lets decent people walk a man toward the dark and tell themselves they are only being careful.

      They were extremely civil about it. It was the worst part. There was nearly a motion. An uncle actually said, “All in favor of relocating Hunter to the boathouse for the night,” as though the boathouse were a guest room and not a shed sixty feet out over the water where a tagged white had been trained, all summer, to come when the porch light meant supper.

      Somebody asked whether they should bring him a blanket. Somebody else, more honest or just stupider, asked whether they should bring him a life vest, and the question hung there in the candlelight, because a life vest is a thing you give a man you are putting somewhere he might need one, and for one ugly second the whole room heard itself.

      And still they kept going, because stopping would have meant admitting what they were doing, and the family had never once, in forty years, chosen the admission over the momentum.

      And the dark, on Mooncusset, that weekend, was not a metaphor. Putting Hunter out of the house meant putting him on the wrong side of the one rule that had held them all alive, keep to the many, keep off the water, and they knew it, and they had decided, very fast and without saying so, that feeding the difficult one to the dark was a price they could live with if it bought the rest of them a night's sleep.

      Greg appointed himself foreman of it, naturally. Two uncles backed him. They came across the room toward Hunter with the soft, terrible reasonableness men get once they've agreed to do a thing and would only like it to go smoothly, and Hunter, who could have hurt at least two of them and chose not to, put his back to the wall beside Grace and Kayla and said the truest, most useless sentence available: “You're doing the shark's job for it.”

      “Don't,” Hunter said. Just the one word, quiet, and the two uncles stopped, and Greg did not. “Greg. I swear to God, you walk me out to that shed and you'd better be right, because if you're wrong you've fed me to it on a hunch. You understand that? That's what this is, ” “We're being reasonable, ” “You're being reasonable about a goddamn execution, Greg, listen to yourself, ” “Then explain the buckets!” somebody shouted, and three people shouted back, and for a second the room was just open mouths, the family doing the one thing it was truly good at, getting loud instead of getting right.
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      It was Grace who stopped it, and she did not stop it with sense, because sense had left the building hours ago. She stopped it with the one currency the family still honored: the count, and the clock.

      “The top bucket was re-buried yesterday,” she said, loud, flat, getting between Greg and her brother. “Wet at the rim. Roland will tell you, fresh chum, dug up and put back in the last day. So whoever's doing this was out at the dune line, alone, sometime yesterday.” She let it land.

      “Yesterday afternoon Hunter was in the bunk room with me and Kayla and nine kids, moving them off the water side, for three hours, where every one of those children can see him. He has not been alone, not once, since Friday. I have made sure of it.” She looked around the room, at all of them. “You want the one person on this point with an alibi for every hour? It's him.

      The only reason he doesn't have one for the rest is that the rest of you were too drunk to be a witness to anything, including yourselves.”

      That slowed it. Not because they believed her, belief was not the currency, but because she had introduced doubt, and a mob runs on certainty as the shark ran on the slick, and you can break the slick.

      Kayla helped break the rest. “I was there,” she said, into the room, and the room looked at the plus-one it had been ignoring for four days. “The whole three hours, with the kids. He didn't leave. He carried a sleeping four-year-old the entire time because she wouldn't go down for anyone else.” She let that sit, then added, with the flat steadiness she had been running on since Thursday, “I came here a stranger.

      I have watched exactly one adult in this family put other people first all weekend, every single hour, no exceptions. You're about to throw him in the water for it. I just want to be very clear, for the documentary, that I told you not to.” Aunt Lynn, who was in fact still filming, lowered the phone.

      And the dog did the last of it. Gus's old dog, who had refused the water and been right about everything, walked across the room through all those legs and lay down against Hunter's boot, facing the family, as it had lain against the water-side wall on the worst night, putting itself, deliberately, on the side of the man they wanted to feed to the dark. The dog had a better record than anyone in the room, and some animal part of the family knew it, and the plan, which had needed momentum, lost it.

      Roland broke the rest of it. He came up from the flats in the last light, because Roland came when the water told him to, and he listened to thirty seconds of it and looked at the buckets and looked at Hunter against the wall and said, “You think the off-Cape brother buried bait here in the spring. In April. When he was in Flagstaff.” A pause, while that arithmetic did its slow work on the room. “Somebody put that first bucket down before any of you got here this year. Somebody who's on this point when you're not. That narrows it considerable, and it doesn't narrow it to him.”

      He did not say a name. He looked at Grace for exactly one second when he said on this point when you're not, and Grace looked back and neither of them moved their faces, and the not-saying passed between them like a card slid under a door. Then Roland went back out to his cages, having defused a lynching with a calendar and declined, like a man stepping around a hole he'd rather not fall in, to say the thing they were both standing over.
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      They let Hunter go. There was no apology, because the family had no machinery for apology; there was only a sudden collective interest in other topics, the group equivalent of a man whistling and looking at the ceiling. Greg folded up his foreman authority and announced, to nobody, that it had been important to rule him out, as though ruling Hunter out had been the plan all along instead of the thing he'd been talked out of at the wall.

      Hunter did not gloat; he did not have it in him, and there was nothing to gloat about. He came off the wall, rolled his shoulders once, and said to Grace, low, the only verdict that mattered: “They'll do it again. Next time they're scared, and there's no calendar handy and no dog, they'll do it again, and it'll work.” He was right, and Grace knew he was right. The family had just shown its entire hand: that under pressure it would, every single time, eat the nearest different person before it would so much as glance at the easy lit cottage at the bottom of its own lawn. You cannot un-see a thing a family shows you like that.

      But the witch-hunt had done its work, just not the work they wanted. It had not found the culprit. It had proved there was one, Roland's calendar had seen to that, and worse, it had told everyone in the house the thing they least wanted confirmed: that the someone baiting the water was not a stranger, not the storm, not the difficult brother, but a person who belonged here, who was here when the family wasn't, who knew the dune line and the tides and the dry ground from the wet. The call was coming from inside the point.

      You could feel it change the house. The enemy had a face now, an unknown one, somewhere among the faces they'd grown up with, and the family did the arithmetic none of them would say: thirty-two people locked in a dark house together was not safety. It was a waiting room. They began, very quietly, to count the exits and to trust nobody at all. It was, Grace thought, the first sensible instinct any of them had had all weekend, aimed as usual in precisely the wrong direction.

      And nobody, not one of them, walked to the slider and looked down the long dark lawn at the one lit gold window at the bottom of it, because to look there was unthinkable, because she was eighty-one, because she sent cards, because she was the saint they had filed away at the foot of the property and billed for the view. Grace looked. Grace alone looked, as she always looked, and the small lit square looked back, and she felt the sentence she would not finish press so hard against her teeth that it ached, and she swallowed it one more time, and turned back to the frightened room, and started counting heads.

      Thirty-two. For one more night, thirty-two. Grace got the sane ones bedded down in the windowless middle, set the working lamp in the center, took the first watch with the dog, and did the math she could no longer not do: that the family had just spent its last real unity hunting an innocent, that there would be less of them by morning, and that the only question the water ever asked out here had narrowed, for her, to a single unbearable point at the bottom of the lawn she still could not make herself say out loud.

      The lamp burned in the middle of the floor. The dog kept its back to the water-side wall. Down the hill the cottage window stayed lit a long time, later than an old woman with nothing in the world to fear had any cause to be awake, and Grace lay in the dark watching it and wondering what kept that lamp trimmed and burning so late on a night like this, and refusing, still, even now, to let herself land on the answer. Near two, it went dark, as it always did. Grace did not sleep.

      The fisher cats started up again around midnight, and this time nobody made a joke.

      They came out of the tree line one after another, that same woman's scream, that same long unraveling shriek of something being killed in no hurry at all, and the sound rolled down over a dark house full of people who had spent five days learning exactly what else that noise could be. On the first night it had been a punch line.

      Now every throat in the room shut on the same question, and not one of them said it out loud, because there was no good version of the answer: is that the marsh, or is that one of us.

      Somewhere past the bayberry an animal screamed and screamed, and thirty-some Pophams sat in the dark and did the unbearable arithmetic, counting the people in the room and praying the math came out even, and each of them, alone, decided not to go and look.

      She lay with the dog's weight against her hip and stopped, for the first time all weekend, trying to save the entire house. She could not. What was left to her was to keep her own eyes open and her own count honest, and decide, when it came to it, which of these people were worth the price of being pulled out of the water. A smaller promise than the one she'd carried up the causeway Friday, and the first all weekend she had any chance of keeping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            NOBODY SWIMS THE CHANNEL AFTER DARK

          

        

      

    

    
      A house that believes one of its own is a murderer does not sleep, and by the next dusk the Popham compound had stopped pretending to try.

      Roland's calendar had done a cruel thing when it cleared Hunter: it had told the truth, and the truth was worse than a suspect. There was a person on this point who belonged here, who buried bait in the spring and dug it up by the bucket all season, and that person was, by simple elimination, somebody in this house or somebody who could walk into it, and the family, having no way to find him, did the next thing, and suspected everybody, continuously, at low volume, around the clock.

      It made for a long day. Cousins drifted into pairs and then distrusted the pairs. Somebody proposed a buddy system and somebody else pointed out that a buddy system is just a way to make sure you are standing next to the killer, and both of them were right. It is the worst kind of argument to be in.

      Greg, who could not help himself, opened a new column and began quietly booking odds on the chummer's identity, until Claire took the pen out of his hand without a word, as you take a lighter off a child.

      Aunt Lynn's documentary had gone fully paranoid; she was now narrating, to her dead phone, the theory that it was an inside job, panning across her own relatives like suspects in the third act, which it half was.

      The rituals got stranger as the light went. Somebody ruled that nobody could be in the kitchen alone, then amended it that nobody could be in there in a group either, which left the one room with the knives simply unusable. Two cousins who hadn't spoken since a wedding in 2014 reconciled tearfully over a shared conviction that it was Greg, while Greg, ten feet away, was confiding to a different cousin that it was obviously the two who'd just reconciled. The paranoia had become a kind of weather system, and like all this family's weather it generated a great deal of talk and changed nothing.

      Nobody had moved the buckets, either: three open pails of the murder weapon reeking on the deck where Hunter had set them, drawing flies, because moving them meant volunteering to handle the evidence, and handling the evidence, in the current climate, was as good as a confession. So they stayed and ripened, the chum, the suspicion, the unsaid name at the bottom of the lawn, because dealing with any of it meant going first, and this was not a family that went first.
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      And under the comedy of it. It was real, ran the other thing. It was realer: thirty-two frightened people locked in a wooden box on a dark point, each of them now afraid of the water on one side and each other on the other, with no exit the tide didn't own, no authority coming, and the smell of old chum still drifting up from three buckets

      It was the fear of the inside, in the end, that put the next one in the water, not the shark, not a failure of nerve, just the simple unbearable arithmetic a frightened man runs when he decides the devil he can't see is worse than the one he can.

      His name was Wes, that is worth saying, because almost no one in this family ever bothered to. He was a cousin by marriage, a quiet one, an in-law who spends the whole reunion being agreeable to people who never quite land on his name. He had spent the weekend in the background and the last day deciding, in the silence the family left him, that everyone around him was a suspect and the house was a trap and the mainland was right there, a quarter mile across the channel, close enough to see the one streetlight on the far landing.

      And here was his one true thing: he had a daughter's recital he had promised to film, Tuesday, and a wife who was not in this family and would be frantic, and somewhere under the panic was the simple decent thought that if he could just get to that streetlight he could call her and tell her he was alive. He had swum competitively in high school. He told himself that mattered. He told himself a great many things, as they all did, right up to the edge of the water.

      He waited for full dark and the turn of the tide, which he believed was clever and which only meant he had chosen the exact hour the rules warned against, and he went off the end of the public beach in a quiet crawl, no splash, no announcement, aimed at the streetlight, swimming the channel none of the locals would have put a toe in after sundown for any money on earth.

      The water took his breath the second he was in it. September-cold, colder than it had any right to look, a cold that closed on the chest like a hand, and he gasped it down and kept his head and stroked through it, telling himself the cold was good, the cold meant he was doing something, the cold meant he was almost there.

      There was a reason the rule existed, and it was not superstition. After dark the shark owned the whole water column. It could read a swimmer's silhouette against the faint sky-glow on the surface, and the swimmer could read nothing at all, not the bottom, not the cut, not the thing rising under him. Worse, the turning tide drew a thread of warm bay water out through the channel in exactly the line a man would swim, carrying the smell of his effort out ahead of him like a card laid on a table. He believed the dark was hiding him. The dark was the one thing out there that could see him fine.

      He went in without a sound, which the family, by the next day, had decided proved he was sneaking off guilty, and which in fact proved only that he had been raised, somewhere a long way from here, to be considerate even when he was frightened, to not wake a house on his way out of it. He left his shoes at the tideline, lined up neat, toes to the water, as you leave your shoes at a door you fully intend to come back through.

      Grace and Hunter saw him from the deck too late to do anything but the worst thing. It is watch. You could track him by the moon on the channel, a faint regular silver disturbance, the old lap-rhythm of a man thirty years out of practice, stroke and stroke and stroke, smaller and smaller as he pulled out toward the light.
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      There was no breach, and no scream, and no red in the water that anyone could see at that distance in that light. There was only this: the rhythm stopped.

      One moment there was the small silver beat of a man swimming, stroke and stroke and stroke, and the next moment there was the channel lying flat and bright under the moon with nothing moving on it at all, and the absence arrived on the deck a half second after the eye reported it, as the truth always arrived out here, a beat behind the water. No thrash. No call.

      The channel simply went back to being a channel. Whatever happened, happened below, in the dark, in the cold, between one stroke and the stroke that did not come, and the worst of it was how little the surface marked it at all. A man had been there, swimming for a streetlight and his life, and then the moon had an empty channel to shine on, and it shone on it exactly as well.

      For a few seconds nobody on the deck said anything. There was nothing to say that the flat bright water had not already said, completely, in the space of a missed stroke.

      Then the deck came apart the way it was coming apart now, not screaming, they were past screaming, but a low ugly churn of blame casting around for a place to land. “He brought the good tray,” somebody said into the dark, wrecked. “Every single year. The one from 6A, the dill.

      You couldn't get that dip anywhere else, ” “Christ, Carol, the man just drowned and you're doing his crudités.” “I'm just SAYING, ” “He made it. Strong swimmer. He's standing under that streetlight right now, I'd put money on it, ” Nobody believed it; everybody said it.

      “We should've stopped him.” “You couldn't have stopped him.” “Then why's he in the goddamn channel?” And nobody answered that, because the answer was that half of them had watched him slip down to the beach and said nothing, had been quietly, shamefully glad of one fewer suspect under the roof, and had let him go like a draft out a cracked door.

      He had swum off into the dark to get away from them, and they had let him, and the cold below the moon did the rest. It was the family entire in one move: they could not save you, but by sunrise they could absolutely talk themselves into a version where it was not their fault.

      Grace did not join the talking. She stood at the rail with Kayla, the two of them looking at the flat bright channel and the small stupid streetlight on the far side, so close, so completely out of reach, and Kayla said, without turning, “He almost made it look possible. That's the cruel part. For about ninety seconds it looked like a thing a person could do.” “That's how it always looks out here,” Grace said. “Right up to the stroke that doesn't come.”

      Across the channel the streetlight burned on, oblivious, a mile that might as well have been the whole black Atlantic, because the channel was the one stretch of the trip the water still charged full price for.
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      It broke something loose in Greg, but not the thing you would have hoped.

      Grace watched it happen on his face in the moonlight, and it was not grief and it was not fear; it was calculation, finally gone cold and serious. The dock boat had failed. The causeway had failed. The swim had just failed in front of him, in the dark, in real time. And Greg, who had spent the whole weekend being loudly, cheaply wrong, arrived, too late to be any use to anybody but himself, at the first genuinely competent thought he'd had since Friday: that the only way off Mooncusset that hadn't been tried was the right boat, run right, by somebody willing to plan it instead of bolt.

      He went quiet after that. Grace noticed, because quiet was not Greg's native weather.

      She watched him drift down to the boathouse in the last of the commotion, watched him stand a long time at the big offshore boat, the deep-V, the real one, the one built to take open water, and run his hand along the gunwale and look at the fuel gauge and the long dark throat of the channel, not like a man who was going to do something stupid tonight, but like a man taking a measurement for later.

      He came back up with the keys to it in his pocket and a new, contained look on his face, and said nothing to anyone, and Grace filed it under the long and growing list of things on this point that were going to get somebody killed, and could not yet have told you it would be him.

      The dog watched the whole performance from the top of the lawn and declined, pointedly, to follow Greg down to the boathouse. Grace had decided, somewhere in the last four days, that if she ever wrote this family a survival guide it would run one page, and the whole page would say: whatever the dog is doing, do that. The dog was not getting in a boat. The dog had not been wrong once all weekend. Greg, who had been wrong on a more or less continuous basis since Friday, was already, in his head, loading one.

      She changed the number on the fridge. Thirty-one. The marker was running dry; she had to press hard to make it write, which felt, by now, like a sick little joke the house was telling at her expense.

      She told Hunter, low, in a few words, what she meant to do. He did not tell her it was insane, though it was, going down to the cottage alone broke every rule she had spent the weekend enforcing, and they both knew it. He said only, “Take the dog.

      And if her lamp's lit when you get down there, you turn around.” It was the most useless and most loving instruction anybody had handed her all weekend, because they both understood she was not turning around for a lit lamp or a dark one. She had run out of road the same way the family had.

      The only difference left between Grace and the cousin out in the channel was that Grace meant to walk toward the thing in the morning, in the light, with her eyes open, and ask it its name.

      She had made the decision the night had pushed her toward since the gold window went dark. In the morning, at the first low, in the light, with the dog, doing it right, as none of them ever did anything. She was going down to the cottage to sit across the table from her grandmother and stop leaving the last word off the sentence. And she was, at last, no longer entirely sure she wanted to be told she was wrong.
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            THE LINE SPEAKS NO MORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace went down to the cottage at first light, as she had told Hunter she would, with the dog at her knee and her heart going like a fist on a door.

      She had rehearsed it through the whole sleepless night, the conversation she had been not-having for four days. She would sit down across the table. She would not leave the last word off anything. She would say it. You have a tide chart and a grudge and sixty years of being ignored, and you have been answering it with the sea, and I need you to look at me and tell me I'm wrong, and she would watch the old face do whatever it did, and she would finally, for better or for catastrophe, know.

      The morning was clean and cold and pink over the water, the prettiest the weekend had managed since the first dead boy on the beach, and Grace hated it for it. The tide was out. The flats steamed. The dog came down the lawn with her this time, all the way, which it had not done once since Friday, and Grace did not like what that told her: the dog only went easy near the water when the water was empty, and empty water this week meant the thing had gone somewhere else to be fed.

      She had brought no plan past the speech. She had a flashlight she didn't need in the daylight, a sentence she'd been saving for four days, and a dog that, for once, had agreed to come, and she told herself that was enough. At least she knew she was being a fool. That, she had decided sometime in the night, was the only edge a person got out here, and she meant to spend it carefully.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The cottage door stood open.

      Not ajar. Open, swung wide to the cold morning, the screen unlatched and ticking against the frame in the small wind, the one lamp inside burned down to nothing and gone cold, the cottage holding the flat kerosene-and-cold-ash smell of a wick that had run itself dry hours ago. Grace stood on the step with the whole rehearsed speech turning to ash in her mouth, because you cannot accuse an empty chair.

      Gram was not there. The bed was made with the hospital-corner precision of sixty years' unbroken habit. The teacup sat washed and squared in the rack. And on the table, dead center, was the deck, and beside it the stack of blank cards, shorter again, and the good pen, capped, and laid across the top of the stack, squared to the grain of the wood, a single card with nothing written on it at all. A blank one. Set out. Waiting for a name.

      Grace stood over it a long time. She did not touch it. There were exactly two ways to read an empty cottage and an old woman gone at dawn, and they could not both be true, and she could not tell which one she was looking at.

      The room gave her no help. It never had. It was the same small squared world it had always been, the tide chart curling by the door, the sampler on the wall with its lines of old water-rhyme that Grace could no longer pretend was decoration, the one good chair turned to the glass. A life lived so neatly it left no fingerprints.

      A person could read this room as the den of a patient killer, or as the tidy little world an overlooked old woman leaves behind when she slips off unnoticed on the worst weekend in her family's history, and neither reading would close, because the awful genius of Gram, the thing that had always been true of her, was that she gave you nothing at all to decide it with. She had spent sixty years being underestimated. She had gotten very, very good at it.

      Either her grandmother had walked out into the cold at the turn of the tide to do the work, down to some skiff, some bucket, some patient errand at the water's edge, and Grace had been right all along.

      Or her grandmother, eighty-one, who could not drive after dark and could not open a jar of pickles, had wandered out of an unlocked cottage in the night toward the one thing on this point that ate whoever went near it alone, and the water did not check birth certificates, took the chummer and the chummed-for with the same indifference, and Grace had been wrong, and the last thing she'd felt for the woman she loved had been suspicion.

      She stood in the open door between those two stories and could not move into either one. It was, she understood, the cruelest thing the water had done to her, and it had not even had to get its teeth wet to do it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Up at the house, while Grace was learning that the answer had gotten up and left before she could ask the question, the family was losing the last of its tether to the world.

      It went as the lights had gone, and the road, and the boats, quietly, and then all at once.

      The one device still hoarding a charge, kept alive in a drawer like a holy relic, had been the family's last open line: not for calls, never for calls, but for the one thing the Cape never failed to push through, the shark alerts, the SHARKTIVITY pings off the Mooncusset receiver that had been narrating Commodore's address to them, grimly, for four days. Somebody had been checking it hourly as you check a heartbeat.

      And sometime in the night the receiver had stopped reporting, or the last bar had died, or the buoy had simply gone the way of everything else out here, and the screen, when Hunter held it up, showed only the small gray words that were, Grace thought when she came back up and heard, the truest epitaph the weekend was going to get: NO SIGNAL.

      The line spoke no more. There would be no more pings, which meant no more knowing where the animal was, which the family received at first as a mercy, out of sight, out of mind, a thing this family was world-class at, until Hunter pointed out, flatly, that not knowing where Commodore was did not mean Commodore was gone. It meant they'd lost the one instrument that ever told them the truth about the water, and would have to do the thing none of them had ever managed: watch the water themselves and believe what they saw.

      They took it about as well as you'd think. There was a brief, passionate movement to find a charger, in a house with no power, for a network with no signal, which kept three grown adults occupied the better part of an hour on the theory that the problem was the battery.

      A cousin suggested they all just drive somewhere with better service, and had to be walked, gently, by his own teenager, through the fact that the road was currently the Atlantic Ocean. Megan would have written it all down. There was no Megan. So it burned a whole hour nobody had to spare, arguing about bars. And Greg, quiet and cold since the boathouse, looked at the dead screen and said only, “Doesn't matter.

      We were never going to call our way off this rock,” which scared her, because Greg had quietly pocketed a set of boat keys, and a man who's stopped believing in rescue and started believing in his own boat is a man with a plan and a death wish in the same jacket.

      And when Grace told them Gram was gone, the cottage open, the bed made, the old woman simply not there, she watched the news land on her family and learned the last ugly thing she needed to know about them. They barely registered it. A few looked stricken for the length of a breath.

      Most just absorbed it into the running tally with a small nod, one more empty chair, and somebody, she did not catch who, and was glad, said, half to himself, “well, she was eighty-one,” in the tone you'd use about a houseplant. They had not noticed the old woman in forty years of Christmases. They were not going to start noticing her now, just because the water might have.

      The one person on this point who had reliably known where Gram was at any hour was Grace, and she stood in the wrecked kitchen and let that sit.

      Kayla was the only one who reacted like a person. She found Grace in the hall and said, low, “Gram is. Gram is missing, and they're arguing about a fucking charger. A charger.” Not a question, an autopsy of the family in one sentence. “I keep thinking I've found the bottom of these people, and then one of them hands me a shovel.” She studied Grace a moment. “You don't think she wandered.

      It's all over your. You think she walked. On purpose. You do.” Grace did not answer. It was by now the only honest answer she had, and Kayla nodded slowly and took it and filed it with everything else she had learned in four days about the family she'd wandered into for one long weekend with a boy she'd been three days from leaving.

      ***

      The near thing came at the bottom of the lawn, on her way back up.

      She had gone down once more, alone, stupid, she knew it was stupid, she had a rule about exactly this and she broke it, to look at the cottage dock, the little finger pier off the foot of the property where Gram kept the rowboat she used for her oyster floats.

      The lawn gave way to a strip of black tide-mud at the bottom, cold straight through her sneakers, sucking at each step and giving up the green-rot reek of low water, and the little pier ran out over it on pilings furred gray with weed and white with old gull lime. She wanted to know if the boat was there.

      If the boat was gone, then Gram was out on the water by choice, and Grace was right. If the boat was there, then Gram had left on foot into the dark, and Grace was a monster who had spent a week suspecting a murdered old woman.

      The boat was there. Tied off, rocking, innocent.

      And Grace was standing at the end of the little pier looking at it and feeling the bottom drop out of her certainty when the dog, up on the bank, made a sound she had not heard it make all week, not the warning whine, not the bark, but a low scramble of claws and a snarl, and Grace turned and the water at the end of the pier was not flat anymore.

      It was mounding. A long pale pressure was sliding in along the pilings out of the bright shallow morning where there should have been nothing, drawn to the one warm-blooded fool standing alone over the water at the turn of the tide, and Grace did the only correct thing she had seen anyone do.

      It was the thing the rules had been screaming for four days: she did not freeze, and she did not gawk, and she did not reach for her phone. She ran.

      The pier boards were greasy with dew and weed and gull lime, and her sneakers skidded on the second one so that she took the last stride half-falling, palm slapping wet wood, a splinter driving up under her thumbnail she would not feel until that night.

      Three strides and onto the grass, and the boards behind her shuddered and the morning cracked open with a sound like a barn door slammed underwater, and she did not look back to see how close, because looking back was a renter's move and Grace had finally remembered she was from here.

      She made the grass on her hands and knees with the dog's teeth in her sleeve, dragging, salt and mud in her mouth and her thumb starting at last to throb, and lay in her father's wrecked hydrangeas a second time that weekend and felt, this time, nothing like peace.

      She lay there with her heart slamming and her palms full of mulch and understood the thing two hundred years of renters had drowned not understanding: being right about the water did not exempt you from it. She had read it correctly every time, warned them, counted them, kept to the many, stayed off the dark water, and the water had still reached up the cottage pier and taken a swing at her in broad daylight. Knowing the rules only told you what was about to kill you. They had never promised to stop it.

      So the boat was there. And Gram was not. And the answer Grace had gone down to get had got up before dawn and left the door open behind it, and the only thing the morning had told her for certain was that the water was still keeping its appointments, and that whoever had been making them, Grace was now on the list herself.

      She got up out of the flowers, brushed the mulch off her knees, and looked once more down the lawn at the open cottage door and the cold lamp and the blank card squared on the table, as her grandmother squared everything she ever touched.

      Then she climbed back up to the house full of relatives who could not be troubled to wonder where the old woman had gone, and she did not tell them about the pier, or the thing that had come up it, or the boat still tied at the end of it. She had a list of her own now, of things she would not say, and it was getting long.

      And climbing, she could not put down the one thought the empty cottage had left her with: that the blank card on the table had been set out for somebody, squared and ready, and that she had spent four days assuming she knew every name on the deck except, somehow, the one that frightened her most, her own.
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            NO COIN BUYS THE TIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      It is a particular talent of certain families that even at the bottom of a catastrophe, with the bodies uncounted and the dead still in the water, somebody is already doing the math on the estate. In the Pophams, that somebody was Uncle Don.

      Don was Paul's younger brother, and he had spent the whole of his adult life being Paul's younger brother, which meant keeping a private ledger of who owned what and who was owed what and what, exactly, would come to him when the music finally stopped. He had arrived Friday with a tape measure in his weekend bag, Grace had seen it, because the compound was, in Don's running estimate, worth a number with a comma in a place that kept him up at night, and Don had ideas about that number, and the ideas had only sharpened as the family thinned.

      He did the arithmetic out loud, by Sunday, in the low confiding voice men use when they want you to believe they are simply being practical while everyone else is being emotional. There were fewer of them now. Fewer heirs.

      The property passed, under the trust their father had set up, to the surviving siblings and then down, and Don had clearly run the cascade, because he had started, around the time the count dropped past the halfway mark, to look at his remaining relatives less like family and more like line items that might or might not clear. He did not say he was glad anyone was dead. He was careful about that. He just had, suddenly, a great many thoughts about deeds and originals and where, precisely, the important documents were kept.

      The important documents were kept, as it happened, in the fire safe bolted into the floor of the offshore boat, the big deep-V at the mooring, the one boat the family used for the long runs to the islands, the one with a cabin and a strongbox where Paul stowed the deed and the trust originals and the emergency cash every season, on the theory that a boat could outrun a house fire. Nobody had thought about it in days. Don had thought about little else.

      Don simply wanted to be holding the right paperwork when the dust settled, and the dust, this weekend, was settling at a rate that made a careful man's pulse quicken. He had taken to standing at the window doing a thing with his lips that Grace eventually identified as silent multiplication. He had asked Paul, twice, in a tone of deep concern, whether the trust language was up to date. He had referred to the dead, on at least one occasion, as the no-longer-participating, caught himself, and amended it to the ones we've lost. It was worse, because you could hear him reaching for the version that would play. Grief is supposed to make people generous. It made Don efficient.

      Grace had watched Don her whole life and never quite managed to hate him, because the man was not cruel, only relentlessly and cheerfully self-interested, the human equivalent of a fee that compounds. He had ruined two Thanksgivings over a borrowed snowblower. He had once, at his own mother's wake, asked the funeral director for an itemized receipt. He was, in the family's fond shorthand, a real piece of work, and the family had spent decades laughing at the pieces of work it produced instead of asking why it kept producing them. The water did not laugh. It took everybody the same way, eventually, and only ever in the one form of payment.
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      He pitched it as a rescue. That was the genius of Don, the thing that let him sleep: he could want a selfish thing so sincerely that by the time he said it out loud he had reframed it as a favor to everyone.

      “The originals are out on the boat,” he told the room, grave, responsible, a man shouldering a burden. “The deed. The trust. If anything happens to this house, and look around, something is happening to this house, the family needs those documents. Insurance is going to be a nightmare. FEMA is going to be a nightmare. Somebody has to think about the after.” He let that sit, the word after, like a man who had already moved into it. “I just. I row out, grab the safe, row back. Ten minutes. It's. Look, it's the responsible thing.”

      It was not the responsible thing. It was a quarter-mile round trip in a tin dinghy across open water nobody could see into, to retrieve a fireproof box of paper that would mean exactly nothing to a dead man, and Grace said so, and Hunter said so, and even Greg, who had cornered the market on bad water ideas, said so.

      Roland said it plainest. He had come up that morning with the day's hard news and was on the porch when Don floated his errand, and he listened to the whole thing with the flat patience a man earns pulling a lot of optimists out of this water, and then he said, “You want to row out there for a box of paper.” Don started to explain about the trust. “I heard you. Water doesn't hear 'deed.' Doesn't hear 'responsible.' One thing in that boat it wants. That's you.” He spat off the porch rail. “No coin buys the tide, son. Never has. You can't make a withdrawal out there. You can only make a deposit.”

      It was a good line, you can only make a deposit, and it landed on the porch as every true thing had landed on this family all weekend: it got a respectful pause and changed nobody's mind. Half the room privately agreed the documents probably should be secured. A cousin allowed that Don had a point about insurance. Paul, who could have ended it with one word, did the Paul thing.

      It was decline to spend authority on a fight he might lose in front of people. He said they'd discuss it, in the tone that means we will not discuss it, and drifted off to be the mayor of some other room, and his silence was, functionally, a yes. That was the family entire, in one beat: nobody had said go. Nobody ever said go. They just declined, one by one, to say stop, until the absence of stop did the job.

      Don thanked him for his input as you thank a man whose advice you have already decided to ignore, and waited for the porch to lose interest, and took the dinghy down to the water at the slack, when the surface lay still and false and bright, and pushed off toward the boat with the careful strokes of a man rowing toward an inheritance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He made the boat. He always made the boat; the water out here let you make the boat; off this exact point, the trip back was always where the paying happened.

      On the lawn, the family watched as it watched everything now, uselessly, and at volume. Somebody said he was going to make it, look, he's almost there. Somebody else, with the grim new literacy four days had taught them, said nothing and just watched the flat water around the moored hull. And Greg, cold Greg, boat-keys Greg, watched Don's whole errand and took silent, narrow-eyed notes, because the man was, whether either of them would have admitted it, running a rough draft of Greg's own plan, and Greg wanted to see which part killed him.

      Grace watched from the lawn with her heart in her teeth. Don tied the dinghy to the swim platform, climbed aboard, went below, gone a long minute, two, while the bright water lay around the moored boat and gave away nothing, and then came up triumphant with the gray fire safe clutched to his chest, both arms around it, grinning back at the shore like a man who had just won an argument with his whole family at once. He set it in the dinghy. He climbed down after it. He cast off and got the oars set and took one stroke back toward the lawn, already drafting, you could see it, how he would tell this story.

      And here was the small true thing about Don, the thing that made it land instead of merely satisfying: under the greed, way down, he had a daughter in graduate school he was secretly, ruinously proud of, and he had told himself the whole way out that this was for her, that the deed was her future, that a careful man protects his own, and the terrible thing was that he half believed it, and the more terrible thing was that it did not matter at all to the water how he had justified the trip.

      The dinghy came apart on the second stroke. There was no swell and no fin, only a sudden upward shrug of the bright surface under the little boat, a heave that stood the dinghy on its end and spilled Don and the safe and the oars into the water together, and the safe, being a safe, went straight down, and Don, reaching for it on pure animal reflex even then, even there, went after it half a beat before the water closed the question entirely. The last of him anyone saw was a hand, open, grasping, going down after a fireproof box of paper into water that did not care what was written on any of it.

      The moored boat swung quiet at its line, the swim platform still trailing the cut painter, exactly as if no one had ever rowed out to it at all. The whole thing had taken, from triumphant grin to flat water, perhaps nine seconds. Grace stood on the lawn and thought that if you had been looking away, checking the burgers, framing a reel, doing your inheritance math, you would have missed it entirely, and that this, too, was the water's oldest trick out here: it did its worst work in the exact length of time it took a distracted family to look back down at its phone.
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      The dinghy washed up by afternoon, swamped and empty. The safe did not come back; the safe was on the bottom of the channel, which Grace figured was right where it would stay, the deed and the trust and the emergency cash sealed up fireproof and waterproof and utterly beyond the reach of every living Popham, which Grace decided was the closest thing to justice the weekend was going to manage.

      What did come back was the cash he'd had loose in his jacket, a few hundred dollars in twenties, because Don was a man who carried cash, and the bills came in on the tide over the next hour, one and two at a time, plastering themselves green and sodden against the bulkhead and the rocks.

      And Grace watched two of her surviving relatives, after a decent interval of horror, drift down to the waterline and begin, not quite looking at each other, not quite admitting it, to collect them. To pick Uncle Don's twenties off the rocks and smooth them and put them in a pocket.

      Because the water had taken everything else, and a family that had learned nothing in four days was not about to start by leaving good money on the beach.

      Kayla watched them do it, the wet bills going pocket to pocket, and came and stood by Grace and did not say anything clever for once. “I keep thinking it can't get worse,” she finally said, “and then it finds a way to get worse and stupider at the same time. That's the part nobody warns you about.

      It's a horror movie and a group chat at the same fucking time, forever.” She watched a cousin peel a twenty off a rock and inspect it for damage. “Your uncle drowned reaching for a box, and they're laundering his beer money in real fucking time.” Grace said the truest thing she had: “They'll have a story about it by dinner where it was respectful.” They did, in fact, have one by dinner. It was that Don would have wanted the cash to stay in the family.

      That, Grace thought, watching them, was the whole point the water had been making since Friday, finally written large enough that even she could not look away from it. The rules were never really about sharks. The shark was just the enforcement. The rules were about what you valued, and whether you'd let it walk you into the water, the renter's vanity, the influencer's audience, the rich man's deed, and this family had spent forty years valuing the wrong things so loudly that the water had simply started collecting on the difference.

      Hunter came and stood with her while the cousins worked the rocks. He had given up, somewhere back around the dock, on getting these people to behave, and had narrowed his whole project down to the handful worth saving and the rules that might do it. “Two boats out there now we can't use,” he said, quiet, counting as he counted. “The mooring boat's swinging loose. Don never re-cleated it.

      And Greg's still got the keys to the deep-V.” He let that sit.

      “When this family decides to try the water one more time, and it will, it's going to be Greg, and it's going to be that boat, and there is not going to be a thing you or I can do about it but be standing where we can pull people out.” It was the grimmest, most useful sentence anybody had said, and Grace loved him for it, and added it to the list.

      Thirty. The fridge marker had finally died, so she scratched the zero in with a child's red crayon from the bunk room. It felt about right. Down the hill the cottage stood open and empty, the old woman still gone, unaccounted, neither confirmed nor cleared. And somewhere in that terrible day Grace had caught herself hoping the boat was empty when Don rowed out to it. Hoping Gram was out there somewhere, alive and dry and patient, instead of down in the cold with the safe. She couldn't tell anymore whether she was hoping for a victim or a suspect. She put the crayon back in the drawer and did not chase the thought any further than that.
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            WEAR NO ONE FACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aunt Lynn had been documenting the apocalypse since Friday, and by Monday afternoon she had found, in the wreckage of her family, the thing she had been chasing her whole performing life: a story arc.

      She had started the weekend filming gratitude reels. She had moved, over four days and as many funerals' worth of the missing, through war-correspondent, through true-crime host, through what she had privately begun calling, to her dead phone, the docuseries, and somewhere around the time the count dropped below the original guest list she had arrived at the genre she was truly built for. It was redemption.

      Aunt Lynn had decided the family was going to make it. Not because there was evidence for this. Because make it was the only ending her audience, the audience that could not see any of it, that did not know she existed, that lived entirely in the dead glass of a phone with no bars, would reward.

      The one time Grace had seen Lynn genuinely rattled all weekend, it was not by a death. It was by a battery icon. Lynn had been narrating Steve's not-quite-funeral to her dead phone when the thing dipped below ten percent, and the look that crossed her face, pure animal panic, was the most honest expression Grace had ever caught on her. The deaths, Lynn could handle; the deaths were content. The unsurvivable thought, the one that could actually break her, was that something might happen and go unfilmed. She would have stepped over any body in this family to keep a charge. She had, in fact, more or less done exactly that, twice.

      She had spent the weekend turning each death into content before the body was cold, and she had done it without cruelty and without quite noticing, as a mill turns grain: everything that went in came out as story. Tanner had been a cautionary tale about wellness culture. Steve had been, in Lynn's narration, a meditation on male hubris. The cousins lost off the boat had been, somehow, a piece about the importance of family.

      She had stood at the rail that morning and filmed the flat empty channel where the night-swimmer had gone under and breathed, to no one, that the silence out there was honestly so powerful, and Grace, hearing it, had understood that there was no longer any event in the world big enough to interrupt Aunt Lynn's coverage of it, and had wondered, with a chill she did not examine, whether anything ever could.

      And the angle she had landed on, this particular bright afternoon, for an audience of no one, was hope.
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      She gathered them at the seawall, where the lawn dropped to the little dock and the water and the best light on the property, the gold hour coming down over the bay as it had come down, indifferent and gorgeous, over every death of the weekend. She wanted, she announced, a group shot. The survivors. Everyone who was left, together, the family that endured. “People need to see we're okay,” she said, arranging them, and nobody had the heart or the energy to point out that people could not see anything, that there was no signal, that okay was the one thing they provably were not.

      They let her arrange them, because it was easier than not, and because some animal part of even this family wanted, on some level, to be told a story where they survived. They had spent four days unable to agree on anything, and here they were, shuffling obediently into a row for a photograph nobody could ever see, taking direction from a woman filming a dead phone, which told you that the deepest instinct this family had was not survival, or grief, or even love. It was posing. Offer a Popham a lens and a tragedy and the Popham will fix its hair.

      “Kids in front,” Lynn directed, framing and reframing. “Kids in front always. It reads as future, it reads as we're doing this for them. Somebody move the cooler, it's giving frat party. Paul, chin down, you look like you're about to give a deposition. Gorgeous. Okay, on three I want everyone to do a face like we made it. Not happy, we're not monsters. Just, like, quietly unbroken.” And thirty people who had watched the water take a quarter of their number arranged their faces into quietly unbroken, because it was, somehow, even now, easier than telling Aunt Lynn no.

      She lined them up along the seawall with the water behind them, thirty exhausted, frightened, sunshowered people blinking into the low light, and backed away down the little dock to fit them all in frame, holding the dead phone up in both hands, her whole face lit with the only thing that had ever truly moved her. It was a good shot coming together.

      Hunter saw the geometry of it before Grace did, the backing figure, the dropping boards, the water, and started down the lawn at a walk that became a run. He was already too far to matter. He had been, Grace thought, too far to matter where this family was concerned his whole life; it was just that the distances had never been this literal before.

      “Everybody close in! Closer! I want the water behind you. It's going to read as, like, we beat it, we're still standing, ”

      Somewhere up the darkening edge of the lawn, back toward the tree line, something screamed. It was thin and high and human, and it cut straight up the slope through the gold light, and two of the cousins flinched and half-turned toward it. Lynn did not turn. “It's the cats,” she said, without lowering the phone, reframing. “Fisher cats. They do it all day out here, Roland said.

      Eyes back to me, don't break the energy, we almost had it.” And the two cousins, because the alternative was unbearable and because a woman with a phone had told them what the sound was, turned back to the lens and put their survival faces on again. Nobody went up the lawn to look. The scream did not come again.

      Not one of them ever found out whether it had been a fisher cat or not, and that was the bargain the marsh had been making with them for five days, taken one last time, because Lynn asked and because it was easier than climbing that lawn in the gold light to find out. Nobody went to see about it. It was the first of the rules any of them had finally learned to obey.

      And she took another step backward down the dock, toward the water, toward the light, toward the frame, her eyes on the little screen and the thirty faces in it and not, not once, on the dark gold water sliding against the pilings a foot below the boards behind her heels.

      Grace saw it as she now saw everything, a half second before it happened. “Lynn,” she said. Then, louder, moving: “Lynn, the water, look behind, ”

      But Aunt Lynn had not looked behind her at anything in fifteen years. Behind her was where the unfilmed world was. Behind her did not exist.
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      She went off the end of the dock backward, still framing them, still beaming, mid-sentence, “and we're gonna look back on this and lau, ”, one heel finding air where the last board should have been, and then the water taking her down and in with the small flat splash of a thing that weighs more than it looks, and the last clean image any of them had of Aunt Lynn was her face, lit and delighted, looking not at the water that was killing her but at the screen that held her family, performing survival into a lens at the exact instant the water proved her wrong.

      And here is the part Grace would never get out of her head, the part that was the whole family in a single reflex: as Lynn went over, the phone left her hands. It came up out of her fall in a bright tumbling arc, screen flashing white, and three separate relatives lunged for it, fast, sure, coordinated, the most decisive thing the family had done all weekend, and somebody caught it. Caught the phone. Snatched it clean out of the air over the water and clutched it to his chest and rolled back onto the safe boards, breathing hard, having saved, on pure inherited instinct, the document and not the woman.

      Hunter hit the end of the dock two seconds later, going down on his stomach with one arm in the water to the shoulder and Grace's fist in his belt again, both of them reaching into gold shallows too bright to see into, and there was nothing to reach. There was never anything left to reach by the time you got there. You got exactly enough time to watch someone go, and not one second more, and you always spent that one second grabbing for the wrong thing.

      Nobody caught the woman. Nobody had even reached for the woman.

      It happened close in, in the shallows at the foot of the dock, in water that barely would have covered her if she'd stood up, the whole horror of it that she walked into it herself, backward, one step over an edge she never looked at because looking at it meant looking away from the screen, and Aunt Lynn, who had spent her whole life making sure she was seen, went out of the world entirely unwatched, because at the one moment it counted every eye that loved her had been on the screen instead of her face. She had got her wish and its exact, savage inversion in the same second. The footage survived. She did not.
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      The phone, when the shaking cousin turned it over, was still recording.

      It had caught all of it, the group lined up beaming, the lurch, the arc, the gold water, and it sat there in his palm playing it back automatically, a tidy little ten-second clip of a woman filming her family one instant before the water took her, a footage that would, Grace thought with a nausea she could not name, absolutely do numbers, if numbers were ever again a thing that existed. Nobody could quite make themselves delete it. Of course they couldn't. It was the most Lynn artifact imaginable: she had finally made the thing that would have gone viral, and the only price had been her.

      And then the floor fell out of even this family, because somebody finally said it out loud.

      “You caught the fucking PHONE.” It was Hunter, soaked to the shoulder, up on his knees on the boards, and he said it again, louder, to the cousin still clutching the thing to his chest, “She's in the water and you caught her PHONE, you caught a fucking PHONE, ” and the cousin, white, shaking, screamed back a defense that was no defense at all: “It was in the air, it was right there, I didn't.

      I wasn't thinking, Jesus, I wasn't, ” “No shit you weren't thinking, none of us were thinking, that's the whole goddamn, ” Paul had him by the shirt now, and somebody was crying and somebody was screaming and somebody, Greg, God help him, Greg, said, low, into all of it, “Is it still recording?”

      That was the floor. They had finally found it, four days and a dozen funerals late, and it was this: a man asking whether the drowning had come out in good resolution before anyone had asked whether the woman could be reached. Nobody answered Greg. Nobody had to. The cousin turned the phone face-down against his chest as if that could un-ask the question, and the crying took over from the shouting, and after a while somebody pried the phone gently out of his hands and pocketed it screen-down, and the family turned and went back up the lawn toward the house, smaller again, quieter again, the thing riding screen-down in somebody's pocket the whole way.

      Twenty-nine. Grace scratched it into the fridge with the bunk-room crayon and stood a moment with the red wax in her hand. Wear no one face. The old line had sounded like superstition and meant, like all of them, something plain: Lynn had drowned a foot from her family because she'd spent her whole life a foot from everyone, beaming through the glass at a crowd that was never there.

      And the part Grace knew she'd answer for someday: of every death the water had served up all weekend, this was the one Lynn herself would most have wanted the footage of. She'd have called it her best work. She might, Grace thought, looking at the saved phone in the cousin's shaking hand, even have been right.

      Kayla had not been in the photo. She had stepped quietly out of the row when Lynn started directing and gone to stand with the kids, which meant she was one of the few looking at Aunt Lynn's actual face, and not into the lens, when it happened. She found Grace afterward and said, almost to herself, “She was smiling at us. Right at the end.

      She was smiling at the version of us inside the phone.” She wiped her eyes once, hard, businesslike.

      “Note to self: throw my phone in the ocean before it does that to me.” It was a joke, the bravest kind, the kind you make so you don't do the other thing, and Grace took it as it was meant and did not laugh, and the not-laughing was its own small treaty between them, the only two people on the point who still knew the difference between watching a thing and being there for it.

      Down the hill, the cottage stood open and empty and gold-less, the lamp out, the old woman still gone, and Grace, who had started keeping her own private list of the missing and the taken, realized she no longer knew which column to put her grandmother in, and that the not-knowing had quietly become the worst thing on the point: worse than the shark, worse than the family, worse than another beautiful afternoon emptying the house one name at a time.

      She set the crayon down on the counter.

      There were twenty-nine of them left, and the poem on the cottage wall had more lines in it than that still unspent, and Grace had run out of cousins to talk out of the water and out of reasons not to do the one thing she had set out to do that morning before the empty cottage and then Don and then Lynn had each, in turn, stopped her.

      She was going to go down the hill. She was going to stand in that small squared room and read the rest of the rules for herself, in order, all the way to the last line, and find out, finally, whether she was reading a warning, or a guest list, or her grandmother's confession, or all three at once.

      The dog got up when she did and pressed against her leg and looked down the hill toward the cottage, and for the first time since Friday it did not growl at what was down there. Grace chose, very deliberately, not to think about what that might mean. She clipped the leash on anyway, put the last working flashlight in her pocket, and went to find Hunter, to tell him where she would be and how long to wait before he came looking.
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            THE LIST WAS ON THE WALL THE WHOLE TIME

          

        

      

    

    
      The sampler had hung on the cottage wall Grace's whole life, and she had never once read it.

      That was the genius of where Gram had put it, not hidden, displayed, framed in cheap gold drugstore frame above the good chair, a cross-stitched verse every Cape cottage had, the kind your eye slid off as it slid off a placemat or a Live Laugh Love. Grace had eaten Saltines under it a hundred times. The cousins had laughed at it for thirty years and called it Gram's spooky needlepoint and never read past the first line, because the first line was a joke and the joke gave them permission to stop. Brush your teeth. They had assumed the rest was more of the same.

      There was even a story about it, told as comedy. Gram had tried once, decades back, to read the whole thing aloud at a cookout, to walk the cousins through it line by line, the summer a college kid drowned off the Spit, and the family had laughed her down before she cleared the third line, and Aunt Lynn, younger then and exactly the same, had filmed it for a Christmas blooper reel.

      Grandma and her doom poem. They had played it every holiday since, to gales of laughter. Grace thought about that reel now, in the cold, with the lamp throwing her shadow up the wall. Eleven of the people laughing on it were dead. The old woman had stood in a room and read them the order of it, out loud, to their faces, and they had turned her into a bit.

      She had come down at last light to do the thing she had set out to do that morning before the empty cottage and Don and Lynn had each, in turn, stopped her: read the rest of the rules for herself, all the way to the bottom. The cottage was exactly as she had left it, bed squared, teacup squared, the deck and the short stack of blank cards squared on the table, the cold lamp, the open door. The old woman was still gone. The dog came as far as the step and sat, and would not cross the threshold, which Grace had stopped trying to interpret because every interpretation she had was worse than the last.

      She lit the hurricane lamp she'd carried back down, set it on the table, and stood in front of the cheap gold frame over the good chair, and read the whole thing, finally, top to bottom, for the first time in thirty-four years, and felt the floor of the weekend drop out from under her one line at a time.
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        WHAT THE WATER REMEMBERS

        Brush your teeth, for the tide tastes a coward.

        Never say you will be right back.

        Believe the ones who were born to this shore.

        Keep from the water once the light has gone.

        Never tell the deep that you are safe.

        Go not down to it alone.

        Name not the hunter, nor go to look on him.

        Keep to the many; the one is the meal.

        When the dog will not follow, do not.

        No coin buys the tide a single hour.

        Take nothing sweet from a stranger's hand.

        The lone reed at the edge is the first to be cut.

        Nor will a bigger boat carry you home.

        Luck is no life vest in the end.

        Honor the old, or the old keeps the books.

        Call home your blood, while the line still answers.
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      She read it twice. Then she stopped pretending she was reading lore.

      Because it was not lore. It was a ledger. Every line was a grave she could already put a name in. Brush your teeth. Tanner, on the beach, the first morning. Never say you will be right back. Nick, off the dock. Believe the ones born to this shore. Roland, warning them, ignored. Keep from the water once the light has gone, Steve. Never tell the deep you are safe, the boys in the boat.

      Go not down to it alone, what she had done twice now and survived twice on luck she was running out of. No coin buys the tide. Don, that morning, reaching for his safe.

      And on, and on, the carded dead falling into the lines in order, top to bottom, in the same order they had died, not all of the dead, she would see later, but the ones with a card, the scheduled ones, as if the poem were not describing the rules but reading out a roll somebody had been keeping since before any of them were born.

      Even the ones she had not watched happen fit. Take nothing sweet from a stranger's hand. She did not know yet which death that was, only that it was coming, that somebody was going to try to bargain or be bought. When the dog will not follow, do not.

      The dog had been refusing the water since Friday and refusing the cottage threshold tonight, and Grace stood there with that line in front of her and the dog framed in the open door behind her, declining to come in, and felt the back of her neck go cold.

      The thing had been telling them, the whole time, in needlepoint, where the deaths would land and in what order, and the family had laughed at the first line and stopped reading. It was, when you thought about it, the most Mooncusset cause of death imaginable: killed by a list you found too tacky to finish.

      And the lines that had no name in them yet were the ones that turned her hands cold. The lone reed at the edge is the first to be cut. Nor will a bigger boat carry you home. Luck is no life vest. Honor the old, or the old keeps the books. They sat there at the bottom of the verse, unspent, waiting, and Grace stood in the cold reading her family's near future off a piece of needlepoint a dead-or-missing old woman had stitched and hung over the good chair forty years ago, where every one of them could have read it any summer they cared to, and not one of them ever had.

      She did not have a signal, but the phone still took pictures. She photographed the sampler, all of it, with hands that were not quite steady, and then, because some part of her did not trust a phone in a house where everything else electric had died.

      She found the capped pen and a blank card off the squared stack and copied the unspent lines out in her own hand, and noticed, doing it, that her own writing leaned the same direction as the cursive on the cards. Everyone's did, in this family. They had all learned to write from the same woman. She put that thought down very carefully, as you set down something you have found out is loaded.

      And there it was, underneath the cold: the first real weapon anybody on this point had been handed all weekend. If the poem was the order, and it had held for every carded death so far, then it was not only a record but a forecast. She was holding, in a drugstore frame and her own unsteady cursive, the one thing the family had never had against the water: a way to see it coming.

      The lone reed. The bigger boat. Luck. She could read ahead, get somewhere before the water did. But not alone, and not by handing a roomful of terrified people a list of who went next; for that she needed someone who could hold a terrible pattern in both hands without pointing it at a cousin. There was exactly one of those left on the point. She needed her mother.

      On the table the stack of blank cards sat squared and waiting, one shorter than the last time, and Grace did not count it, and the not-counting was the loudest thing in the room.

      ***

      She came back up the hill with the future in her pocket and walked into the middle of the family eating itself again.

      They had a new suspect. They always had a new suspect now; suspicion had become the household's only renewable resource. This time it was a cousin named Pat, a quiet one, seen slipping down to the boathouse at odd hours and coming back with his jacket wrong, who refused to say what he was doing; and a family that had buried eleven people on broken rules took refusal as confession.

      Greg was running the case, having appointed himself the family detective somewhere around the second body, a man with no relevant skills and total confidence, which on this point made him a natural for leadership. He had, Grace noted, quietly stopped putting himself on the suspect list around the time he pocketed the keys to the deep-V.

      It came apart fast and stupidly. Pat was not chumming the water; Pat was hiding in the boathouse to finish a vape he didn't want to share and to cry where his kids couldn't see him, and when the great unmasking of the Mooncusset Dealer turned out to be a grown man embarrassed about a nicotine habit and his own tears, the family had the grace to be ashamed for almost a full minute. Then it went looking for the next one.

      Kayla found Grace in the kitchen doorway watching the family hunt its own tail. “They did it again,” she said, not a question. “They found a person to be furious at instead of a thing to be afraid of.” She had the flat affect now of somebody four days past surprise. “My mom's whole side stopped speaking over a parking spot in 2009. I used to think that was the worst a family could get.” She watched Greg reopen his suspect board with fresh energy. “I owe them an apology. They were amateurs.”

      Grace did not tell them about the poem. She had learned, the hard way, eleven times over, exactly what this family did with information: it made it a weapon and pointed it at whoever was nearest and least like them. She would tell the one person who could do arithmetic instead of damage. She would tell her mother. But not yet, and not here, in a room that would take the kill-list and somehow find a way to read it as an accusation against the wrong person.
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      The cry went up a little after dark.

      It came from down toward the water, a child's voice, high and broken, one of the cousins' kids, screaming that somebody was hurt, that Aunt Dana had to come, that there was blood. There was, it would turn out, real blood: a teenager had gone over the rocks at the tideline chasing the dog and opened his shin to the bone, and was down there in the dark at the very edge of the water, screaming, exactly where no one with any sense would go after dark, exactly where the poem said the light had gone and the deep was listening.

      And Dana. Dana who was a nurse, Dana whose entire self was built around the thing that happens in a person when they hear someone cry that they are hurt, was up off the couch and moving before the sentence was finished, grabbing the first-aid kit she had kept packed and ready all weekend because being ready to help was the only way Dana knew how to be afraid.

      “Dana.” Grace was moving too, but she was across the house and Dana was already at the slider. “Dana. Not that way. Dana, the water's right there. Go around, go around. DANA, ”

      But there is a rule for exactly this, and it is the cruelest one on the wall, because it asks you to be less than your best self in order to live. Turn from the cry. Do not go down to the water for the one who is screaming. And Dana, who had spent her whole life unable to turn from a cry, who was good in the precise way the water punished hardest out here, was already through the door and down the dark lawn toward the sound of a hurt child, with her kit in her hand and her whole heart in front of her. It was the worst possible place to keep it.

      Grace went after her. Behind them the house, for once, did not vote. It just watched the two women go down into the dark toward the screaming, and waited.

      The lawn in the dark was a different country. Grace ran it full out and still could not close the gap, because Dana had the head start and the awful speed of a person weighing nothing at all, and the screaming reeled her in like a line.

      Down at the tideline the hurt boy was a pale smear on the black rocks, his shin laid open to the white of the bone and one sneaker gone somewhere in the dark and not ever coming back, his leg folded wrong beneath him, the tide already licking at the lowest rock he lay across, and the dog was there already, planted at the high edge of the rocks, barking not at the boy but at the water, the deep professional barking it saved for one thing only, which meant the thing was close, which meant the only creature on the point who had read every rule correctly was standing at the line it would not cross, shouting with its whole body at the people too deaf to hear it.

      Dana hit the rocks and dropped to her knees beside the boy, barnacles opening both shins through her jeans, and did what she was built to do, fast hands, low voice, the kit flipping open on the wet stone.

      She got the bleeder under her thumb and told the kid he was fine, he was fine, she had him, in the exact voice she'd used on every frightened stranger in every ER bay for twenty years, the voice that had talked a thousand people back from the worst minute of their lives.

      The boy's blood was black in the dark and warm over her knuckles, the rocks greased with weed and cold to the wrist, and she did not lift her eyes to the black water a yard off her back, because a nurse looks at the patient. That is the entire job.

      Grace was still twenty feet up the rocks, screaming her name, when the water behind Dana stopped being water and started, in the dark, without a sound, to lean in.
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            TURN FROM THE CRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Here is what the rule costs, the one on the wall that says turn from the cry: it costs you the best thing about yourself, and if you will not pay that, it takes the rest.

      Dana would not pay it. Dana got the bleeding stopped, got a pressure wrap on the boy's shin in the dark by feel, talking the whole time in the low steady voice that had walked a thousand strangers through the worst minutes of their lives, you're okay, you're okay, I've got you, and that voice was the most competent and most human sound anybody had made on Mooncusset all weekend, and it was, the water had decided, a meal announcing itself.

      Grace got down the rocks to them as Dana was lifting the boy. “Hand him up,” Dana said, calm, a professional handing off a patient, and Grace took the boy under the arms and hauled, and for one second the three of them were a chain, the boy going up out of the dark toward the lawn, Grace's hands full of him, Dana's hands flat on his back giving the last push, and in that second, the exact second the boy came free, the water took the one whose hands were emptiest.

      It came up over the low rocks behind Dana without a wave, because the rocks were the trick of it, a person on the rocks feels safe, feels ashore, feels done with the water, and the water at the foot of the rocks is four feet deep and right there.

      There was a heavy surge, a wrongness, the smell of the deep arriving all at once like a door opened on a freezer, and then it was out of the water to the gills, gray and streaming and impossibly there, and it took Dana from behind at the waist while her hands were still flat on the boy's back giving the last push.

      It folded her down into four feet of black like she weighed nothing, and the rocks where she had knelt went red under the flashlight, and the only sounds were the wet, enormous work of it and Grace screaming “NO, no, no, no, DANA, ” and Hunter roaring “GET HIM UP, GET THE KID UP, ” from the top of the rocks. Dana herself never made a sound.

      She had spent her scream on the boy. The dark closed over the place she had been, and the boy came up into Grace's arms alive, screaming for the aunt who had just bought him with the last clean second the water was ever going to give her.
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      Grace hauled the boy the rest of the way up over the rocks with a strength she did not have and found anyway, the dog suddenly there with her, dragging at the kid's collar, the two of them and a fourteen-year-old's dead weight scrabbling up the wet stone away from the water while Hunter came down the last of the lawn at a sprint and got his hands in it and they pulled, all of them, away from the edge, away from the dark, until they were on the grass in a heap with the boy screaming and bleeding and gloriously, unbearably alive.

      He lived. His leg would heal. He would carry the wrap Dana tied in the dark for the rest of a life she had bought him, and he would, Grace hoped, grow up to understand the size of the bill, though she doubted it, because he was a Popham, and understanding the size of bills was not the family's gift.

      Dana did not come back. The water did not give her back that night. What it gave back, near midnight, on the rocks where she had knelt, set above the tideline where the morning would be sure to find it, dry, squared to a flat stone, was a blank-backed card in the old cursive, and Grace read it alone with the flashlight and felt the now-familiar cocktail of horror and the sick bark of a laugh she hated herself for, because the note was, like all of them, true, and petty, and exactly the size of the grievance that had been running this whole machine: SOME NURSE.

      Grace stood with it a long time. Some nurse. Because Dana was a nurse, had been the family nurse, the one you called about a rash or a lump or a parent's failing heart, free, any hour, and had not, in some accounting somebody on this point was apparently still keeping, ever driven the four miles to look in on an eighty-one-year-old woman at the bottom of a lawn.

      A nurse to the whole world and to strangers and to a bleeding boy on the rocks, and not, the card said, to her. It was monstrous. It was insane.

      It was a thing no sane person would kill over, and that, Grace understood, holding the card, was the point and had been from the first morning: the gap between the size of the slight and the size of the answer was not a flaw in the thing. It was the thing.

      Because that was the horror nobody up the hill had let themselves look at straight. If the motive had been money, you could guard the money. If it had been some old buried crime, you could dig it up and face it. But you cannot guard against a grandmother's grievances, because there is no bottom to them and no logic to them and no way to pay them off.

      You sent a card instead of coming, you fed the dog off a real plate, you were a nurse to the whole world but never to her, and each one, on its own, was nothing, was less than nothing, was a slight every family commits against its old people ten times a year without noticing. The family had committed a thousand of them. It had simply never occurred to anyone that somebody had been keeping the receipts, in cursive, against a day the account might come due.
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      The family took Dana harder than the others, and Grace understood why, and hated the reason. It was not that they had loved Dana more, though they had loved her, in the careless way they loved everyone they relied on and never thanked. It was that Dana had been their insurance.

      As long as there was a nurse in the house, some animal part of every one of them had believed, there was a floor under the worst that could happen. Dana was the reason you could be reckless. Now the reason was gone, and the recklessness looked back at them, all of it, every stupid bet and broken rule of the whole weekend, and had no one left to bandage it.

      “She told me once,” Kayla said, very quietly, sitting with Grace on the dark stairs while the house came apart upstairs, “the first night. Before any of this. She said the trick is you pick one person. You keep them alive. You just do the next small thing, and the panic can't get in while your hands are busy. So I keep my hands busy. That's it. That's the whole trick.

      That's all I've got.” She turned the flashlight over in her hands. “She kept the boy alive. Her hands were busy. The panic never got in.” She looked at Grace. “She wasn't scared, at the end. I keep thinking that's the saddest thing I ever heard, and then I think it might be the only good death on this entire godforsaken point, and I can't decide which, and I'm so tired, Grace.”

      “Both,” Grace said. “It's both. Out here it's always both. That's the thing nobody tells you.” And she put her arm around the girl she had decided, somewhere back around the dock, she was going to get off this point alive if it was the last thing the water let her do, and they sat on the stairs and did not cry, because there was a houseful of relatives upstairs who would have found a way to make it about themselves.

      They were, in fact, already doing it. Through the floor Grace could hear the family processing Dana's death the only way it knew how, as a logistics problem sliding, within minutes, into a hunt for who had let her go. Grace listened to it come up through the boards and thought that the shark, whatever else it was, at least killed you and then stopped. The family killed you and then held a meeting about it, with motions, and a quorum, and absolutely no minutes anybody would ever want read back.

      Hunter came and sat on the stair below them, soaked to the waist from the rocks, his hands still loose with adrenaline, and said nothing for a while. Then: “I had the boy. I didn't have her. There wasn't a version where I had both.” He said it flat, a man filing a fact he would carry the rest of his life.

      Grace understood he had already run it forty times and would run it forty thousand more. “I know,” she said. “Nobody had both.

      That was the whole design of it.” Hunter nodded once and let it go, or pretended to, and the three of them sat in the dark stairwell, the only people in that house not hunting somebody to blame, because they had been on the rocks, and knew there was no one to find: only the water, and whoever fed it, and a poem nobody had read.
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      Grace found her mother in the pantry near two in the morning, alone, doing the only thing Claire ever did when the world came apart. It was dry a dish that was already dry.

      Claire had buried a great deal that weekend with the flat economy of a woman long since used to being the only adult in any room, and she looked up at Grace with eyes that had run all the same arithmetic and reached, Grace could see, most of the same total. They had always been able to do this, to skip the part where they pretended. It was the one inheritance from this family Grace had ever been grateful for.

      “I think I know who it is,” Grace said. It was the first time she had said it out loud, any of it, in five days, and she kept the think in there on purpose, because she did not have proof, only a pattern and a hand she recognized and a cottage that had gone empty at dawn. “And I know how it works. There's a poem. On her wall. It's the order, Mom.

      Every rule, every death, in order, top to bottom, and it's been hanging over the good chair my whole life, and the lines at the bottom haven't happened yet.” She put the card down on the counter,

      
        
        Some nurse

      

      

      and beside it the one she'd copied the unspent lines onto in her own leaning hand. “Dana was turn from the cry. We're past that now. There are four lines left, and I think.

      I think I can tell you who each one is, and I think if we're very smart and very fast and we do not tell this family a single word of it, we might get some of them off this rock before the water reads the rest.”

      Claire set the dish down. She looked at the two cards on the counter a long moment, and then she did the thing that told Grace she had been right to come to her and to no one else: she did not weep, and she did not deny it, and she did not ask if Grace was sure.

      She wiped her hands, and pulled out a chair, and sat at the little pantry table with the posture of a woman finally allowed to do the math out loud, and said, “Read me the rest. From the top. And Grace, ” she almost smiled, and it was the worst and best thing Grace had seen all weekend, “don't leave the last word off anything. Not with me.”

      So Grace read it. All of it, top to bottom, by lamplight, in a low voice, while the family argued itself hoarse two rooms away. And Claire listened as she had listened to this family for forty years, three moves out, no heat, no flinching, and when Grace got to the bottom, to the four unspent lines, Claire did not gasp. She reached over, turned the copied card so it faced her square, and started, with one finger, to tap each line and name it, calm as a woman reading a tide chart, because that, in the end, was what it was.

      “The lone reed at the edge is the first to be cut.” Claire's finger stopped. “Your brother,” she said quietly. “Hunter. He's the one who stands at the edge. He's the one who'll go out front for the rest of us.

      That's not a guess, Grace, that's just who he is, and she knew it, because she watched him be it his whole life.” Grace had known too, had known since the cottage, and hearing her mother say it out loud was like having a tooth confirmed broken by a dentist's pick. “Nor will a bigger boat carry you home, that's Greg.

      He's got the keys to the deep-V in his pocket right now and a plan he won't admit to. Luck is no life vest, that's Will. Of course it's Will; the universe has spared that boy his entire charmed life, and the poem says the luck runs out.” She looked up. “And the last two are hers, and ours, and we are not going to talk about those at this table tonight.”

      It was the first conversation anyone on the point had had in five days that treated the catastrophe as a thing with a shape, a thing you could get in front of instead of merely mourn, and Grace felt, sitting across from her mother in the small lamplit room, something she had not felt since the first car turned onto the causeway: not hope, exactly, but its hard practical cousin, the thing that gets you to morning. A plan. They had, finally, between the two of them, a plan.

      Outside, the water lay quiet and the moon came and went behind the last of the cloud, and somewhere in the dark the thing that had been fed all summer cruised the shoreline it had been taught to call home, waiting. It did not hurry; nothing in that water had ever made it. It did not know it was on a schedule. It knew only the water, the smell, the lit house. The schedule belonged to somebody else. And for the first time since the first car turned onto the causeway, somebody else, two of them, in a pantry, by lamplight, had a copy of it, and meant to use it.

      And the fisher cats screamed on and off all night, as they had every night now, and the family had learned to let them. That was the quiet horror nobody named: five nights of a marsh full of animals that sounded like murder had trained a houseful of people to sit still through a scream.

      The Cape had filed down the one instinct that might have saved any of them, to run toward the voice in the dark, and left them the only one that kept you breathing out here: assume the screaming is not your problem, and pour another drink. Gram could have told them that was the whole game. She had been telling them, in her own fashion, for sixty years. Turn from the cry. The shark never even had to make the screams itself; the marsh did half the work for it.

      Twenty-eight of them left. Outside, nothing moved out there at all. And in the pantry, by lamplight, two of the only people on Mooncusset who had ever actually listened sat down together over a dead woman's grievances and a drowned family's future and began, at last, to read ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          
            THE LIST CANNOT BE REASONED WITH

          

        

      

    

    
      By the gray of the next morning there was a war room. It is a generous word for four people and a dog in a pantry, but it was the first thing resembling a plan the point had seen in five days, and Grace would take it.

      She laid it out for Hunter and Kayla as Claire had taught her in the night, flat, in order, no heat. The poem. The cards. The order. The unspent lines at the bottom and the names she and Claire had put to them. Hunter listened with the stillness he brought to a forecast he already half believed, and Kayla listened with the expression of someone four days past finding anything too strange to be true.

      “So it's a syllabus,” Kayla said, when Grace finished. “We're being killed off a syllabus.” She rubbed her face. “I want it on the record that I came up here for a long weekend with a guy I was going to dump, and instead I'm in a pantry doing homework so I don't get fucking eaten. Just, for the record.” It was the bravest kind of joke, and they all took it as it was meant. It was as a vote to keep going.

      So they built the only plan four people and a dog could build. Hunter would run the bodies, the head count, the doors, the kids in the windowless middle, the boring tidal arithmetic of who was where. Claire would run the family, which meant running interference, because she alone could make a roomful of Pophams do a thing while believing it was their own idea.

      Kayla would not leave the children, who trusted her now over their own parents. It was its own quiet indictment and also a genuine relief. And Grace would do the thing only Grace could do, the thing she had been training for her whole life without knowing it: she would go down the hill, when it was time, and face the bottom of the list. They did not say that last part out loud. They did not have to. It had been hers since she was small, the same as Hunter's edge had been his.

      There was one name Grace filed wrong, and she would not see it until it had cost her. Doing the math of the room, who was a danger, who was a liability, who could be handed a job and trusted to stand in it.

      She put Greg in the column she had kept him in his whole life: useless, vain, a generator of bad plans, but harmless, a man whose cowardice would only ever endanger himself.

      It did not occur to her, because it had never occurred to anyone, that a coward in the right spot at the wrong second is not a harmless man at all, that the difference between useless and lethal, out here, was about four feet of rope and one moment when somebody braver than him needed him to hold it. She had every other person on the point read to the inch.

      She had Greg filed under the wrong heading, and she was going to learn the correction the expensive way, on a flat at dawn, with Hunter's name already written three lines up the wall.

      One thing Grace made them see straight, because Claire had made her see it in the night: the poem was not a perfect ledger of the dead. Some of the people they'd lost were on the wall, in order, with a card to match, the carded ones, the scheduled ones, the ones in the careful cursive. But others were not. The cousin who swam the channel; the man who rowed out for his safe; the aunt who filmed her own family off the end of the dock, those were on nobody's list. They had simply broken rules every soul on the Cape grew up knowing, and the water had done what the water does, no schedule required.

      “That's the part that matters most,” Claire said quietly, tapping the copied card. “Not everything that's killing us is her. Some of it is just us, being us, in front of a hungry ocean. Which means watching the cottage isn't enough. We have to watch the family too, because the family will keep walking people into the water all on its own, no help from anybody.” She let it sit. “Two things are hunting us out here, Grace. The shark, and whatever makes these people fix their hair for a photo while the tide eats a cousin. Only one of them takes a day off.”

      The shark was the weapon. Gram, maybe, was the hand. But the family, loud, posing, blame-hungry, rule-laughing, was the reason any of it worked: you could not have designed a better feeding operation than a self-renewing supply of confident people who would not, under any circumstance, listen.
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      They tried, once, to tell the rest of them. They owed them that, Grace thought, however little the family had earned it. You do not sit on a list of who dies next and not at least try to hand it over.

      It went the way everything did with this family: within ninety seconds, it became about something else. Grace stood up in the wrecked living room and laid it out as plainly as a person can lay out a thing that sounds insane. There are rules, they're on Gram's wall, the deaths have followed them, here are the ones still coming, here is how we live: stay off the water, stay together, do the boring careful thing every single time. And the family, presented at last with the literal instructions for their own survival, did with them exactly what it had done with the warning sign and the oyster farmer and the alerts and the dog: it argued.

      It argued about whether Grace had known all along. It argued about whether Claire had. Somebody wanted to know why, if there was a list, Grace hadn't shared it sooner, as though Grace had been hoarding survival out of spite. Greg announced that he, personally, did not take orders from a needlepoint.

      An aunt found it disrespectful to Gram, poor Gram, missing, possibly dead, to suggest she'd had anything to do with it, and got three people nodding.

      Within five minutes the conversation had drifted, with the terrible gravity this family bent everything toward, from how do we live into who is to blame for how we've died, and Grace stood in the middle of it holding the actual answer and understood, finally and all the way down, that she could not save these people by telling them the truth. The truth was just one more thing they would use to hurt each other.

      “So you've sat on a fucking kill-list since Friday,” Greg said, “and you're telling us now?” “It's been on Gram's wall sixty years, Greg. You've eaten Thanksgiving under it, ” “Then why's nobody dead of needlepoint? I don't take orders off a throw pillow.” “People are dead because they went in the water, you enormous, ” Hunter started, and an aunt steamrolled him, shrill: “Don't. Don't you dare put this on Mother. She is missing.

      She could be face-down in that channel right now and you're calling her a murderer, ” “Am I on it?” a cousin cut across all of them, loud. “The list. Am I on the list.” Grace told her no. The cousin's face did something genuinely wounded.

      “Why not?” she said, in a tone of real grievance, and there it was, the whole family in one question: wanting onto the death roster like it was the good bedroom.

      It got worse before they gave up on it, in ways that would have been funny if they were happening to somebody else's family, the only register Pophams came in. An uncle wanted to know if the rules were, quote, official, or just something the old lady made up, as though there were a governing body for surviving sharks and Gram had merely been freelancing. Somebody asked if they could vote on the rules.

      Somebody asked whether Hunter's name being on the list meant Hunter got a vacation from the chores. And Greg, who had appointed himself the family's detective, took the existence of a literal kill-list as a personal affront to his investigation and demanded to know why he hadn't been briefed.

      Somebody floated the theory that Grace had written the cards herself, that the quiet competent daughter who kept warning everybody was exactly the kind to turn out to be the dealer. It was the Hunter accusation with a fresh coat and Grace's name on it, and for one cold minute it had takers.

      And under all of it ran the thing that truly drove them, the thing Grace could finally name: they did not want a list, because a list meant the rules were real, and if the rules were real then the deaths were, in some part, earned, and this was a family that would sooner die unanimously than admit a single death had been, even a little, its own fault.

      “They'd rather die in an argument they're winning,” Hunter said, low, beside her, “than live in a fact they didn't think of first.” It was the truest thing anybody had said about the family in forty years, and it settled something in Grace that needed settling.
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      So they stopped trying to save everyone. That was the real turn, the thing the night had been driving them toward: they narrowed it. Grace and Claire and Hunter and Kayla, the dog, the children, and whoever among the rest would actually listen and do the boring careful thing, that was the list now. The savable. Everyone else got the truth once, for free, and what they did with it was, at last, their own affair.

      But the list cut both ways, and Hunter knew it before Grace would say it. “The lone reed at the edge is the first to be cut,” he said, in the pantry, after, turning the copied card over in his hands. “You think that's me.” Grace did not answer. It was an answer. “It is me,” Hunter said, not arguing, just reading it as he read weather. “Because somebody has to stand at the edge.

      Somebody has to be the one who goes out front so the rest get across. That's not the shark picking me, Grace. That's just the job, and I've had it since I was nine, same as you've had yours.” He set the card down. “Knowing the line is coming doesn't change what I'd do. It just means I'll see it coming. I don't know if that's better.”

      And there was the cruelty at the dead center of it: reading ahead did not mean you could change the ending. It only meant you got to watch it come with your eyes open. The poem could be cracked but not cheated, because the lines did not describe bad luck. They described who these people were, and you cannot un-be who you are in time to dodge a shark.

      Hunter would stand at the edge because that was the whole of who he was. Will would push his luck because thirty charmed years had taught him it was free. The water had not written the poem; it had just learned to read the family, the easiest reading on the whole Cape.

      “Then we don't try to change who anybody is,” Grace said, slowly, working it out as she said it. “We can't. Forty years of trying, that's why we're down to twenty-eight. So. No. We change the geometry. We don't ask Hunter to stop being the edge. We just. When he's out there, there's a hand on him. A way back. Somebody counting. We can't stop them walking at the water.

      But if we know the exact step they'll take. Maybe we're already standing on it.” It was not much. It was the first sentence all weekend that pointed at a future with anybody alive in it, and Hunter looked at her with something that was almost pride and almost grief and landed, like everything out here, on both.

      “That,” he said, “is the first decent plan I've heard since the bridge.” “It's the only plan,” Grace said. “Everything else is just deciding who to be sad about first.”
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      That left the last two lines, the ones Claire had refused to read out at the pantry table, and Grace took them out now, alone, on the dark porch, and made herself look.

      Honor the old, or the old keeps the books. Call home your blood, while the line still answers.

      They were not death rules. That was the thing that stopped her breath. Every other line told you how to keep from dying; these last two told you how to keep from deserving it. Because a survival manual, Grace saw, is just love with the sentiment filed off, pay attention, stay close, take care of each other, come home, and somebody had been handing this family that exact manual for sixty years, four words long, free, call your grandmother, and the family had laughed at it and rented around it and left it alone at the bottom of a lawn with a deck and a stack of blank cards until the cards ran out.

      Grace folded the card with the last two lines in with the others. Call home your blood, while the line still answers. She thought about her own phone, dead in a drawer, and the four free words it could not have carried out even if it worked, and the woman down at the bottom of that lawn, who had wanted, in the end, exactly one cheap thing none of them had ever spent on her.

      She did not cry; she had a rule about that, tonight of all nights. But she let the whole shape of it press once against her ribs, and then she set it down, because there was a plan now, and plans do not run on feelings.

      And the end of it, Grace knew now with a certainty that had nothing to do with evidence, was down the hill. Whatever was left of this, the last lines, the truth about Gram, the only door out of five days of water, it was in the small open cottage with the cold lamp and the squared deck, and it was going to cost her something to go down there and finish reading it, and she was going to go anyway, because she was the one who came. She had always been the one who came.

      Twenty-eight of them left, and the water out there in the dark, and the family eating itself, and a plan that could save some and not all and not, she was increasingly sure, the people the poem had already named.

      Grace stood on the dark porch with her grandmother's last two lines in her hand and her brother's death three lines above them and understood that Act One of this had been the water teaching them the rules, and that whatever came next would be the part where they found out if knowing them was worth anything at all, or whether the only thing reading ahead bought you, out here, was the wide-awake horror of watching it all arrive exactly on schedule.

      The dog came and leaned against her leg on the dark porch, as it did now, and looked down the hill at the cottage with her, and did not growl, and Grace had stopped trying to decide whether that was mercy or invitation.

      Below them the water moved against the rocks, steady and cold, and above them the house argued on, and somewhere between the two, between the shark that ate them and the family that fed it, there was a narrow dark lane down a lawn to a small open door, and Grace knew, with the calm that arrives on the far side of being afraid, that before this was over she was going to walk down it alone, and that the last two lines of the poem were going to be answered in her own two hands.

      That was when the dog stiffened against her leg and put its nose to the boards, to a thing on the top porch step that had not been there when Grace came out. A small pale rectangle, set square to the edge, dry in all that wet. A blank-backed card, in the careful old cursive. Grace's whole body went cold before she even crouched to it, because a card on the step meant a hand on the step, meant whoever was dealing had been right here, a yard from her in the dark, while she stood making her clever little plan to get ahead of them.

      She turned it over. Three words, and for the first time they were addressed to her:

      
        
        You read ahead.

      

      

      Grace stood on the dark porch with it a long time. Because it did not read as a threat, exactly. It read as a move, calm, amused, two steps further down the board than she was, and it told her the thing that turned her whole plan inside out: that getting in front of the list was not something the list had failed to expect. Somebody had known she would crack it. Somebody had been waiting for her to. And somewhere down the black lawn, in a cottage everyone believed was empty, the line still answered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          
            WHEN THE DOG WILL NOT FOLLOW, DON’T

          

        

      

    

    
      There were two dogs on the point, and the difference between them was the difference between living and dying out here, and that was why the family had spent five days listening to the wrong one.

      Gus's old dog, the gray-muzzled one that had refused the water since Friday, that walked Grace to thresholds and would not cross them, that had been right about every death before it happened, was the one to watch, and almost nobody had. The other was Duke: a young brown idiot of a Lab, all heart and no sense, belonging to Dave, who was himself a kind of human Duke and the only person at the reunion nobody could quite explain.

      It had not been subtle, the old dog. It had spent five days running a one-animal safety seminar, refusing the dock, refusing the dunes, lying with its spine against the water-side wall, towing children back from open sliders by their sleeves, and the family had responded by stepping over it, shushing it, and on one memorable evening proposing it be shut in a bedroom because the whining was, quote, harshing the vibe.

      A family that will not take direction from a dog batting a thousand was never going to take it from a granddaughter, and Grace had stopped expecting otherwise around the time the causeway went under. She had simply added the dog to the very short list of voices on the point worth obeying, and watched the water with the only two creatures out here who watched it honestly.

      Dave was the uninvited plus-one.

      He had come with a cousin who had left him, somewhere around the second day, in the casual way this family shed people, and he had simply stayed, helping, fetching, being agreeable to relatives who could not reliably produce his name, Dave, or was it Dan, the dog guy, that's-Dave-honey, and he had taken the whole catastrophe with the apologetic good cheer of somebody grateful to be included in anything at all, even this.

      He loved that dog with an uncomplicated totality no human being had ever managed to earn back out of him, which, having now met the rest of the guest list, Grace could not entirely hold against him. Duke was, as far as anyone could tell, the whole reason Dave was a person and not just a vacancy in a windbreaker.

      So when Duke went into the water, there was never any question what Dave would do. That was the cruelty of this one. The rule did not even have to trick him.

      Act Three of a thing like this, Grace was learning, does not announce itself. There is no music cue, no line of dialogue where somebody says now it gets bad.

      It is just that at some point you notice the jokes have thinned and the count has dropped and the house has gone the specific gray of a place where people have started, quietly, to accept the shape of the ending, and you realize the back half of the weekend has begun, and that the back half is where the water stops bothering with strangers and renters and starts in on the ones you would actually grieve.

      They were down to twenty-eight. The cartoons were mostly gone. What was left was family, and the dog guy, and a young brown Lab who had no idea he was about to be the most important witness on the point.
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      It happened at the dock end, near dusk, the bad hour. Duke had been doing what Dukes do, nosing the wrack line, chasing a smell, gloriously stupid, and the old dog, Gus's dog, had planted itself at the top of the lawn and would not go down, and had begun the low warning in its chest that by now even the dimmest cousin had learned to read.

      Grace read it. She was already moving. “Get the dog,” she said, meaning Duke, meaning leash him, drag him, do it from the grass, but Duke had found something at the tideline, a dead gull or a fish or one of the weekend's terrible gifts, and would not come, and put one paw, then two, into the shallows after it.

      It was the bad hour, and that mattered, because the water out here kept hours.

      Dusk was when the light went flat on the surface and turned it to a mirror a swimmer couldn't see down through, when the day's warm shallow water slid off the flats and met the cold coming in and stirred everything up into one churned gray smell of life, when a fourteen-foot animal that had been taught all summer that this beach meant supper came in on the failing light to collect.

      Every old-timer on the Cape was off the water by now. Duke was a young dog from away who did not keep Cape hours, and Dave was a man who kept whatever hours his dog kept.

      And the old dog's warning changed. It stopped being a warning and became the other sound, the one Grace had heard exactly once before, at the cottage pier with her own life on the line, the snarl, the scramble, the whole animal pointed at one spot on the water where the dusk had gone wrong. The flats out past Duke mounded, a long low pressure sliding in, drawn to a splashing warm-blooded thing in eight inches of water at the worst hour of the day.

      “Duke!” Dave was already past Grace, already on the dock, and Grace got a fist in his windbreaker exactly as Hunter had failed to hold the running uncle on the causeway, and exactly as uselessly. “Dave. No. He'll come back, dogs swim, Dave do not. Do not, ” And Dave looked at her for half a second with an expression she would keep, perfect, apologetic clarity, a man explaining a thing gently to someone who simply had not understood the terms, and said, “He's mine,” like that settled it, which, to Dave, it did, and went off the end of the dock into the dark after his dog.

      It was, Grace thought, holding an empty fistful of windbreaker, the water's whole method in one move. It did not pick at random. It read you, found the one thing you would not leave in the water, and put that thing in the water. For Steve it had been an audience. For Tyler a shark worth filming. For Dave it was a dog. The water was a great many terrible things out here, but Grace was coming to think the worst of them was that it was a very, very close reader.
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      Here is the thing about the rule when the dog will not follow, the cruelest reading of it, the one the family would not understand even now: it was not telling you to abandon what you loved. It was telling you that the dog already knew the answer, that the animal at the top of the lawn refusing the water was the smartest member of your family, and that the second you trusted your love over its nose you had already chosen.

      Dave swam for Duke, thrashing and splashing, a soft man who had never been the strong one at anything now determined, this once, in the worst water on the Cape, to be, and Duke, being a dog, being built for exactly this in a way Dave was not, turned in the shallows and paddled past his drowning owner toward the shore, toward the old dog barking him in, and made it, scrambling up the rocks soaked and stupid and alive. Dogs swim. Grace had been right about that part. She had been right about all of it. It had not helped Dave any more than it had helped the rest of them.

      The water took Dave in the deeper green past the dock, out where he had swum to be, for once, the rescuer. There was a surge, a wrongness, the smell of the cold arriving, and then the dusk water was empty except for a young brown Lab paddling the last yards to a shore his owner would not reach, and the old gray dog at the waterline taking the young one by the scruff and dragging it up onto the grass and standing over it, facing the water, telling it, too late, the thing it had been telling all of them all weekend.

      Grace got to the waterline with Hunter half a step behind, and there was nothing to do. It was the recurring lesson, the one the water taught over and over until even the slow learners had it: by the time you reach the edge, there is only the edge. Duke shook himself and barked at the black water and would not stop.

      The old dog leaned its whole gray weight into the young one to hold it on the grass.

      And Grace stood between two dogs over the place where a soft, unnamed man had just done the single bravest and stupidest thing of his life, in that order, and understood she could not even count on the family to be sad about it, because they had never managed to hold the dog guy's name in their heads while he was alive, and in this family the dead were mourned exactly as well as they had been attended: barely, and late, and mostly on camera.
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      Duke came up the grass with something in his mouth.

      Not the gull. The family would not understand what it was at first, and neither did Grace, a flat black plastic thing, scarred, trailing a snapped lanyard, the size of a deck of cards, clamped in the wet dog's jaw like a prize. Duke dropped it on the grass at Grace's feet, as Labs bring you the thing they have decided you wanted, and sat, and looked back at the water for Dave, who did not come.

      Kayla hauled the wet Lab back from the waterline before it could go in again, it kept trying, as young dogs do, certain the missing person is just a little farther out, and held it, and did not say anything over it, because there was no one to say it to and a dog cannot follow a eulogy.

      Up the lawn, the family was already folding Dave into the count with the brisk competence of a crowd that had genuinely never been certain he was related to it. Somebody asked, not even unkindly, whose dog that was now. Somebody else said they thought he'd come with Karen. Nobody could produce a Karen. It was, in the end, the most attention Dave had gotten all weekend, and he had had to be eaten to get it.

      It was a camera. A little waterproof action camera, the kind people clamp to a dock piling to watch their boats, or to a kayak, or to a teenager's chest on the worst morning of his life, and this one was scratched and salt-blind and clearly long in the water, and when Grace thumbed it, freezing, with her whole skin crawling, the small screen lit. It still worked. Of course it still worked. The water out here drowned people and spared their cameras with a consistency Grace had stopped finding strange.

      There was footage on it. She could see the file there, a single clip, time-stamped a night she could not place, and she did not watch it on the dark lawn over Dave's empty water with the family already coming down the hill in a noisy frightened clot. She put it in her pocket with the cards. She had learned, eleven times over, what this family did with evidence; she was not going to hand them a video until she had watched it herself and knew what it showed and, more to the point, what it could be twisted into showing.

      The family arrived too late, as it arrived to everything, and did the family thing. Somebody, looking at the soaked Lab and not yet at the empty water, asked where Dave had gone, and there was a terrible beat where Grace watched them try, and fail, to remember whether Dave had been real, whether the dog guy was a person they'd lost or just a dog they'd gained.

      Greg, predictably, wanted to know what the dog had in its mouth, and reached for the camera in Grace's hand with the proprietary confidence of the family's self-appointed investigator, and Grace put it in her pocket and looked at him until he stopped reaching. “When I've watched it,” she said.

      “Not before.” It was the first order she had ever given the family that anybody actually obeyed, and she filed that away too: they would take direction, in the end. You just had to wait until they were frightened enough to want a parent.

      She took the camera, and Hunter, and Kayla, into the pantry, where Claire was waiting, and shut the door, the war room again, four people and now two dogs, the savable and the animals who'd been right all along, and set the scratched black thing on the table beside the cards and the copied poem.

      They looked at it as you look at a door you have wanted opened for five days and now cannot make your hand reach. “Whatever's on it,” Claire said, “we watch it twice before we decide what it is. Once for what it shows.

      Once for what they'd say it shows.” And that was Claire's whole method laid out on a pantry table, Grace thought, her mother having it cold as she had everything cold: out here the truth and the usable were two different animals, and only one of them had ever kept anybody alive.

      Twenty-seven of them left, and a soaked idiot dog alive on the grass who had loved exactly one person and lost him, and an old gray dog standing guard over it, and in Grace's pocket a thing the water had carried around and finally, through a dog's dumb devotion, delivered, and she did not know yet whether it was the answer she'd been waiting five days for, or just one more thing this family was going to point at the wrong person.

      She would find out within the hour, in a locked pantry, by lamplight. And both of those things, it would turn out, were going to be true at once, that was, by now, the only kind of true the point still made.

      The dog guy was gone, and his dog was alive, and his dog had brought back the thing that was going to tear what was left of the family in half, and not one of those three facts cared in the slightest about the other two.
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            SAVE THE ARGUMENT FOR DRY LAND

          

        

      

    

    
      They found out how much they had relied on Dana about twenty minutes after she was gone, when Carol went down the dark stairs wrong and turned her ankle into something the color of a plum.

      There was no nurse now. That was the new arithmetic of the house: the one person who could have looked at the swelling and known whether it was a sprain or a break was at the bottom of the Sound, and so the job fell, as every real job had all weekend, to Claire, who had set exactly enough of her own children's bones to be the most qualified amateur in the room. It is not a sentence anybody wants to be true.

      She did it on the living-room floor by lamplight, with Grace holding the foot and a cousin holding Carol's hand and Carol swearing in a way that would have gotten her sent from the table forty years ago. And the absence of Dana sat in the middle of the room like a draft nobody would name, three different people reached, by reflex, for a nurse who was at the bottom of the Sound, and three different people pretended they hadn't, and Claire just kept working, because somebody had to, because that had been the entire job description of Claire's life and the water had not changed it, only narrowed the field.

      To prop the ankle, to get it up off the floor while Claire wrapped it, somebody grabbed a throw pillow off the pile by the cold hearth, one of the dozen needlepoint cushions that had been in this house so long nobody saw them anymore, and wedged it under Carol's heel.

      Grace saw the front of it as it went under. She had been seeing these pillows her whole life and never reading them either, the same as the sampler, the same as everything. Gram's needlework was simply part of the house, like the smell or the slant of the floors. This one was done in the same careful hand, the same patient cross-stitch, a cheerful little nautical border of rope and cleats around four embroidered words, and Grace read it, finally, while her mother set a swearing woman's ankle on top of it, and felt the whole weekend rearrange itself one more time:

      
        
        SORRY FOR WHAT I SAID WHILE DOCKING THE BOAT.

      

      

      Carol, on the floor, did not notice what her ankle was resting on; Carol was busy informing the room that whoever built these stairs should be shot, an opinion the room let stand, the bar for capital offenses having moved considerably that weekend. But Grace noticed.

      She sat holding a swearing woman's foot and read four cross-stitched words and felt the hair go up on her arms, because she had spent five days learning that nothing in Gram's hand was ever only decor, and here was the proof propped under a heel: the old woman had been embroidering this family's exact stupidities for decades and leaving them out in plain sight, fluffed, dry-cleaned, sat upon, a whole soft confession nobody would ever read, because it came in the shape of a throw pillow.
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      It was, on its face, the most harmless object imaginable, a jokey couples' pillow you buy at a Cape gift shop next to the saltwater taffy, the universal punchline about how every marriage on this coast has its worst fight at the dock, one of them at the helm and one on the cleat and both of them suddenly, briefly, certain they have married an idiot.

      Grace had seen it a thousand times and laughed exactly never, because you do not laugh at the furniture. But she read it now, in a house with a kill-list on the wall and an embroiderer at the bottom of the lawn, and it stopped being a joke and became what everything in Gram's hand turned out to be when you finally looked: a note.

      A small, patient, knowing note, stitched and propped on a couch for sixty years, about exactly a stupid lethal argument this family could not stop having even with the water rising.

      And the thing about Gram's notes, Grace had learned, was that they were never only about the past.

      She thought of the pile of them by the hearth, a dozen, two dozen, decades of them, the whole couch furred with Gram's patient little observations, and the family using them to prop their feet and pad the dog's bed and wipe up spills, sitting on the woman's commentary for forty years without reading a word of it. Bless this mess. Home is where the boat is. It's five o'clock somewhere.

      And tucked in among the harmless ones, in the exact same cheerful hand, the real ones, the ones that turned out to be true: a needlepoint family, in cross-stitch, that nobody had ever once sat still long enough to actually read.

      Grace had a sudden vision of going through every pillow in the house and could not decide if it would be the smartest thing she did all weekend or the thing that finally broke her, and set the idea down with all the other loaded ones.

      Out the black window, down at the waterline, a light was bobbing where no light should be. Two of them, in fact, a head lamp and a phone flashlight, and under them, the unmistakable shapes of Marcus and his wife, Beth, down at the dock in the dark, doing the single most Popham thing left available to them: trying to bring in the loose boat.

      Don's mooring boat had been swinging untended on its line since the morning he drowned reaching for his safe, slapping the dock all day, and it had been getting on everyone's nerves, and Marcus and Beth, who fought about boats as their parents fought about boats, who had learned the family's one true art at the family's knee, had apparently decided that what this catastrophe needed, at this exact hour, was for somebody to finally tie that thing off properly.

      And it landed on Grace, watching their head lamps bob down toward the dock, that the little camera in her pocket, the one Duke had hauled out of the water, the one nobody had yet watched, was a dock cam. Of course it was.

      It had been clamped to a piling to watch a boat, as half the docks on this coast wore one, and it had been sitting down there in the dark recording exactly this: people coming in, people tying off, people having the fight.

      Everything on this point came back to docking the boat, the camera, the pillow, the loose hull that had slapped the pilings all day, and now Marcus and Beth going down to settle it. Gram had not pulled docking out of the air to stitch on a cushion. She had chosen it because it was where this family was most fully itself: most certain it was right, and least willing to look at the water.
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      They were arguing before they reached the dock. You could hear it come up the lawn in pieces on the wind, the oldest song this family knew. You're coming in too hot. I am not coming in too hot, you always say that. Throw me the, not that one, the stern line, the STERN line, Beth, and Beth giving it back with interest, because she had married into this circus and learned the form, and nobody on God's earth fights about a boat like an in-law with thirty years of saved-up opinions and a point to prove.

      It would have stopped Grace's heart on any other night, the sheer ordinariness of it, two people she had known her whole life, down at a dock in the dark, having the exact fight they had been having since their wedding, the fight everybody in this family had, the one the gift shop printed on a pillow.

      Marcus had a way of narrating Beth's docking in real time, a color commentary of everything she was doing wrong, and Beth had a way of not hearing a word of it while hearing all of it, and between them they had turned a sixty-second task into a thirty-year war, and they had no more idea they were standing in the worst place on the Eastern Seaboard than the gull does.

      They thought they were docking a boat. They were always only ever docking a boat. It was the one thing they knew how to do together, including badly.

      Grace was already moving for the slider, already shouting, already knowing it was the cottage pier all over again and the causeway all over again. That you do not reach the water in time, that the water does its accounting in the exact gap between seeing a thing and arriving at it. Marcus was at the cleat. Beth was at the wheel, bringing the boat in hot, as she always brought it in, and he was telling her so, leaning out over the black water with the line in his hand and the criticism in his mouth, “you don't listen, you have never in your life listened to me about this dock, ”

      And the water took him mid-sentence.
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      There was no breach and no scream, because there was no time for either; there was a man leaning out over the water with a stern line and a complaint, and then there was a sound like a screen door slammed underwater and a swirl of dark and the line gone slack, and the place where Marcus had been was just the side of a boat knocking a piling, and the sentence, you have never in your life listened to me, hung there in the dark over the water, finished now in the only way the water ever let an argument finish out here. It was permanently,

      And here is the part Grace would tell no one, the part that was the whole family in one image, the part the pillow had been quietly predicting on a couch for sixty years.

      Beth did not scream. That was the thing. Beth, at the wheel, with thirty years of this exact fight in her bones and her husband gone off the bow between one word and the next, ran on pure marital autopilot, long enough to register that the line had gone slack, that the boat was loose, that the one job they had come down here to do was not, in fact, done.

      And so she did it. She stepped off onto the dock, and picked up the slack stern line he had dropped, and tied it off. Cleat hitch, two wraps and a lock, clean, correct, exactly as she had been tying it her whole life while a man explained to her that she was doing it wrong. She tied off the boat. The boat rode quiet against the pilings, secured at last, the single task on the entire point that had been completed properly all weekend.

      Then she straightened up, and looked at the flat black water where her husband had been, and Grace, almost to the slider now, too slow, as you are always too slow out here, watched Beth's face do precisely nothing, nothing the family had a word for, and watched her turn and walk back up the lawn at an ordinary pace, the easy unbothered walk of someone heading in from a finished chore.

      She was halfway up the grass before she said anything, and what she finally said, flat, to the dark, to nobody, to a man who was past hearing it, was not a sob. It was the pillow.

      It was, word for word, what Gram had been stitching onto the furniture of this family for sixty years, the line that had been propped under a swearing woman's ankle ninety seconds ago: “I'm sorry for what I said.” A beat.

      “While docking the boat.” And she went past Grace into the house without seeing her, and did not cry, and asked, a minute later, in a perfectly normal voice, whether anyone had seen her reading glasses, that was the most genuinely frightening thing that had happened on Mooncusset yet, and there was, by now, real competition.

      The family, when the story reached it, did with Beth's walk-away exactly what the family did with everything. It was the wrong thing at the wrong volume. Somebody decided Beth was in shock and needed to lie down.

      Somebody else decided Beth was a monster and said so, loudly, to three other people, before anybody pointed out that Beth had been married to Marcus for thirty years and had presumably earned whatever face she was making.

      And somebody, Greg, it was always going to be Greg, observed, into the room, in a tone of genuine technical admiration, that you had to hand it to her, she'd tied off that boat clean as anything under pressure.

      It was, Grace thought, the single most honest and most damning thing anyone said about this family all weekend, because the awful part was that it was a compliment, and the awful part was that it was deserved, and the awful part was that everyone in the room understood exactly why she'd done it.

      Kayla had watched the whole thing from the window beside Grace, and for once she had no line ready. She looked at the tied-off boat riding neat against the dock, and at the black water, and at the embroidered pillow under Carol's ankle, and finally said, very quietly, “She apologized. At the end. To the water.” “To him,” Grace said. “To the argument,” Kayla said. “She apologized to the argument. Like that was the thing that died.” Neither of them said the rest, that was that out here, in this family, maybe it was; that the people had only ever been the part of the argument the water could reach.

      Twenty-six of them left. The boat rode perfectly at the dock, tied off at last, the one job on the whole point that had been finished correctly all weekend, and Grace stood on the dark grass and understood that her grandmother had never needed a shark to know how this family would behave at a dock in the dark. She had known it well enough to embroider it.

      She had sat at the bottom of the lawn sixty years, ignored, stitching them all into the furniture, every grudge and reflex and unsaid thing, and Grace climbed up to bed with one question she could not set down. Whether being known that well, and ignored that long, made you the victim. Or the tide.
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            A CROWD IS ONLY A BIGGER MEAL

          

        

      

    

    
      They watched the dock-cam footage at last in the pantry, the four of them, by the light of the little screen, and it gave them exactly enough to ruin everything and not enough to fix anything, which Grace was beginning to understand was simply the house style of the truth out here.

      The clip was forty seconds long, time-stamped a night none of them could place, and it showed the dock from the low piling angle, black water, the moored boat, the dark, and then, at the edge of the frame, for perhaps four seconds, a shape.

      A low dark shape on the water, riding too level to be a wave, moving across the channel with the slow deliberateness of a thing under its own power, and on it, maybe, a smaller shape that could have been a person sitting, or could have been a cooler, or a crab pot, or a trick of a cheap night sensor doing its grainy best. It crossed the frame. It did not hurry. It was gone.

      They watched it eleven times. Hunter, who read water for a living, said it was a skiff under oar, low and loaded, riding a person and a weight. Claire, who read people, said you could not convict a shadow.

      Kayla said the thing nobody wanted to say, that whoever or whatever it was, it was small and it was alone and it was out on that water at night on purpose, which no sane person and no innocent one had any reason to be.

      And Grace said nothing, because the shape was crossing toward the cottage end of the point, and she had a list in her pocket of who wrote in cursive, and she was not going to say it in a room with a door, even a locked one.

      What the footage could not do, no matter how many times they ran it, was settle anything. A clearer clip would have ended the weekend, a face, a name, an answer. This one was the precise wrong amount of information: enough to prove there was something, not enough to say what. Grace knew exactly what her family would do with four seconds of grainy dark. They would not solve it.

      They would arm themselves with it. That was why she folded the little screen shut and decided, sitting there, that the only person who was going to act on it would be her, quietly, alone, down the hill, where the shape had been heading. The footage could not convict the cottage. But it could send her to it.
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      The footage did not stay in the pantry. Nothing stayed anywhere in this house; the family metabolized secrets like oxygen.

      By morning everyone had seen it, or heard about it, or invented their own version, and the family did with four ambiguous seconds of grainy water what the family did with everything. It was use it as a mirror. Greg saw Roland in the shape and said so. An aunt saw Hunter.

      Somebody, with real conviction, saw the long-missing Gram, and got, for the first time, three people nodding before the idea was too monstrous to hold and they dropped it like a hot pan, because she was eighty-one, because she sent cards, because the family would sooner believe in a skiff full of nobody than look at the small gold cottage at the bottom of its own lawn. The footage cleared no one and accused everyone. It was the worst possible outcome and therefore the one the point produced.

      And it broke the thing that had been holding, the last fraying tether: the belief that the house was safer than the water. For five days that belief had kept most of them inside, behind the towel-covered glass, doing the boring living thing. But the footage said the danger was already among them, a person, a hand, an oar in the dark, and a family that could survive a shark could not, it turned out, survive the idea that the shark had an accomplice at the table. If staying meant sleeping next to the dealer, then staying was not safe either, and once staying was not safe, the only thing left was to run.

      Hunter saw it coming as he saw the tide coming. “They're going to bolt,” he told Grace, low, in the kitchen, watching the family clot and whisper and pack. “All at once. The whole. The second that road opens, they're gone. And you can't. Hunter, you can't talk a scared crowd out of a door. You can't. I've tried.

      Friday, the dock, the boat, every time I open my mouth they just do the opposite, only faster.” He looked at her. “We hold ours. Kids, anybody who'll listen. The rest. Let 'em go. But we don't follow. We do not follow them in when it turns, and it's going to turn. A panic in the water, that's the one thing I can't pull you out of. I can't.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There was a town meeting about it, of course, because there was a town meeting about everything, a frantic three-a.m. Caucus in the candlelit living room where the family did the thing it had done its whole life. It was talk itself into a decision nobody was individually willing to own. Nobody stood up and said let's all run for it at dawn, because said plainly it was obviously insane.

      Instead they arrived at it sideways, as they arrived at everything: somebody noted the low was at six; somebody else said you couldn't expect people to just sit here; a third person said she for one was not spending another night under a roof with whoever was in that boat; and the sentiment built and pooled and became, without a vote, without a sponsor, a fact, that in the morning, at the low, they were leaving, together, all of them, and anyone who stayed was as good as choosing it.

      Hunter argued. Grace argued. Roland, who came up off the flats one last time to tell them flat out that a mob on that causeway at that tide was a funeral with luggage, argued. It changed nothing. The family had found the one thing it could agree on, and the thing it could agree on was going to kill most of it.

      “I am not spending one more night under this roof with whoever's in that boat,” the wine aunt announced, to the room, to nobody. “I don't care what the tide's doing.” “The tide doesn't care what you're doing either,” Roland said. “That's the whole, ” “Low's at six,” somebody said, like that ended it. “You put a crowd on that road at the low and you are a buffet,” Hunter said.

      He said it four times, four ways. “It's a half-mile of shin-deep water and a fish that's spent five days learning to read a panicking herd. It will not even have to work for you. Are you listening? Any of you, are you fucking listening to me?” They were not.

      You could watch them not listening, the whole loud middle of the family already gone, already across in their heads, hunting their chargers and their good shoes for the death march.

      The packing was its own quiet horror show. People who were, in ninety minutes, going to die fleeing a shark took the time to choose what to bring, and what they chose was a documentary of the family's entire disorder. A man packed his golf clubs. Somebody filled a tote with the good wine, so it wouldn't get looted.

      An aunt held up the whole doomed exodus for four full minutes hunting a charging cable, a cable to a network that did not exist, to power a phone that could not call, to carry across a road that was about to eat her. They were going to run into the Atlantic at dawn, and they were going to do it accessorized.

      They bolted at first light, and it was not an escape. It was a stampede with a tide table.

      Most of the house went, two dozen of them, the uncles and the cousins and the in-laws and the loud middle of the family that had spent the whole weekend voting catastrophe down, all of them at once, down the lawn and onto the causeway in the gray dawn with their bags and their phones and their certainty, abandoning in a single morning every rule that had kept anyone alive: not the many but the mob, not the careful crossing but the run, everybody at the low together because nobody would be the one left behind on the rock with the thing that had an oar.

      For five days the water had taken them one and two at a time. That was over now. A panicking crowd in the shallows is not twenty-six decisions; it is one animal, and it does the animal thing. It is shove.

      The causeway was built for cars at dead low, not for two dozen people hitting it in a clot at the same instant, and the old stone shoulder at the midpoint, undercut by five days of storm tide, soft as wet sugar underfoot, simply gave, spilling the whole front of the herd off the edge and into the channel in one slumping mass. And this time it was not one clean take.

      The cut had gone milky with bait and thrashing, and the dark came up into it from three sides at once, fast and flat and feeding, as it does when there is suddenly far too much in the water to bother doing it one at a time.

      Grace watched it from the top of the lawn with Hunter's arm across her chest like a barricade, and she would not, afterward, be able to give a number, because there was no number, there was just the herd going onto the road whole and coming off it in pieces, the brown water at the cut going dark and not clearing, the wet stone slick where the shoulder had crumbled away under them, and the gulls coming up off the marsh in a white sheet at the noise.

      It was over in the time it takes a wave to decide. The ones at the back of the run, the slow, the smart, the merely lucky, the ones who'd hesitated half a second at the door, scrambled back up the lawn on hands and knees, soaked and stripped of their bags, one of them missing a shoe and not feeling it yet, to the house they had just fled, fewer than they had left it, and the causeway lay there in the rising light, empty again, streaming, impassable, having delivered exactly nobody to the far side.

      And the worst of it was how fast it was, and how quiet after. The screaming did not last, water kills a scream fast, and then there was only the wind and the gulls and the brown cut running. A phone surfaced once in it, screen up, still recording the gray sky, and went under again. A golf bag rode the cut out toward the Spit, zipped and dignified. The tote of good wine bobbed once and was gone. A crowd was not safety. A crowd was just a larger thing to be hungry at, and the family had just paid, in under two minutes, the exact cash value of believing otherwise.
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      When it was done, and the survivors were back inside, and the door was shut on a dawn that had cost more in twenty minutes than the whole weekend before it, Grace made herself do the job that had been hers since she was eleven. She counted heads.

      Fourteen. They were fourteen now. The loud middle of the family, the committee, the odds-makers, the gratitude-reel crowd, the great anonymous body of relatives who had treated the whole catastrophe as content happening to somebody else, was simply gone, taken by the one decision the family had managed to make unanimously all weekend. It was the wrong one, at the worst hour, against every rule on the wall. And no cards came.

      Grace caught herself waiting for them, five days had trained her to, one neat white sentence per body, wedged somewhere dry and impossible, and none came, not that morning, not after. It took her a while to understand why, and when she did it was worse than any card had been. A card was a courtesy, and a courtesy is a thing you pay to a person. The loud middle had not died as people.

      They had died as a crowd, one animal, one mouthful, and you do not leave a note for a mouthful. Some of them had spent the whole weekend terrified of being singled out. In the end they were not even worth the ink.

      What was left was small enough, at last, to hold in the head: Grace and Hunter, Paul and Claire, Greg, Will, Liz, Kayla, Carol and Beth, a handful of the children, and two dogs. The savable, and the ones who'd made themselves savable by listening. The named. The ones whose deaths, from here, would each cost something.

      And it was in that thinned and terrible quiet, with the house finally small, that Liz made her move, having watched the herd die on the causeway and drawn from it the one conclusion only Liz would draw. It was not stay together and not follow the rules but rather: amateurs.

      Liz had spent her whole life certain she was the smartest person in any room, a trust-fund sailor who had crewed real boats in real water and considered the rest of the family a flotilla of idiots, and she had decided, watching them drown in a panic, that the answer was not the crowd's blind run but a single competent person making a single competent deal, with the tide, with the oyster farmer, with whatever was out there.

      Grace saw her at the mudroom door with her good jacket and her boat shoes and her certainty, and started across the room, and was too slow, because Liz did not bolt like the herd.

      Liz slipped, quiet and sure, the way she did all of it, out the door and into the gray, off to negotiate her own way off Mooncusset, that was, Grace knew, reaching the empty doorway, the one move out here the water had never yet declined to answer.

      She walked out to the one stretch of dock the tide had left standing, crouched at the end of it, and studied the channel, the slick, the shape, the wrongness, exactly as she had been taught, by men who would have told her not to be standing where she was standing. She saw nothing. She felt, for one last clean second, the warm certainty of being right while every relative behind her was wrong.

      Then the dock under her stopped being under her.

      It came up through the boards and took her at the knees and the hips and folded her backward off the end with her mouth still open around the first word of a sentence she had fully expected to win, and the water did to the smartest person in the family exactly what it had done to the dumbest, in exactly the same amount of time, the only democracy Mooncusset had left. The good jacket surfaced once. Liz did not.

      Grace stood in the empty doorway a moment and let herself feel, for the first time, how quiet the house had gone. Fourteen people and two dogs in a compound built to sleep forty, and she could hear, now, individual sounds, Carol's breathing on the couch, a child turning a page, the old dog's nails on the floor, where for five days there had been only the family's roar.

      It was awful, and it was almost a relief, and she hated that it was almost a relief. This, she understood, was what the water had been doing all along, one and two and then twenty at a time: turning a mob nobody could save into a handful of people somebody might.

      The story had finally narrowed to the people she loved, which meant the part that was actually going to hurt had, at last, properly begun.

      Fourteen, and falling, and the road gone again, and the smartest person in the family walking down to the water alone to cut a deal. Grace took her grandmother's poem out of her pocket and looked at the next unspent line, the one she had been dreading since the pantry, and it said exactly what she knew it would: take nothing sweet from a stranger's hand. She put on her coat. If she could not stop Liz from going, and she could not; she had learned that much, eleven times over, she could at least be standing where she could see what the water thought a negotiation was worth.

      “Hold the house,” she told Hunter at the door, and he nodded, because that was his line now and hers was the water. Kayla started up out of her chair with the kids and Grace shook her head once, hard. “You're the one I'm not losing,” she said, the same as she'd said on the worst night, and went out after Liz into the gray, down toward the bottom of a lawn where a smart woman was about to try to make a deal with the only thing on Mooncusset that had never, in two hundred years, accepted one.
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            TAKE NOTHING SWEET FROM A STRANGER’S HAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace went down the dark lawn after Liz with the dog at her heel and the next line of the poem going around in her head like a hook with no fish on it yet: take nothing sweet from a stranger's hand. Going down, she did not know what it would turn out to mean. She knew only that Liz was ahead of her in the dark, walking toward the water brisk and unbothered, a woman who had decided days back that the whole weekend was nothing but a failure of competence, and that competence happened to be the one thing she personally carried in surplus.

      Liz was Paul's cousin by the good marriage, the one who had crewed a maxi in the Fastnet and a delivery down to Bermuda and had not let a single Thanksgiving pass without mentioning both.

      She had spent five days watching the family drown in what she considered, with some justice, sheer amateur hour, the panic, the voting, the running, and had arrived, watching the causeway take two dozen of them at dawn, not at fear but at a cold professional contempt. They had died, in Liz's reading, of being bad at it. She was not bad at it.

      She had a wall of certificates that said so, and a plan the size of a postcard: take the old woman's rowboat, not the deep-V, nothing with a motor to swamp, a small craft, rowed quiet and smart on the slack, hugging the marsh edge out of the race, off the back of the point to the town landing while every other fool on the rock waited for a road.

      It was, Grace would admit later, almost a good plan. That was the whole problem of Liz. She was almost right, which out here was worse than being a fool, because a fool at least had the sense to be afraid. Kayla had said it best, up in the kitchen, watching Liz lace her boat shoes with the calm of a woman heading out for a sail: "She's going to die of being the smartest person in the room. I've met a hundred of her. They all think the iceberg is a coaching opportunity."

      The leaving itself had been pure Liz, and pure family. She had announced it in the kitchen, not asked, informed the room she would be taking the rowboat at the turn and sending help back for the rest of them, in the brisk tone of a woman doing thirteen ingrates a favor. Greg had immediately volunteered to come along as backup, then discovered a sudden reason to go check on the generator.

      An aunt had asked, with no irony anywhere available to her, whether Liz could drop a letter in a mainland mailbox on her way.

      Nobody had actually tried to stop her except Grace, who had stood in the mudroom doorway and said every true thing she had, the slack, the cut, the dog, the rule, and watched all of it sheet off her like spray off a hull, because Liz had spent thirty years being the only real sailor in any room she walked into, and she was not about to stop now on the strength of a niece's hunch and a square of needlepoint.
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      The lawn ran down to the water in the dark like a thing tilted on purpose, wet to the ankle, the grass laid flat and slick by five days of weather, and Grace went down it with one hand out for balance and the dog pressed so close it kept clipping her knee.

      Liz went ahead of her sure-footed in her boat shoes, not hurrying, a person crossing a dock she had walked a thousand times, though she had never set foot on this one in her life.

      Liz was narrating the tide tables as she went, to the dark, to the marsh, to nobody, in the same instructive tone she used on people, laying out the slack and the set and the back-eddy off the point as if the channel were a junior crewman who would shape up the moment he grasped that she had done this before and he had not.

      Down at the bottom the marsh breathed its low-tide reek up at them, sulfur and salt and the green rot of the exposed flats, and under it, fainter, the sweet bad smell that had been thickening on the point all week and that Grace had long since stopped letting herself name.

      The cottage, when they came down to it, was not dark.

      For five days the little house at the bottom of the lawn had sat black and open, the lamp burned out, the old woman gone. Now there was light in it, a low warm lamp-glow behind the curtain, the kind that means a wick trimmed and lit by a hand.

      The cottage had never been on the main house's power and had never missed it; the old woman ran the place as the place had run for a hundred years, on kerosene and a woodstove and her own two hands, which meant the dark days that had killed the lights up the hill had not cost the cottage so much as a warm kettle.

      And Liz, who should have found a lit window down here terrifying, found it the most reasonable thing she had seen. A light meant a person. A person meant someone to deal with. Liz had spent her whole life certain that any room with one competent adult in it could be managed, and she went up the cottage path toward the glow like a woman walking in to close on a house.

      Grace called her name once, low and hard, from the dark edge of the lawn, and Liz lifted a hand without turning, wait, or hush, or I've got this, and went up the two steps and into the light, and the door drew most of the way shut behind her. Grace stopped at the foot of the path with the dog gone stiff and silent against her leg. She could not see in.

      She could hear, maybe, the shape of a voice in there, low and pleasant, and Liz's voice answering it, warmer than Grace had heard her be all weekend, the sound of a person being told, at last, that she was the smart one, the only one who had understood, but the wind was off the water and took the words before they reached the path, and afterward Grace could never swear to a single one of them, or to whose the other voice had been, or whether there had been another voice in that house at all.

      Liz came out a few minutes later lit up with the particular shine a person gets from winning a hard negotiation against a worthy opponent. She had something in her hand. Grace saw it clearly even in the dark and would go on seeing it: an old dented steel thermos, and a twist of wax paper, a thing you pack a person off into the cold with. Something hot. Something sweet. For the crossing.

      Somebody had sent Liz off with a snack. Liz, who would not take a paper plate from her own sister without an audit, had walked into a lit cottage on the worst night of her life and come out having graciously accepted a hot drink and a sweet from a hand in the dark, because it had finally, correctly, treated her as the only grown-up on the point.

      She tucked the wax-paper twist into her jacket. She held the thermos like a trophy. "It's handled," she told Grace, passing her on the path, not slowing. "You people. It was always this simple. You just had to ask the right person, nicely."
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      Grace went after her, down the last of the lawn to the cottage pier, where the old woman's rowboat sat tied just as it had for five days, the one boat on the point too small and too quiet to be worth the water's trouble, or so Liz had reckoned.

      And here was the unbearable part: Liz did everything right. She did every single thing Grace would have told her to do, if Grace had believed any of it could be done at all. She did not panic and she did not splash. She stepped down into the little boat light and found her balance, fit the oars to the locks without a knock, cast off clean, and pulled out along the black marsh edge in long quiet strokes, low and smart and out of the race, a real sailor doing a real thing well, the first genuinely skilled act anybody had managed on Mooncusset in five days.

      For a few strokes it even looked like mercy. The little boat slid out onto the black channel quiet as an otter, the oars dipping and feathering, the marsh sliding past on the right hand exactly where Liz wanted it, the town landing's one far light sitting steady off the bow.

      The water was dead flat and dead calm, the slack at its stillest, the whole channel gone to a sheet of black glass with the shore lights laid across it in long unbroken lines, and that, had any of them down there been Roland, was the part that would have emptied the blood out of their faces, because flat water is not safe water out here. Flat water is only water that has stopped bothering to hide what is under it.

      Grace had run out onto the cottage pier by then, all the way to the end of it, close enough to the channel that the dog would not follow and stood barking on the dry boards behind her instead. She called Liz's name once across the flat black water, not a warning anymore, past warning, just a sound, as you call after a train already moving, and Liz, forty yards out and winning, lifted one hand off an oar and waved it, gracious in victory, and bent back to the light.

      She was forty yards out, past the last of the marsh grass where the channel deepened and the slack began to turn, when she stopped rowing to take a sip from the thermos. Both oars shipped, both hands off the water, the boat sitting still on the dark slack for the first time since she had cast off. That was the whole of what it took.

      The water did not heave or breach or give any warning at all. The rowboat simply rose at one end, lifted from underneath with a slow grave gentleness, almost politely, as you tip a child out of a chair, and Liz and the thermos and the twist of wax paper went off the high side into the black channel together without so much as a shout. One clean small splash. The sound a person makes entering the water who was certain, half a second before, that she had it handled.

      The boat slapped back down, empty, and rocked, and rode the turning tide home toward the marsh, riderless, the oars still neat in the locks.

      Grace stood on the cottage pier and did not scream, because there was no one to scream to and nothing screaming would buy. The channel went flat again. The empty boat came in. And up the path behind her the cottage lamp was already out, dark again, open again, as though it had never been lit, as though no one had ever stood in that warm doorway and sent a clever woman off with a hot drink and a kind word and the one thing she would have sworn she was too smart to take.
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      The thermos came back before the boat finished drifting in. It knocked against the pilings of the cottage pier while Grace was still standing on it, bobbing, dented, faithful, and she fished it out because she could not make herself leave it, and tucked dry into the rope coil on the piling where a hand had set it square was the card. She did not have to turn it over to know.

      
        
        Take nothing sweet from a stranger's hand.

      

      

      The old cursive, dry as a bone over a soaked black night, the same as all of them.

      She opened the wax paper last. She should not have, and she did. Inside was a square of cocoa fudge with a walnut pressed into the top, the kind that had sat on a cut-glass plate at this family's Christmases for sixty years, made by exactly one person on this point, ever. It was still a little warm.

      Grace stood with it on the dark pier and understood that this was either the most damning thing she had found or the cruelest coincidence the Cape had ever bothered to arrange, and that she still could not prove which, because the lamp was out and the cottage was empty and the only witness to who had filled that thermos was forty yards out under a turning tide.

      Thirteen. There was no fridge down here and no crayon, so she counted it in her head and let it stand. Thirteen people still alive on Mooncusset, and a square of warm fudge in her hand that somebody had made tonight, in a dark house, for a woman the water was always going to take. She put the card in her pocket with the others and dropped the fudge into the channel where Liz had gone, because she was not going to carry it, and she was not going to taste it, and she was absolutely not going to hand it up the hill to a family that would find a way to make it mean whatever hurt the most.

      Then she stood a while and looked at the small dark cottage, the open door, the cold lamp, the rowboat already nosing back against its own pier like a dog come home without the hand that walked it.

      She knew now, with the flat certainty that had nothing to do with proof, that the next person down this path was going to be her: in the morning, at the low, in the light, with the dog, to do the thing she had been not-doing for five days.

      The woman she was going down to find was either the most patient killer on the Eastern Seaboard or an eighty-one-year-old who happened to make good fudge, and the entire horror of the night was that those had stopped, somewhere back there in the dark, being two different sentences.

      Up the lawn the house was there, thirteen lit windows and the people she had left, and out past the Spit the tide finished its turn and started back in. Grace climbed toward the light with a dead woman's thermos in one hand and her grandmother's handwriting in her pocket. She had two lines of the poem left to outrun and one left to answer, and she was finished, now, waiting on the porch for the water to come up and take the family one at a time. In the morning, at the low, she was going to walk down and meet it at the door.
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            THE LONE REED IS THE FIRST TO BE CUT

          

        

      

    

    
      The low came at two minutes past six, gray and grudging, exactly when Roland had said it would five days and a dozen funerals ago, and Hunter had a plan for it that was not Grace's plan, and for the first time all weekend the two of them fought.

      His plan was good. That was the trouble with it. The back flat behind the point went to ankle water at dead low for about twenty minutes, a wide bare apron of mud and eelgrass the channel could not reach, except for one seam down the middle, the gut, a narrow trench that stayed waist-deep and cold no matter how far the tide pulled out.

      Get across the flat in that window, on foot, fast and low and together, and you were on the far bank and up to the road before the water came back to own it. The locals had crossed children that way for two hundred years. It was the one road off Mooncusset the tide could not lie about, because at dead low there was barely any tide on it to lie.

      "We move the kids," Hunter said, in the gray kitchen, to the twelve faces that were left. "Now. This low. Kayla takes them across the back flat, the children and whoever can keep a five-year-old's feet moving, and they go up the far bank and they do not stop and they do not come back. I stand in the gut and hand them over. We will not get a cleaner window than the next twenty minutes, and we are not spending another night in this house finding out whose name is next on the wall."

      Grace fought him on it, because she had her own plan and it was down the hill, in a cottage with a cold lamp, and because the gut was the edge and the edge was the one place on that flat she did not want him standing. "Then I take the gut," she said. "You run the kids.

      It's my job, the water's mine, you've said it yourself, it's been mine since I was a kid." "And the door at the bottom of the lawn is yours too," Hunter said, not unkindly, "and you can't open it from out here, and a person can only stand in one gap at a time." He was already lacing his boots. "You go down the hill and ask your question.

      I'll put the children on the far side of the water. We do not trade jobs this morning, Grace. We've each had ours too long."

      It was the closest they had ever come to a real fight, and it lasted about nine seconds, because there was no time and because they both knew he was right. It was its own small punishment. "You're impossible," Grace said. "I'm consistent," Hunter said, and almost smiled, and snugged the bootlace tight. "Same thing my whole life.

      You've just never liked hearing it from me." Then he checked the sky and the water one more time, the two readings he had been making since he was nine years old, and said the last thing he said to her in that kitchen. It was: "Count them onto the far bank for me. All four. Don't let Greg's number be the one we use."

      The family, for its part, prepared for a barefoot mud crossing as it prepared for everything. An uncle tried to bring a roller suitcase onto a tidal flat and had to be talked out of it by his own teenager. Somebody asked, with no shame at all, whether they were coming back for the wine. And Greg.

      Greg appointed himself the far-bank man, the one who would stand on the safe side and haul each kid up the slick bank and keep the line moving, and he announced it with deep gold confidence, this from a man who had gotten two people killed off a dock on Saturday and learned, from that, absolutely nothing. "I'll anchor the top," Greg said, thumping his own chest.

      "Nobody gets past me but up." Grace looked at Hunter. Hunter looked at Greg, and then at the gut, and made the one bad call of his whole careful weekend, which did not look like a bad call at all. He decided Greg, scared enough, would hold.
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      They went down to the flat in the colorless light with the children chained hand to wrist, the four kids and Kayla at the front of the line with the smallest one riding her hip, and the two dogs, the old gray one pressed to Grace's leg, refusing the mud, and Dave's young Lab nosing the line like a sheepdog who had appointed itself.

      The flat was a different planet at dead low. The bay had pulled all the way back and left a wide gray country of mud and standing eelgrass and stranded crabs working sideways for cover, the smell of it enormous, sulfur and salt and the green of the deep weed, and out across the middle of it ran the gut, a dark wet seam maybe twelve feet across, waist-deep, moving slow and wrong against the drained flat around it. Everything else was ankle water. The gut was the price.

      Hunter waded out and set himself in the middle of it, hip-deep in the cold, boots planted on the trench floor, and put his hands up to take the first child. "Feet moving," he told them, one after another, in the flat calm voice he used on frightened things. "Don't look at the water. Look at Kayla. Go." And it worked. That was the unbearable part, again. It worked.

      He swung them across the gut one at a time, hand to hand, a child lifted out of the ankle shallows on the near side and set down running in the ankle shallows on the far side, Kayla hauling each one up the bank and pointing them at the road, and the line moved, and the flat held, and for four minutes on the worst morning of her life Grace stood on the near edge and watched her cousin's plan save all four children, one wet handoff at a time.

      One of the older kids, a girl of about ten, in shark-print pajama bottoms she had refused to change out of for five straight days, stopped at the lip of the gut and looked at the dark water, then up at Hunter. "Is this the part where one of us gets eaten," she said, not really asking, in the flat affectless register the children had all developed somewhere around the third funeral.

      "Not today," Hunter said, and swung her across. "Keep your feet moving, eyes on Kayla. Today the boring kids win." "I'm extremely boring," the girl said, landing on the far side, and ran. It was, Grace thought, the most competent exchange anybody in the family had managed all weekend, and it had taken a ten-year-old to do it.

      The dog would not go near the gut. Grace clocked it as she clocked everything now, the old gray dog at her knee, planted, the hackles up, staring at the dark seam where Hunter stood, making the low sound it made when the water had a tenant. But the children were going across, and there was no other road, and the only person who could have stood in that gut was already standing in it, so Grace held the dog by the collar and said nothing and counted them onto the far bank like beads. One. Two.
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      The tide turned early. It was four minutes, maybe, ahead of where Roland's arithmetic had put it, not the chart's fault, just the wind backing into the southeast and pushing the bay home before its time, and Hunter felt it before anyone, felt the gut deepen a half-inch around his ribs and the slow water pick up a pull, and he did not panic, because Hunter did not panic. He sped up. "Faster," he said. "Two more. Move." Two kids left on the near side. The water coming.

      He read the water exactly right. He always had.

      What he read wrong, as he always had, was the family, because at the moment the gut deepened and the pull came on and a child slipped going up the slick far bank and cried out, Greg, the far-bank man, the anchor, the one with nobody to get past him but up, looked at the rising water coming up the flat toward his own legs and did the truest thing he had done all weekend.

      He ran. He let go of the line and grabbed the kid nearest him and scrambled himself up the bank to the road, to safety, leaving the bank unmanned and the last child of the line stranded at the lip of the gut with the far shallows already filling.

      So Hunter did the math nobody had left him time to argue with. He took the second-to-last kid across clean. Then he turned back for the last one, a boy of maybe six, frozen at the near lip with the water climbing his shins, and got him, and could not hand him to an empty far bank, so he threw him.

      He picked the boy up out of the cold and put everything he had into one long underhand heave across the closing gut, and the boy landed sprawling in the ankle shallows of the far side where Kayla had already turned back and was lunging for him, landed safe, screaming, alive, and the throw took the last of Hunter's balance and his planted feet off the trench floor at the one second the water had been waiting five days for a reason to come, and it came.

      Grace was already three steps out onto the draining flat, screaming his name, the old dog's teeth in her jacket hauling her back, close enough to catch his face in the half-second he had left, and he was already doing the arithmetic, not afraid of it, as he had done arithmetic on water his whole life. He had known since the pantry that the gut would take whoever stood in it too long. He had decided it would be him and not a child. The water only did the arithmetic he had already done.

      He got the boy clear, saw him hit Kayla's arms on the far bank, saw the small feet kick up out of the water safe, and that was the last thing the weekend let Hunter do for anybody. The gut took him in the same second.

      It came up under him in a low fast surge along the dark seam and folded him down into the cold, and Hunter, who had not panicked once in five days, did not panic now; he set his boots on the trench floor like a man bracing a door against a crowd and he fought it, and for one terrible second it looked like a big strong man might actually win, his shoulders up out of the churn, his hands full of nothing, and then the water around him went a red that did not belong to the gray morning at all, a wide hot bloom spreading flat across the pewter, and the second was over.

      Grace screamed his name from the bank, screamed it raw until Kayla had both arms around her, and it changed nothing, because the gut had already gone flat and quiet and gray, eelgrass and crabs and one thin lace of red current where the best man on the point had been standing a breath before.
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      Kayla got the children up the far bank and onto the road and did not let one of them turn around. It was the last and hardest thing Grace ever saw her do for that family she had wandered into for a long weekend with a boy she'd been three days from leaving. She got them moving toward the mainland, four kids and herself, off the island, off the point, alive.

      Somewhere in the line a kid said, to nobody in particular, "That's everybody who's left, then," and another said, "We started with a lot more," in the bored flat register they all had now, and Kayla told them to keep walking and keep counting, because counting was a thing the hands could do that was not crying.

      And she found Grace's eyes once across the filling water, across the gut that was a channel again, and neither of them could say it, and Kayla turned and walked the children toward the road and did not look back, because looking back was the move that got renters taken, and she had learned, faster than any of them, exactly what it cost.

      The card came up against the near bank a minute later, riding the new tide in, dry in its skin of nothing as they were always dry, and Grace picked it out of the water because her hand did it without asking.

      
        
        The lone reed at the end is the first to be cut.

      

      

      The careful hand. She had known the line was his since the pantry.

      She had known it would be him at the edge, because he would always, always be the one who stood in the gap, and she put the card in her pocket with the rest and felt the cold come up in her where the grief was supposed to go, and let it. The grief could wait.

      The grief, she had learned out here, was a thing that got you killed at the edge of the water, and she was not done yet.

      She looked up the bank at Greg.

      He was on his knees on the road on the safe side, soaked to the waist, the saved kid already pulled off him by Kayla, and he was starting, Grace could see it from across the water, could see the machine of him already starting, to build the version where he had done the right thing, where there had been no choice, where a man had to save the child in front of him.

      By tonight he would believe it. By the drive home, if he ever got a drive home, it would be the truth. Grace watched him assemble it across thirty feet of rising tide and felt whatever had still been family between them go quietly out, and did not look for it again. The water took Hunter. It only got the chance because Greg let go of the rope, and Grace was a long way past pretending those were different killers.

      Beside her on the near bank the others stood in the wrecked quiet that had replaced the family's noise. Paul gray and wordless, Claire with a hand pressed over her mouth, Will staring at the flat pewter water like a man who had just watched the one person on the point he actually worried about go under, Carol holding Beth by the arm. Nobody reached for the careful version. Nobody opened a committee. For the first time in five days, and well past any use it could do them, the family simply stood and let a death be a death without taking a vote on what it meant.

      Twelve of them now. Four children and Kayla on the far road, walking off the point alive, and on the near side, sealed in again as the gut closed and the flat drowned, the ones the morning had left her: her mother and father, Greg, Will, Carol, Beth, two dogs, and Grace. The window was shut. The road was the Atlantic again. There would be no second low until the evening, and Grace did not intend for any of this to still be going by the evening.

      She turned her back on the water, which she had earned the right to do exactly once, and looked down the long gray lawn to the cottage at the bottom of it, where the lamp had been lit last night for a smart woman and was dark now, and where a door stood open as it had stood open for five days, waiting. She had one question left, and it was down the hill, not up it. She started walking down.
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            NOR WILL A BIGGER BOAT CARRY YOU HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the tide had closed the flat over Hunter, Greg had already finished the most important construction project of his life. It was the version of the morning in which he was the hero.

      You could watch him build it. He had it half-framed before the water even settled. That he had not dropped the line and run, he had identified the child at greatest risk and effected a rescue; that there had been no time, no choice, that a lesser man would have frozen and lost two.

      By the time the others trudged up the bank he was already saying it out loud, to nobody, to everybody, in the firm modest tone of a man giving a press conference about his own courage: "You do the math in a second out there. You grab the one you can reach. That's training. That's just, that's what it is." Nobody answered him. Paul looked at his own shoes. It was the loudest silence the family had produced all weekend, and Greg mistook it, as he mistook everything, for awe.

      And out of the wreck of the morning he produced, like a man pulling a flag out of his own chest, the plan. He had the keys to the deep-V.

      He had had them since Saturday, riding in his pocket through every funeral, and now he stood in the ruined kitchen and announced that he was going to do the thing none of them had the spine for: take the real boat, the offshore boat, twenty-six feet of deep hull built for open water, out the channel and around the point and down the coast to Woods Hole, and come back with the Coast Guard, with help, with the cavalry.

      "A real boat," he said, "run by somebody who's actually logged hours. Not a rowboat. Not a panic. A vessel." He said vessel like it cost money.

      Grace did not argue with him. That was new, and Greg noticed it, and took it, of course he did, for respect. The truth was simpler and colder: she was done spending herself on people who had already decided.

      She had spent five days throwing true sentences at this family and burying the ones who ducked, and she had a door to open at the bottom of the lawn, and somewhere in the last hour she had stopped being willing to die on the hill of Greg. "Take a life jacket," was all she said. "Two, even. Wear them both." Greg heard concern.

      What she had actually handed him was the only honest forecast on the point: that where he was going, flotation was going to be beside the point.

      He tried to recruit a crew, briefly, as a man recruits when he wants witnesses more than hands. He asked Will to come. Will, who had walked away from a lightning strike at nineteen and a rolled Jeep at thirty and a widow-maker oak at forty with the same charmed shrug, Will whom the family had always called the luckiest man in three counties. "Come run the second throttle," Greg said.

      "We'll be heroes by lunch." And Will, who had survived everything by declining, carefully, to volunteer for any of it, looked at the deep-V and the deeper water past it and said, easy as breathing, "I'm good here, man. My luck's an indoor cat." It was the smartest thing anybody said, and it came out of the family fool, and Grace filed that too, with everything else she was filing now.

      He packed the cooler.

      That was the detail that stuck, that with the road drowned and the family decimated and a man freshly gone under the flat, Greg's pre-departure checklist ran to the rosé, the good kettle chips, a charging cable for a phone with no signal, and not one bottle of water, because Greg's cooler had been wrong in exactly the same way for five days and a man going under the flat that morning was not going to be the thing that corrected it.

      He hefted it onto his shoulder, this man provisioning a heroic crossing with snacks, and went down to the boathouse to save them all, or to leave them, which on Greg had always been the same motion wearing two faces.
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      Grace had already started down the lawn toward the cottage, toward the cold lamp and the open door and the question she had been carrying for five days, when the deep-V coughed, caught, and roared, and she turned on the dark grass to watch Greg back the big boat out of the boathouse in a churn of white water and pure self-belief.

      He was, it had to be said, not entirely wrong about himself. He could run a boat.

      He got the deep-V off the dock cleanly, swung her bow to the channel, and stood at the wheel with one hand on the throttle and the morning wind in what remained of his hair, and for about ninety seconds Greg got to be the man he had described to the kitchen, captain of a real vessel, cutting a competent wake down the channel toward open water, the only one with the nerve to act.

      He even lifted a hand off the wheel and waved it back at the house, at the small gray figures of the family on the lawn, a wave that said watch this, a wave that said remember who did this when the helicopters come.

      And the family, God help all of them, half-raised their hands to wave back, because some old animal reflex in a Popham would applaud a man leaving them to drown if only he did it with enough confidence.

      Paul actually cupped his hands and called "Be careful, Greg!" across the water in his old rotary-opening voice, the mayor to the very last, as if caution were a thing you could move and second and vote into a man already standing at the helm of his own certainty. Carol waved.

      A weekend of funerals, and the family stood on the lawn and saw a confident man in a big boat and could not, even now, stop itself from rooting for him. It was, Grace thought, the single most Popham thing she had witnessed all week, and that was a deep bench.

      From the grass Grace watched the deep-V make for the mouth of the channel and heard Roland's voice from three days back as clearly as if the old man were standing at her shoulder: a boat in that water is not an escape, it is a way to die with your shoes on.

      Greg was driving a deep hull out past the Spit to the channel mouth, where the bottom fell away to forty feet of cold green dark, and he was doing it fast, and proud, and Grace understood with a slow cold drop in her stomach that he was not escaping the shark's water.

      He was the first person all weekend to drive straight out into the only part of it the shark had been built, over eleven million years, to truly own.

      The dog had come down the lawn and stood beside her, and it was not growling at Greg. It had stopped caring about Greg entirely. It stood with its whole body pointed past the boat, out at the deep water off the Spit, at a long flat nothing on the surface that Grace could not read and the dog could, and it made the low sound it made only when the thing was close and rising.
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      It came up as the deep ones do. It is as the posters draw it and the shallows never allow. There had been no room four days back, at the channel mouth, only enough for the water to shoulder his hull and let him run. There was room here.

      Out where the channel dropped away, where there was forty feet of green water beneath the hull and room at last for a thing that size to do what it was made to do, the bay simply opened upward.

      The shark came from straight below, vertical, all of it, a tower of gray and white the size of the boat rising clean out of the sea with the deep-V already breaking across its jaws, and for one impossible instant Greg and his vessel hung there together against the morning sky, the whole twenty-six feet of real boat run by a man who had logged hours lifted entirely out of the water, climbing, with a great white shark standing on its tail beneath it, all of it out of the sea at once.

      It was enormous.

      It was the thing the whole weekend had only ever shown in pieces, a fin, a swell, a shape under glass, and now it was all of it at once, in the air, in daylight, and it was so much more shark than the mind would agree to hold that Grace's first thought was not even fear; it was that nothing that big should be able to leave the water, and that the only place it could was here, in the deep, where Greg had so bravely brought himself.

      Then gravity remembered them both.

      The whole tonnage of shark and boat and man came down together in a column of white water that Grace felt in the soles of her feet a half-second after she saw it, a concussion that sent the gulls up off the marsh in a sheet and slapped a wake against the cottage pilings a quarter mile away, and where the bigger boat had been there was a boil of foam and fiberglass and one cooler lid spinning on the chop, and then the green water closed back over all of it, deep and unhurried, and the channel mouth was just the channel mouth again, forty feet of cold dark that had been there before any Popham ever bought a view of it.

      On the lawn nobody made a sound at all. There was no cheer this time and no scream. The breach had been too big for either, a thing the body files under weather instead of fear, and the family just stood on the wet grass and watched the foam flatten over the place where the largest living thing any of them would ever see had stood upright in the air for a second, in daylight, holding a boat in its mouth like a dog with a stick. Grace's hands were not shaking. She noticed that, and did not know what it meant about her, and decided she did not have time this morning to find out.
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      The cooler came home. Of course it came home. It bobbed back in on the flood over the next half hour, the good cooler, upright and faithful and sealed, and fetched up against the boathouse dock with the rosé still cold inside it and the kettle chips dry, the single most seaworthy thing Greg had ever owned, and the family stood on the dock and looked at it and could not, any of them, find the thing you were supposed to feel.

      That was the part that unsettled Grace more than the breach had, not that Greg was gone, but how little space he left. They tried. Carol said he'd meant well. It was untrue and everyone knew it. Beth said at least he went doing something. It was closer.

      And then a long flat silence, because the honest sentence sitting on that dock was that the man had dropped a rope on Hunter four hours ago to save his own legs and had now removed himself from the world in a boat full of wine, and there was no funeral voice in the family's whole repertoire that fit a thing like that, and for once, mercifully, nobody tried to invent one. They just let the cooler knock against the dock and went back up the hill quieter than they came.

      Grace found the card herself, later, wedged dry into the boathouse rafters where no spray could reach and no honest hand could have left it. It was the same impossible place all of them turned up.

      
        
        Nor will a bigger boat carry you home.

      

      

      She read it once and did not feel what she had felt for Hunter, or Dana, or even Liz. She felt the cold click of an account being squared. Greg had let go of the rope, and the water had let go of Greg, and if there was a hand keeping these books it had a feel for proportion Grace was no longer sure she could call wrong.

      Six. They were six now, up on the rock, her and her parents and Will and Carol and Beth, two dogs, a drowned road, and a cooler of cold wine nobody was going to drink. The numbers had gotten small enough that she did not need a fridge to hold them anymore. She could carry six in one hand. The six that were left she could have drawn from memory in the dark, which she never could have done with the loud anonymous middle the causeway took at dawn, and that was the water's longest game: boil a family of forty down to the few you could not stand to lose, then hand them back one at a time.

      She turned back to the lawn and the long walk down it. The boat had not carried Greg home; nothing out here carried anybody home; and the only road left off Mooncusset that she had not yet tried was a short one, downhill, to a cottage with an open door, and she had run, finally, all the way out of reasons not to walk it. The old gray dog fell in at her knee, the one creature on the whole point that had been right about everything from the first morning, and the two of them started down the wet grass toward the open door. She went.
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            LUCK IS NO LIFE VEST

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace was halfway down the lawn to the cottage when the cooler beat her to the punch line.

      It came in on the flood as the thermos had, as everything the water did not want came back. Greg's good cooler, the one that had ridden out a forty-foot breach upright and sealed, drifting up the shoreline on the morning tide and fetching gently against the family dock, bobbing there in the shallows below the house, full of cold rosé and dry kettle chips and the absolute confidence that it would be retrieved. It was, Grace thought, the most Popham object ever made: it had survived the thing that killed its owner, and it had come straight home to be useful, and it was going to get somebody else killed before lunch.

      There were five of them up at the dock now besides Grace, her father and mother, and Carol, and Beth, and Will, and Grace stopped on the wet grass exactly halfway between the house she was leaving and the door she was going to, and watched the cooler do to her relatives what no shark had needed to do all weekend. It tempted them. Four funerals into one morning, with a man's boat in splinters on the channel floor and the wake of the thing that did it still slapping the pilings, the family stood on the dock and looked down at eight dollars of floating wine and could not, quite, make themselves let it go.

      And it was, specifically, the rosé.

      Grace knew the bottles on sight; they were the ones Greg bought by the case every August and guarded like the last cellar in a famine, the wine the family toasted itself with at the Saturday cookout every single year, the wine that had been chilling in that exact cooler on Thursday when Tanner was still alive and the worst thing anyone on the point feared was running short of it before Sunday.

      The family had buried a dozen people since Thursday. The wine had not warmed a degree. And there it sat in the shallows below the house, still cold, still corked, exactly as valuable as it had ever been, that was, Grace thought, the entire Popham tragedy rendered in eight dollars of pink and one very good seal.

      You could see the math moving across their faces. Carol said somebody really ought to grab it before it drifted, in the tone of a woman volunteering other people. Paul said nobody was grabbing anything, in the gray flat voice that had stopped meaning anything around the second body. Beth pointed out, reasonably, that it was right there, you could practically reach it, as though the practically were doing any work at all. And the cooler bobbed and gleamed and waited, as sure of itself as the thing that had put it there, because the family's wanting was the most reliable bait on the whole point and always had been.

      And Will, of course, was the one who went for it. Will was always going to be the one.

      Will was the lucky one, the family's own four-leaf clover. He had walked away from a lightning strike at nineteen with a story and a scar shaped like a fern up his forearm. He had rolled a Jeep clean over on Route 6 and crawled out the smashed window to wave off the ambulance, embarrassed at the fuss.

      He had been standing under the big widow-maker oak the autumn it finally came down and had somehow been standing in the one patch of yard the oak did not cover.

      The family had a word for all of it, and the word was Will, and they said it with a fondness that had, over forty years, curdled quietly into something dangerous, because they had watched disaster decline to take Will so many times that they had all, Will most of all, stopped believing disaster was something that applied to him. He did not think of himself as reckless. He thought of himself as blessed.

      And there is no talking a blessed man into a life vest, because the life vest is an admission, and Will had never in his life had to admit a thing.

      He had been, in fairness, a wonderful man to have around. He was the best man at weddings he had barely been invited to, the uncle the children actually wanted at the table, the one who showed up to every funeral with a flask and a story that made the widow laugh in spite of herself. Everybody loved Will. Nobody knew Will. For forty years those had been, for him, the same comfortable arrangement, and it had cost him exactly nothing, right up until the morning it was about to cost him everything, because the flip side of a man no one ever worried about is a man no one ever quite watches.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Greg owes me for the gas anyway," Will said, already going down the dock toward the water, grinning back over his shoulder at the others, working the room as he had worked every room he had ever stood in. "I'm collecting in chardonnay."

      "It's rosé," Beth said.

      "Even better. I'll suffer through it."

      Carol, from the safe end of the dock, began to coach him. It was the most Carol thing she could possibly have done. "Just hook the handle, don't lean out," she called, flawless advice, delivered by a woman with no intention on God's earth of following it herself. Will lifted a hand to show he'd heard and did not slow down, because he did not take coaching. Will took chances and walked away from them grinning; that was the whole brand, that was the man, and forty years of it had taught everyone watching to expect the grin and the walk-away as reliably as a sunrise.

      And the worst of it was that nobody up there really tried to stop him, not as you stop a man walking toward a cliff, not with their bodies. Carol said his name. Paul said leave it, Will, but tiredly, already looking away.

      They had spent forty years not worrying about Will, because he was the one you never had to worry about, and the habit was so deep that even now, even here, with the whole family pruned down to a dock full of survivors, some animal part of all of them simply assumed that whatever the water did to everyone else, it would not bother to do to Will. He had the luck.

      He had always had the luck. The assumption that had kept anyone from ever standing in his way was the same assumption that was about to leave him alone at the end of a dock.

      Down on the wet grass Grace saw the whole geometry of it form, and felt the cold come up in her, because she had the poem in her pocket and she knew the line that was next and she knew she was about to watch it land, and that she could not reach it in time. "Will," she called up the lawn, not screaming, because screaming would only embarrass him into showing off worse. "Will. Leave the wine. Walk back up the dock. Please."

      He turned and looked down the lawn at her, and for one second the grin came off, and what was under it surprised her, because it was not stupidity at all. It was something close to hurt. "You know the thing nobody ever did for me, Grace?" he said, light, like a joke, drifting backward down the dock toward the water as he said it. "Worry. Not once, my whole life.

      The lightning, the Jeep, the tree. Everybody just laughed, because old Will lands on his feet, Will's got the luck, and they were right, so nobody ever stood on a lawn and told me to leave the wine." He spread his hands, charming, doomed, and genuinely, visibly touched. "You're the first one who ever did. That's a nice thing.

      I mean it." Then he smiled, and it was a real smile, the truest thing she had seen on his face all weekend. "But I've got the luck. I have always had the luck. Watch."

      That, Grace would decide later, was the cruelty buried in being lucky your whole life: it is the one disaster that never sends a warning, because it works, and works, and works, and keeps right on working, gentle and reliable as a tide, until the single morning it stops and presents the entire unpaid bill at once.
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      He went down on one knee at the end of the dock, easy and unhurried, as he had reached off a hundred docks for a hundred floating things across one long careless life, and put his hand out over the bright shallows for the cooler.

      He never touched it.

      The water came up the face of the dock without a sound, no rail to take this time, no shudder, no slow telegraphed swell, just the flat shallow take the rules had been promising since the first dead boy on the first morning, and the luckiest man in three counties went off the end of his family's dock into four feet of sunlit bay water at the exact hour his luck, having kept flawless attendance for forty years, finally failed to show up for the shift.

      There was one short sound. It was more surprise than fear, the noise a man makes who has genuinely, all the way down to the last half-second, expected the world to hold him up as it always had. And then there was no Will. There was the cooler, knocking the piling. There was the bright water closing over and going flat.

      There was a dock with nobody on the end of it, and a hand-shaped emptiness in the morning where, a breath before, the family's good luck had been kneeling.

      Grace was already moving, three running steps down the lawn that did nothing, that were never going to do anything, the old dog's teeth back in her jacket dragging her down, and the distance between her and the dockhead was the same distance it had been all weekend between knowing the rule and getting anybody to keep it: about thirty feet, and uncrossable, and exactly long enough to watch.

      The cooler bobbed once with the small commotion, drifted a few feet off the piling, and settled, sealed and cold and undrunk, having now outlived both men who had died trying to bring it home.
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      On the lawn and the dock, nobody screamed.

      They had run all the way out of screaming days before, and besides, the family had finally begun, dimly, late, to understand the one thing Grace had understood since Friday, that being filmed bought you nothing out here, that no camera had ever once changed what the water did, and that the only move left to a person at the edge of it was to not be at the edge of it.

      Carol hauled Beth back from the dockhead by the sleeve. Paul sat down on the wet grass slowly, as a condemned building comes down, in stages, almost with dignity. And Grace saw a thing happen to her father then that she had not seen once in thirty-four years: nothing. No angle. No version of the morning being quietly drafted behind his eyes for the neighbors and the papers and the family group text.

      Paul Popham had optic'd his way out of zoning fights and audits and two of his own children's worst years, and here, on the wet grass, with his last brother-in-law gone into the shallows after a cooler, the machine that did it simply switched off. Grace did not yet know whether the man left underneath would turn out to be anybody at all.

      That was a question for whatever came after this, if anything came after this. And not one of them went toward the water. It was, four days and a dozen funerals late, the first entirely correct decision the family had ever reached as a group, and it had cost them every single person who'd had to die to teach it.

      The card was on the dock when Grace came up to it, set square against a cleat, dry on the wet boards, in the careful old hand:

      
        
        Luck is no life vest.

      

      

      She stood over it and felt, this time, neither the clean punch of grief nor the cold click of justice, only a flat, tired recognition. Will had not been cruel like Greg, or vain like Lynn, or sure of himself like Liz.

      Will had only believed, in his own gentle way, the exact thing every last one of them believed about themselves down at the root: that the rules were a thing that happened to other people. The water had spent a whole long weekend disabusing the family of that idea one member at a time, patiently, in order, and it had saved the kindest believer for nearly the end.

      Five. Grace did the count without meaning to, the old reflex, the only thing she had ever really inherited from these people and the one piece of it that had kept her alive: her mother and father on the grass, Carol and Beth frozen at the dockhead, and herself on the lawn between them and the cottage.

      Five Pophams left out of the forty that had come across the causeway laughing on Friday with their coolers and their gratitude reels and their absolute certainty that the warning signs were for somebody else. Five.

      And the smallest of them, the oldest, the realest, the one with the actual answer to all of it, was sitting at the bottom of the hill behind a cold lamp and an open door, waiting, as she had been waiting the whole time.

      Grace looked up the lawn at the four of them, and down the lawn at the one. Then she turned her back on her parents, that was a thing she had spent thirty-four years being unable to do, and started down the last of the hill toward the cottage, the old gray dog falling in at her knee. She did not look back.

      There was nothing back there now but water, and people who had finally, expensively, learned to keep away from it, and a cooler of cold wine no one alive would ever drink.

      The whole way down the dog stayed glued to her left knee, on the landward side, putting its own body between Grace and the water without being asked, as it had tried to do for the entire family for five days, and only Grace had ever been smart enough to let it.
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            HONOR THE OLD

          

        

      

    

    
      The cottage was warm. That was the first wrong thing, the thing that undid Grace faster than an empty room ever could have: she came down the dark lawn braced for a cold dead house and a missing woman, and instead the little windows were gold again, and woodsmoke was coming off the chimney into the wet morning, and when she put her hand to the door it was warm, and from inside a voice she had known her whole life said, not at all surprised, “Come in, then, before you let the heat out. I made enough for two.”

      Gram was at the little table by the window, in the good chair turned to face the door, with the kettle just off the woodstove and two cups set out and steaming and a plate between them with a square of cocoa fudge on it, the walnut pressed neat into the top. She did not look like a woman who had been missing for five days.

      She looked like a woman who had been waiting in, comfortably, with a project, as she had looked at that table for sixty years. The sampler hung on the wall behind her head, exactly where it had always hung, the gold drugstore frame, the careful stitches, WHAT THE WATER REMEMBERS, and Gram sat under it with her hands folded and her eyes bright and pleasant as a church fan, and said, “Sit down, Grace. You've had a weekend.”

      Everything in the little room was exactly as it had been Grace's whole life, and that was the horror the warmth was only the front of: the tide chart curling by the door, the teacups from the set with the worn gold rims, the good pen capped on the table, the woodstove ticking to itself, the whole small squared world of a woman the family had spent decades writing off as furniture, people who were now, most of them, under the bay.

      It smelled like woodsmoke and strong tea and the faint sweetness of the fudge. It smelled, in other words, like every good memory Grace had of being small. That was the cruelest thing in the cottage, worse than the cards and worse than the smile, that the most dangerous room on the whole point was also the only one that had ever felt, all the way down, like being loved.

      Grace sat. The old gray dog came as far as the doorway and stopped there, on the sill, half in and half out, and would not come the rest of the way, and Gram looked at it with something that was almost respect. “He never would come in,” she said. “Smart animal. Smarter than anybody I'm related to.” She nudged the plate an inch toward Grace. “Don't have the fudge if it'll trouble you. I know where the last piece ended up. Waste, that. It was a good batch.”
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      Grace did not touch the fudge. She put the deck of cards on the table instead, the ones from the bodies, the cursive ones, the ones she had been carrying in her jacket for five days, and laid them out in a row between the two cups, in order, as the dead had gone, and watched her grandmother read them without surprise and without shame, as you'd look over a grocery list you'd written yourself.

      “You've been busy,” Grace said. Her voice came out level, which she had not been sure it would. She had learned that from the woman across the table, the same as she'd learned the cheekbones and the counting and the habit of not finishing a sentence she could not afford to finish. “The cards. The poem. The buckets buried in the spring and dug up all summer. The signs you took down for the listing.

      Roland's tide chart that nobody read but you. The lamp that was dark every night until the one night it wasn't.” She kept her hands flat on the table. “I have spent five days not saying this out loud. So I'm going to say it once, to you, where there's nobody to twist it. I think you did this. I think you did all of it.”

      Gram poured the tea. She did it the way she ran everything, unhurried, exact, the spout never dripping, and set Grace's cup in front of her before she answered, because some courtesies outlast the apocalypse. “If you're going to accuse me, child, do it neatly,” she said. “You've put two of those in the wrong order, and one of them isn't mine.

      But I'll tell you what I did, since you came all the way down to ask. It is more than the rest of them ever did in forty years.” She settled back. “I put food in the water. All summer. A bucket at a time, off the rocks, where an old woman with oyster floats has every reason in the world to be. That is not a crime, Grace. Ask your friend Roland.

      Half the men on this point have been chumming that water their whole lives; they just call it fishing.” She lifted her own cup. “And I kept the books. I have always kept the books. I wrote down what this family is, line by line, year by year, on that wall behind me, in plain words, and I hung it where any one of them could have read it any summer they cared to.

      Not one ever did.” A small sip. “That is also not a crime. It is, if anything, the opposite. It is a warning, framed, over the good chair.”

      “You fed the thing that ate them.”

      “I fed the water,” Gram said. “The water fed itself. I never told it a single name. I wouldn't know how.” And here she smiled, and it was the warmest and most terrible thing Grace had ever seen on a human face, because there was no cruelty in it at all, only a vast and patient correctness. “I did not drown one soul this weekend, child.

      I set a table, as I have set a table for this family every Labor Day for thirty-one years. And they came to it. They always come to it. They came to it loud, and careless, and certain the warning on the wall was somebody else's, and the water took the ones who could not be told.” She nodded at the cards. “I just stopped, this once, clearing the plates before they cut themselves. That is all old age really is, Grace. You run out of the strength to keep saving people from exactly who they are.”

      “What's in them,” Grace heard herself ask. “The books.” She did not want to know and could not stop the question. Gram brightened, as she only ever brightened at being asked about her work. “Everything, dear. In order, going back.” She did not even glance at the wall. “The year Lynn filmed me crying at a funeral and set it to music for the holiday reel.

      The eleven Christmases your uncle Steve called me Eleanor, that was my sister, dead since Eisenhower, and never troubled to fix it, because fixing it would have meant noticing me first. Greg expensing my own birthday lunch to his company as client development. The wifi.

      The vegetable tray Beth carried into my eightieth and carried right back out to her car at the end of the night, covered, because there'd been, she said, hardly a dent in it.

      And Dana, the only one of them with a real job, telling me to give up my grapefruit for my pressure pills, then asking after that grapefruit three Labor Days running, as you'd read a chart, as though a woman my age hadn't earned one bitter thing with her breakfast.” She recited each one without heat, the flat even way a bookkeeper reads down a column. Not one of them was big.

      Every entry was the size of nothing at all, and she had every last one of them by heart, sixty years deep, filed and dated and waiting.
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      “Why,” Grace said.

      It was the only question left, and she had carried it down the hill expecting the answer to be enormous, a deed, a fortune, a sixty-year crime, some buried monstrous thing big enough to be worth all the small dead bodies bobbing back on the tide. She braced for the size of it.

      Gram set down her cup. “You missed my birthday,” she said. “All of you. Two years running.” She said it plainly, as you'd report the weather, and then she stopped, and let it sit in the warm little room, and did not add to it, and that was the horror of it. That she did not add to it, that there was no second clause, no greater grievance underneath waiting to make it reasonable.

      “The first year there was a card. It came four days late and it played a little song when you opened it, and Megan had paid extra for the song and not extra for the stamp, and I sat in this chair and listened to it play to an empty house.

      The second year there was the gift basket the office sends the clients, with my own grandson's company logo on the ribbon, addressed to ‘Resident.'” She folded her hands. “That is the whole of it. You keep waiting for me to give you something bigger, because something bigger would let you off. There isn't one. I asked this family for the one thing it costs nothing to give an old woman.

      It is to be noticed she is still here, and for sixty years it told me, kindly, that it would get to me. So this year I stopped reminding them I was at the table. And the water noticed me before they did. It always had better manners.”

      Grace looked at the sampler over her grandmother's head, and at the four lines still unspent at the bottom of it, and felt the last of the weekend rearrange itself into its true and final shape. There were two predators on this point. There had only ever been two. One of them lived in the channel and could not help what it was.

      The other one was sitting across a warm table pouring her a second cup, and had spent a lifetime being underestimated into a weapon, and could not, now, be proven to have done a single thing but feed the gulls and frame a poem and decline, for one weekend, to manage her family's appetites for them. Honor the old, the line said, or the old keeps the books.

      Grace understood, finally, that the line was not a threat the family had failed to heed. It was a receipt. It had been a receipt the whole time, hanging over the chair, itemized, waiting sixty years for somebody to total it.

      “I can't prove any of it,” Grace said. Not an accusation now. A finding.

      “No,” Gram agreed, comfortably. “You can't. There's no road and no telephone and no man with a badge coming across that causeway, and there is nothing on this point but a tide chart, an old woman's needlepoint, and a great many people who got in the water after dark. You could tell them every word of this, the ones that are left, and you know exactly what they'd do with it.” She did.

      They would make it a weapon and point it at the nearest person who was not them. “You're the only one who came down the hill to ask, Grace. I always thought it might be you. The wall has a line on it for most everyone, given time. Whether I ever got around to writing yours, that I'll keep to myself.”
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      Outside, far off, Grace heard it: the low changing, the long suck of the bay starting to pull back off the causeway, the road beginning, somewhere in the gray, to lift up out of the water for the first time in two days. The window was opening. The one Roland had promised. The way out.

      “The road's coming up,” Gram said, who heard it too, who heard that water as Grace did, as the whole bloodline did when it bothered to listen. “You should go. Take your mother. She's the only other one of them that ever did the arithmetic. Take the quiet aunts; they earned it by keeping their mouths shut, which in this family is a form of genius. Take your father, if he'll come, though I expect you'll find there's less of him to take than there used to be.” She did not get up. “I'll stay. This is my house. It has always been my house. I am too old to start over somewhere a road can reach.”

      “They'll ask where you were,” Grace said. “The ones who get off. They'll ask what happened down here.”

      “They won't,” Gram said, and she was right, and they both knew she was right. “They'll be too busy being the ones who survived. That's the next thing this family will become, Grace, a story it tells about itself, with the parts that don't flatter it left out, same as always. The water will be a tragedy. I'll be a poor old woman they lost in the storm.

      And the cards will go in a drawer, and the sampler will come down because it upsets people, and in three summers somebody will rent this cottage out for the season at a number your father would have killed for.” She picked up her tea again. “Honor the old, or the old keeps the books. I kept them. They balance now. You can go.”

      Grace stood. She left the cards on the table, they were hers no longer; they had only ever been on loan from the woman who wrote them, and she went to the door, where the old gray dog was waiting on the sill with its whole body pointed up the hill toward the road and the living. At the threshold she stopped, because there was one thing left, and she had her grandmother's own habit too deep in her to leave the last word off it.

      “The wifi,” Grace said, not turning around. “The card that said YOU ASKED ABOUT THE WIFI. That one wasn't a slight, Gram. That was just Nick being twenty-six.”

      “I know,” Gram said, behind her, pleasant as a church fan, pouring the second cup she was now going to drink alone. “I never said the books were fair, Grace. I only said I kept them. Go on home. While the line still answers.”

      And Grace went out into the gray, up the long lawn, away from the warm gold window and the cold dark water both, with the dog tight against her landward knee and the road rising out of the bay ahead of her like something surfacing, and she did not look back at the cottage, not once, because she had learned the one rule this family had taken forty years and forty dead to teach her, and it was the rule under all the others, the last line, the one that was not about the water at all: you go home to your blood while the line still answers, and you do not, whatever it costs you, wait until the only voice left to call is the tide's.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE: CALL HOME YOUR BLOOD, WHILE THE LINE STILL ANSWERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The road came up out of the bay a little after the turn, exactly where Roland's chart had always said it would, streaming and gray and impossibly there, a strip of drowned causeway lifting back into the world for the ninety minutes the tide could be talked out of it.

      There were five of them to cross it. Grace counted them on the porch as she had counted everyone all weekend, because the counting was the last thing she had left that worked: her mother, her father, Aunt Carol with her bad ankle bound in a dish towel, Aunt Beth with her needlepoint bag still on her shoulder because she was not a woman who left a project on an island, and Grace. Five Pophams, and a soaked young Lab that had attached itself to Beth, and the old gray dog that had attached itself to Grace, out of a family that had come across that same road forty-strong and laughing four days ago.

      They were not, any of them, in good shape. Carol could not put weight on the ankle and would not say so. Paul had gone somewhere behind his own eyes around the time the deep-V went up and had not entirely come back; he carried a single suitcase to the truck and then stood holding it, in the driveway, as if he had forgotten which of the two things in his life it was for. Claire ran the loading as Claire ran everything, quietly and without being thanked. Beth packed three coolers of food nobody would eat and a needlepoint she would never finish, and Grace let her, because everyone gets to carry one useless thing off an island.

      They asked her about Gram. Of course they asked, on the porch, in the gray, with the road open and the clock running, where had she been, was she alive, was she coming.

      And Grace discovered, standing there, that her grandmother had been right about this too, as she had been right about all of it: that the truth was a thing Grace could not hand this family without it becoming a weapon in their hands by sundown. So she gave them the part that was true and would keep. “She's alive. She's at the cottage.

      She won't leave it, and we don't have time to make her.” She watched the news land, and what landed was the thing that finished, for Grace, any argument about whether the family had earned what the water did to it: nobody asked a second question. Nobody walked down to try.

      They received the fact that their eighty-one-year-old was alive and alone at the bottom of the lawn with a flicker of something none of them would ever examine, not grief, not relief, just the small administrative click of a name sliding from one column into another, and then they went back to their bags, because the road was open, and the Pophams had somewhere to be, and they had always, always had somewhere to be.

      ***

      Grace took them across as Hunter had taken the children: slow, low, together, in a single chain with the strongest at the front and the slowest in the middle and herself at the back where the edge was. She made them leave the bags. Beth argued about the needlepoint and brought it anyway, and Grace let her, because there are hills worth dying on and a tote bag is not one and she had run all the way out of the strength to keep saving people from exactly who they were, that was, she understood as she said it to herself, the only thing her grandmother had ever actually told her that was true.

      The cut at the middle was the worst of it, the place that had taken the running uncle on Saturday and the whole herd at dawn, the wrong-way tide-race already starting to gnaw at the edges of the road.

      They crossed it one at a time, hand to wrist, exactly as the rules on the wall had been telling this family to cross water for two hundred years, and the water did not rise, and nothing came, and Grace stood in the cut with the cold pulling at her shins and handed her own parents across it like children and did not let herself feel the size of that until much later, somewhere on the mainland, in a parking lot, when it finally arrived all at once and she had to sit down on a curb.

      Paul went across the cut on his daughter's arm like the old man he had become somewhere in the last five days, and in the middle of it, in the worst of the water, he said the only thing he said the whole crossing. It was not about the asset, or the listing, or how any of this was going to look. He said, “I should've gone down. All those years. It was right.

      It was right there. Bottom of the lawn.” It was the truest sentence Grace had ever gotten out of her father, and it had cost the entire family to pry it loose, and she did not answer it, because the tide was climbing her shins and there was nothing worth saying badly enough to die mid-sentence finishing, and because telling him he was right would have cost him nothing now. It was about forty years past the point where saying it would have meant a thing.

      The dog told her they were going to make it before she knew it herself. Halfway across, the old gray dog stopped bracing.

      She felt it go through the leash, the animal simply unclenching, as it had not unclenched since Friday, and she understood that whatever had been in the water all weekend was no longer interested, was no longer there, had taken what the summer's bait had trained it to take and was already doing the thing Roland said it would: moving on, down the coast, fed out, off to be some other beach's patient miracle.

      The dog had been right about the water every hour for five days. It was right about this too. They walked the rest of the way onto dry land behind an animal that had simply, quietly, stopped being afraid.

      Roland was on the far landing, in his waders, doing something to a cage that did not need doing. It was how Roland waited for people without admitting he was waiting. He looked at the five of them come up off the causeway and he did not smile, exactly, but something eased in the leather of his face. “Tide turns hard in forty minutes,” he said.

      “You'll want to be gone before it does.” And then, as Grace passed him, lower, just for her: “It's done. I felt it go off the Spit an hour ago, heading east. Won't be back this year. They never are, once they've had a season like the one somebody gave it. But a fish that's been fed off one beach a whole summer doesn't forget the address, Grace.

      It learned this water, the tide and the table both, and that kind comes back to where the eating was good. Next year. The year after.

      Somebody only has to set the table again.” He held her eye a moment on the word somebody, and did not ask, and Grace did not tell him, and that, two people who knew the water declining, out of respect, to say the thing out loud, was the closest the point ever came to a verdict. “Your great-grandfather leased these beds off your grandmother's people,” he said, looking past her at the dark point.

      “He always told me there were two things out here you did not get on the wrong side of: the rip off the Spit, and Joan. He never would say which one scared him worse.” Roland turned back to his cage. “Now I know. Go on. Get them off my landing before the tide does it for you.”

      ***

      She had two things left in her jacket, and she dealt with them on the landing while the family loaded into Roland's brother's borrowed truck.

      The first was the dock camera.

      She took it out and thumbed it on one last time, in the gray morning light, and watched the forty grainy seconds again: the black water, the moored boat, and the low dark shape crossing the frame under its own slow power, a person or a cooler or a crab pot or an old woman in a rowboat running her oyster floats at an hour no one else would be on the water.

      It proved everything. It proved nothing. It was, like the fudge and the cards and the lit window, the exact wrong amount of truth, enough to know by and never enough to say. Grace looked at it a long moment. Then she did not throw it in the channel, which surprised her; she put it back in her pocket. Not as evidence. As the books.

      The second was the last card. It had been in her jacket since the cottage table, the blank one, the good stock, squared and waiting, the one her grandmother had set out days ago for a name and never filled in. Grace had assumed for five days that the blank card was hers, that her own name was the one the deck was saving.

      Standing on the landing with the road about to drown again behind her, she understood she had been wrong about it as she had been wrong about almost nothing else all weekend. The card was blank because it was not a verdict. It was an invitation, and it had been left out for whoever in this family finally came down the hill and learned to read. She put it in her pocket with the camera.

      They never did find the cousin from the Friday boat, the one nobody could name by Sunday and nobody tried to by the following summer. He went into the count as a question mark and came out of it the way Mooncusset took most things in the end: unconfirmed, unspoken, folded into the tide and the family's careful forgetting, one more name the water and the Pophams did not.

      ***

      They drove off the Cape in two borrowed vehicles in the early afternoon, the survivors of the worst Labor Day in the family's history, and somewhere around the Sagamore Bridge the talking started. The version started, the one with the parts that did not flatter anybody left out, the storm and the freak run of accidents and the tragedy of poor Gram lost in the weather.

      Grace listened to it begin from the back seat and did not correct a word of it, because there was no road back to the truth that this family would willingly drive, and because correcting it would only get somebody, eventually, hurt. Her grandmother had called that too.

      That was the last and worst thing the weekend taught her: that the only person who had ever truly seen this family clearly was the one it had spent sixty years refusing to see at all.

      Grace looked back once, from the high span of the bridge, as you cannot help looking back at a thing you already know you are never going to talk about. Mooncusset lay out behind them in the gray afternoon, the marsh and the Spit and the long dark finger of the point, the compound dark at the top of it, the causeway already going back under, the island becoming an island again as it had a thousand times before any of them and would a thousand times after. And at the very bottom of the point, at the edge of the water, one window burned gold.

      The cottage. The lamp lit, the woodstove going, the kettle on. An old woman at a table under a wall of needlepoint, in no hurry at all, with a fresh pot and an empty chair across from her and the whole quiet rest of the year to bring the books current, and three hundred and some days until the family came laughing back across the causeway with their coolers and their phones and their certainty that the warning on the wall was somebody else's, as they came every year, as they would always come.

      Grace faced front. The bridge came down on the mainland side into traffic and gas stations and a cell signal that buzzed all five of their dead phones back to life at once, a little chorus of the world resuming, and she let it.

      The first thing through, on Grace's phone, was a message that had been trying to send since Monday and only now found a tower to carry it: Kayla, four kids around her in some borrowed kitchen forty miles up the coast, two words and a photo. They're safe. The four small faces in the picture were eating cereal at a stranger's table, alive, off the rock, the only clean thing the whole weekend had produced.

      Hunter's arithmetic, come out right on the one column that counted. Grace looked at it for a long time. Then she wrote back the only word that fit. It was thank you, and meant it at Kayla and at her brother both, and sent it into a world that, for once, had a signal to carry it.

      They stopped for gas at the first station off the bridge, because the truck was near empty and because the body, after a thing like that, wants something stupid and ordinary to do with its hands.

      Grace went in under the fluorescent lights, past the lottery machine and the rotating hot dogs, and bought a case of bottled water, twenty-four bottles, more than five people could drink in a day, the one provision her entire family had failed to bring to a five-day siege on a waterless rock. The kid at the register asked her, ringing it through without looking up, whether she'd had a good weekend out on the Cape.

      Grace looked at him a second. “Quiet,” she said. “Family thing.” And she paid, and carried the water out to the truck, and that was the first lie of the rest of her life, and it went down easy, exactly as her grandmother had promised her every lie in this family always did.

      It buzzed and resumed, the world, as it always does the second you are off the island and back inside its reach, and Grace let the family's phones light up around her with three days of missed nothing.

      She had her grandmother's cheekbones, and her grandmother's habit of counting a room, and now her grandmother's two souvenirs riding in her jacket, a camera and a blank card, the murderous machinery of forty loud Pophams reduced at last to a thing one clear-eyed woman could hold in one hand. She did not, in the end, say a word of any of it to the others.

      She just put her hand in her jacket, where the camera was, and the blank card, and kept them, and faced front, and let the Cape let go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNIVERSAL RULES FOR SURVIVING A CAPE COD FAMILY

          

        

      

    

    
      Field-tested. Results may vary. Survivors were not available for comment.

      

      1. Brush your teeth. We are not explaining this one again.

      2. Never say you’ll be right back. The water keeps the receipt.

      3. Believe the locals. They are rude because they are right.

      4. When the woods scream like a woman, stay inside. The marsh keeps a woman’s scream and no woman to go with it.

      5. Stay out of the water after dark. Nothing good has ever happened in New England water after dark, including the founding.

      6. Never tell the deep you’re safe. It hears you, and it has a sense of humor.

      7. Don’t go down to the water alone. The one who wanders is the one who’s billed.

      8. Don’t name the shark. Naming a thing is just preparing to miss it.

      9. Keep to the many. The cousin standing slightly apart is the cousin the tide has already chosen.

      10. When the dog won’t follow, neither do you. The dog has never once been wrong. You cannot say the same.

      11. Money buys you exactly zero extra minutes of tide. Uncle Don has confirmed this.

      12. Take nothing sweet from a stranger’s hand. Especially fudge. Especially hers.

      13. Don’t be the lone reed at the edge. Edges get cut first. Stand in the middle and let someone else be interesting.

      14. A bigger boat will not carry you home. Greg has also confirmed this.

      15. Luck is not a life vest. Will would like a word, but Will is unavailable.

      16. Honor the old. Call your grandmother. Show up for the birthday. It is cheaper than the alternative. It is everything.

      17. Call home your blood while the line still answers.

      

      And the rule that isn’t in the poem, because the family never read far enough down the page to need it: if you are on a deck, on the Cape, in August, with too many of the people you love most, look up from this book now and count them.

      Then count once more.

      

      The card game is real. So, increasingly, is the water. ChumTheGame.com and ChumTheBook.com
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