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    The Waterline

    
    Tom Bell woke at ten after five, as he had nearly every morning since he was a boy, and lay listening to the house. The window unit in the front room ticked as it cooled down from the night. A mockingbird was working through its list in the oleander. Under all of it, so low he felt it more than heard it, there was a sound he could not place, a soft wet knocking somewhere beneath the floor.
He put on his pants and his work shoes and went to the back window.
The channel was the color of a galvanized bucket, flat from the bulkhead to the marsh on the far side, without a ripple on it. Past the marsh, where the beach road ran along the dunes, he could hear the Gulf breaking on the sand, low and steady. There was no wind at all. The sky over the marsh was turning from gray to the faint yellow that meant another hot one. And the water had come over the bulkhead.
It lay across the strip of grass between the bulkhead and the back steps in one smooth sheet, an inch or two deep, catching the light. A plastic crab float had drifted in over the top of the wall and slapped against the bottom step. The knocking he had heard was a loose board under the back porch, lifting and settling as the water moved beneath it.
Tom stood there long enough for the coffee maker to finish behind him. He had seen water in the yard before. Every storm he could remember had pushed some of the channel over his father's wall, and a few of them had pushed a great deal more. But a storm brought wind with it, and rain, and a sky that told you what it was doing. This morning had brought nothing. The water had simply risen in the quiet and spread over the grass while he slept.
He poured his coffee black into the green mug Ellen had bought at a craft fair in 1988 and went out the back door.
The water was warm around his shoes. He waded across the yard to the foot of the pier, where his father had sunk the first piling the summer Tom turned fifteen, and rested one hand on it. The grain was silver and open from sixty years of sun. The pier itself ran sixty feet out into the channel on its old posts, with a T at the end where the family used to sit on the Fourth of July and watch the fireworks they shot off the beach across the marsh. The first thirty feet were his father's work, or close enough. The outer thirty were Tom's, rebuilt twice in the last nine years after two storms had come through and taken the span, the first one tearing away half the roof of the house along with it.
Most of the decking needed replacing again. He had meant to do it all spring.
He walked out slowly, testing each board before he trusted his weight to it, joints stiff in the damp and coffee held away from his body. The water was higher under the pier than he had ever seen it on a calm day. It slid between the posts and lapped at the bottom of the stringers, and the barnacles on the lower crossbraces, which should have been out of the water at this stage of the tide, were all under. When he reached the T he looked back at the house. From out here he could see the whole street, nine houses facing the channel on their pilings and blocks, and every one of them had water standing in its back lot.
"Well," he said.
He drank his coffee and watched a mullet jump twice near the old channel marker. Far down the Intracoastal a tug was pushing two barges east, so slowly it hardly seemed to move. It was a beautiful morning. That was the strange part. A man could stand out here and admire it.
When he walked back off the pier, Nia Vargas was at the bulkhead with a yardstick.
She was thirteen and lived next door with her mother, who was some kind of engineer for the city, and she had a way of appearing in his yard that Tom had stopped noticing years ago. This morning she was barefoot and wearing a T-shirt that came to her knees. She had pushed the yardstick down into the water where the bulkhead's top board was hidden, squinting at the number.
"Two and three-quarters," she said, without looking up. "Over the top of the wall. What do you think?"
"I think you're going to cut your feet on an oyster shell."
"I'm careful." She pulled out the yardstick, shook it, and wrote in a spiral notebook she had tucked into the waistband of her shorts. "It's for science. Mr. Delgado said we have to measure something over the summer and graph it. Everybody else is doing the rain gauge."
"You picked the channel."
"The channel's more interesting. It's doing something." She looked at him then, her face serious under a mess of dark hair. "Has it ever done this before? On a day like this?"
Tom thought about it honestly, because she had asked it honestly. He thought about seventy-six years of mornings on this property. Storms, yes. The October tides that ran high every fall and made the boys at the bait shop say the moon was close. The big storm the year he was eleven, which had put four feet of water under the house and a foot inside it. But a calm June morning with no wind and no rain, and the water standing in the grass like it lived there?
"Not that I recall," he said.
Nia wrote that down too. He wished she hadn't.
"It'll go back down," he told her. "It always goes back down."
"When?"
"By noon. You can measure that, too."
She said she would. Then she asked if she could put a mark on the pier piling so she'd have a fixed place to measure from, and Tom went back inside for a carpenter's pencil and let her draw a line on his father's post at the waterline. She wrote the date next to it in small, careful numbers. Looking at that line on the old wood gave him an uncomfortable feeling he did not care to examine.
By seven the heat was already coming up off the water. Tom ate two eggs and a piece of toast standing at the counter and then went out front to look at the street.
The low road ran along the front of the houses, patched black asphalt with grass growing up through the seams, and at the far end by the bait shop it dipped down into the marsh before it climbed toward town. The dip had water in it. Not much, maybe six inches, enough that a car would throw a wake. A man in a pickup Tom didn't know came through it too fast and sprayed salt water up onto June Patel's mailbox.
June was out on her steps when he came across. She was seventy-three, a retired school librarian who still wore reading glasses on a beaded chain, and she lived alone in the gray house with the hurricane shutters she never closed. She was standing on the second step from the bottom holding the rail. He saw why: the bottom step had pulled loose from the stringer on one side and was hanging at an angle, its nails rusted through.
"Morning, June."
"Tom. I was about to call you, but I didn't want to be a bother before breakfast."
"You're never a bother before breakfast. After lunch, maybe." He crouched down and looked at the step. The stringer was sound enough, but the bottom of it had been sitting in wet ground so constantly that the end grain had gone soft and the nails had nothing left to bite into. "When did this let go?"
"Sometime in the night. I came out to get the paper and nearly went down."
"Don't use it. Step over it. I'll be back in twenty minutes."
He went home for his tool bag, a short piece of pressure-treated two-by-six, and a box of three-inch exterior screws. It took him a little longer than twenty minutes, because the screws wanted a pilot hole in the old wood and his drill battery was low, but by eight-thirty he had cut a new cleat, set it against the sound part of the stringer, and screwed the step down to it so that it did not move when he stood on it and bounced. June watched from her porch chair with a cup of tea she had made for him and that he had forgotten to drink.
"You didn't have to do all that," she said.
"It was do all that or listen to you fall down."
"I'd have fallen quietly."
"That's what I was afraid of."
She smiled at him. June had a good smile, wry and a little sad, and since Ellen died she had become the person on the street he talked to most, though neither of them would have said so. She looked past him at the water standing in the dip of the road.
"Nia was over at your place early," she said.
"Measuring the water."
"She came by yesterday and asked me how high the water was when I first moved here. I told her I didn't know. I never thought to look." June turned her cup in her hands. 
"It'll be gone by noon."
"Will it?"
"It always is," Tom said, and he went home to put his tools away.
He spent the rest of the morning in the shed behind the house going through the lumber he had been collecting for the pier. There was not enough of it. He had bought a few boards at a time over the winter whenever he went to town, and they were stacked on sawhorses under a tarp with their ends painted against splitting. He counted forty-one two-by-sixes, eighteen feet long, which was maybe half the decking he would need for the outer section. At the store's prices that would be another eight or nine hundred dollars for the rest, plus galvanized hardware, plus the two outer posts that had been leaning since the last storm and would have to be jetted out and reset.
He sat on an upturned bucket and did the arithmetic on the back of a feed store receipt. It came to more than he wanted to spend and less than he could afford. It came out that way every year.
He wanted it done by the Fourth. That was the plan he had made back in March, and he saw no reason to change it now. Mara and the kids hadn't come out for the fireworks in three summers. The first summer they had a reason, a tournament for the boy. The second summer they had another reason. Last year Mara had said on the phone that she just didn't think the pier was safe for the kids anymore. Tom had heard what she really meant. If the pier was new, if it was solid out to the end and the T had fresh boards and a good railing, there would be no reason left. They could sit out there like the old days, with Ellen's old cooler and the citronella buckets, and watch the town shoot off its money over the water.
At noon he walked back to the pier.
The water had gone down. It had pulled back over the bulkhead and out of the yard, leaving the grass flattened and shining and a long wavy line of dead marsh straw along the top of the wall. The back steps were dry. The crab float lay on its side in the mud. Under the pier, the barnacles were out of the water again, ticking and popping in the sun.
He felt his shoulders come down a little. There it was.
Nia's pencil mark was on the piling where she had drawn it, a short dark line with the date beside it. The water now was a good two feet below it. Tom stood there looking at the line for a while, at how small and neat it was, at how high it sat on the post his father had put in the ground sixty-one years ago. In all those years of standing on this pier he had never once marked the water. He had never seen a reason to. The water came up and the water went down, and his father had built everything to sit just above where it came.
The grass along the top of the bulkhead, he noticed, had a brown edge to it, a strip a foot wide where it had gone the color of old rope. Salt burn. He had seen that edge spreading since spring and told himself it was the drought.
He went inside, put the receipt with his lumber figures on the refrigerator under a magnet shaped like a crab, and called the lumberyard to ask what they wanted for sixteen-foot two-by-sixes this week.

    
  

  
    The Dip in the Road

    
    Mara called from the bait shop at ten on Saturday morning to say she was sitting in the parking lot waiting for the road.
"What do you mean, waiting for it?"
"I mean it's under water, Dad. At the dip. There's a man in a Corolla who tried it and he's stuck in the middle with his flashers on, and I'm not doing that in my car."
Tom went out on the front porch with the phone. From there he could see down the length of the street to where the road bent toward the marsh, and she was right. The low place beyond the last house had a sheet of water across it, wider than it had been on Tuesday, and a small white car sat in the middle with its hazard lights blinking. A man stood on the far side of it with his hands on his hips, glaring at the car as if at a dog that had run off.
"It's the tide," Tom said. "It'll be down in an hour."
"I know it's the tide. That's what I'm telling you. It's the tide, and it's sunny, and I'm sitting at the bait shop."
"Get a coffee from Ray. Tell him to put it on my bill."
"Ray doesn't keep a bill anymore. Nobody keeps a bill anymore." She sighed, and he could hear the radio playing in her car. "Fine. An hour."
It was an hour and twenty minutes. She pulled into his drive at a little before noon, the underside of her car dripping brackish water, and got out with two grocery bags and the face she had been wearing since she was fourteen whenever she decided to be patient with him. She was forty-eight now and had her mother's height and her mother's way of standing with one hip cocked, and some days it was hard for Tom to look at her for very long.
"You didn't need to bring groceries," he said.
"You have mustard and eggs in that refrigerator. I looked last time." She went past him up the steps and into the kitchen and began putting things away in the places Ellen had always put them. Tom hesitated at the screen door, his hand on the frame, looking away toward the drive. "Bread. Chicken thighs. You can do them on the grill. Peaches, because they were good at the stand. Coffee, because yours tastes like a tire."
"My coffee is fine."
"Your coffee is from a can that says Value on it." She folded the bags and put them under the sink. Then she stood looking out the back window at the channel, where the water was well down now, a foot below the top of the bulkhead, brown and quiet in the sun. "Nia told me you two had it in the yard on Tuesday."
"Nia talks to you?"
"Nia texts me. I gave her my number last Christmas. She sends me pictures of the water." Mara took her phone out and showed him. There was a photograph of his own back yard with the grass under water and a yardstick standing in it, and under the picture a line of text in a child's careful phrasing: 2.75 inches over the wall, no wind, no rain, 6:15 a.m.
"She's thorough," Tom said.
"She's thirteen and she's the only one around here who writes anything down."
They ate lunch on the back porch under the ceiling fan, ham sandwiches on the fresh bread and the peaches cut into a bowl, and for a while it was easy.
"Third time this week," Mara said, wiping her fingers on a paper napkin. "He brings them in a shoe box. Swears the leaves look angry. I had to tell him again they're just Better Boys with too much nitrogen."
"People have time on their hands," Tom said.
"They have the internet on their hands." She took another peach slice. "How's June?"
"Step broke on her front stoop. Pine rotted out from the bottom riser. I put a piece of treated two-by-eight in for her yesterday." He shook his head. "Went by Pruitt's to look at lag screws for the pier. Forty-eight cents apiece for galvanized half-inch. Used to get a whole box for eight dollars."
"Nothing stays eight dollars, Dad."
The fan clicked above them. A tug went by on the Intracoastal pushing four barges loaded with something black, and the wake came in a long time after, slapping against the bulkhead and running up under the pier.
When it was quiet again Tom said, "I'm going to have the outer section done by the Fourth. New decking, new rail on the T. I've got half the lumber already."
Mara set her sandwich down.
"Dad."
"The kids can sit out there like they used to. Your mother's old cooler is still in the shed."
"Dad, we're not coming for the Fourth."
He had known it was coming. He had known it on the phone in April, and he had known it this morning when she called from the bait shop, and still it went through him the way the cold went through his knees in January. He looked out at the pier. Half the boards on the outer section had gone gray and cupped, and two of the posts on the T leaned toward the channel like old men trying to see something.
"Caleb's working," Mara said. "He got on at the hardware store and they want him through the holiday. Lily has a tournament the weekend before and she'll be dead on her feet. And Dad, last year when we came out in August, we sat at the bait shop for two hours waiting for the road. Two hours. Lily got carsick from the heat and threw up in Ray's bathroom. I'm not doing that on the Fourth of July with every car in the county trying to get to the beach."
"The road's only bad on the high tides."
"The high tides used to be once in a while."
"They come and go."
"They come." She pulled her hair back with both hands, then let it fall. "They come more every year. You saw it Tuesday. Nia's got pictures from March and May. There's a guy on the county page who posts the road every morning, and it's under more days than not some months."
Tom said nothing to that. He took a peach slice from the bowl and ate it, though he didn't want it, and watched the barges grow small toward the east.
"I'm not trying to fight with you," Mara said, more quietly. "I want you to hear me. I come out here and I see the grass dying along the wall, and the steps on half these houses are rotting out from the bottom, and the road is going under on sunny days, and you're out there buying lumber like it's 1985."
"That pier was here before you were born."
"I know it was."
"Your grandfather built it. I helped him set the posts."
"I know. I've heard about the posts my whole life." She reached over and put her hand on his wrist. Her fingers were cool from the peaches. "Dad, listen to me. The water doesn't remember what it used to do. You're the only one who does."
He looked at her hand on his wrist. It was Ellen's hand, the long fingers and the short practical nails, and he put his own hand over it for a second before he took his arm back.
Tom looked down at the table. He pulled his hand away, slow and quiet, letting it rest on his knee out of sight, and said nothing.
She laughed, a short unhappy sound, and picked her sandwich back up.
After lunch she walked the yard with him, which she always did, as if she were inspecting a property she was thinking of buying. She found the loose skirting board under the back porch and told him to fix it. She stopped at the bulkhead and looked down at the line of brown grass along the cap, a strip of dead turf a foot wide, and toed it with her sandal so that it crumbled.
"That's salt," she said. "That's not drought. I look at a dozen dying turf samples and soil trays a day, Dad. People bring me this every week."
"It's been dry."
"It's been dry for a month. That's been dying since March. Look at the pattern. It's right where the water comes over and sits." She crouched and pulled up a tuft. The roots were black. "Same thing at the Chavezes' and at June's. Same thing all the way down the street. The grass is telling you where the water's been."
He crouched next to her, slowly, a hand on the bulkhead cap for balance. The cap board was his father's work, two-by-twelve treated pine set on the steel sheet piling in 1963, and he had replaced sections of it twice. Up close, he could see a hairline crack running along the inside face of the cap for six or seven feet, with a faint white crust in it where water had seeped through and dried.
"Huh," he said.
"What?"
"Nothing. Crack in the cap." He ran his thumb along it. It was not wide enough to take a fingernail. "Everything cracks."
Mara looked at the crack and then at him, and he could see her decide not to say what she was thinking.
They looked under the house next, because she insisted. The house sat on its creosote pilings about three feet off the ground, high enough to keep a normal tide out and low enough that you had to crouch at the edge of the crawl space and peer in. The water lines ran along the floor joists in bare copper and galvanized pipe, just as his father had run them, and out on the back porch the electric water heater stood on its little platform with no jacket on it.
"You ever think about wrapping those?" Mara asked, pointing in at the pipes.
"What for?"
"For when it freezes."
"It doesn't freeze here. Not enough to matter. Your grandfather ran them like that in 1950 and they've never frozen once."
"Once is a big word."
"Once is the right word."
She let that go too.
At three she said she wanted to get back across the dip before the afternoon tide, and he walked her to the car. She hugged him by the open door, hard, the way she had when she was small and he was going out on a night call to fix somebody's boat.
"Call me if you need anything," she said. "And don't get up on that pier in this heat."
"It's not that hot."
"It's ninety-six. Nia says it's going to be over a hundred next week. She looked it up."
"Nia looks up a lot of things."
"Thank God somebody does." She got into the car and rolled down the window. "Dad. I love you. I'm going to keep saying it."
"I know," he said. "Drive carefully through the dip."
He stood in the drive and watched her go. At the end of the street she slowed, and he saw her brake lights come on at the edge of the low place, and then she crept through, the water barely touching her tires, and up the rise toward the bait shop and the highway beyond it. He waited until he couldn't see the car anymore.
Then he went around to the back yard and looked at the crack in the cap board again. He got down on his knees, which took a while, and followed it to where it ended near the foot of the pier. Under the end of the crack, at the base of the bulkhead where the steel met the dirt, the yard had settled into a shallow scoop about the size of a dinner plate. He had not noticed it before. He pushed two fingers into the soft ground there, and they went in to the second knuckle and came out wet.
He sat back on his heels and looked at the scoop for a long time. Water had been getting under the wall. It had been coming in from somewhere below and carrying a little dirt back out each time it receded.
Tom went to the shed, got a bucket of fill sand and a tamping bar, filled the depression, and tamped it down hard until it lay level with the rest of the yard. Then he wiped his hands on his pants and went in to start the chicken thighs, and he did not think about the hole again until after dark, when he lay in bed listening to the tide come in and found he could not stop.

    
  

  
    No Wind

    
    The heat came in the second week of July and did not leave.
It arrived without any weather to announce it. One morning the breeze that usually blew off the Gulf at about ten o'clock simply died, and the air over the channel went still and white, and it stayed that way. By noon on the first day the thermometer on Tom's back porch, the old brass one his father had screwed to the post, read a hundred and one in the shade. By the third day it was reading a hundred and four, and the nights were not getting below eighty-five.
Tom had lived through hot summers. Every summer on this coast was hot, and he had spent forty of them in a tin-roofed engine shop by the bait house with nothing but a box fan and a cooler of ice water. He knew how to handle heat. You worked early and late. You stayed out of the sun between noon and four. You drank more than you wanted to. And at night you opened up the house the way his father had designed it to be opened, the front door and the back door and every window on both sides, and you let the breeze come across the channel and through the rooms and carry the day out with it.
His father had built the house for that. It sat up high on its pilings to catch the air, with long windows that ran almost floor to ceiling and a hall straight through the middle from front to back. In the summer of 1950 there was no such thing as air conditioning in Pelican Bend, and Walter Bell had used the wind instead. Tom had grown up sleeping on the screened back porch with the channel breathing below him, and he had never once felt the house was too hot to live in.
He opened it all up on the third night.
He stood in the dark hall at eleven o'clock with every window raised and both doors propped, and he waited for the air to move. It didn't. The curtains in the front room hung straight down. The air in the hall was the same temperature as the air in his mouth, thick and damp and smelling faintly of the marsh. He could hear the channel lapping at the pilings below, and a long way off, the Gulf on the beach across the marsh, but no wind came with either sound. When he went out on the back porch to look, the water lay perfectly flat under a haze that hid the stars, and the lights of the beach houses across the marsh were blurred as if through a dirty window.
He stood out there in his undershirt until the sweat ran into his eyes. Then he closed the house back up and turned the window unit in the bedroom to high, and though it rattled and labored, the room only reached eighty-two by two in the morning, leaving the cotton sheet sticking to his skin.
On the fourth day the power began going out.
The first time was a little after five in the afternoon. Tom was in the kitchen deciding whether he was hungry enough to cook when the refrigerator stopped humming. The window unit in the front room wound down to nothing, and the house went silent in a way it had not been silent in years. He stood in the kitchen and listened. Outside, all down the street, he heard the same silence spreading, the hum of a dozen compressors cutting out one after another, until there was nothing left but the cicadas and a dog barking on the far end.
He went out on the front porch. June was on hers next door, fanning herself with a church bulletin.
"Is it just us?" she called.
"Looks like the whole street."
"Nia's mother said this would happen. The utility sent a text this morning asking everyone to cut back. I didn't think they meant they would cut us back themselves."
It came back on in twenty minutes. It went out again at eight and stayed out for forty minutes. Tom sat on the porch in the stifling dark, sweat prickling his neck. Behind him, the house ticked as it took on the heat, the framing giving off faint, dry pops in the dark. At ten-fifteen it went out a third time, and this time it did not come back until after midnight.
Sarah Vargas came over the next morning while he was hosing the dust off his truck. When he had first turned the spigot, the water trapped inside had scalded his hand. She was a tall, serious woman in her early forties who worked for the city in some office that had to do with roads and drainage, and she had a way of explaining things that made Tom feel she had already decided he would understand them. She had a travel mug of coffee in one hand and her phone in the other.
"You doing all right over here, Mr. Bell?"
"I'm fine. Is this going to keep up?"
"Through the weekend at least. The forecast has the high pressure sitting right on top of us." She looked at the sky as if she could see it there, a lid on the coast. "The grid's overloaded. Everybody's running their AC wide open, and the lines can't take the heat. The system trips to protect itself, so the utility is rotating the outages section by section to keep from losing the whole thing."
"We never used to lose power for heat. Storms, sure."
"No," she said. "We never used to have this."
He thought she might say more, but she only looked at him with that steady face and then at his windows, which were all closed.
"Do you have a generator?"
"No. Never needed one."
"If the outages run longer tonight, come over to our place. We have a small one and we can run a fan in the front room. Nia would like the company." She hesitated. "So would I. It's a long night when it's like this."
"I'll be fine," he said. "Thank you."
She went back across the yard. Tom finished the truck and coiled the hose.
That afternoon he walked down to the bait shop, which he still did most days out of a habit forty years deep. Ray Tillman had run the store since the seventies and was the only person on the street older than Tom. His ice machine was one of the few things in Pelican Bend that still ran during the outages, because Ray had wired it to a diesel generator in 1998 and never told the county. The shop was cooler inside than out, barely. Ray sat behind the counter under a box fan with his feet up on a crate.
"Tom."
"Ray."
"You want ice?"
"I want some ice."
Ray bagged him two and took his money and put it in the drawer without counting it. Through the screen door, the low dip in the road shimmered in the blinding glare, dry now under the white sky.
"Shrimpers say the water out past the jetty's like a bathtub," Ray said. "Ninety-one degrees. Brown shrimp went deep or went somewhere. Nobody's catching anything."
"It's July."
"It's always July in July. This isn't July." Ray took his feet off the crate. "My grandson works on one of those tugs on the Intracoastal. He says it's the same all along the coast. They're running the boats at night because the deckhands are getting sick during the day. Had one go down on a barge last week, just fell over coiling a line. Had to get him off at Port O'Neal in an ambulance."
"He all right?"
"He's alive." Ray looked out at the road. "My daddy fished this coast fifty years and never once said the water was too hot. Not once."
Tom carried the ice home with a bag on each shoulder, and by the time he reached his front steps the plastic was sloshing and sagging limp against his shoulders, running with meltwater as the ice inside shrank. He put it in Ellen's old cooler on the back porch with four bottles of water and a jug of tea.
The power went out again at four.
He sat in the front room with the windows closed against the heat and the curtains drawn and a wet dish towel on the back of his neck, and he read the newspaper from Tuesday because that was the last one that had come. The house grew warmer by degrees. He could feel it in the walls when he leaned against them, and in the wood arms of his chair. At five the thermometer by the kitchen door read ninety-one inside. At six it read ninety-four. The window unit sat in the frame like a dead thing, and outside, through a crack in the curtains, he could see June across the yard on her porch, not fanning anymore, just sitting very still in her chair with her eyes closed.
He went over.
"June."
She opened her eyes. Her face was flushed and shiny, and the reading glasses on their beaded chain had steamed at the edges. "I'm all right, Tom. I'm only resting."
"Come sit on my back porch. There's ice."
"I don't want to be a bother."
"It's a bother to watch you cook."
She smiled at that and let him take her elbow, and they walked across the yard to his place and sat on the back porch over the channel in the two old metal chairs. He gave her a bottle of water out of the cooler and a dish towel with ice wrapped in it, and she held the towel against her throat and closed her eyes again.
"Better," she said, after a while.
They sat there until the sun went down behind the marsh. The water below them was so still it held the color of the sky, orange and then rose and then a dull purple, and the heat did not break with the light. At nine the power came back on all at once, and every compressor on the street started up together with a sound like a long exhale, and June went home to her own window unit.
Tom stayed on the porch. His father had opened this house to the wind every summer night of his life, and the wind did not come. "We never used to have this," Sarah had said, without any feeling in particular, as a woman states a measurement.
Down in the channel, a fish broke the surface and vanished, the ripples spreading slowly across the dark water until they flattened against the bulkhead.

    
  

  
    The Full-Risk Rate

    
    The renewal notice came on a Monday in a white envelope with a window in it, and Tom opened it standing at the kitchen counter, expecting it to be the same as every year.
It was not the same. He read the number twice, held the paper at arm's length, and read it a third time, as if the distance might change it. His flood policy, which had cost eleven hundred and forty dollars last year and about that much every year for as long as he could remember, was going to cost three thousand four hundred and eighty. His eyes skimmed the tight block of print beneath it, snagging on words that seemed to have nothing to do with him: distance to water, foundation elevation, replacement cost, area loss history. His stomach pulled tight, the way it did when an outboard gave an ugly cough far out from the landing. A second paragraph said the increase was only a phase-in, that the bill would climb every year until it reached what they called the full-risk rate. He squinted hard at the lines, turning the page toward the kitchen window to find the ceiling, but there was no dollar sign attached to it. They had simply left the true number open-ended, letting a cold, hollow weight settle in his chest.
Tom put the letter down on the counter and looked at it. Then he picked it up again and turned it over, but there was nothing on the back.
He called the number at the bottom and listened to a recording for twenty-two minutes. When a woman finally came on, she was polite and patient and could not tell him anything the letter hadn't already said. Yes, it was correct. Yes, many policyholders on the coast were seeing increases. No, she couldn't say what the full-risk rate would be on his house; that depended on factors in the rating model. Yes, he could talk to his agent.
"I have been paying for flood insurance on that house for forty-six years," Tom said, "and I have filed two claims."
"I understand, sir."
"Two claims. Both for storms that took half the coast with them."
"The new rating system doesn't look at individual claims history in the same way, sir. It looks at the risk to the property."
"The property's been there since 1950."
"Yes, sir," the woman said. The apology followed without a pause, smooth and measured, falling into the practiced cadence of a script she had recited all morning. "We understand your frustration, Mr. Bell, and we do apologize for the inconvenience."
He drove to town the next morning to see his agent.
The road out of Pelican Bend ran west along the channel for a mile, dipped through the marsh by the bait shop, then crossed the swing bridge over the Intracoastal and ran north for twenty minutes through rice fields gone to cattle pasture until it reached Corliss, the county seat. Corliss had a courthouse, two banks, a Walmart, and a strip of offices across from the high school where Brenda Haney had sold Tom his insurance for twenty years. She was a heavyset woman with reading glasses pushed up into her gray hair, and she had his file open on her desk before he sat down.
"I know why you're here," she said. "I've had forty of you since the first of the month."
"Three thousand four hundred dollars, Brenda."
"Three thousand four hundred and eighty. And it'll go up eighteen percent next year, and eighteen the year after, until it gets where it's going." She turned her monitor so he could see, though he couldn't read anything on the screen without his glasses. "It's the new rating system. They're pricing it directly off what's been happening on your street. And what's been happening on your street is a lot of claims."
"Not mine."
"No, not yours. Yours are about as clean as they come on that road. But the Chavezes had water in their garage twice last year. The house at the end, the one the Bakers sold, had it in the living room. Your neighbor on the east side had a claim for a fence and a shed." She pushed her glasses down and looked at him over them. "And they're looking at the maps, Tom. The water's higher than it was when they drew the old ones."
"Then the maps are wrong."
"The old maps were wrong. These are the new ones."
He sat back in the chair. Out her window, the parking lot of the high school was empty except for a pickup with a lawnmower in the bed and two boys sitting on the tailgate in the heat.
"This is somebody in Washington," Tom said. "Some fellow in an office who's never seen the coast, deciding what my father's house is worth. Some computer."
"Some of it's a computer," Brenda agreed. "Most of it's just arithmetic. The government's been losing money on flood insurance for forty years. They're trying to make the price match the risk."
"The risk is the same as it ever was."
She didn't argue with him. She reached across the desk and laid her palm flat over his file, right against the yellowed label where she had typed his and Ellen's names twenty years ago. When she spoke again, her voice was gentler, which he liked less.
"I can't do anything about the flood policy," she said. "It's a federal program. Everybody pays the same rates for the same risk. What I want to talk to you about is the wind policy."
"What about it?"
"The company that writes your homeowner's policy, the one we've had you with for twelve years, sent us a notice in June. They're pulling out of the coastal counties. Not just you. Everybody south of the highway. They'll honor the current policy through the end of the term, which is next March, and then they won't renew."
He looked at her.
"There are two other companies still writing on the coast," Brenda said. "I've sent your file to both. If they won't take it, there's the state pool, the insurer of last resort. It's expensive and it covers less, but it covers wind."
"And if the state pool won't take it?"
"The state pool has to take it. That's what it's for." She closed the folder. "I'm telling you now so you have time to think, Tom. Between the flood and the wind, you're going to be paying six or seven thousand a year for that house before long. Maybe more."
"On a house that's paid off."
"On a house that's paid off," she said. "I know."
He drove home the long way, past the courthouse and the feed store and the lumberyard on the highway, where he pulled in without having planned to.
Pruitt Lumber had been on the highway since the sixties. It was a long metal building with an open shed down one side where they kept the treated wood, and a forklift that was older than the man who drove it. Tom went inside and gave the kid behind the counter his list from the back of the feed store receipt: forty-four more eighteen-foot two-by-sixes, ground-contact treated; two eight-by-eight posts, twenty feet long; four boxes of hot-dipped galvanized lag screws; a coil of half-inch galvanized rod and the nuts and washers for it.
The kid typed it all in slowly. He had a ring in his eyebrow and a sunburn on the back of his neck.
"Twelve hundred eighty-six with tax," he said. "Posts are special order. Two weeks."
"Two weeks."
"Everybody on the coast is buying posts. And decking. And plywood. We can't keep it on the yard." The kid shrugged. "Heat's got the mills slowed down too, my boss says. And there's something wrong with the rail line up north. Stuff's backed up."
"Order the posts. I'll take the rest now."
"We can deliver Thursday."
"Thursday's fine."
He wrote a check, which made the kid stare at him, and drove home with the receipt in his shirt pocket over his heart. It was a hundred and two on the bank sign in Corliss. On the swing bridge he slowed and looked down at the Intracoastal running gray-green below him, then out at the marsh spreading toward the beach, flat and shining. He thought that it looked the same as it always had. Exactly the same. The same channel, the same marsh, the same grass, the same water. Whatever Brenda's computer said, he could see it with his own eyes.
Only, now that he was looking, the marsh did not look quite the same. There were patches out there where the grass had gone thin, and open water where he remembered unbroken green. He had fished those flats with his father. He knew where the grass had been. There were pools in the marsh now, and channels, and the edges of the islands were raw and cut back, as if something had been chewing at them.
He drove on across the bridge.
When he got home, Nia was sitting on his back steps with her notebook in her lap. She had a habit of waiting there instead of on her own porch, and he had stopped asking her why.
"You weren't here this morning," she said. "I measured anyway. It was eight inches under the top of the wall at six. That's high for this time of day. The tide chart says it should be eighteen."
"Tide charts are made by people."
"Tide charts are based on predictions. The prediction's off by ten inches." She held up her notebook. She had drawn a graph in pencil, with the days along the bottom and the height of the water up the side, and two lines, one solid and one dashed. "The dashed one is what the chart says. The solid one is what it really does. See how the solid one keeps being higher?"
He looked at the graph. The solid line ran above the dashed one almost the whole way across the page.
Nia tapped her pencil against the column of figures in the margin. "Look right here," she said. "June twelfth was eight inches over the chart. The twentieth was nine and a half. This morning is ten. Mom showed me how to average them, and she says it's thermal expansion and the south wind, but all I know is the pencil line hasn't touched the dashed one once in three weeks."
"Your mother says a lot."
"She's an engineer," Nia said, as if that settled it. She looked at him with her head tilted. "Where'd you go?"
"Town. To see about insurance."
"Did you get it?"
"I got a bill," Tom said. "And I bought the rest of the lumber for the pier. They're bringing it Thursday."
Nia looked from him to the pier and back. The outer section sat in the brown water with its gray, cupped boards and two leaning posts on the T.
"That's a lot of money," she said.
"It's my money."
"I know." She closed the notebook. "I just meant, if the water keeps coming up, won't you have to keep building it?"
He didn't answer her. He went past her up the steps and into the house. In the kitchen, the renewal notice still lay on the counter where he had left it; taking the lumberyard receipt from his pocket, he pinned it to the refrigerator next to the first lumber receipt, under the crab magnet, where he would see it every morning.

    
  

  
    The End of the Pier

    
    The lumber came on Thursday at seven in the morning on a flatbed with a boom, and the driver set it down in two banded stacks on the gravel by the shed while Tom stood back with his coffee, watching. The boards were pale green from the treatment and still damp, and they smelled sharp and sweet in the heat. The driver, a heavy man with a towel around his neck, wiped his face and handed Tom a clipboard to sign.
"You putting in a deck?"
"Re-decking my pier."
The driver looked past the house at the channel. "Out there? In this?"
"Early mornings."
"I'd wait till it breaks, if I was you. We had a man fall out on a job site in Corliss Tuesday. Roofer. Thirty years old." He took the clipboard back. "Went to sleep on the roof, they said, and didn't wake up."
"I'll be careful."
The driver gave him a look that said he had heard that before too, and climbed into his cab and backed the flatbed out onto the road.
Tom started at seven-thirty. The plan was simple: strip the old decking off the outer thirty feet, a section at a time, and lay the new boards as he went so there was always something solid to stand on. He had done it twice before. He carried his tools out to the T in two trips, the circular saw on its long orange cord, the pry bar, the cat's paw, the drill and its two batteries, a five-gallon bucket of lag screws, and a gallon jug of water, and he set them on the boards nearest the end where the posts were soundest.
The first two hours went well. The old boards came up more easily than he expected, because the nails had rusted down to threads, and he stacked them along the rail to haul back later. Underneath, the stringers were sound except for one at the far corner, which was soft for a foot at the end where it sat on the leaning post. He measured it and wrote the numbers on a scrap of decking with his carpenter's pencil. The channel moved slowly beneath him, high and brown, and when a pod of dolphins passed through, rising and blowing, he stopped to watch them go.
By ten the sun had climbed over the house and the shade was gone from the end of the pier.
He told himself he would quit at eleven. He drank half the jug. The air was so heavy it felt like breathing through a wet towel, his shirt soaked through and sticking to his back, sweat dripping from his chin onto the new boards in dark spots that did not dry. He laid the first four new boards and screwed them down. He laid four more. The drill battery died, and he walked back along the pier to the house to get the charged one, and when he stepped from the pier onto the bulkhead the yard tilted under him and he had to put a hand on the piling to stand still.
He waited until it passed. It passed. He got the battery and a second jug of water from the cooler and went back out.
He did not remember the next part clearly afterward. He remembered laying a board and finding that he had laid it upside down, crown down, so that it would cup and hold water, and pulling it up again and staring at the yellow-green grain for a long time, unable to tell the growth rings from the curve. He remembered that his hands were shaking and that the drill seemed very heavy. He remembered sitting down on the new boards with his back against the rail post because his legs had decided something without asking him, and thinking that he would rest for a minute and then finish the row. He remembered that the sweat had stopped running into his eyes, and that this seemed like a good thing, and that his skin felt hot, tight, and dry, like a sheet hung out on a line.
He remembered the water below him, brown and glittering, and his father's voice saying something about the tide.
Then Nia was there.
He did not know how long she had been there. She was kneeling on the boards in front of him with her face very close, and she was saying his name, and when he tried to answer her his tongue was thick and slow and the words came out in the wrong order.
"Mr. Bell. Mr. Bell, look at me. What's today?"
"Thursday," he said, or tried to.
"What's my name?"
He knew her name. He knew it perfectly well. It was right there, and he reached for it and it slid away.
Nia stood up. He heard her running back along the pier, her bare feet slapping on the boards, and he heard her voice from a long way off shouting for someone, and then he heard nothing for a while except the water lapping under him and a high thin ringing like a mosquito in his ear.
The next clear thing was the porch.
He was lying on his own back porch on the floorboards with a folded towel under his head. Somebody had taken his shirt off. There were wet sheets on him, cold sheets, and somebody was pouring water on them from a pitcher, and there were bags of Ray's ice from his own cooler packed under his arms and against his neck. A box fan he did not own was blowing across him from a chair. Above him, upside down, was a woman's face he knew but could not place for a second, a woman with short brown hair and a calm, closed expression, holding two fingers on the inside of his wrist and looking at her watch.
"There you are," she said. "Tom. Can you hear me?"
"Rachel," he said. His voice was a croak. It took a second for his head to put her together—not just Rachel Henderson from three houses down, who waved from her car at dawn, but the emergency room doctor from the hospital in Corliss. The two fingers on his wrist were steady and impersonal, pressing into the tendon with the practiced habit of someone who spent twelve-hour shifts reading pulses through skin that had stopped sweating.
"Good. What's the date?"
"July. Eighteenth."
"Seventeenth. Close enough." She let go of his wrist and looked into his eyes one at a time, lifting the lids with her thumb. "Where are you?"
"My porch."
"Who's the president?"
He told her. She almost smiled.
"Good," she said again. "You're coming back. Don't sit up."
"I'm fine."
"You're not fine. You had heat stroke on the end of a pier. Your temperature was over a hundred and four, your skin stopped sweating, and you couldn't tell Nia her name. If she hadn't come out to measure the water, you'd still be out there, and in another hour you'd be dead." Rachel spoke flatly, as if reading a lab result. She poured more water on the sheet over his chest. It was so cold he gasped. "I've had six people in the emergency room this week who did what you did. Two of them didn't come home."
Tom closed his eyes. The fan blew across his face. He could feel his heart going fast and light in his chest like a bird in a box.
"You need to go to the hospital," Rachel said. "I can call the ambulance."
"No."
"Tom."
"I'm not going to the hospital. I'm on my porch. You said I'm coming back."
"I said you're coming back now. Heat stroke damages things you can't feel yet. Kidneys. Heart. You need blood work."
"I'll go tomorrow."
She looked at him for a long moment. Then she looked across the porch, and he turned his head and saw Nia sitting on the top step with her knees pulled up to her chin, still and white-faced, her notebook on the step beside her. June was standing behind her in the doorway holding a pitcher.
"Fine," Rachel said. "Tomorrow. I'll drive you myself at seven. And you're not alone tonight."
"I'll sit with him," June said.
"You're seventy-three, June."
"I'm seventy-three and I'm awake. I'll sit with him."
Rachel kept him on the floor for another forty minutes, changing the sheets as they warmed, checking his temperature with a thermometer she had brought from her house, giving him water in small sips. She explained without his asking, wringing out a cloth as she talked, the way he guessed she spoke to families in the waiting room. Sweating only cooled the body if the air let it evaporate, she said, pressing fresh ice into his neck. When the air was already soaked through, sweat couldn't lift off the skin; it just gathered in the hollow of his collarbone and ran into his waistband, warm as bathwater, without taking any heat with it. There was a number they used for it now, the wet-bulb temperature, that put heat and humidity together. Past a certain point, even a healthy young man sitting still in the shade could not cool himself down. A seventy-six-year-old man doing carpentry in full sun on a day like this one didn't have to get close to that point at all.
"It's been hot here before," Tom said, from the floor.
"Not like this. Not this many days in a row, with the nights this warm. Your body never gets a chance to recover." She sat back on her heels and wiped her forehead with her wrist. "I grew up in the city, Tom. We had hot summers. But I've worked in emergency medicine for fifteen years, and the last three summers I've seen things I'd never seen before. Heat stroke in teenagers. Heat stroke in the shade."
When his temperature was down to a hundred and one, she let him sit up against the wall. The porch swam for a minute and then settled. Out past the rail the channel lay flat and bright as tin. Out at the end of the pier his abandoned tools sat by the eight new green boards he had managed to fasten, beside the gap where the old decking was gone and the stringers showed through like ribs.
Nia had not moved from the step.
"Thank you," he said to her. His voice still did not sound right. "For coming out."
She nodded without looking at him. Then she said, very quietly, "You didn't know my name."
"I know it now."
"You looked at me like you'd never seen me." She picked up her notebook and held it in both hands. "I thought you were going to die. I was going to measure the water, and I looked out and you were just sitting there, and you were the wrong color."
He wanted to tell her it was nothing, that he had only had a dizzy spell, that old men got dizzy. He started to speak, but stopped, his gaze dropping to his knees and the wet towel draped across them. He could not bring himself to look at her.
"I'm sorry I scared you," he said.
"It's okay." She stood up. Her eyes were wet, and she wiped them fast with the back of her wrist, angry at them. "Don't go back out there during the day. Promise."
"I promise."
She went down the steps and across the yard to her own house without looking back. Rachel watched her go and then turned to Tom.
"That girl ran three houses barefoot on hot asphalt to get me," she said. "Her feet are blistered. You might think about that tomorrow, when you're deciding whether to finish your pier."
She packed up her thermometer and her bag and left the box fan and the ice. June brought a chair out from the kitchen and sat down beside him with her pitcher and a paperback, reading without turning many pages as the sun went down over the marsh.
Tom sat against the wall with a wet towel across his shoulders and looked at the end of his father's pier. He had been sure, sitting out there with his back against the rail post, that he was only resting. He had been sure the sweat stopping was a good sign. It came to him slowly, the way the heat had, that he had been sure of a great many things out there, and every one of them had been wrong.

    
  

  
    Three and a Half Inches

    
    The heat broke on the twenty-ninth of July, and for about an hour Tom thought it was the best thing that had happened all summer.
He had done as he was told for ten days. Rachel had driven him to the hospital in Corliss the morning after the pier, and they had taken his blood and listened to his heart and told him that his kidneys had taken a knock but would likely recover if he drank water like it was his job and stayed out of the sun. He had stayed out of the sun. He had sat in the house with the curtains drawn through four more rolling outages, reading old Louis L'Amour paperbacks from the hall closet and listening to the window unit fight the heat, and in the evenings sat on the back porch with June and watched the channel lie flat and steaming under the haze. The tools were still out on the end of the pier under a tarp where Rachel had made Owen Price carry them. The eight green boards were still there too, with the gap beyond them.
On the morning of the twenty-ninth there was thunder to the south.
Tom heard it before he was fully awake, a long low grumble out over the Gulf like empty barges bumping against pilings far down the channel. When he went out on the back porch with his coffee the haze had thinned, and far off past the beach a line of cloud stood up into the sky, white on top and dark at the bottom. The air smelled different, sharper, with something cold underneath it. For the first time in two weeks a breeze moved across the channel and stirred the marsh grass on the far side.
Nia was at the bulkhead with her yardstick.
"Fourteen inches below the top," she called. "That's normal for now. But the tide tonight is going to be big. New moon. The chart says a foot and a half above average, and the chart's been low all summer." She came up the steps with her notebook and showed him. "Mom says if the storms come in this afternoon while the tide's coming up, it could be bad."
"Rain's what we need. Grass is dead. Ground's like concrete."
"That's what Mom said. She said that's the problem."
He didn't ask her what she meant. He was too glad of the breeze.
The storms built all morning. By noon the line of cloud had become a wall that filled the southern sky from one end to the other, blue-black at the base and rising into great white towers that caught the sun, and the thunder came every minute or two now, closer. The temperature dropped from ninety-eight to eighty-nine in half an hour. Up and down the street people came out on their porches to look at it, and Tom heard Luis Chavez laugh out loud across the road and say something to Rebecca in Spanish that sounded like thanks be to God.
The first drops hit at a quarter to three. They were huge and warm and came far apart, smacking the dry boards of the porch and leaving dark spots the size of quarters. The dust in the road jumped where they struck. Then a gust bent the oleanders flat, and a white flash and a crack of thunder hit so close that the window glass hummed, and the rain came down all at once, as if someone had kicked over a tank.
Tom had seen hard rain all his life. This was something else. It came down so thick he could not see the channel from the porch, only a gray roaring sheet with the pier posts showing dimly through it like shapes in a fog. The roar on the tin roof of the back porch hammered straight into his skull, vibrating down into his teeth and through the soles of his work boots. Water poured off the eaves in solid ropes and dug holes in the dirt beneath them in seconds.
He watched it hit the yard. In a normal summer, rain like that would have soaked into the sandy soil and been gone. But the ground had been baked hard for six weeks, and the water did not go in. It ran across the top of the grass in sheets, the way water runs across a parking lot, and it collected in every low place in the yard and joined into shining pools that grew while he watched.
Fifteen minutes in, it was still coming down just as hard.
He went through the house to the front porch. The low road was gone. It had become a brown river running toward the dip by the bait shop, carrying leaves and cups and a child's plastic sandal, and it had already climbed over the curb in front of the Chavez house and into their yard. The storm drain at the corner, which was supposed to carry street water out to the channel through a pipe under June's lot, was not taking anything. Water was boiling up out of it.
"It's backed up," Sarah Vargas shouted from her porch, over the rain. She was in a rain jacket with the hood up, holding her phone. "The outfall's under water. The channel's too high for the pipe to drain."
"What does that mean?"
"It means the water's got nowhere to go but where we are."
He went back through the house to the rear. The yard was a single sheet of water now from the steps to the bulkhead, and the bulkhead itself was nearly gone, only the top of the cap showing as a dark line through the rain. The channel had come up to meet the yard. The two waters, the rain running down from the road and the channel rising with the tide, had become one water, churning in thick brown eddies over the drowned grass and stacking up against the pilings in slow, muddy swells.
He looked down at the kitchen steps.
His father had built the house up on its pilings in 1950, three feet off the ground. But in 1978, when Mara was a baby and the old kitchen was too small, Tom and Ellen had built a new kitchen onto the back of the house. They had built it on a slab at ground level, because a slab was cheaper and Ellen wanted a floor that didn't bounce when she walked across it carrying a pot. There were two steps down from the hall into Ellen's kitchen, and a back door out of it onto a concrete stoop four inches above the yard. In forty-eight years the stoop had never been wet except when it rained on it.
The water was at the top of the stoop.
Tom stood in the doorway between the hall and the kitchen and watched it. It came up the face of the concrete in little lapping pulses. It reached the top edge and hung there, quivering. Then a thread of brown water crept across the stoop, touched the bottom of the back door, and found the gap under the threshold.
He moved fast for an old man. He pulled every towel out of the hall closet and jammed them along the bottom of the door, and for a minute it seemed to work. Then the water came in under the towels, darkening them from below, and spread out across Ellen's yellow linoleum in a thin brown film. It reached the leg of the table, slid past the stove, and found the low corner by the pantry where the floor had always sloped, beginning to pool there.
He grabbed the broom and tried to sweep the water back out the door. It was like trying to sweep smoke. Every stroke pushed some out and let more in. He stopped after a while and stood in the middle of the kitchen with the broom in his hands and the water over his shoes, warm as bathwater, and listened to the rain on the roof.
He hurried to the breaker box in the hall to shut off the kitchen circuits, the outlets along the counter and the one behind the refrigerator. His hands knew where the breakers were without his having to think. The refrigerator shuddered and stopped. The light over the stove went out.
It rained hard for forty minutes. Then it eased, all at once. The roar on the roof dropped to a patter. It thinned to a few heavy drops. Then the sun came out through a rip in the clouds over the marsh and lit everything up, the dripping oleanders and the steaming road and the sheet of brown water covering his entire yard, bright as a mirror.
The water in the kitchen was three and a half inches deep at the pantry corner. He measured it with his folding rule, because he did not know what else to do. Two inches at the table. An inch at the steps into the hall. It had gone under the bottom shelf of the pantry and soaked the bags of flour and rice, and it had gone into the space under the lower cabinets where Ellen kept her baking pans, and it had wet the bottom drawer next to the stove.
He opened the bottom drawer.
Ellen's recipe box was in there, the green tin one with the hinged lid that her mother had given her, and it was sitting in half an inch of water. He took it out. The water ran out of the corners. He opened the lid and the cards inside were wet along their bottom edges, every one of them, the blue ink of her handwriting just beginning to bleed upward into the paper. Pecan pie. Mama's cornbread. Shrimp etouffee, Tom's way. He stood holding the box over the sink, letting it drip, and he could not think of a single thing to do with it.
By five the sun was hot again, and the yard was steaming. By seven the water had begun to go down in the yard as the tide turned, very slowly, a quarter inch at a time. By nine it had drained off the stoop and out from under the door, leaving the linoleum covered in a skin of fine gray silt that smelled of the marsh and of something worse beneath that, the smell of the street drains.
Nia came over at nine-thirty with Sarah. They stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at it.
"Oh, Mr. Bell," Nia said.
Sarah crouched and looked at the line along the bottom of the cabinets, where the water had left a crusted brown stripe on the white paint of the toe kicks. She touched it with one finger.
"Three inches, maybe four," she said softly. "Just the rain and the tide meeting up. Didn't even need any wind behind it." She stood up and looked at him, her voice quiet. "Tom, the town laid those pipes for a channel that sat a foot and a half lower than what we had tonight. When the tide pushes in like that, the rain simply has nowhere left to run."
"The channel's always been where it is."
"It hasn't been, though," Sarah said gently. "Not quite."
He didn't answer. He had the recipe box open on the counter and was laying the cards out one at a time on a dish towel to dry.
Nia stepped down carefully into the kitchen in her rubber boots and stood at the counter beside him. She looked at the cards without touching them. Then she picked up the folding rule from the counter where he had left it and said, "Can I measure the line on the cabinet? For my notebook?"
He gave her a nod. She measured it in three places and wrote down the numbers.
After they left, he mopped the floor until midnight. The mop came up gray every time no matter how often he rinsed it. When he was done, the linoleum was clean and wet and smelled of bleach, and the brown line along the cabinets was still there, because it had soaked into the paint.
He sat at the table in the dark kitchen with the cards drying on their towel in rows, all of Ellen's careful handwriting smeared at the bottom edges, and he tried to remember the last time water had come into this house without a hurricane bringing it. He went back through seventy-six years of storms and floods and high tides, every one of them, and he could not find a single time.

    
  

  
    Freak

    
    Mara was there by ten the next morning. She didn't call from the bait shop this time. The road had drained overnight, leaving a fan of sand and broken shell across the dip, and she drove straight through it into his yard, taking the front steps before he had finished his coffee.
She stood in the kitchen doorway the way Sarah and Nia had stood there the night before, and looked at it. The floor was clean. He had mopped it again at six. But the line along the bottom of the cabinets was plain as a ruler, a brown stripe across the white toe kicks, and the bottom doors of the two cabinets nearest the pantry had swelled so that they no longer closed. The flour and rice were in a garbage bag on the back stoop. Ellen's recipe cards lay in rows on dish towels along the whole length of the counter, dry now and curled, the bottom edge of every one of them stained the color of weak tea.
Mara walked down the two steps into the kitchen and stood among the cards. She picked one up. Tom saw that it was the pecan pie.
"Nia sent me a picture last night," she said. "Of the line. With a ruler in it."
"That girl's going to be a lawyer."
"She's going to be whatever she wants." Mara put the card back down exactly where it had been. "Dad, the house flooded."
"The kitchen flooded. Three inches. It was a freak storm on a freak tide."
"You've been saying freak all summer."
"Because it's been a freak summer."
She turned and looked at him, and there was nothing patient in her face this time. She was holding herself very still, the way Ellen used to when she was trying not to cry in front of people, and her voice when it came was low and careful.
"I want you to come stay with us for a while."
"No."
"Just until the fall. Until it cools off and we can figure out what's what. We have the spare room. You'd have your own bathroom. Lily would love it."
"I have a house."
"You have a house that floods when it rains." She stepped toward him. "Dad, you had heat stroke two weeks ago. Rachel told me. You were out on that pier in a hundred and three and you couldn't remember Nia's name. And now this. What happens next time? What happens when it's a real storm, and the road's under, and you're seventy-six and alone in here?"
"June's next door. Sarah's on the other side. Rachel's three doors down."
"June is seventy-three and Sarah has a child and Rachel works twelve-hour shifts. They're not your plan, Dad. They're your neighbors."
He set his coffee cup on the counter, the glazed ceramic clicking against the laminate beside the cards.
"This is my house," he said. "Your grandfather built it. I was born in the front bedroom. Your mother and I built this kitchen with our own hands. I'm not leaving it because of three inches of water."
"Nobody's asking you to leave forever."
"That's how it starts."
"How what starts?"
"Leaving." His voice was hard and sharp, cutting across the counter, and he did not take it back. "You go stay with somebody for a while, and then the while gets longer, and then somebody says why don't you just sell it, and then you're in a room in Merritt looking at a parking lot. I've seen it. I watched it happen to half the men I worked with."
Mara drew a breath, her fingers curling against the edge of the counter beside Ellen's cards, then let it go without a word. She looked away from him, out the back window at the channel, which was calm and brown and a good foot below the bulkhead this morning as if nothing had happened.
"Fine," she said. "Then let me help you with this."
They spent the rest of the morning on it. Mara took the swollen cabinet doors off their hinges and leaned them against the porch rail in the sun. Tom pulled the baseboards along the low wall, and behind them the drywall had wicked the water four inches higher than the cabinet line, crumbly, dark, and smelling faintly of rot. Mara found a box fan and a dehumidifier in the hall closet, long forgotten, and set them both running. She went through the pantry and threw away everything below the second shelf. She did not ask him before she threw things away, and he did not argue.
At noon Owen Price walked over from his house four doors down. His thick shoulders nearly filled the kitchen doorway, forearms heavy and scored with old saw nicks from thirty years of framing decks and hanging replacement windows all over the county. He reached out a broad, calloused hand to the damaged wall beside him, running his knuckles along the dark water line and testing the swollen edge with the quiet precision of a man who could gauge wood rot by touch.
"Got you too, huh."
"Got everybody?"
"Got the Chavezes in the garage again. Got the Lindqvist place at the end, two inches in the den. Got mine in the shop. My table saw was sitting in four inches of water, and I'll find out tomorrow if the motor's any good." He came down the steps and crouched at the wall and pressed the soft drywall with his thumb. "You want to cut this out to about eighteen inches, let it dry behind there a week, and put a new board in. I can do it Saturday."
"I can do it myself."
"I know you can. I can do it faster." Owen stood up. "You going to file on the flood policy?"
"For three inches?"
"Your deductible's probably two grand. Not worth it for this." He looked at the cabinets. "Unless those go, and they might. Particleboard drinks water. You'll know in a week if they start to swell at the joints."
Mara walked Owen out to the porch, and Tom heard them talking in low voices for a minute. He didn't try to hear what they said.
After Owen left, Mara made sandwiches from the bread she had brought on Saturday, and they ate at the kitchen table among the drying cards, with the fan and the dehumidifier droning. Halfway through her sandwich, she said, "Rebecca Chavez got an offer on her house."
Tom set his sandwich down. "What?"
"She told me on the porch just now when I was walking Owen out. A woman came by on Tuesday with a card. Some investor out of the city, or somebody's money anyway. Cash, as-is, close in thirty days." Mara watched him. "It's not a bad number, she said. Not great. More than they'd get listing it after a flood."
"They're not going to take it."
"Luis wants to."
He didn't know what to say to that. Luis Chavez had grown up across the street. His parents had bought that house in 1979, and Luis had played in this yard with Mara when they were small. When Luis's father died, Tom had been one of the men who carried the coffin.
"They'd be fools," he said finally.
"Would they?" Mara put her sandwich down. "Their garage has flooded four times in two years. Their insurance went up like yours. Rebecca says she lies awake every time it rains. And somebody walks up with a check and says I'll take it off your hands, water and all."
"Somebody's going to buy it and tear it down and put up some three-story box on stilts for weekenders."
"Maybe."
"And then the next one. And then the street's nothing but weekenders and nobody lives here anymore."
"Maybe," Mara said again. "Or maybe nobody lives here anymore, Dad, and the weekenders just haven't figured it out yet."
He got up from the table and took his plate to the sink. Through the window over the sink he could see the pier, the eight green boards at the end bright against the gray, the tarp over his tools, and the gap beyond them. He could see Nia's pencil mark on the first piling, still there, though the water was two feet below it. And beyond the pier the channel and the marsh and, far off, the line of the dunes, flat and shimmering in the noon light.
"I'm going to finish the pier," he said, without turning around. "When it cools off. September. I've got all the lumber."
Mara didn't answer for so long that he turned to look at her. She was sitting at the table with her hands in her lap, looking at Ellen's cards.
"Okay," she said. "Okay, Dad. Finish the pier."
She left at four, before the afternoon tide. At the car she hugged him the same way she had on Saturday, hard, then held on a little longer; when she pulled back, her eyes were wet and she was angry about it.
"I'm going to keep asking," she said.
"I know you are."
"I'm going to ask until you say yes."
"Then you're going to be asking a long time."
"I have a long time," Mara said. "That's the whole point. I'm trying to make sure you do too."
She drove away. Tom stood in the drive and watched her go through the dip, slowly, the sand crunching under her tires. Across the road, Rebecca Chavez was standing in her open garage doorway with a mop in her hand, looking at the waterline on the drywall, and she raised the mop to him in a kind of salute. He raised his hand in return.
He went inside. The fan and the dehumidifier were still running in the kitchen. He gathered Ellen's recipe cards from the counter, every one of them dry now and curled at the edges, and stacked them carefully back into the green tin box in the order he thought she had kept them, though he could not be sure. Then he put the box up in the cabinet over the refrigerator, the highest shelf in the house, where no water could reach it.

    
  

  
    The Gauge at the Jetty

    
    Sarah Vargas invited him to supper the second Sunday in August, and he went because Nia delivered the invitation in person, standing on his back steps with her hands clasped behind her, saying that her mother was making shrimp and grits and that she, Nia, had something to show him that he was going to want to see whether he wanted to see it or not.
The Vargas house was newer than his. It had been built in 2009 after the storm took the old Hollis place that stood on the lot, and it sat up high on concrete piers, twelve feet off the ground, with a garage and a storage room underneath and a long flight of stairs up to the front door. Tom had thought it was ugly when it went up, a tall box on stilts among the old low houses, and he still thought so. But the stairs gave a view from the top that he had to admit was something. From Sarah's front porch he could see the whole bend of the channel, the marsh and the beach beyond it, and on a clear evening the lights of the oil platforms far out in the Gulf.
The shrimp were tender and sweet in peppered butter, ladled over bowls of steaming yellow grits. Sarah cooked like someone who had learned from her grandmother and then improved on the recipes, and there was a pitcher of mint tea, and the air conditioning held the house at seventy-four, which Tom had not felt in a month. They talked about the heat and the storm and who on the street had taken water. Nia ate fast and kept looking at her mother.
"All right," Sarah said finally. "Go get it."
Nia brought a laptop and set it in front of Tom on the table, pushing his plate aside. On the screen was a graph. Tom took his reading glasses out of his shirt pocket and put them on.
It was a jagged line, running from left to right across the screen, jumping up and down by small amounts from one point to the next like the heartbeat line on a hospital monitor. But underneath the jumps it climbed. It started low on the left and ended high on the right, and a straight red line had been drawn through it to show the climb, steady as a ramp.
"What's this?"
"That's the tide gauge at the jetty," Sarah said. "There's been a gauge out there since 1948. The government maintains them all along the coast, measuring the water every few minutes, every day, and posting it online. This is the yearly average, every year since the gauge went in."
Tom looked at the left end of the line. There was a small mark there at 1950. Nia had put a little star on it with the drawing tool.
"That's when you were born," Nia said.
"I know when I was born."
"So that's where the water was when you were born. And this," she touched the right end of the line, "is where it is now. It's about a foot and a half higher. Average."
"A foot and a half."
"Seventeen inches," Sarah said. "On average, at that gauge, over your lifetime. Part of it is the Gulf rising. Warmer water takes up more room, and ice is melting up north. And part of it is that the land here is sinking. The whole coast is settling. It's soft ground to begin with, and for a hundred years they pumped oil and gas and water out from underneath it."
Tom looked at the screen for a long time. It bothered him to see seventy-six years flattened into a sterile red slant, as if the water he knew by touch had been reduced to an equation. He felt a stubborn tightness in his chest, an instinctive refusal to believe that all those mornings on the pier with his father had taken place against a slow, quiet rise he had been too blind to see.
"It goes up and down," he said. "Look at that. Look at the seventies. It drops right there."
"It goes up and down year to year. Weather. El Niño. A dry year, a wet year." Sarah leaned over and traced the red line with her finger, not touching the screen. "But it keeps climbing. And it's climbing faster now than it did when you were young. Over the last twenty years, it's gone up about twice as fast as the first twenty."
"So you're telling me the channel's a foot and a half higher than when I was a boy."
"On average. Which means the high tides are a foot and a half higher too. And the storm surges ride on top of that. Every tide that used to come within six inches of your bulkhead now comes over it. That's why the road floods on sunny days. That's why the storm drains backed up two weeks ago. The whole drainage system on this street was built for a channel that isn't there anymore."
Nia went to her room, and she came back with her spiral notebook and a printed page. The page was another graph, simpler, a bar chart in blue.
"This shows days of high-tide flooding," she said. "At the jetty. Like, when the water goes over the top of the normal high mark and starts getting into roads and yards. Mr. Delgado at school helped me find it. In 1960 it was zero days. In 1980 it was two days. In 2000 it was six. Last year it was thirty-one."
She set the page on top of the laptop so that he had to look at it.
"Thirty-one days," she said. "That's a whole month."
Tom took his glasses off and folded them and put them back in his shirt pocket. He looked at the two of them across the table, the woman and the girl with the same serious dark eyes and the same way of waiting for him.
"I appreciate this," he said. "I do. It's a lot of work."
"But," Sarah said.
"But I've lived on that channel seventy-six years. I've watched it every day. I know what it does. It comes up in the fall and goes down in the spring and comes up in a storm and goes down after. My father watched it for sixty years before me, and he never once said it was getting higher. He'd have noticed. He was out on it every morning of his life."
"Would he?" Sarah asked. She paused, resting her hands open on the table, her tone quiet and unhurried. "A foot and a half over seventy-five years is about a quarter of an inch a year. Nobody can see a quarter of an inch a year. You'd have to write it down."
"Then why should I believe a line on a computer?"
"Because the gauge doesn't have a memory," Sarah said. "It doesn't remember what the water used to do. It only measures what it does. That's what makes it useful."
Tom didn't answer. He was thinking of Mara at his own table in June saying almost the same thing, and he did not like how close the two of them had come.
Nia was writing in her notebook. She stopped and looked up.
"I can make you one," she said. "For your house. With your pier. If you let me keep measuring every day, I can make you a chart of just your water. Then it's not the jetty and it's not a computer. It's your bulkhead."
"You've been measuring every day already."
"I know. I mean, if you'd look at it."
He looked at her: thirteen years old and barefoot under her mother's table, her notebook open in front of her and her pencil in her fist. He thought of her on her knees on his pier saying his name over and over while he sat there unable to find hers.
"I'll look at it," he said.
Sarah walked him down the long stairs afterward, in the dark. The air outside was thick and warm again, and frogs were calling from the ditch along the road. At the bottom she stopped.
"Can I say one more thing, Mr. Bell, and then I'll leave you alone?"
"You've said a lot of things tonight."
"I know. One more." She stood with her arms crossed, looking toward his house. "I hear Owen's going to help you fix the kitchen. And Nia says you're going to finish the pier in September. I understand that. I'd want to do it too." She paused. "But every repair you make is fixing the damage. None of them do anything about the water. The water's going to keep coming. Next year it'll come a little higher, and the year after that a little higher than that, and you'll fix the kitchen again, and the pier again. At some point it costs more than it's worth, and I don't mean money. Your time. Your health. What's left."
He stood there in the dark listening to the ditch frogs. Down the street a screen door slammed and a dog barked once and stopped.
"My father would have said the water goes up and the water goes down," Tom said. "And you build a little above where it goes."
"Your father was right, for his time," Sarah said. "He built a little above where it went in 1950. That's the trouble. It's not 1950 anymore."
She went back up her stairs. Tom walked across the dark yard to his own house. He did not go in. He went around the side to the back and down to the bulkhead, and stood at the foot of the pier with his hand on the first piling, the one his father had sunk the summer he turned fifteen. He could not see Nia's pencil mark in the dark, but he knew where it was. He ran his thumb up the wood until he found it, a faint ridge where the graphite had pressed into the grain.
The channel was black and quiet below him, a foot under the cap. He stood there with his hand lingering on the post, his thumb resting against the mark, and then he took it away and went back up to the house, leaving the line on the post where she had drawn it.

    
  

  
    Shipworms

    
    The posts came the first week of September, two weeks late, on the same flatbed with the same driver, who looked at Tom, then at the pier, then back at Tom, and said, "You made it, then."
"I made it."
"Hotter than the hinges all August. I wasn't sure."
"Neither was I," Tom said, and signed.
The heat had let go at the end of August like a fist opening, slowly and then all at once, and the mornings now came in at seventy-eight with a little air moving off the Gulf. It was still hot by noon. But Tom could work from six until ten and again from five until dark, and Rachel, when he asked her, said that was fine as long as he kept a jug of water on the pier and quit the minute his head felt wrong.
"How will I know?"
"You'll know because I'm going to tell Nia to check on you every hour," Rachel said. "And she will."
She did. Nia came out on the pier every hour on the hour with her notebook and her yardstick, measured the water at the first piling, wrote down the number, looked at Tom from three feet away the way her mother looked at a culvert, and went back to the house. On the third morning he asked her what she was looking for.
"Whether you're the right color," she said.
Owen came on the first Saturday. He brought a gas-powered water pump and a length of steel pipe with a nozzle welded on the end, which was how you jetted out an old post on a soft bottom. You ran the pump from the channel, pushed the pipe down alongside the post, and let the water blast the mud away from it until the post came loose and you could winch it out. Then you did the same thing in reverse to set the new one. Tom had done it with his father in 1965, with a pump that had to be started with a rope and quit every ten minutes. Owen's started on the first pull.
They worked the two leaning posts on the T out of the bottom in a morning, standing in the channel up to their chests with the pump roaring on the pier above them and the brown water boiling around their legs. The old posts came up black and soft at the bottom and pale and sound above, and when they had them laid out on the bulkhead Tom saw that the soft part ran four feet up from the end.
"Shipworms," Owen said, prodding the wood with a screwdriver. It went in an inch. "Look at these holes. Those didn't use to come this far up the channel. Water was too fresh. Now it's saltier than the Gulf some summers, with no rain."
"Treated wood's supposed to stop them."
"Supposed to. They're eating the treated stuff all along the coast. You put a post in now, you're lucky to get twenty years out of it." He tossed the screwdriver onto the bulkhead. "Your daddy's posts lasted sixty."
They set the new posts the next morning. It was hard, slow work. There was the weight of the eight-by-eights on his shoulder, the cold shock of the channel water at six in the morning, the roar of the pump, and the mud swirling up around him. When the new post dropped into the hole the jet had made, it settled and stood plumb. He put his whole weight against it and felt nothing move. He had been doing things like this his whole life. His hands knew how. Out in the channel with the water at his chest and the post in his arms he was not seventy-six. He was not anything but a man setting a post.
Owen watched him from the pier with his arms folded on the rail.
"You're grinning," he said.
"I'm concentrating."
"You're grinning like a kid. It's all right. I do it too."
They bolted the new stringers to the posts with galvanized rods, and by the second Saturday they were laying decking on the T. The new boards went down green and straight and fragrant, with an eighth-inch gap between them for the water to drain, and Tom screwed each one down himself with stainless lag screws he had paid extra for because Owen said the galvanized ones were rusting out in five years now instead of fifteen. By the third Saturday the T was done, eight feet by sixteen, the best work he had done in years. He stood in the middle of it and bounced on his heels, and it did not give at all.
The section between the T and the old part was still open. Ten feet of bare stringers ran out over the water like the exposed ribs of a fish. He would get to that the next week.
That evening he sat on the new T in Ellen's old folding chair with a beer and watched the sun go down over the marsh. Nia came out and sat cross-legged on the boards beside him with her notebook open. A pelican landed on the post at the corner of the T, the brand-new post, folded its wings, and looked at them.
"First customer," Tom said.
Nia laughed. Then she held out her notebook. "You said you'd look at it."
He put his glasses on. She had made a new chart, his own chart, just as she had promised. It ran from the eighth of June to yesterday, a hundred days of his water, measured at the first piling every morning. There was a solid line for the water and a dashed line for what the tide table had predicted, and she had drawn a heavy red line straight across the whole chart to mark the top of his bulkhead cap.
The solid line rose and fell across the sheet, tracking consistently above the dashed predictions. Out past the middle, on the night of the storm in July, it surged past the red bulkhead line and ran clear off the top of the grid, marked with an arrow where she had written 26 inches. But there were other black crests crowding the red line, rising right up against the top of the cap.
"Nine times over the wall," Nia said, pointing with the tip of her pencil. "Once in June, the morning I first came out with the yardstick. Three times in July. Twice in August. And twice already in September, on the twelfth and the thirteenth. Nine times in a hundred days. And none of those was a hurricane."
He looked at the chart a long time.
"That's a nice chart," he said. "You did good work on it."
"But you're not going to do anything."
"I'm doing something. I'm sitting on it." He knocked his knuckles on the new boards. "I'm building it back better than it was."
"I mean about the water."
"There's nothing to do about the water. It's the channel. It goes where it goes."
Nia closed the notebook. She sat looking at the pelican for a while, and the pelican looked back at her.
"Mom says there's a hurricane in the Gulf," she said. "Down by Mexico. They named it Ingrid. It's not supposed to come here."
"They're never supposed to come here."
"That's what Mom said too." She stood up and brushed off the seat of her shorts. "It's going to be a king tide this week, anyway. Thursday and Friday. The biggest of the year. Even without Ingrid, the chart says a foot and a half over normal. And the chart's been low all summer." She pulled the notebook tight against her chest with both arms, her thumb working along the wire spiral as she looked across the open gap. "Are you going to finish that before Thursday?"
"I'll try."
"Okay," Nia said, and went back up the pier toward the house, stepping carefully along the single plank he had laid across the open stringers so they could reach the T.
Tom sat in the chair until it was dark. The pelican left. The lights came on across the marsh in the beach houses, one at a time, and far out on the Gulf the platforms lit up like little towns. A tug went by on the Intracoastal with its spotlight sweeping the bank, and the beam crossed his pier and washed the new boards for a second in pale gold before moving on.
He kept his eyes level on the distant lights across the marsh, deliberately refusing to look down between the new boards at the water. Ingrid was spinning down by Mexico, and the king tides were coming, and Nia’s chart had that solid line climbing up to touch the red bulkhead nine times, but if he did not tilt his chin, the channel was just a quiet, black weight shifting under the posts. He finished his beer and folded Ellen's chair and carried it back along the single plank, keeping his gaze straight ahead on the dark outline of the house so he would not see how close the water was running to the stringers. He had decided he would get up early in the morning and start on the decking. Ten feet was two days' work. He could have it done by Wednesday.

    
  

  
    King Tide

    
    He didn't finish by Wednesday.
He laid six feet of the open section on Monday, working from six until the sun cleared the house, and he would have laid the rest on Tuesday except that the wind came around to the east overnight and blew hard and steady all day, a dry hot wind that rattled the windows and kicked up a chop on the channel. It was too rough to stand on a single plank over open stringers with an armload of eighteen-foot boards. He spent Tuesday in the kitchen with Owen instead, cutting out the wet drywall and setting new board, and every hour he went to the back window and looked at the pier and the wind blowing the tops off the waves in the channel.
Sarah came over at supper with her phone.
"Ingrid stalled," she said. "She's sitting off the coast of Mexico doing nothing, about five hundred miles south of us. She's not coming here. But she's a big storm, and she's been pushing water north for three days, and this east wind is piling it up against our whole coast." She showed him the screen, a map of the Gulf with a swirl of cloud in the bottom corner and arrows. "Put that on top of the king tide Thursday morning, and the forecast at the jetty is two and a half feet above normal high tide."
"What's that at my wall?"
"About a foot over your cap. Maybe more with the wind."
"From a storm five hundred miles away."
"From a storm five hundred miles away and the moon," Sarah said. "The moon's on our side every other year. This year it isn't."
That night he moved what he could. In from the pier, he carried the leftover decking and the tools and stacked them on sawhorses in the shed. To the porch rail, he lashed Ellen's folding chair. Down at the bulkhead with a flashlight, he looked at the new T, standing square on its posts, the green boards pale in the beam, the gap beyond it where four feet of stringers were still bare. It looked strong. He had built it to take a storm. Standing there with the wind pushing at his back, he told himself that, and he believed it.
He woke at four to a sound he knew from his boyhood, the slap and boom of waves hitting the bulkhead.
He went out on the back porch in the dark. The wind was howling out of the east, steady and hot, and the water was already over the wall. It came across the yard in sheets, pushed by the wind, and every few seconds a wave broke against the cap of the bulkhead and threw spray over the porch rail where he stood. He turned on the floodlight. The channel was churning with whitecaps from bank to bank, and the marsh across the way was gone under the water except for the tops of the tallest grass bending in the wind. The pier stood in it. The waves were running under the deck of the old section, between the posts, foaming and sucking, and every one of them lifted the boards a little before it let them fall.
He watched the T. It was holding. The water was within a foot of the underside of the new deck, and the waves were reaching up for it and falling short.
At five-thirty, high tide came in. The water rose another eight inches in half an hour, and then it was no longer reaching for the deck of the T. It was under it.
He stood on the back porch in the floodlight with the spray in his face and watched the water come up under the new boards and lift them. They did not break. He had screwed them down too well for that, every board with stainless steel at every stringer. Instead the whole deck of the T lifted together, the green boards and the stringers under them, as a single raft, and it rose off the tops of the new posts where the galvanized rods held it, and the rods bent. He heard the sound of it over the wind, a long groan of steel. Then a wave came through and hit the raised edge of the deck from underneath, and the whole T tore loose from the posts at once and rolled up on its side like a door opening, fell into the channel, and the wind took it.
He watched it go. It went across the channel in the floodlight beam, turning slowly, eight feet by sixteen feet of new decking with the stainless screws shining, and the east wind pushed it toward the marsh until it was outside the light and he could not see it anymore.
The open section went next. The bare stringers twisted in their hangers and pulled out and floated off one by one. The plank he had laid across them went with them. Then the six feet he had decked on Monday lifted and broke down the middle and went the way the T had gone.
By seven the tide had peaked. The old section of the pier, his father's thirty feet, still stood. Some of its boards were gone and two of its stringers were cracked, but the posts were all there, and it ran out from the bulkhead to where the new work had been and stopped. Beyond it the two new posts stood up out of the water by themselves, eight feet apart, sixteen feet out, with nothing on top of them, a bent rod sticking up from the top of each like a broken finger.
The water had come up over the stoop again in the night and into Ellen's kitchen. An inch this time. He had put the towels down before he went to bed, and an inch of brown water had come in under them anyway and soaked the bottom edge of the new drywall Owen had hung the day before.
At eleven, when the water had gone down enough to walk the yard, the mail came. The mail truck came slowly through the dip with its flashers on, throwing a small wake, and the carrier, a young woman named Destiny who had been delivering on the street for three years, ran up his front steps with an envelope.
"Sorry it's wet," she said. "Everything's wet. You doing okay, Mr. Bell?"
"I'm doing fine."
She looked at him, and past him through the house to the back window where the bare posts stood in the channel.
"Oh," she said. "Your pier."
"Yes."
"I'm so sorry." She hesitated. "That was a pretty pier. I always liked coming down the street and seeing the flag on the end."
"It was," Tom said. "Thank you."
The envelope was from Brenda Haney's office in Corliss. He opened it at the kitchen table, with the fan going and the drywall wet at the bottom, and he read it standing up.
Brenda had written it herself, on her own letterhead, two short paragraphs. Neither company would take the house. Reading the polite explanations about elevation and high-water lines, Tom felt a cold, hollow weight settle behind his ribs. It was the quiet finality of it that hit him—seventy years of keeping the place sound and paying on time, reduced to an actuarial risk, as if the house were already dead. When March came, private coverage was finished, leaving only the state pool of last resort. She had enclosed the quote.
He looked at the enclosed quote. It was four thousand nine hundred and sixty dollars a year, with a deductible of five percent of the dwelling coverage on any named storm, and it did not cover the contents of the house, or the pier, or the bulkhead, or anything else that was not attached to the house itself. With the flood policy, that would make eighty-four hundred dollars a year, to insure a house his father had built for four thousand dollars in 1950.
Brenda had written at the bottom, in blue pen, by hand: Tom, I'm sorry. Call me. B.
He set the letter down on the table and went out back.
He walked across the wet yard, through the mud and the dead marsh grass and the debris the tide had left, a plastic bucket, a crab trap that wasn't his, and a long tangle of black wrack, and he went out along his father's section of the pier as far as he could go. He stood at the end where the boards stopped. The two new posts stood in the water ahead of him with nothing on them. He had set them three weeks ago, standing in the channel up to his chest, grinning like a kid. They were the best two posts he had ever set.
Across the channel, a long way off in the marsh, he could see something pale lying in the grass at an angle. He shaded his eyes. It was the deck of the T. It had washed up on the far bank in a tangle of spartina and lay there on its side, green and bright and square, the only straight thing in the whole marsh.
He stood looking at it for a long time. He was trying to work out what it had cost. The lumber, the posts, the stainless screws, the galvanized rod, Owen's two Saturdays that Owen had not let him pay for. He added it up and then stopped, because the number did not mean anything. What he kept hearing was the long groan of the galvanized rods bending in the dark, that slow shriek of steel yielding under the water, and how easy it had sounded. Sixty years of his father's pier, and two storms that had taken it in the last nine years, and now this, without a storm at all, without so much as a drop of rain. Only the wind and the moon and a hurricane he would never see, sitting off the coast of somewhere else.
Behind him, he heard someone come out onto the pier. He knew it was Nia without turning, from the sound of her bare feet on the boards. She stopped a few feet back.
"I measured it this morning," she said. "At six. The water. It was thirteen inches over the wall."
He didn't turn around.
"I'm sorry about the T," Nia said. "It was really good. It was the best part."
"Yes," Tom said. "It was."
She came and stood next to him and looked across the channel at the deck lying in the marsh. She didn't say anything else, and neither did he. They stood there together at the end of what was left of his father's pier while the water went down slowly around the two bare posts, and a pelican came in low over the channel and circled the posts once, dropping its feet and braking with its wings, but finding only the bent rods sticking up it banked off and flew on toward the beach.

    
  

  
    The Meeting in the Garage

    
    Rebecca Chavez held the meeting in her garage on the last Tuesday of September, because it was the only room on the street big enough for everyone who wanted to come, and because, she said, she wanted people to stand where the water had been.
Tom had not planned to go. He had never been to a meeting about anything in his life, except the ones at the church when Ellen made him, and the one at the bank in 1983 when he took out the loan for the shop. He distrusted the very rooms where they happened—the sour scorch of perked coffee in an aluminum urn, the low hum of fluorescent ballast overhead, and the cold bite of steel folding chairs scraped across linoleum while people talked around a problem instead of putting a tool to it, only to go home and leave the trouble right where it was.
But Rebecca came over on Sunday afternoon while he was pulling nails out of the boards from the old pier that had washed up against his bulkhead, and she stood in his yard and looked at the two bare posts standing in the channel and said nothing about them, which he appreciated.
"Tuesday at seven," she said. "My garage. The county's having a hearing on the road study next week, and I want us to go in knowing what we think. Not just what we're mad about."
"What's the road study?"
"Three years ago the county paid an engineering firm to figure out what it would cost to raise the road through the dip and fix the drainage on the whole street. They finished it in the spring. The commissioners are going to talk about it at the fire hall on the seventh." She held out a sheet of paper. "Sarah got me the summary."
He took it but didn't look at it.
"Why do you want me there?"
Rebecca pulled the pencil from behind her ear, tapping the eraser against the summary with the steady, practiced rhythm of someone who spent forty hours a week reconciling accounts for half the businesses in Corliss. She was forty-two, small and brisk, her dark hair pulled back so tightly into a clip it showed the line of her cheekbones. She looked at Tom the way she looked at an entry that refused to balance.
"Because you've been on this road longer than anybody," she said, gesturing toward his bulkhead with the pencil. "I grew up in Port O'Neal watching slips rot out because people pretended the tide wasn't gaining, and I've lived across the shell from you for twenty years since Luis brought me here. People listen to you, Mr. Bell. Even when they don't like what the numbers say. And your pier just washed out on a dead-calm morning with the whole street watching."
So he went.
The Chavez garage was a concrete-floored room under the back of their house, built at ground level in the eighties. When Tom came in at five to seven, Rebecca had set out twenty folding chairs in rows and a card table at the front with a plate of cookies and a coffee urn. Nobody was sitting in the chairs. They were standing along the walls, holding cups, looking at the drywall. The waterline went all the way around the room, a brown stripe nineteen inches off the floor, and below it a second, fainter stripe at about eight inches from earlier in the summer, and above that, near the ceiling, someone had stuck a strip of blue painter's tape with a date written on it in marker. 1961, it said.
"Luis's dad put that there," Rebecca said, beside him. "He told Luis that was where the water came in the big one. The year you were eleven."
Tom looked at the tape. Six feet up. That was the storm that put four feet of water under his own house and a foot inside it. He remembered his father carrying him on his shoulders through the yard the morning after.
"That was a hurricane," he said.
"I know. That's why it's up there."
There were sixteen people by seven-fifteen, which Rebecca said was more than she had hoped for. In the front row sat June with her notebook, wearing a cardigan though it was eighty degrees out. Sarah slipped in beside Nia, while Owen stayed back by the door with his arms folded. Straight from a hospital shift, still in her scrubs, Rachel took a seat in the last row and closed her eyes. From the far end of the street came Hal and Marjorie Lindqvist, who had retired down from the north fifteen years ago and bought the house the Bakers sold. Luis lingered over by the water heater in the corner, not quite in the meeting and not quite out of it.
Rebecca stood at the card table and went through the road study. She had made a one-page summary with numbers on it, and she read it out plainly, tracing each line with the eraser of her pencil before giving the figure. To raise the road through the dip by two and a half feet, and put in new drainage with pumps and check valves so the storm drains couldn't back up at high tide, would cost about eleven million dollars. The county's whole road budget for a year was four. The engineers had also looked at a smaller fix, just check valves on the outfalls and a pump at the dip, for one point eight million dollars. And they had written, at the end, that either fix would be good for about fifteen to twenty years before the water caught up with it again.
"Fifteen years," Hal Lindqvist said. He was a big pink man with a voice built for the back of a room. "Fifteen years for eleven million dollars. That's what they're telling us?"
"That's what the engineers said."
"Then the engineers are working for somebody." Hal looked around the garage. "Come on. You all know what this is. They draw new flood maps, they jack up the insurance, they tell us the road's going under, and pretty soon everybody's so scared they sell to the first guy with a checkbook. Then the developers come in and put up condos. That's what this is."
A few people murmured. Owen shifted at the back.
"Hal," Rebecca said evenly. "Nobody's drawing the water into my garage. It came in by itself."
"Because they won't fix the drains."
"The drains don't work when the channel's higher than the drain."
"Then lower the channel."
There was some laughter at that, not unkind, and Hal's face went pinker.
"I'm serious," he said. "We pay taxes out here. Our property taxes are higher than anybody's in the county because it's waterfront. And they won't spend a dime on the road. That's not the water's fault. That's the county's."
"Some of it's the county's," Sarah said, from her chair. She didn't stand. "I work for the city, not the county, so I'm not defending anybody. But the county doesn't have eleven million dollars. If they spent it here, they wouldn't have it for the bridge on the farm road or the school roof. And then in fifteen years they'd need to spend it again."
"So we just get abandoned."
"Nobody said abandoned."
"That's what it sounds like."
The garage got quiet. Somebody's coffee cup creaked. Tom stood by the wall under the blue tape, his hands in his pockets, and looked at the waterline on the drywall at the level of his knee. Nineteen inches, in a summer without a hurricane.
Rebecca was looking at him. She had been looking at him for a while.
"Mr. Bell," she said. "You've lived on this street longer than any of us. Longer than this house has been here. Can I ask you something?"
He felt every face in the room turn toward him. He wanted nothing more than to be outside.
"Ask," he said.
"When you were a kid. When you were Nia's age. How often did the water come over the bulkhead? Not in a storm. Just on a regular day."
He thought about it. He thought about it honestly, the way he had in June when Nia asked him the same thing at the foot of the pier. Being thirteen, out on his father's pier before school with the morning mist still coming off the mud. Croakers and sand trout in the summer heat. Reds in the fall. The old bulkhead back then was creosote pine, long before the steel went in, and the water had always stayed down there where it belonged—brown and green and heavy, always a long drop down. He reached back across sixty years, searching for a single morning, just one, when the tide had ever come slipping over the cap to lie flat in the grass on a day without wind.
"Never," he said.
Nobody moved.
"Not once," Tom said. "Not a single time that I can remember. It came over in storms. It came over in the big fall tides with a north wind behind them, maybe once or twice a year, a few inches, and went right back. But on a calm day, sunny like this? Never." He looked at the brown line on the drywall. "This summer it came over my wall nine times without a storm. Nia counted. I didn't believe her chart either. But I was standing out there, and it did."
He stopped. He had not intended to say that much. His face was hot.
Hal Lindqvist opened his mouth and closed it again.
"Thank you," Rebecca said quietly.
The meeting went on for another hour. They talked about the check valves and the pump, the smaller fix, and whether the street could ask the county for that one at least. June read out a list of everyone's phone numbers she had collected and asked who wanted to be on it. Rachel opened her eyes. If there was going to be another summer like this one, she said, somebody on every block needed to check on the old folks during outages. June said she would do it. Rachel looked across at her and said not alone. Hal said again that it was all a scheme, but more quietly, and Marjorie put her hand on his knee. Nobody decided anything very large. But at the end, when Rebecca asked who would come to the fire hall on the seventh, eleven hands went up.
Tom's was one of them. He did not remember deciding to raise it. It was up, and he looked at it, and he left it there.
Afterward, out in the dark road, Owen fell into step beside him.
"Never thought I'd see that," Owen said.
"See what."
"You at a meeting. Talking."
"I was asked a question."
"You were." Owen walked a while without speaking. "That was a good answer. I've been telling Hal for two years the water's different, and he just tells me I'm a contractor and I want the work." He laughed a little. "Which I do. But he listens to you."
"He didn't look like he was listening."
"He was. Trust me. I watched his face."
They came to Owen's drive. Owen stopped at the end of it with his hands in his pockets. Tom saw that his truck was parked in the yard instead of in the garage under the house, that the garage door was open with the light on inside, and that the table saw was sitting on a stack of cinder blocks a foot and a half off the floor.
"Raising things," Owen said, seeing him look. "Everything I can. Shop, tools, water heater. It's what you do, I guess. Raise what you can raise and let the rest go." He nodded toward Tom's house. "You ever want help with yours, holler."
Tom walked the rest of the way home alone. The tide was low and the channel was a long way down below the bulkhead, black and still, and the two new posts rose out of it in the starlight with nothing on top of them. He stood at the foot of his father's pier for a while and looked at them.
The county didn't have eleven million dollars. Hal Lindqvist was looking for someone to blame, and the blue tape on the Chavez garage wall was six feet up. His own answer hung in the room: Never. Not once. He had said it out loud in front of sixteen people, and now he couldn't take it back, and he found, standing there, that he didn't want to.
He would go to the fire hall on the seventh. And in the morning he would call Owen about raising things.

    
  

  
    The Fire Hall

    
    The Pelican Bend Volunteer Fire Department occupied a metal building on the highway just past the swing bridge, on a pad of shell and gravel that someone had raised four feet above the surrounding pasture in 2011 after the old station flooded. The two trucks had been pulled out onto the apron for the night, and inside, under the fluorescent lights, the county had set up a long table at the front with a microphone and eighty folding chairs facing it. By the time Tom got there with June at a quarter to seven, sixty of the chairs were full.
"Good Lord," June said. "Who are all these people?"
He knew some of them. Ray Tillman from the bait shop was sitting in the second row in a clean shirt. There were people from the canal subdivision behind the dip, the newer houses on the finger canals that the developer had cut in the seventies, others from the beach road across the marsh, and a few he recognized from church and the shop years ago, men whose boat motors he had kept running for decades. Hal and Marjorie Lindqvist sat on the aisle. Rebecca had saved a row near the front and was waving them up.
They sat down. Tom took the end seat, where he could get out. The heat of sixty bodies had already gathered thick under the metal roof, smelling of damp starch, aftershave, and stale coffee, the steel chair legs scraping sharp against the concrete every time someone shifted.
At seven the county commissioners came in from a side door and sat down at the long table. There were four of them and a county judge in the middle, and Tom knew one of them, Dwight Reese, who represented their end of the county. Dwight had been two years behind Tom in school and had run the feed store in Corliss for thirty years before he went into politics. He was a soft-spoken, heavy-jowled man in a pearl-snap shirt, and he looked out at the full room with the expression of a man who had expected half as many.
The county engineer went first. She was a young woman with a laptop and a projector, and she put up slides from the road study one at a time. Tom had seen most of it already on Rebecca's summary, but on the wall it looked different. There was an aerial photograph of Pelican Bend with the street running along the channel in a long curve, and the dip by the bait shop colored red, and the canal subdivision behind it patched with orange and red. There was a chart of high-tide flood days at the jetty, the same chart Nia had shown him in August, the blue bars climbing. And there were the two price tags, eleven million and one point eight million, and under them a line that said ESTIMATED SERVICE LIFE 15 TO 20 YEARS AT CURRENT RATES OF SEA LEVEL RISE.
"What's a current rate?" somebody called out from the back.
The engineer looked up. "At the jetty gauge, the water has been rising about a quarter of an inch a year, and that rate has been increasing. We designed to that. If it speeds up further, the service life is shorter."
"And if it slows down?"
"We don't expect it to," the engineer said.
The room didn't like that. Tom could feel it, a stir that went across the chairs like wind across the marsh.
Then Dwight Reese leaned into the microphone and explained what the county was going to do, confirming what Sarah had said in Rebecca's garage. The county did not have eleven million dollars. It was going to apply for a state grant to cover most of the smaller fix: check valves on the four storm drain outfalls on the street, so the channel couldn't push back into them at high tide, and a pump station at the dip to move rainwater out when the valves were closed. If they got the grant, construction could start in eighteen months.
"And the road?" Hal Lindqvist stood up without being called on. "What about raising the road?"
"Not at this time, Hal."
"Then when?"
"I can't tell you that," Dwight said. "I wish I could."
"So we pay waterfront taxes and we get a pump."
"You get a pump and four valves," Dwight said, "which is more than anybody on the coast road in the next county is getting. I'm not going to stand up here and tell you it fixes everything. It doesn't. It keeps the rain from backing up into your yards on a high tide. It does nothing about the tide itself."
Hal sat down, red-faced. Marjorie said something to him that Tom couldn't hear.
Then a woman Tom didn't know came to the microphone. She was from the state, from an office with a long name that had to do with hazard mitigation, and she had a stack of brochures with her. She explained that there was a voluntary buyout program, paid for mostly with federal money and partly by the state, for homes that had flooded repeatedly. The program would buy a house at its fair market value from before the most recent flood, tear it down, and leave the lot as open space forever. Nobody would be forced. But there was a limited amount of money, and the applications were ranked by how many times a house had flooded and how much it cost to keep fixing it.
"Tear it down," somebody said. "And then what?"
"The land becomes open space," the woman said. "It can't be built on again. It goes back to marsh, or to a park, or it just stays empty."
"So you buy out half the street, and the other half is living next to empty lots."
"If half the street applies, yes. That has happened in other places."
The room was very quiet then. Tom looked down the row. Rebecca was looking straight ahead with her jaw set. Luis, beside her, had his arms crossed, staring at the brochures on the table as if he wanted one but did not want anyone to see him take it. June had stopped writing in her notebook.
The questions went on for an hour. People stood up and told their stories, most of them angry and some of them close to tears. A man from the canal subdivision had flooded three times in two years and could neither sell his house nor afford the insurance on it, and wanted to know who was going to help him. A woman from the beach road asked whether the county had plans to protect the beach road at all, or whether they were just going to let the Gulf take it, and Dwight said they would protect it as long as they could, which made several people laugh and nobody happy. Ray Tillman stood up and said that he had run the bait shop since 1974 and he'd never seen the shrimp move like they had this summer or the water as hot, and didn't know what anybody could do about it, then sat back down.
Sarah spoke once, briefly. She stood and said she was a city engineer and a resident of the street, that the check valves and pump were worth doing, and that people should understand they were a stopgap and plan their own houses accordingly. She looked at Hal when she said it, not unkindly.
Hal stood up again near the end. He said the same things he had said in the garage, but more of them, and louder. The maps were wrong. The insurance companies were in on it. The county had let the drainage go to pieces for decades and was now blaming the weather. Somebody wanted the land. Somebody always wanted the land.
When he sat down, Tom found that he was on his feet.
He did not remember deciding to stand any more than he had to raise his hand. But he was up, holding the back of the chair in front of him, and the room had gone quiet again, and Dwight Reese was looking at him with his eyebrows raised.
"Tom Bell," Dwight said into the microphone. "Didn't expect you here."
"I didn't expect myself here either," Tom said, and a few people laughed.
He did not have a speech. He had a question, the one that had been bothering him for an hour while he looked at the engineer's slides.
"Your valves," he said, to the engineer. "On the outfalls. They close when the channel's high, so the water can't come back up the pipe into the street."
"That's right."
"Then when it rains on a high tide, like it did in July, the rain falls on the street and the valves are shut. Where does it go?"
"To the pump at the dip. The pump moves it over the valve into the channel."
"One pump."
"One pump station. Two pumps in it, for redundancy."
"And when the power's out? Like it was out four times that week in July?"
The engineer opened her mouth and then looked at Dwight.
"There'd be a backup generator," Dwight said.
"There'd better be," Tom said, and sat down.
He didn't know why people clapped. Some of them did. Hal Lindqvist turned around in his seat, his pale eyes narrowed under bristling brows and his mouth pressed into a thin, tight line, and then turned back.
When the meeting broke up, people stood around in clumps on the gravel apron outside under the floodlights, talking in low voices. Tom stood with June by the fire trucks. Rebecca came out with a brochure in her hand and Luis behind her. She held the brochure up so Tom could see it, the state seal on the front and a photograph of a marsh at sunset. VOLUNTARY PROPERTY ACQUISITION PROGRAM, it said.
"Luis wanted one," she said. "So I got two."
She held out the second one to him.
"I don't need that," Tom said.
"I know you don't. Take it anyway. Put it in a drawer."
He looked at the brochure in her hand, and at Luis behind her, who would not quite meet his eye. Luis had carried his father's coffin with Tom, years ago. He had played in Tom's yard. Now he was standing in the gravel outside the fire hall in the floodlights, looking at a brochure that meant tearing down the house his parents had bought in 1979 and leaving the lot to grow up in marsh.
"We haven't decided anything," Luis said. "We just want to know what it says."
"I understand."
"Do you?" Luis looked at him then. "Because you looked at me in there like I was a traitor. When she said tear it down."
Tom hadn't known he had looked at him at all.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to."
"It's okay." Luis put his hands in his pockets. "My garage has flooded five times, Tom. Five. Rebecca doesn't sleep when it rains. My insurance is more than my truck payment. I'm forty-six years old and every dollar I make goes into that house, and the water keeps coming. I'm not a traitor. I'm tired."
He walked away toward their car. Rebecca stayed, still holding out the brochure.
Tom took it. He folded it in half without looking at it and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket, stiff against his chest, where Ellen used to make him keep the church bulletin so he wouldn't lose it.
"In a drawer," Rebecca said.
"In a drawer," he agreed.
He drove June home over the swing bridge in the dark. Below them the Intracoastal was black and wide, with the lights of a tow pushing barges far off to the west, and the marsh on both sides was silver under a half moon. June didn't talk much. As they came down off the bridge toward the dip, she said, "You were good in there, Tom."
"I asked a question."
"You asked the right one." She looked out at the marsh. "My husband used to say there's usually one person in the room who knows how things actually work."
He didn't answer that. At the dip, the road was dry, the tide out, and he drove through it slowly anyway out of habit. When he dropped June at her steps, he waited in the truck until her porch light came on and her door closed.
Then he sat in his own driveway with the engine off. He took the brochure out of his jacket and unfolded it on the steering wheel and read it all the way through in the dome light, every word, including the fine print on the back. Then he folded it up again, went inside, and put it in the kitchen drawer with the takeout menus and the dead batteries, where he would not have to see it.

    
  

  
    Nia's Chart

    
    In the end it was the yardstick that bothered him.
Nia had been measuring his water every morning since June with the same wooden yardstick, a giveaway from the hardware store in Corliss with the store's name printed down one side in red. She pushed it down in the water at the first piling until it touched the top of the bulkhead cap, read off the number, and wrote it down. When the water was under the cap, she held the stick against the piling with its end at the top of the cap and read down to the water and recorded it as a minus. It worked well enough. But by October the end of the yardstick had soaked up so much water that it was swollen and soft, the numbers on the bottom six inches worn away. One morning Tom watched her squint at it and guess.
"That's no good," he said.
"It's what I have."
"Give me a week."
He made her a tide staff. From the green two-by-sixes left over from the pier, he took an eight-foot board and ripped it down on Owen's table saw to a strip three inches wide. On sawhorses in the shed, he sanded it smooth and painted it white, two coats. Then he marked it. Thirty inches up from the bottom, where the top of the bulkhead cap would fall when the staff was screwed to the piling, he set the zero mark. Above zero he marked every inch to forty-eight, and below it every inch to minus thirty. He cut the marks in with a utility knife and a steel square so they would not wear off, and painted them black, every inch a short line and every six inches a long one, and he painted the numbers in at every six with a small brush he had bought for Ellen's model boats years ago. The plus numbers he painted in black and the minus numbers in red.
It took him four evenings. He had not done anything that careful in a long time.
On Saturday morning he carried it out to the first piling and screwed it to the channel side with stainless screws, checking it with a level to set the zero mark exactly even with the top of his father's cap. Nia came out barefoot with her notebook and stood at the bulkhead and looked at it for a long time without saying anything.
"Well?" Tom said.
"It's beautiful," she said. Her voice was breathless.
"It's a board with lines on it."
"It's a beautiful board with lines on it." She went down the steps at the side of the bulkhead to the narrow ledge at the water and crouched to read it. "Minus nine. Exactly. I don't have to guess."
"That's the idea."
She wrote it down. Then she looked up at him from the ledge, her eyes wide and dark and unblinking, catching the low morning light, her mouth pressed into a straight, serious line.
"You made this for me?"
"I made it so you'd quit squinting at that yardstick. It was going to give you a headache."
"Thank you, Mr. Bell."
"Tom," he said. "If we're going to be out here every morning, you can call me Tom."
After that they measured together. He had not decided to; it just happened. She came out at six-thirty every morning before school with her notebook. He was usually already on the back porch with his coffee, and one morning he walked down to the bulkhead with her; the next morning he did it again. She read the staff and called out the number and he repeated it back to her, and she wrote it down, and if it was a school day she ran for the bus. On weekends they stayed out longer. She showed him how she made the chart and how she got the predicted tides off the government website for the jetty, and he showed her how to read the water by looking at the barnacle line on the posts and the wrack line on the grass.
He found that he looked forward to it. That surprised him. For six years after Ellen died, his mornings had been only a matter of getting through them—sitting on the back porch with his coffee until the mug went cold, waiting out the empty hours between sunrise and whatever chore kept his hands occupied, looking at the water without ever truly seeing it. Now he was up before the kettle finished, watching for Nia's screen door to slap shut, his eye already measuring the damp line where the channel had turned in the gray light.
In the evenings, when the high tide came in after dark, they started measuring that too. Sarah would walk Nia over at eight or nine with a flashlight and stand on the porch talking with Tom while Nia went down to read the staff. Sarah never stayed long. She worked late most nights, and she had told Tom once, in the flat way she delivered facts, that Nia's father lived in another state and called on Sundays, mostly.
The fall tides came up through October, higher and higher. Tom had always known the fall tides were the high ones. It was something every child on the coast knew, the way they knew the mosquitoes were worst in August. But he had never watched them the way he watched them now, every morning and every night, the numbers going into Nia's notebook in pencil. He began to see the shape of it. Twice a month, at the new moon and the full moon, the tides ran higher. And all through the fall, the whole level crept up, a little more every week, so that the high tides at the end of October reached six inches above those at the start of September.
"It's like it's breathing," Nia said one night. They were sitting on the bulkhead with their feet hanging over, the flashlight beam angled at the staff, where the water stood at plus three. Over the cap. In the dark, he could hear it moving in the grass behind them, small sounds, like something trying to be quiet. "Twice a month it breathes in. And every month it breathes in a little deeper."
"That's a nice way to put it."
"Mom says I should be a writer. Or a scientist. She says it's the same thing, really. Both of them are just paying attention."
Tom listened to the water lapping against the bulkhead, a quiet, rhythmic slap that rose and settled in the dark.
"My father paid attention," he said. "He'd go out on the pier every morning before work and look at the water. Didn't measure it. Just looked."
"What did he see?"
"I don't know. He never said. He wasn't much for saying."
Nia was quiet for a while. A fish jumped somewhere out in the dark channel.
"Do you think he saw it coming up?" she asked. "The water? Even back then?"
"I don't know," Tom said. "If he did, he didn't tell me."
"Maybe he didn't want to scare you."
"Maybe."
"Or maybe he didn't believe it." Nia swung her feet over the water. "Like you didn't, at first."
He looked at her. She was looking at the staff.
"You're a hard little thing," he said.
"Mom says I'm direct." She turned the flashlight off. The dark came in around them, bringing out the lights on the beach road across the marsh and the stars thick overhead. "Can I tell you something, Tom?"
"Go ahead."
"I don't think the water knows about your pier. Or your house. Or anything." She said it carefully, as if she had been thinking about how to say it for a while. "It doesn't know it's not supposed to come over the wall. It doesn't know your dad built the wall, or that it used to stay under it. It's just going where it's going. So the only thing you can do is know where it's going too. That's what the chart is for. So you know."
He didn't answer for a long time. The water moved in the grass behind them.
"Your mother told you to say that."
"No, she didn't. I thought of it. Mom said something sort of like it once. But I thought of it myself."
"Mara said something like it too," Tom said. "In June. Sitting on my porch."
"Then three people thought of it," Nia said. "Maybe that means it's true."
In November, on the night of the full moon, the high tide reached plus eight on the staff, eight inches over his father's bulkhead, with no wind at all. Nia stood on the bottom step of the back porch with the flashlight because the ledge was under water, and called off the mark. Tom repeated the number back to her, and she wrote it down. The water lay across his whole yard, smooth and black and silver in the moonlight, and it came up the side of the kitchen stoop and halted a quarter inch from the top. They both watched it hold. Neither of them said anything until it had held there for five minutes and then, very slowly, began to go back down.
"Close," Nia said.
"Close," Tom agreed.
After her flashlight bobbed across the grass and her porch door clicked shut, the silence came back into the house all at once. It was huge and flat. The refrigerator hummed in the corner, and through the screen there was only the faint, slack drag of the water pulling off the tread of the bottom step. Standing there in the dark with the quiet settling around his ears, he did something he had not planned to do. He went to the hall closet and retrieved a roll of duct tape and a marker, stepped back out to the kitchen stoop with his flashlight, and pressed a strip of tape to the inside doorframe at the level the water had reached. He wrote the date on it. Then he stood in the dark kitchen looking at the strip of silver tape, a quarter inch below the point where the water would have spilled inside, and thought about Luis Chavez's father putting the blue tape on his garage wall six feet up, so his son would know.
He left the tape there.

    
  

  
    Raising What Can Be Raised

    
    Owen came over the first Monday of December with a clipboard, which Tom had never seen him carry before, and walked through the house with him from front to back writing things down.
"Raise what you can raise," Owen said, when they were done. "That's the whole idea. Anything that water ruins, get it up out of the water's way. Anything that lets water in, close it. Anything you can't close, give the water a way back out. We're not going to stop the channel. We're just going to make it cost you less when it comes."
He turned the clipboard so Tom could read it. There were fourteen items on it in block capitals. Some of them Tom had thought of. Most of them he hadn't.
The water heater was first. It sat on a wooden platform on the back porch, eight inches off the floor, just as Tom's father had set it in 1950 and Tom had set its four replacements since. Owen wanted it on a steel stand thirty inches up, and he wanted the old bare copper lines to it replaced with new ones, insulated, with a shutoff valve where Tom could reach it without bending. They did it in a day. Getting the old heater drained and out took the morning, and the new stand took the afternoon, and by dark the heater sat up high on its steel legs with a new foam jacket wrapped around it and new lines running neatly into gray sleeves. Tom stood back and looked at it with his hands on his hips.
"Looks like it's waiting for a bus," he said.
"Looks like it's going to be dry next time," Owen said.
The kitchen took longer. The outlets along Ellen's counters were twelve inches off the floor, low enough that the July water had come within a few inches of them. Owen wanted every outlet and every switch in the kitchen moved up to forty-eight inches, the way new houses in the flood zone were wired now. That meant cutting the drywall, running new wire up from the boxes, and patching everything back up. Tom had done electrical work on boats for forty years and knew how, but his eyes were not what they had been for the small screws, and Owen did the fine work while Tom ran the wire and held the light. It took them three days. When it was done the new outlets sat up at elbow height along the backsplash, and the old holes were patched and painted, and the kitchen looked a little strange to Tom, as if somebody had raised the whole room by a foot while he wasn't looking.
They swept the chalky drywall dust into a cardboard flap and carried the drop cloths out to the back steps to shake them. When Owen came back inside, he didn't pack his tool tote into the truck; he set his drill on Ellen's counter, rinsed his plaster-crusted hands at the sink, and stood there drying them on a rag while listening to the water gurgle away down the drain. The drain was his idea, and it was the one Tom would remember.
"When the channel came up in July," Owen said, "where did the water come in?"
"Under the back door."
"Just there?"
"That's where I saw it."
Owen got down on his knees by the kitchen sink and opened the cabinet underneath and shone a flashlight in at the pipes. Then he went outside, around the back of the house, to where the kitchen drain line came out of the slab and ran down to the septic tank in the side yard. He crouched there for a while. When he came back in, he had cold black mud on the knuckles of both hands and his jaw was set tight.
"Your septic's under water at high tide," he said. "The whole tank. Has been since summer, probably. When the tank fills up from the outside, it can't take anything from the house. And if the water gets high enough, it can come back up the pipe. Into your sink. Your tub. Your toilet."
Tom looked at him. "It hasn't."
"Not yet. You've been lucky. The Lindqvists had it in their bathroom in September. Hal didn't tell anybody because he was embarrassed." Owen wiped his hands on his jeans. "You need a backwater valve on that line. It's a flap that lets water out but won't let it come back in. And you need the septic people out to look at the tank. It's probably full of salt water half the time, and that kills the bacteria that make it work."
The backwater valve took a full day of digging in the side yard, in the cold, in mud that filled with water from the bottom faster than they could shovel it out. They had to run Owen's pump to keep the hole dry. By the time they had the valve cut into the line and glued and the hole filled back in, they were both soaked to the thigh and filthy, and the sun was going down over the marsh. Tom stood in the side yard with the shovel and looked at the patch of raw dirt over the new valve.
"That's a lot of work," he said, "for something you'll never see."
"Best kind of work there is," Owen said. "Nobody ever thanks you for the thing that didn't happen."
The septic man came the next week. He pumped the tank and looked at the bottom of it with a flashlight and told Tom it was full of sand and salt, that the drain field was waterlogged, and that it wasn't doing anything at all. He said the whole system should be replaced with a raised mound system up by the road, which would cost about eighteen thousand dollars, and that half the septic systems on the street were in the same shape and nobody wanted to hear about it. Tom wrote him a check for the pumping and put the estimate for the new system in the drawer with the buyout brochure.
They did the rest through December. Across the kitchen back door, an aluminum flood barrier slid into channels on either side of the frame and sealed tight with a rubber gasket, ready for Tom to drop in when the tide was coming. On the back porch, leftover decking went into a sturdy platform that hoisted the washer and dryer up off the floor. With a rented saw, Owen cut a sump pit into the low corner of the kitchen slab by the pantry, setting a small pump with a float switch to catch seepage and a hose to carry it out the door. Inside the electrical panel, they raised the main breaker. Under the old part of the house, louvered flood vents were fitted into the skirting, so that water coming in beneath could get back out instead of pushing against the walls.
Every morning offered a task with clean edges and a shape to it—a notch to cut, a flange to seat against concrete, an anchor bolt driven home until the washer bit wood. By dark, the joint was set and the seam caulked, and Tom could wipe his thumbs on his pants and stand back to look at what was finished. He slept straight through until five without waking once, better than he had since spring. In the mornings his knuckles were stiff and his lower back pulled when he bent to lace his boots, but it was an honest ache, the familiar weight in the shoulders that came of something solid taking shape under his hands.
Nia came over after school most days and watched. She asked what every part was for, and Owen answered her in full, as if she were an apprentice, and once he let her run the drill to set the screws in the washer platform. She wrote it all down in a second notebook, a new one, that she had labeled HOUSE on the cover.
"What's that one for?" Tom asked.
"For what you did. So you know later."
"I'll know later. I'll be here."
"Somebody else might need to know," Nia said, and went on writing.
Mara came for Christmas, alone, on the twenty-third. Dan and the kids would come out for the day on Christmas itself, she said, if the road was dry. She walked through the house with Tom on her first evening, and he showed her everything. The water heater on its stand. The outlets up high. The barrier on the back door, which he demonstrated, sliding it into its channels with a satisfying thunk. The sump pit. The vents.
She stood in the kitchen and looked at it all, and he waited for her to say something about how none of it would matter.
"This is good, Dad," she said instead. "This is really good work."
"Owen did most of it."
"Owen says you did most of it." She touched the outlet on the backsplash at elbow height. "It's smart. It's what you're supposed to do. They tell people this at the extension office every week, and nobody does it."
"It cost about what the pier did."
"It's worth more than the pier did." She looked at him. "I mean that. This is what I was asking for. Not that you leave. That you take it seriously."
He didn't trust himself to answer that, so he didn't.
The road was dry on Christmas. Dan drove the kids out at noon. Caleb was taller than Tom now and shook his hand like a man; Lily, who was fourteen, hugged him and then went straight out to the bulkhead to inspect Nia's tide staff after getting a text from her. They ate Ellen's pecan pie, which Mara had made from the stained card, and it tasted almost right. In the afternoon Tom took the kids out on what was left of the pier, his father's thirty feet, and showed them the two bare posts standing alone in the channel beyond it, and told them about the morning in September when the T had lifted off in one piece and sailed across into the marsh. Caleb said that was messed up. Lily asked if he was going to build it back.
"I don't know," Tom said. It was the first time he had said that out loud. "Maybe not this time."
Owen came by on Christmas evening with a plate of tamales his sister had made, and stayed for coffee. When Mara and Dan had taken the kids home, he sat with Tom on the back porch in the cold with his hands around his cup.
"You did good this month," Owen said. "This place is in better shape than it's been in years."
"You did good. I held the flashlight."
Owen laughed. Then he was quiet for a while, looking out at the black channel.
"I'll tell you something," he said. "Since we're telling things. I can't get insurance on my place anymore."
Tom turned his head.
"Not at a price I can pay," Owen said. "Not the house, not the shop, not the tools. I've called everybody. Same letter you got from Brenda, only I got it two years ago. I've got about forty thousand dollars' worth of equipment in that shop and every bit of it's on cinder blocks, because if it goes under, it's gone. And the house is gone with it. I'm fifty-four, Tom. I don't have another house in me."
"Why didn't you say something?"
"Who would I say it to?" Owen shrugged, a heavy movement in the dark. "Everybody on this street's got their own letter. I'm the guy who fixes things. If I can't fix my own, what am I?" He drank his coffee. "So I raise things. Mine and anybody else's who'll let me. It's what I've got."
Tom sat with that for a while. Down at the bulkhead the tide was coming in, slow and quiet, and he could see the white of Nia's staff in the dark, and the water against it somewhere around minus five.
"You want to raise something else," he said finally, "you holler."
"I will," Owen said. "Merry Christmas, Tom."
"Merry Christmas."
Owen left. Tom stayed out on the porch in the cold until his coffee was gone. Then he went in and checked the float switch on the new sump pump, though he knew it was fine, just to hear it click.

    
  

  
    Hard Freeze

    
    The cold came down from the north in the second week of February, and Sarah Vargas was the first one on the street to say it out loud.
"It's going to be bad," she told Tom over the fence on Tuesday, with her phone in her hand and the wind already turning around to the north behind her. "The forecast has it at nineteen on Thursday night and seventeen on Friday. Maybe lower. And the grid people are already sending out warnings."
"It gets cold here."
"It gets to thirty here. Twenty-eight maybe, once a winter, for a few hours before dawn." She showed him the screen, a weather map with a great blue lobe pushing down out of Canada across the whole middle of the country and spilling over the coast into the Gulf. "This is Arctic air. The jet stream's got a big kink in it, and it's dumping the cold straight down to us. Two nights in the teens, and it won't get above freezing on Friday at all."
Tom looked at the map. He tried to remember the last time Pelican Bend had seen the teens. There had been one in 1983, he thought, when the citrus died all over the county, and maybe one before that when he was a boy. Two in his lifetime.
"Wrap your pipes," Sarah said. "Drip your faucets. Open the cabinet doors under the sinks. And if you have anything outside that holds water, drain it."
"My pipes have never frozen."
"I know," Sarah said, with the patience she used when she knew something about the world that he didn't yet. "Wrap them anyway."
He meant to. The water heater lines came first, though Owen had already insulated those in December, and he put an extra layer of foam on them out of caution. Out on the back porch, he drained the garden hoses and the old crab-cleaning sink. Inside, he opened the cabinet doors under the kitchen and bathroom sinks. But when he crouched at the edge of the crawl space on Wednesday afternoon with a flashlight and looked in at the lines his father had run along the floor joists in 1950, the bare copper and the old galvanized pipe that had been there for seventy-six years without a day of trouble, he stayed there, hesitating in the cold damp.
They had never frozen. Not in 1983 and not in the winter he was nine, when there was ice on the edges of the channel and his father had shown him how to break it with a stick. His father had run them in the open because the house sat up in the air where the wind could get under it and keep it dry, and it was never cold enough for long enough to matter. The crawl space was three feet high and full of spiders and old crab traps and seventy years of dust, and to wrap the lines he would have to crawl in on his back on the cold sand and work over his head with his arms up for hours.
He was seventy-six. His knees had not liked the pier work in September or the drain work in December. He looked at the pipes for a long time.
He told himself he would do the worst stretch, the run toward the kitchen, in the morning, when it was light.
On Thursday morning the wind was blowing thirty out of the north, and the temperature was thirty-four and falling, and the rain that had come with the front was turning to sleet. The sleet rattled on the tin roof of the back porch and bounced on the boards. The channel was the color of slate and running hard to the south, the wind pushing the water out of it toward the Gulf, and the bottom was showing along the far bank in long gray mud flats he had not seen bare in years. Nia came out at seven in a winter coat over her pajamas , read the staff, and ran back up the steps with her teeth chattering.
"Minus twenty-eight!" she said. "It's the lowest it's been all year. The wind's blowing the whole channel out."
He looked at the mud flats and the bare pilings of his pier standing up out of the mud, their bottoms crusted with oysters, and the two new posts beyond them with their bent rods, rising almost entirely out of the water now. It looked like the channel was draining away.
"Well," he said. "At least it's not coming in."
He did not crawl under the house that day. It was too cold, and the sleet was blowing in sideways under the skirting, and every time he looked at the dark gap under the floor his knees told him no. He dripped the kitchen and bathroom faucets, the way Sarah had said, and he put a space heater in the kitchen and turned it on low, and he told himself that was enough.
At ten that night the power went out.
It went out all over the county, and it stayed out. The house went dark and silent, and the space heater ticked as it cooled. Tom sat in the front room in his coat with a blanket over his knees and a battery lantern on the table and listened to the wind scream around the corners of the house. He could feel the cold coming up through the floor. His father had built the house to let air move beneath it, and now the wind drove through at thirty miles an hour and nineteen degrees, and the floor of the front room was so cold he could feel it through the soles of his shoes.
The faucet in the kitchen stopped dripping at about two in the morning. He heard it stop. He lay on the couch under three blankets and listened to the silence where the drip had been. He held his breath, waiting for another tap against the basin, and when none came, he pulled the heavy wool up over his ears and pressed his face hard into the cushions.
In the morning the house was thirty-eight degrees inside. Outside, the thermometer on the back porch post read sixteen. There was ice on the inside of the windows. Ice coated the puddles in the yard and skimmed the edge of the channel, thin and gray, and the marsh across the way was stiff and white with frost. Tom had never seen the marsh white in his life. He stood at the back window with his coffee, which he had made on the gas grill on the porch, and looked at it, and thought that it was beautiful in a way that had no right to be.
He turned the kitchen faucet on. Nothing came out. He turned on the bathroom faucet. Nothing.
The power came back on at noon. The temperature outside came up to twenty-nine by three o'clock and stayed there, and that night it fell to seventeen again. The faucets remained dry all day Friday and all day Saturday. On Sunday morning the wind finally died and the sun came out and the thermometer climbed past thirty-two at about eleven, and he heard it.
It was a hiss at first, from under the floor. Then a steady rushing, like a garden hose left running into a bucket. He went out the back door and down the steps and crouched at the edge of the crawl space, and he could see it in the light from the gap. Beneath the joists leading to the kitchen, where his father's galvanized line ran toward the sink, water was spraying out of the pipe in a flat silver fan. The pipe had split along its length for eight inches. The ice inside it had pushed it open like a seam, and now that the ice was melting, the city water was pouring through the split at full pressure, straight up into the floor of Ellen's kitchen.
He ran. He was seventy-six and he ran, around the house to the front and out to the road where the meter box sat in the ground by the mailbox, and he got down on his knees on the frozen grass and pulled the lid off the box and found the shutoff valve. It was rusted. He had not turned it in twenty years. He put both hands on it and turned, and it would not move, and he got the big channel-lock pliers out of his truck, clamped them onto the valve, threw his whole weight against the handles, and it moved, and moved again, and turned off.
The hissing under the house slowed and stopped.
When he went back into the kitchen there was water on the floor. It had come up through the slab where the slab met the old part of the house, along the seam where he and Ellen had joined their new kitchen to his father's floor in 1978, and it had soaked the new drywall that Owen had put up in the fall, and run down behind the cabinets, and pooled in the low corner by the pantry. The new sump pump in its pit had kicked on and was running, humming, carrying the water out the back door through its hose, doing exactly what Owen had put it there to do.
Tom stood in the doorway between the hall and the kitchen and looked at it.
The new work had held. The water heater on its stand with insulated lines was fine. The new outlets up high were dry. The sump pump was running. It was his father's pipe that had failed, the pipe that had never frozen in seventy-six years, the one he had looked at on Wednesday and decided to leave alone.
He heard the same hiss all down the street that afternoon, as the sun warmed the houses and the ice in the pipes let go. June's bathroom. The Lindqvists' laundry room. Sarah's outdoor spigot. Ray's ice machine at the bait shop, which had never failed in twenty-seven years. Owen was out until midnight going from house to house with his truck full of fittings, and he didn't get to Tom's until Monday.
Tom wasn't waiting for him. By the time Owen's truck pulled into the drive on Monday morning, Tom was already on his back on the cold sand in the crawl space by the kitchen seam, with a flashlight in his teeth and a pipe cutter in his hands, working over his head with his arms up.
Owen got down on his knees at the gap and looked in.
"You want help?"
"I want help."
"You want to do the whole run while we're in there? All of it? Wrap everything and bury what we can?"
Tom took the flashlight out of his mouth. Above him, his father's galvanized pipe stretched along the joist into the dark, rusty and old and split open at the seam where the ice had pushed through.
"All of it," he said.

    
  

  
    Wrapping the Lines

    
    It took them nine days to redo the water lines under Tom's house, working mornings only, because by noon Tom's shoulders would not lift his arms over his head anymore.
They pulled out every foot of his father's pipe. The galvanized lines came out in rusty lengths that Owen cut with a reciprocating saw, and Tom dragged them out of the crawl space one at a time and laid them on the grass in the side yard. When they were all out he stood and looked at them. Some of the sections, cut open, were rusted inside so badly that the opening had shrunk to the width of a pencil. It was a wonder any water had come through them at all.
"Seventy-six years," Owen said, standing beside him. "That's a good run for pipe."
"My father would've fixed it, not replaced it."
"Your father didn't have February."
They ran new lines in flexible plastic that would stretch instead of split if it ever froze, every run wrapped in thick foam sleeves taped at the seams. They buried the main line from the meter at the road. They dug a trench two feet deep across the front yard from the meter to the house, Owen on the shovel and Tom on the pickaxe in the hard places, and they laid the new line at the bottom of it in a foam sleeve and filled it back in. Where the line came up out of the ground and into the house, they boxed it in with treated plywood and packed the box with insulation. When it was done, there was no pipe anywhere on the property that the wind could touch.
On the tenth morning, Tom turned the meter back on, stood in the kitchen, and opened the faucet. The water came out clear and strong. He let it run for a long time. He turned it off and stood listening to the house; there was no hiss anywhere.
"Well," he said. "That's that."
Word got around. It always did on the street. By the end of February, half the houses in Pelican Bend had pipes that had split in the freeze, the plumbers in Corliss were booked through April, and Owen was the only man anybody could get. Owen could not be everywhere. So he started bringing Tom.
It began with June. Her bathroom line had split under the floor, the same way Tom's had. Her son in Atlanta had sent her money for a plumber, but the plumber had said six weeks. Owen came over to Tom's on a Saturday morning and said, "June's." Tom got his gloves, and they went. They spent two days under June's house in the cold sand, and June brought them coffee and sandwiches through the gap in the skirting on a tray, and on Sunday evening she turned on her bathroom faucet and cried a little.
They went to the Chavezes next, and then to Ray Tillman's ice machine—which wasn't plumbing so much as a cracked refrigeration coil Tom fixed alone in an afternoon with a brazing torch, forty years of boat engines having taught him more about cooling lines than Owen had ever learned—and then down the road to Hal and Marjorie Lindqvist's laundry room.
Hal stood in the doorway of his own laundry room for most of the afternoon while Tom and Owen worked, holding a beer he wasn't drinking. He hadn't said much to Tom since the fire hall. At about four o'clock, while Tom was wrapping the last run of new line with foam, Hal cleared his throat.
"Owen says you've been telling everybody to bury their mains."
"Bury what you can," Tom said, without looking up. "Wrap what you can't. Box it where it comes out of the ground."
"I never had to do any of that up north. We had a basement. Pipes were inside the house."
"Your pipes are under the house down here. In the wind." Tom pressed a seam of tape flat with his thumb. "This house was built for summer, Hal. All of them were. Nobody on this coast ever built a house for February."
Hal was quiet for a while. Then he said, "Seventeen degrees. I moved down here to get away from seventeen degrees."
"So did a lot of people."
"You think it'll happen again?"
Tom sat back on his heels and looked at him. Hal's big pink face was serious for once, without any of the anger in it.
"I don't know," Tom said. "I'd have said no a year ago. I'd have said a lot of things a year ago."
Hal nodded slowly. When Tom and Owen packed up to leave, he shook both their hands and tried to pay them more than they asked. When they wouldn't take it, he brought out a bottle of good bourbon from a cabinet and made them take that instead.
By the middle of March, Tom and Owen had done nine houses. People stopped Tom at the bait shop to ask him things. Ray put a sheet of paper up on the bulletin board by the register, in Tom's handwriting, with a list on it under the heading WINTER. Bury the main. Wrap all lines. Box the riser. Insulate the water heater. Know where your shutoff is and make sure it turns. Somebody had added at the bottom in ballpoint: ASK TOM.
He pretended not to see it the first time. The second time he stood in front of it for a while.
The wind policy expired on the fifteenth of March. He drove to Corliss and sat in Brenda Haney's office and signed the papers for the state pool and wrote her a check for four thousand nine hundred and sixty dollars. It was more money than he had ever written a check for at one time, except for the pier lumber, and the pier lumber had been in installments. Brenda took it without a word, then came around the desk and squeezed his shoulder, which she had never done before.
"How's the house?" she asked.
"Good," Tom said. "Best shape it's been in years. We raised the water heater. Moved the outlets. Backwater valve on the drain, sump pump in the kitchen, new lines buried. You'd hardly know it."
"That's good, Tom."
"I'm telling you, Brenda. I think we've got it beat."
She looked at him over her glasses, her mouth tightening into a thin, patient line. She held his gaze for a silent beat, and then went back around the desk and put his check in a folder.
He drove home across the swing bridge in the afternoon sun with the windows down. The marsh was greening up again after the freeze, a thin green rising through the dead brown of winter. It was warm, seventy-eight degrees, and the air coming in the windows smelled of salt and cut grass. He rested his arm against the sun-warmed door frame and let the wind push into his sleeve; he felt better than he had in a year. The house was tight and dry, the pipes were buried, and half the street was coming to him for advice. He had taken the worst year of his life and answered every blow with a repair, and every repair had held.
Nia was waiting on his back steps when he got home, with both her notebooks.
"I need to show you something," she said.
"Show me inside. I'll make tea."
She came in and sat at Ellen's kitchen table and opened the first notebook, the water notebook, to the chart. It was longer now. She had taped extra pages onto the edge so that it folded out across the table, nine months of water readings from June to March. She had drawn the red line across it for the top of his bulkhead, and the solid line for the water, wavering up and down across the months, and the dashed line for what the tide tables had said.
"Look at March," she said.
He put on his glasses. The spring tides of March were in the far right of the chart. She had drawn a second short line there, in blue, labeled LAST MARCH.
"I got last year's numbers from the jetty gauge," she said. "And I corrected them for your wall, so it's the same as if I'd been measuring here. That blue line is what the high tides did in March last year. The black line is what they did this March."
He looked. The black line ran above the blue line by about three inches, all the way across.
"Three inches," Nia said. "Higher than last year. Same month, same moon. That's not the wind or the heat, because it's March and the water's cold and the wind's been normal. Mom checked." She looked at him. "That's just the water. Being higher."
"Three inches."
"I know it doesn't sound like a lot. But that's three inches every high tide now, all the time. And it's going to be higher still next March. That's what the gauge at the jetty does too. It doesn't go back."
He sat looking at the chart. He thought about Brenda's face when he said they had it beat.
"We fixed the house," he said. "You were here. You wrote it down."
"I know. You did a really good job. I wrote it all down." She turned to the second notebook, the HOUSE notebook, and showed him: page after page of what they had done, with dates and measurements, in her careful printing. "But all of that is for when the water comes. None of it makes it come less."
"Sarah told me that," Tom said. "In August."
"Mom's usually right about that stuff. It's annoying." Nia closed the notebooks and stacked them. "And Tom? The hole is back."
"What hole?"
"At the bottom of the wall. By the pier. You filled it in last summer. It's back. Bigger." She stood up. "I'll show you."
They went out to the bulkhead. It was low tide, the water far down below the cap, and Nia led him to the foot of the first piling and pointed. At the base of the steel sheet piling, where he had filled the scoop with sand and tamped it in June, a hole had opened again. It was the size of a hubcap this time, and a foot deep, and when he got down on his knees and looked in he could see daylight. Water was getting through the bottom of his father's wall, coming in under it on every high tide and going back out on every low, taking the yard with it a spoonful at a time.
He knelt there for a long time with his hand on the cold steel. Nia stood beside him and didn't say anything. His shoulders dropped, and he let out a long, slow breath through his teeth, feeling the hard pull in his neck go slack.
"I'll fill it," he said finally.
"I know you will," Nia said. "It'll come back."
"I know it will."
He got up. His knees hurt. He went to the shed for the bucket of sand and the tamping bar. He filled the hole while Nia held the flashlight even though it was still daylight, and when it was done, they both stood looking at the patch of tamped sand at the foot of the wall.
"I thought we had it beat," Tom said. He did not know he was going to say it until it was out.
Nia didn't answer. She took her pencil out of her notebook and crouched by the piling and drew a small circle on the steel above the patch, and wrote the date beside it.

    
  

  
    June

    
    In April the road went under nineteen times.
Nia counted. She had started a third notebook in March, labeled ROAD, and every morning on her way to the bus she walked to the end of the street and looked at the dip by the bait shop and wrote down whether it was dry or wet, and if it was wet, how deep. The bus could not get through when the water was more than eight inches, so on those days it stopped at the bait shop on the far side, and the children on the street walked out along the high shoulder of the road, in rubber boots, carrying their shoes. Nia said she didn't mind. She said it was good data.
Tom minded. He minded every time he looked down the street and saw the brown water lying across the dip on a blue April morning with the mockingbirds singing and not a cloud anywhere. Nineteen days. The spring tides came in every two weeks with the moon, higher than last spring by those three inches Nia had shown him, and on top of the tides the wind blew steadily out of the south, the way it did every spring, pushing the Gulf up against the coast. Together they put the dip under for four or five days at a stretch, a foot of water across the road at the top of the tide and six inches at the bottom.
People adjusted. That was what bothered him most. Trucks stayed parked on the far side of the dip at the bait shop, their drivers walking the shoulder in rubber boots. Trips to the grocery store were timed around the tide tables taped to refrigerator doors. Down at the shop, Ray started selling coffee at six in the morning to folks waiting out the water, hanging a whiteboard by the door where he wrote the time of the next low tide. Nobody talked about it much. It became one more thing, like mosquitoes.
On the morning of the second of May, a Saturday, June Patel fell in her kitchen.
Tom found out because she called him. She had her phone in the pocket of her housecoat, as Rachel had told her to do after the July heat, and when she went down she was able to pull it out and dial his number. He was on the back porch with his coffee. He heard her voice say his name, very small and very calm, and then she said, "Tom, I've fallen, and I can't get up, and I think I've broken something," and he was down his steps and across the yard before she finished.
Her door was unlocked. She was on the kitchen floor beside the table with one leg twisted at an unnatural angle and her face gray, and a broken teacup on the linoleum beside her. She had tried to reach for a chair and hadn't been able to.
"Don't move," he said. He knelt down beside her. "Don't move, June. I'm here."
"I wasn't planning to move." She tried to smile and couldn't quite. "I slipped. There was water on the floor from the sink. So stupid."
"Where does it hurt?"
"My hip. The left one." She closed her eyes. "It hurts very much, Tom."
He called 911 on his own phone. The dispatcher was a woman in Corliss he didn't know, and went through all the questions, told him an ambulance was on the way, and then asked for the address again before pausing.
"Sir, is the road into Pelican Bend passable this morning?"
He looked out June's kitchen window toward the end of the street. He couldn't see the dip from here. But he knew the tide. It was the morning after the full moon, and the wind had been out of the south all night.
"I don't know," he said. "Probably not. It's high tide in an hour."
"I'll let them know," the dispatcher said. "Stay with her. Keep her warm and still. Don't try to move her."
He called Rachel next, but Rachel was on shift at the hospital in Corliss. He called Owen, who was there in four minutes with a blanket, and Sarah, who came with Nia. Sarah took one look at June on the floor and went outside to the end of the street, and when she returned her face was set.
"It's fourteen inches at the dip and rising," she said. "The ambulance is at the bait shop. They called me. They can't bring it through. It's a box truck on a van frame. They'd swamp it."
"Then we carry her out."
"It's a quarter mile, Tom. Through water. With a broken hip."
"Then we don't carry her."
He was thinking. He had been thinking since the dispatcher paused. He looked at Owen, and Owen was already looking at him.
"Ray's skiff," Owen said.
Ray Tillman kept an old aluminum johnboat at the bait shop, sixteen feet long and flat-bottomed, with a thirty-horse outboard on the back that Tom had rebuilt for him twice in the nineties. It sat on a trailer behind the shop most of the year. It would float in six inches of water. Owen ran for his truck.
Owen took the bedroom door off its hinges, and they slid it under her on the kitchen floor an inch at a time while Sarah held her hand and June made a sound through her teeth that Tom would hear for a long time afterward. They strapped her to it with two of Owen's ratchet straps and a blanket, and carried it down her front steps, the new steps Tom had screwed down the summer before. The street in front of her house was dry. Fifty yards toward the dip it was not. The water started as a shine on the asphalt and became an inch and then three inches and then a sheet across the whole road, brown and still in the sunshine, with the marsh on both sides of it gone under too, just the tips of the grass showing.
Owen came back through it from the bait shop in Ray's skiff with Ray in the bow. He was running the motor at idle, and the boat came up the middle of the road between the mailboxes, throwing a small wake that ran up into the yards. Tom stood at the edge of the dry pavement, his hand resting on the corner of the door, his fingers going still against the wood. He didn't move. It was the strangest thing Tom had ever seen on that street. A boat, in the road, on a sunny morning in May, with the mockingbirds singing.
They lifted June into the boat on the door. It took all of them. They laid the door across the middle seat and the gunwales, and Ray held it steady, and June lay strapped to it under the blanket with her eyes closed and her face gray and wet. Tom climbed in at the stern and took the tiller from Owen.
"You run it," Owen said. "I'll walk alongside."
The motor coughed when Tom opened the throttle. He knew from the sound that the fuel was old and the carburetor needed cleaning; he fed it a little choke, talked to it under his breath, and it caught and smoothed out. He knew this motor. He had had his hands inside it more times than he could count. He brought the skiff around slowly in the road and headed down the street toward the dip, keeping to the middle where the water was deepest, Owen wading beside the bow in water to his knees and then his thighs.
At the dip the water was twenty inches deep. The marsh on both sides was a lake. Tom ran the skiff right down the yellow line, over the pavement he had driven ten thousand times, past the half-submerged stop sign and the mailbox at the Lindqvists' with water lapping at its door. June didn't open her eyes. Ray held the door and talked to her quietly the whole way, nonsense mostly, about fish and the weather and a boat he'd had in 1971.
The ambulance was waiting at the edge of the water on the far side, on the slope up to the bait shop, with its back doors open and two paramedics standing in the road in rubber boots. Tom ran the skiff up onto the asphalt until the bottom scraped and the motor's skeg ground in. The paramedics waded out to take the door, and within two minutes June was on a stretcher in the ambulance with an IV in her arm and an oxygen line under her nose. One of the paramedics, a young man with a shaved head, looked back at the skiff in the road and at Tom at the tiller.
"Fourth time this spring," he said.
"Fourth time what?"
"We couldn't get in. Fourth time we've had to meet somebody at the water. First time anybody's brought one out by boat." He shook his head. "Last month we had a man with a heart attack on the canal side, and they carried him out in a wheelbarrow. He didn't make it."
He closed the doors. The ambulance pulled away up the hill toward the highway with its lights going, and Tom sat in the skiff in the middle of the road with the motor idling and watched it go.
They brought the skiff back up the street. None of them spoke. When they got back, Sarah and Nia were sitting on June's front steps, and Nia had her ROAD notebook open on her knees and was writing in it, and when she looked up her face was wet.
"Twenty inches at the dip," she said. "At nine-forty. I wrote it down."
Rachel called that afternoon from the hospital. June's hip was broken, a clean break at the top of the thigh bone, and they were going to operate in the morning. She would be in the hospital for a week and then in rehab for six weeks after that, at least. Rachel had talked to her son in Atlanta.
"He wants her to move up there with him," Rachel said. "After rehab. He was pretty upset. He kept asking how long it took to get her to the ambulance."
"Fifty minutes," Tom said. "From when she called."
"For a broken hip, that's survivable." Rachel was quiet for a second. "For anything worse than a hip, Tom, fifty minutes is too long."
That night he couldn't sleep. He sat up in the front room with the lights off and looked out the window at the street, the dark houses, the road running toward the dip. The tide was down. The road was dry. A car went by slowly with its headlights on and turned into the Chavez driveway. Everything looked normal.
The skiff in the road in the sunshine. June's face on the door, gray and wet, and the sound she had made when they slid it under her. The paramedic saying fourth time this spring, and a man with a heart attack carried out in a wheelbarrow, and fifty minutes, and how Rachel had said too long, sometimes.
He was seventy-six. He had a heart that had taken a knock last July and kidneys the doctor still frowned at. He lived alone at the end of a road that went under water nineteen days a month in the spring, on a channel that was three inches higher this year than last, in a house that he had spent a year making ready for the water.
He had not made it ready for this. There was nothing on Owen's clipboard for this. You could raise a water heater. You could not raise a road. And it did not matter how tight his house was if the road between it and the hospital was under water on the morning his heart decided to stop.
He sat there until three in the morning. Then he went to the kitchen drawer with the dead batteries and the takeout menus, and took out the buyout brochure, and the septic estimate, and laid them on the table side by side. He didn't read them. He only looked at them for a while in the dark, and then he put them back in the drawer, and went to bed.

    
  

  
    Underneath

    
    Sarah came over on a Thursday evening at the end of May with a steel probe in one hand and a rolled-up set of drawings under her arm. She didn't come up to the steps the way she usually did, but stopped ten feet short, planting the tip of the rod into the dirt and resting both hands on the T-handle, shifting her weight back on her heels while she looked down at the grass, and Tom knew from the stiff, held way she stood there that she had something to say that she didn't want to say.
"Can I look at your wall?" she asked.
"You've been looking at it all year."
"I mean really look. Underneath." She held up the probe. It was a steel rod five feet long with a T-handle on top and a point on the end. "It's a dead-low tide tonight. The lowest of the month, with the north wind. I want to see the bottom of the sheet piling while it's out of the water."
He took her down to the bulkhead. The channel had pulled back farther than he had seen it since February, and the mud along the foot of the wall was bare for six feet out, gray and shining, with fiddler crabs scuttling across it into their holes. The steel sheet piling of his father's wall showed below the cap for its full height, corrugated, rust-red, crusted at the bottom with barnacles and oysters. The patch of sand where Tom had filled the hole in March was there by the first piling, and Nia's pencil circle on the steel above it.
Sarah climbed down the side ladder onto the mud in her rubber boots and walked along the foot of the wall with a flashlight, even though it was still daylight. She stopped every few feet and pushed the probe against the steel near the bottom. In some places the point rang against the metal. In others it went through.
It went through in a lot of places. Tom stood on the cap above her and watched the probe push into the steel like a pencil into a cardboard box.
"It's rusted out at the mud line," Sarah said. She didn't look up. "All along here. The steel's been sitting in salt water and air, wet and dry, every tide for sixty years. That's the worst place for it. It eats the metal from both sides." She pushed the probe through again, and when she pulled it out a flake of rust the size of a playing card fell away from the wall and landed in the mud. "There are holes behind these barnacles you could put your fist through. That's where your yard's going. Every high tide it comes in through the holes, and every low tide it goes back out and takes the sand with it."
"I can patch it."
"You can patch it. It won't hold. The steel around the patch is the same as the steel that's gone." She walked farther along. "And look at this."
She shone the light on a round iron plate set into the face of the wall about halfway up, the size of a saucer, with a bolt head in the middle. There were three of them along his stretch of wall, eight feet apart. Tom had seen them his whole life and never thought about them.
"Tiebacks," Sarah said. "There's a steel rod behind each of these that runs back into your yard twenty feet to an anchor buried in the ground. That's what holds the wall up. The whole yard is pushing out toward the channel, and the tiebacks hold it." She put the point of the probe against the edge of the plate and pushed; the plate moved. "This one's gone. The rod's rusted through somewhere behind the wall. It's not holding anything."
"How do you know?"
"Because the cap's leaning." She came back to the ladder and climbed up, stood beside him on the cap, and sighted along it toward the Chavez lot. "Look down the line. See how it bows out in the middle? An inch and a half, maybe two. That's the yard pushing the wall over. It'll keep going. One of these days, a high tide will come and go and pull the bottom out, and the whole section will lie down into the channel."
He sighted along the cap. She was right. He had walked on this wall every day of his life and he had never once seen the slow outward bow in its middle, as if the wall were leaning on something that wasn't there.
"How long?"
"I can't tell you. A year. Five. The next storm." She unrolled the drawings on the cap, holding the corners down with her hands. They were pages from the county road study, and Tom saw his own street on them, his own lot, with numbers written on it. "This was in an appendix to the study. The engineers walked every bulkhead on the street last year at low tide and rated them. Yours is a four on a five-point scale. Four means failing. Most of the street is a three or a four. The Chavezes are a five."
He looked at the drawing. His lot, with a red 4 written on it in a circle.
"You've had this since last year."
"Since last spring."
"And you didn't tell me."
Sarah was quiet for a moment. She let go of the corners of the drawing, and it rolled back up on its own.
"I thought about it," she said. "In August, at supper. When I showed you the gauge. I thought about bringing this too." She looked out at the channel. "You weren't ready to hear about the gauge, Tom. I didn't think you'd hear this one at all."
He wanted to be angry. He found that he couldn't quite get there. She was right, and he knew it, and that made it worse.
"What does it cost to fix?"
"To replace your section with new steel and new tiebacks? Sixty feet of it? Somewhere around sixty thousand dollars. Maybe more now, with the cost of steel." She tucked the drawings under her arm. "And it's not just your wall. If yours goes and the Chavezes' goes and June's goes, the water comes right up into all three yards on every high tide. And the road. The road's built on the same fill."
"And the county?"
"The county won't touch private bulkheads. It's your wall. Your problem." She said it flatly, without any unkindness in it. "And the grant for the valves and the pump came through last week. That's the good news. Construction starts next spring. But Dwight told me in person, Tom. They're not going to raise the road. Not this year and not in ten years. The money doesn't exist. The plan, if you can call it a plan, is to keep it open as long as they can and then stop maintaining it past the dip."
"Stop maintaining it."
"That's what happens in other places. When the road costs more to keep open than the houses on it pay in taxes. They don't announce it. They just stop patching it." Sarah looked at him. "I'm sorry. I should have told you all of it at once. I've been trying to give it to you in pieces you could carry."
Mara came on Saturday.
He had called her on Friday and told her about the wall. He had told her about June, too, a week before, and about the boat in the road. She had gone very quiet on the phone, then said she would come out on Saturday, and he could tell she had made up her mind about something.
She arrived at ten on a dry road and sat across from him at the kitchen table with the folder in front of her, a plain manila folder worn soft at the edges, her hands flat on top of it. She didn't open it right away.
"I need to tell you something, and I need you to let me finish," she said.
"All right."
"I've been looking at places. For you. Since last summer, after the heat." She kept her hands on the folder. "I haven't said anything because I knew what you'd say. But after June, I can't not say it anymore. Dad, I've been sick about it. Every time it rains out here I check the weather on my phone ten times. Every time you don't answer on the first ring I think about you on the floor like June, and the road under water, and nobody able to get to you."
He started to say something, and she held up a hand.
"Let me finish." She opened the folder. Inside were printed pages, listings, with photographs and handwritten notes in the margins in her neat extension-office print. "There's a little house four blocks from us in Merritt. Two bedrooms, one story, a big back yard. It's been for sale since March. There's an apartment for seniors on the north side, with a nurse on call. There's a duplex by the river where you'd have a workshop. I've been to see all of them. I've been to see six more you wouldn't like."
She slid the first page across the table. A small yellow frame house with a porch and a pecan tree in the yard.
"I'm not asking you to buy it," Mara said. "I'm not asking you to sell anything. I'm asking you to look at it. That's all. Just look."
He looked at it for a long time. It was a nice enough house, seventy miles from the channel and four blocks from his daughter.
"How long have you had this?"
"The folder? Since August."
"Since August," he said. "You've been carrying around a folder of houses for me since August."
"Yes."
"And Sarah's had a drawing of my wall falling over since last spring. And Rachel's been telling you about my kidneys. And Nia's been texting you pictures of my yard." He sat back in the chair. "Everybody's known. Everybody's been talking about it. Everybody but me."
"Dad, that's not fair."
"Isn't it?"
"No, it isn't." Mara's voice rose, but she caught herself, her jaw tightening as she let out a slow, hard breath through her teeth. "We didn't know anything you didn't know. It was all right there. The water in the yard, the road, the pier, the pipes. We just weren't pretending it was something else."
He didn't answer. He looked at the picture of the yellow house, and then out the back window at the bulkhead, leaning outward in the middle so slightly that he would never have seen it if Sarah hadn't shown him, and at the two bare posts beyond it in the channel.
"I'm not ready," he said finally.
"I know you're not." Mara closed the folder and left it on the table between them. "I'm going to leave this here. You don't have to open it. Just let it sit on the table."
She left after lunch. The folder stayed on the table where she had put it, and he didn't open it. But he didn't put it in the drawer, either.

    
  

  
    My Father's Marks

    
    His father's boat shed stood at the west end of the lot, against the bulkhead, where the property met June's. It was a small square building of cypress boards gone silver, with a tin roof and a pair of doors on the channel side that had once opened onto a ramp. Walter Bell had kept his skiff in it, and his nets, and his tools for the water. After he died in 1989, Tom had kept his own skiff there for a while, and then, when he sold the skiff, he used the shed for the gear he rarely touched: life jackets, crab traps, the old outboard, and two cans of paint from 1997. He had not been inside it for more than a minute at a time in years.
He went in on the first Monday of June because he was looking for a post-hole digger.
He had decided to dig the tiebacks out himself. Sarah said the one in the middle was gone, and he thought if he could dig down to the anchor in the yard and find the rod, he could at least see how bad it was before he spent sixty thousand dollars he didn't have. His father had owned a good post-hole digger, the old clamshell kind with ash handles, and Tom thought it was in the boat shed.
The shed smelled of old rope and mildew and the dry, sweet scent of cypress. Light came in through the cracks between the boards in long gold bars full of dust. He found the post-hole digger in the back corner, leaning against the wall behind a stack of crab traps, and he had to move the traps to get to it. He moved them, and stood up, and found himself face to face with the wall.
There were marks on it.
On the inside of the wall, on the wide cypress board that ran up the corner post, there were pencil lines. Dozens of them, short and level, one above another, each with something written beside it in his father's handwriting, small and square and slanting a little to the right. The pencil had gone faint and silvery in the grain of the wood, but in the bar of light from the crack beside it he could read them.
He crouched down and started at the bottom.
The lowest mark was a foot above the floor of the shed. Beside it his father had written: Oct 1951 Big tide N wind.
The next was a little higher. March 1954. Then August 1957 Storm, with the S underlined twice. Then October 1961, the year Tom was eleven, and that mark was far up the board, near the top, almost at the height of his own head when he stood. The big one, it said. And under it, smaller: Tom on my shoulders.
He stood up slowly and held onto the post.
He had remembered his father carrying him on his shoulders through the yard the morning after, and he had told it a hundred times, but he had forgotten that his father had gone out to the shed and marked it. Marked where the water had come, and written that his son was on his shoulders when he did it.
He crouched down again and went back to the bottom of the board and read the rest.
There were storms, here and there, high on the board. But most of the marks were lower, and they were not storms. They were tides. October and November mostly, sometimes March, sometimes September. Big tide. Spring tide. High tide no wind. And they climbed. In the fifties they were a foot and a little more above the floor. In the sixties, between the storms, they crept up past a foot and a half. In the seventies his father had started writing a new word beside some of them. Calm. Oct 1974 calm. Nov 1977 calm, sunny. Sept 1979 calm no wind water at cap.
Water at cap. In 1979. On a calm day.
Tom had been twenty-nine in 1979. He had been running the business by the bait shop every day from dawn to dark, and Mara had been a baby, and he and Ellen had been building the new kitchen on its slab at ground level. He did not remember a single morning in 1979 when the water had come up to the cap on a calm day. But his father had seen it, and had come out to the shed, and had marked it.
The marks went on through the eighties. Calm. Calm. Water at cap. Water in yard two inches no wind. And the last one, very near the top of the climb, not as high as the big one but a long way above where the marks had started: Oct 1988 calm. Water in yard three inches. Getting higher every year. Don't tell Ellen.
His father had died the next spring.
Tom stayed crouched there for a long time, his hand on the old board, the dust turning slowly in the light. Outside he could hear the channel lapping at the foot of the shed and a boat motor somewhere far off on the Intracoastal. He read the last line again. Getting higher every year. Don't tell Ellen.
His father had known. From the seventies, at least, and maybe before. He had seen the water climbing, a quarter inch a year, the way Sarah said nobody could see unless they wrote it down, and he had written it down. In pencil, on the inside of a shed wall, where nobody would read it. He had never said a word to Tom, who had worked beside him every Saturday until he died. Tom had assumed he kept it from Ellen too. She had married into the house in 1972 and built a kitchen on a slab at ground level in 1978 while Walter stood by and said nothing.
Tom went to the house and got his phone and went next door and knocked on the Vargas door, which he had never done. Nia answered it in pajama pants and a T-shirt.
"I need you to see something," he said. "Bring your notebooks."
She came. He took her into the boat shed and showed her the board, and she crouched down in front of it in the bars of light and did not say anything for a long time. Then she read every mark, out loud, from the bottom to the top, slowly. When she got to Tom on my shoulders she stopped and looked up at him, and he had to look away.
When she got to the last one, she read it twice.
"Getting higher every year," she said. "Don't tell Ellen."
"That was my wife."
"I know who Ellen was." She stood up and looked at the board. "Tom, this is data. This is real data. Like the gauge. Only it's from your house." She was talking faster. "Can I photograph it? Every mark? I can put the numbers on the chart. I can measure from the floor of the shed to the top of your wall and correct for it, and I can put your dad's marks on the same chart as mine. Then we'll have the whole thing. From 1951. Your whole life."
"Yes," Tom said. "Photograph it."
She photographed every mark, close up, with a ruler held against the board for scale. It took an hour. Tom sat on an overturned crab trap and watched her work. When she was done she went home, and at nine that night she came back with her laptop and set it on his kitchen table, on top of Mara's folder, which was still there.
She had done it. There was a chart on the screen, a long one, from 1951 on the left to this June on the right. The early part was his father's pencil marks, a scatter of dots, sparse at first and then thicker. Then a gap, the years between 1989 and last June when nobody had written anything down. Then Nia's own numbers, dense and dark across the last year. And laid over all of it, as a thin gray line, the yearly average from the gauge at the jetty.
The dots followed the gray line. All the way across the grid. His father's pencil marks on a shed wall and the government's gauge at the jetty and Nia's yardstick and then her staff, seventy-five years of them, and they all said the same thing. The water had been climbing his whole life.
Nia turned from the screen and looked up at him, her hands resting flat on the edge of the keyboard. Tom met her eyes across the light of the monitor. He held her gaze for a moment, then gave a single, slow nod, his jaw set tight.
"Why didn't he tell you?"
Tom looked at the chart for a long time.
"I think," he said slowly, "he didn't want it to be true. And if he said it out loud, it would be. So he wrote it down where nobody would see it, and went on fixing the pier."
Nia didn't say anything. She didn't have to. Tom heard it himself, as soon as it was out of his mouth.
After she left, he sat at the kitchen table with the laptop closed and Mara's folder underneath it. Out of the back window, the channel was coming up with the night tide, black and silver. He could see the white of the tide staff in the light from the porch, and the water against it at about minus four inches, and he knew without going out that it would reach the cap again before morning. It was June. It was the season of the big calm tides. His father would have gone out and marked it.
He slid the folder out from under the laptop and opened it.
The yellow house was on top, with the pecan tree. He read every word Mara had written in the margins. Then he turned to the next listing, and the next, and he read them all, every page, the senior apartment and the duplex by the river and the six she said he wouldn't like. It was after eleven when he finished.
He picked up the phone and called her.
"Dad?" She sounded scared. "Are you okay? What's wrong?"
"Nothing's wrong," he said. "I'm fine. I want to come see the yellow house."
The silence on the line stretched so long he thought the call had dropped.
"Okay," Mara said finally. Her voice had gone thick. "Okay, Dad. When?"
"Saturday. If the road's dry."

    
  

  
    For Sale

    
    The road was dry on Saturday. Tom drove the seventy miles to Merritt with the windows down and the radio off, north across the swing bridge and up through the rice and cattle country, past Corliss, past the turnoff for the hospital, past towns he had driven through all his life without stopping. The land rose as he went, so gradually that the only sign was the dry ditches along the road, then creeks with banks, then low hills with oaks on them. When he crossed the river at Merritt, it ran forty feet below the bridge between high clay banks, and he slowed down to look at it. A river with banks. He had forgotten what that looked like.
Mara met him at the yellow house. She had the key from the agent, and she stood on the porch in a sundress, holding it, watching him the way she used to look across the bleachers at her softball games when she was ten, wanting badly to have done well.
"Don't say anything until you've seen the whole thing," she said.
"I haven't said anything."
"You were getting ready to."
The house was small and square and plain. Two bedrooms and a bath, a living room with a picture window, a kitchen with a breakfast nook that looked out on the back yard. It was built on a slab, right on the ground, the way houses were built in places where the ground stayed put. The floors were oak. The ceilings were eight feet. It had central air, and when Mara turned it on, the whole house was cool in ten minutes, without a single window unit rattling anywhere.
Each room smelled faintly of clean paint and dry pine. The closet doors swung true on bright, unpitted hinges, catching smoothly in their strike plates. Beneath the sinks, the copper traps were bone dry, free of rust or damp rings in the wood. In the garage, a solid slab of concrete ran cool and flat under a workbench bolted along one wall, and he stood in that quiet for a long time before stepping out into the back yard.
The pecan tree was enormous. It stood in the middle of the yard with its branches spreading over almost the entire lawn, and the grass underneath was green and thick and the ground was hard and dry. There was a chain-link fence around the yard, and on the other side of it, another lot, and another house, and beyond that another. No water anywhere. No channel, no marsh, no bulkhead. Just yards and trees and houses, all the way to the next street.
He stood under the pecan tree. It was quiet. A dog barked somewhere a few houses down. A lawnmower started and stopped. The air smelled of cut grass and hot pavement and, faintly, of somebody's barbecue.
"Well?" Mara said, behind him.
"It's a nice tree."
"Dad."
"It's a nice house." He turned around. "It's a nice, plain, dry house. Your mother would've liked the kitchen."
Mara rolled the brass house key into her palm, closing her fingers tight around the cut edges until her knuckles showed white. She started to smile, then caught herself, watching his eyes to see where the catch was.
"There's no water," he said. "That's what's strange. I've never lived anywhere without water. You stand in the yard and there's nothing to look at but the next yard."
"Is that bad?"
He thought about it.
"I don't know yet," he said.
He had lunch with Mara and Dan and the kids at their house four blocks away. Lily asked him a hundred questions about Nia's chart, and Caleb wanted to know about the boat in the road, and Dan, who was a quiet man who worked for the electric co-op, said almost nothing until the end, when he walked Tom out to his truck.
"For what it's worth," Dan said, "I'd like having you close. The kids would. Mara would sleep."
"Mara doesn't sleep?"
"Not when it rains on the coast," Dan said. "She's got the radar on her phone. She checks it in the middle of the night." He put his hands in his pockets. "I'm not trying to push you. I just thought you should know that."
He could have asked Mara to call the agent and make an offer. He didn’t. His own house wasn’t even listed yet, and he wanted to know what it would bring before he put his name on another one.
Tom drove home in the late afternoon with the sun behind him. The land fell away as he went south, the hills flattening, the creeks losing their banks, the ditches filling with water, until he was crossing the rice country again with the marsh beginning on both sides of the highway and the smell of salt coming through the windows. At the swing bridge he stopped on the crest and looked down. The Intracoastal, the marsh, the beach road beyond it, the Gulf. And Pelican Bend along its channel, the long curve of the street with the houses on it, his among them, and the dip by the bait shop shining with water as the tide came in.
He had looked at that view ten thousand times. He had never once seen it as something you could leave.
He called a real estate agent on Monday.
Her name was Karen Lusk; she worked out of an office in Corliss and had sold three houses on his street in the last two years. She came out on Wednesday and walked through his house with a tablet, taking pictures, saying very little. She stood a long time in the kitchen looking at the outlets at elbow height, the barrier channels on the back door, and the sump pit in the corner before going out to inspect the water heater on its stand.
"You've done a lot of mitigation," she said.
"Owen Price and I did it."
"It shows. That'll help." She went out the back and stood on the bulkhead and looked down the line of it, and Tom watched her notice the bow in the middle and decide not to say anything about it yet. "Waterfront on the Intracoastal still sells. Not like it did. The insurance has scared off a lot of buyers, and some of the banks won't write a mortgage this close to the water anymore. But there are still people who want it. Usually from the city. Usually cash, or close to it."
"What's it worth?"
She told him a number. It was less than he had thought and more than he had feared. It would pay for the yellow house in Merritt and leave something over.
"I'd list it at the start of July," she said. "Summer's when people come down and fall in love with the water. Before hurricane season gets scary."
"Hurricane season starts in June."
"Before it gets scary," Karen said again.
June Patel's son came down from Atlanta that week to clear out June's house. June was still in rehab in Corliss, using a walker now, and she had agreed to go to Atlanta when she got out. Her son was a tired, polite man in his fifties who thanked Tom four times for the boat and the door and the ratchet straps. On Friday, Tom saw Karen Lusk's sign go up in June's front yard.
On the first of July, it went up in his.
He stood on the porch and watched Karen hammer it into the grass by the mailbox. FOR SALE, it said, with her picture and her phone number. WATERFRONT. Across the road, Rebecca Chavez came out onto her front step and stood there with her arms folded and looked at it. Then she looked up at him. She raised one hand. He raised a hand in return.
Nia came over that evening and stood in front of the sign for a long time.
"Mom told me," she said. "But I didn't believe it till I saw it."
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you myself."
"It's okay." She didn't look at him. "Where will you go?"
"Merritt. There's a house near my daughter. It has a pecan tree."
"Is it high?"
"About two hundred feet higher than here."
"Good," Nia said. Her voice wobbled, and she steadied it. "That's good. That's really high."
"You'll have to keep measuring for me."
"I was going to anyway." She turned and looked at him then, and her eyes were wet, and she was angry at them. "You don't get to stop being on the chart just because you move."
The house sold in eight days.
Karen called on the ninth of July. There was a couple from the city, she said, in their early thirties. Dale and Kim Haddad. He worked in computers, a job he could do from anywhere; she was a nurse who wanted to work at the hospital in Corliss. Kim had spent summers on the coast as a girl with her grandparents and had always wanted a house on the water. They had come down on the Fourth, driven the beach road, seen the sign. They had walked through the house on Saturday while Tom was at Mara's. They wanted it. They were offering the asking price, cash, with a closing in thirty days, subject to inspection.
"The asking price," Tom said.
"I know. I didn't expect it either. Most of the offers on the coast come in low now." Karen gave a short, breathy laugh over the line. "They really want it, Tom. Kim cried in your kitchen. She said it looked like her grandmother's."
He sat at Ellen's table after he hung up, the phone resting in front of him. Out the window the channel was flat and brown, a foot below the cap, and the two bare posts stood up out of it beyond the end of his father's pier.
It was done, then. It had been easy. Eight days. A young couple with cash who wanted it, who had cried in his kitchen. He would have the money for the yellow house and something over. He would be four blocks from Mara. He would never again sit up at three in the morning thinking about the road.
He waited to feel relieved. He thought he did, a little. Mostly he felt as though he had stepped in the dark onto a board he thought was solid, only to feel it give.
Kim cried in your kitchen. She said it looked like her grandmother's.
He got up, went out the back door and down the steps, and stood at the foot of his father's pier with his hand on the first piling, next to Nia's tide staff, white with its black numbers. The water stood at minus eleven. He looked at the bulkhead cap, leaning outward in the middle so slightly that you would never see it unless somebody showed you.
They had not seen it. He knew they hadn't. Nobody saw it unless somebody showed them.

    
  

  
    Disclosure

    
    The inspector came on the fifteenth of July, a young man named Travis in a polo shirt with the name of his company on the pocket, and Dale and Kim Haddad arrived with him.
Tom had not met them yet. He watched them get out of their car in his drive, a white SUV with city plates and foam pads on the roof rack that had never seen salt water, and stand together looking up at the house. Dale was tall and thin with glasses and a trimmed beard, his hands buried in his pockets, leaning back on his heels the way men did when they were calculating numbers instead of timber. Kim was small and dark-haired and quick on her feet, and she already had her phone raised, framing the porch rails like she was looking at a photograph she had carried in her head for years. She looked up and saw Tom on it, lowered the phone, and smiled at him with her whole face.
"Mr. Bell," she said. "Oh, I'm so glad to meet you."
He came down the steps. She took his hand in both of hers.
"I have to tell you," she said, "this house. It's exactly like my grandmother's. In Port O'Neal. On the water, up on the pilings, with the porch all the way across the back. I spent every summer there until I was fourteen." She was still holding his hand. "It's gone now. The storm took it nine years ago. The same one that took your pier, Karen said. And when I walked into your kitchen last Saturday, I just stood there. It even smells the same."
"It smells like the marsh," Tom said.
"Yes," Kim said, as if that were the best thing in the world. "Exactly."
Dale shook his hand too, more briefly, and said, "Thanks for letting us come along. We know it's a little unusual. We just wanted to see it again."
"Go ahead," Tom said. "Look at whatever you want."
Travis the inspector spent three hours in the house. With a flashlight, a moisture meter, and a tablet, he went through every room. Under the house on his back, he was gone a long time in the cool sand, and when he crawled out covered in spiderwebs, he said, "Somebody did a nice job on the water lines under there." Up on the roof, the tin rattled beneath his work boots. In the bathrooms and bedrooms, faucets hissed and toilets flushed and window sashes slid up and down in their frames. Against the bottom of the kitchen wall, the prongs of the moisture meter pressed flat, and he stood frowning at the reading.
"Some high readings low on the wall here," he said to Dale. "Not bad. Old moisture, probably. You've had water in here?"
He was asking Tom. Tom was standing in the doorway.
"Twice," Tom said. "Last July, a few inches, from a rainstorm on a high tide. And in September, about an inch. And a pipe broke in February during the freeze, water coming up through the slab."
"It's on the disclosure form," Karen said quickly. She had come out to let them in, and she had been standing quietly by the kitchen table the whole time. "All of it. The flooding, the pipe, the repairs."
"Great," Travis said, and typed into his tablet. "That's what the barrier on the door is for, then. And the sump. Smart." He moved on.
Dale and Kim went out the back while Travis was on the roof. Tom watched them from the kitchen window. They walked down to the bulkhead holding hands, and stood at the foot of the pier, and looked out at the channel and the marsh and the beach beyond. Kim leaned her head on Dale's shoulder. They stood like that for a long time.
Then Dale let go of her hand and walked along the bulkhead cap, looking down at the water. He stopped by the tide staff, examining the black numbers on the white paint, and turned to look back at the house.
Tom went out.
"What's this?" Dale asked, pointing at the staff. "A ruler?"
"Tide staff. The girl next door measures the water every day. Started out as a school project." Tom stood beside him. "Zero's the top of the wall."
Dale looked at the staff. The water stood at minus nine. "So it's nine inches below the top right now."
"That's right."
"Does it ever come over?"
Tom looked at the water. He felt Kim come up on his other side.
"Sometimes," he said. "On the big tides."
"How often?"
Karen was watching him from the kitchen window. He could feel the shape of the answer in his mouth, the true one, the one with Nia's numbers in it. Nine times last summer before October, and more through the fall, and the road under water nineteen days in April.
"A few times a year," Tom said. "Fall, mostly. And spring."
Dale nodded, studying the staff a moment longer. Then he looked along the bulkhead toward the Chavez lot, sighting down the line of it, the way Sarah had. Tom held his breath. But Dale only said, "This wall's in good shape?"
"It's old," Tom said. "My father installed the steel in 1963."
"Wow," Kim said. "Sixty years."
"Sixty-three," Tom said, and nobody said anything after that, and they went back up to the house.
That evening Karen sat at his kitchen table with the disclosure form and a pen.
"We already filed the form," she said, "but the inspection might bring up questions, and the buyers' agent may ask for more detail. I want to go through it with you again so we're both clear on what we've said."
It was four pages. Most of it was checkboxes. Are you aware of any of the following conditions? Previous flooding into the structure. Yes. Previous water penetration into the structure. Yes. Located wholly or partly in a hundred-year floodplain. Yes. Previous structural repair. Yes. Previous plumbing repair. Yes. And a box at the end of each section, with lines, to explain any yes answer.
She had written in the explanations herself, from what he had told her in June. Water entered kitchen addition July and September of last year from rain and high tide combined; approximately three and a half inches and one inch respectively. Water line under kitchen failed during February freeze; all lines replaced and insulated. Extensive flood mitigation performed: raised water heater, raised outlets, flood barrier, sump pump, backwater valve, foundation flood vents.
"That's all true," Karen said. "That's what I need from you. Is there anything else you know about that you haven't told me?"
He looked at the form. He thought of Sarah on the mud, her probe slipping clean through the steel. The cap bowed two inches out. A tieback plate that moved when you pushed it. He thought about the red four on the county's drawing, and the road drowning nineteen days in April, and June Patel carried through the floodwater on her own front door in the belly of a skiff. The boat shed. His father's pencil marks climbing the cypress board in the dark, year after year, higher every time.
"The bulkhead's failing," he said.
Karen put down her pen.
"Failing how?"
He told her. He told her about Sarah and the probe, the holes at the mud line, the tieback rod rusted through, the lean, the county's rating. He told her what Sarah said it would cost to replace. He did not tell her about the boat shed.
Karen listened to all of it. Then she sat back in the chair and was quiet for a while.
"Okay," she said. "Here's what I have to tell you, Tom, and I want you to hear it carefully. The bulkhead isn't the structure. It's not part of the house. The form asks about the structure. The buyers had an inspection. Their inspector looked at the wall, and he wrote it up as outside the scope of his assessment and recommended they get a structural engineer if they had concerns. That's in his report. I saw it this afternoon." She tapped the form. "They have the information they need to ask. If they ask you directly, you tell them the truth. But you are not required to go beyond what the form asks and what they ask you. Lots of sellers don't. Most of them don't."
"That's the law?"
"That's the law."
"Is it right?"
She looked at him for a long moment. She was a businesswoman in her fifties who had sold houses on this coast for twenty years, and he could see her decide to tell him the truth.
"I don't know," she said. "I've had sellers tell buyers everything and lose the sale. I've had sellers tell them nothing and get sued a year later. I've had sellers tell them nothing and nothing ever happened. I'm not your conscience, Tom. I'm your agent. My job is to make sure you don't lie on the form and to get you to the closing table." She picked up her pen. "Is there anything else structural I need to know about the house itself?"
"No."
"Then the form's correct as it is," Karen said, and put it in her folder, and went home.
After she left he walked across the road to the Chavez house. It was after eight and the light was going, and Rebecca was in the garage with the door open, packing books into boxes. The garage was half empty. The waterlines were still on the drywall, the nineteen inches from last July and the blue tape from 1961 near the ceiling.
"You heard," Tom said.
"Everybody heard. The Haddads. Kim cried in your kitchen." Rebecca taped a box shut. "She was over here this afternoon, you know, while the inspector was on your roof. Asking about the street. She wanted to know if we were nice."
"What did you tell her?"
"I told her we were nice. And I told her we were leaving." Rebecca looked at him. "We got the letter Tuesday. The buyout. We were approved."
"I didn't know you applied."
"We applied in October. After the fire hall." She sat down on a box. "They're going to pay us what the house was worth before last summer. They'll tear it down in the spring, and the lot goes back to marsh. Nobody else will ever live here."
"I thought you had an offer. Last summer. From that investor."
"We did. The woman came back twice. Cash, as-is, close in thirty days." Rebecca pushed her hair back. "I told her everything. The garage flooding five times. The septic. The insurance. The wall, which is a five, did you know that? Worst on the street. I told her about the road. She said that was fine, her client understood the risk, and he'd tear it down and put up something new on fourteen-foot pilings and rent it out to weekend people."
"And you said no."
"I said no. Luis didn't speak to me for three days." She looked out the garage door at the dark street, at his FOR SALE sign across the road. "I kept thinking about some family from the city in that rental, on a Saturday in October when the road goes under and the tide comes up and nobody told them. Or whoever buys it after him, when he sells. I didn't want to be the person who handed it to them. So we applied for the buyout instead. It's less money. It's slower. But when we leave, nobody gets surprised."
Tom stood in the garage doorway for a long time.
"Kim's grandmother had a house in Port O'Neal," he said. "On the water. The storm took it nine years ago."
"I know," Rebecca said. "She told me." She stood up and picked up another empty box. "She loves your house, Tom. She really does. I just hope somebody tells her about it before she's standing in it with the water coming up."
He walked home in the dark. At his own front steps, he stopped and looked at the FOR SALE sign by the mailbox. Karen's smiling picture. WATERFRONT.
Somebody tells her about it. He went inside and did not turn on the light. He stood in Ellen's dark kitchen and looked at the strip of silver duct tape on the back door frame, the one he had put there in November with the date on it, a quarter of an inch below where the water would have had to rise to come in. The Haddads had walked right past it. Nobody had asked what it was.

    
  

  
    Second Summer

    
    The second summer's heat came three weeks earlier than the first and did not bother to arrive slowly.
By the twentieth of July the thermometer on the back porch post had read over a hundred for nine days running, and on the twenty-second it read a hundred and seven, which was the highest number Tom had ever seen on it. The nights did not fall below eighty-seven. The air over the channel was white and heavy and smelled of hot mud, and the Gulf on the beach across the marsh had gone so still and flat that Tom could not hear it at night anymore. There had always been the sound of the Gulf. He lay awake missing it.
The outages came back, the rolling ones, twenty minutes and forty minutes and an hour at a time. Then, on the twenty-third, the long one. The power went out a little after two in the afternoon, when the heat was at its worst, and it did not come back that night or the next morning. Sarah came over with her phone and said that a substation up near Corliss had failed in the heat, and the utility was saying thirty-six hours, maybe more, and that she and Nia were going to a motel in Merritt that still had rooms, and asked if he would come.
"I'll be all right."
"Tom."
"I've got the gas grill for coffee and Ellen's cooler and the porch in the morning. I'll go up to Mara's if it gets bad."
"It's already bad." Sarah stood in his doorway with her keys. "The heat index is going to be a hundred and twenty tomorrow afternoon. That's not a number your body can live in without help."
"I'll go to Mara's," he said again.
He meant to. He packed a bag that evening and put it by the door. But at six the next morning, before the heat came up, he walked down the street to the bait shop to check on Ray and buy ice before he left, as he had every summer morning for forty years, and the bait shop door was locked.
Ray had never locked that door. Not once in fifty years. He lived in two rooms in the back of the shop and opened at five every morning of his life, Christmas included, and the door had a bell on it that had been ringing since 1974.
Tom knocked. Nobody answered. He went around the back. The diesel generator that Ray had wired to the ice machine in 1998 stood silent on its concrete pad, and when Tom put his hand on it the metal was hot from the sun but not from running. He opened the fuel cap and looked in with his phone light. It was dry. The tank was empty.
The back door was not locked. He went in.
Ray was in his chair in the front room behind the counter, with his feet up on the crate, just as Tom had seen him every afternoon for fifty years. The box fan stood in front of him, silent. The air in the room was thick and dead, smelling of baked pine boards and hot brine from the tanks, the corrugated tin overhead radiating downward without a single draft to move it. Ray's eyes were closed and his hands were folded on his stomach. On the counter beside him was his whiteboard, and on it, in his blocky marker printing, LOW TIDE 4:52 PM, from the afternoon before.
Tom knew before he touched him. He touched him anyway, two fingers on the side of the neck, as Rachel had touched his own neck on the porch the summer before. There was nothing. The skin was hot and dry.
He sat down on the crate beside Ray's chair because his legs would not hold him. He sat there for a while. Then he called 911, and then he called Rachel, who was on shift and came anyway, and then he called Owen.
The road was dry. The ambulance came through the dip at a quarter to eight without any trouble, and the paramedics went in and came out again in a few minutes, slowly. Rachel arrived at eight-thirty and spoke to them, then crossed the gravel lot to stand with Tom under the bait shop sign, in the sun that was already brutal.
"Last night," she said. "Probably in the evening, after the power went out. His generator ran out of fuel. He couldn't run the fan or the ice machine. He was ninety-one, Tom."
"He had a generator. He had had it since 1998. He was the only one on the street who never lost his ice."
"He was waiting on a diesel delivery," Owen said. He had come up beside them. He had a fuel can in his hand from Ray's shed, empty. "Ray told me last week. The supplier in Corliss had been short since June. Trucks couldn't get through somewhere, or the refinery cut back in the heat. Ray was rationing what he had. He was going to drive up to Corliss himself and fill cans, but his truck needed a battery."
"He should have said something," Tom said.
"Who was he going to say it to?" Owen set the empty can down on the gravel. "He was the one we all went to."
They stood in the lot without talking. Behind them the bell on the bait shop door rang once as one of the paramedics went in and out. A car came through the dip slowly, and the driver looked at the ambulance and at the three of them, and drove on.
The power came back on at three that afternoon, after twenty-five hours. By then Tom was at Mara's in Merritt with his bag, sitting in her kitchen with a glass of iced tea he couldn't drink.
Merritt was hot too. That surprised him, though he could not have said why. He had thought of it all spring as somewhere else, away from all of it, up on its hill with its river in its high banks and its yellow house with the pecan tree. But the thermometer on Mara's back porch read a hundred and four. The pecan tree in the yellow house's yard, when Mara drove him by it that evening, had its leaves curled and drooping in the heat, and the green grass he had stood on in June was brown. The river under the bridge had dropped so far that there was a gravel bar in the middle with a heron standing on it.
"There's a burn ban," Mara said, as they drove. "Since the first of the month. No rain since May. Half the wells on the north side of town have gone dry, the shallow ones, and people are hauling water in tanks. Dan's been working sixteen-hour days. The co-op's lines are so hot they sag. We lost power three times last week."
"Here?"
"Here." She glanced at him. "Dad, it's everywhere. It's not just the coast. The coast is just where it shows first."
He looked out the window at the dry yards and the drooping trees and the brown grass along the road, the sprinklers going in a few yards like small defiant fountains.
"I thought it would be different up here," he said.
"It is different. You don't have the water coming up under your house. You don't have the road going under. You'll have a hospital ten minutes away and a road that stays dry." She pulled into her drive and turned off the car and sat with her hands on the wheel. "But it's still hot. It's still going to be hot. There's nowhere it isn't, Dad. There are just places where it's worse."
That night he lay in her spare room with the central air humming and couldn't sleep. He kept seeing Ray in his chair with his feet up on the crate and his hands folded, and the whiteboard beside him, LOW TIDE 4:52 PM. Ninety-one years old. Fifty years behind that counter, selling ice and bait and coffee, and keeping the low tides on a whiteboard so people would know when they could get through the dip. He had died in his chair in the dark in a hot tin room because a diesel truck could not get to Corliss on time.
Tom had known Ray Tillman since he was six years old, ever since the day Ray sold him his first bag of shrimp for bait. At Ellen's funeral, Ray had stood at the back in a suit that didn't fit, slipping out before the service ended because he didn't like to see people cry. Just the summer before, sitting under his box fan, he had said that his daddy fished this coast fifty years and never once said the water was too hot. Not once.
At two in the morning Tom got up and went out on Mara's back porch in his undershirt. It was eighty-nine degrees. The neighborhood was dark and still. There were no frogs, no channel, no Gulf, no sound at all except the hum of the air conditioning units in every yard, all of them running together, a long low steady drone like something breathing hard.
Ray in his chair with his feet up on the crate, hands folded on his stomach. The yellow house with its pecan tree wilting in the heat, leaves curled and dry. Kim Haddad saying it smells the same. Mara with her hands on the wheel: there's nowhere it isn't, there's just places where it's worse.
He had thought the hard part was deciding to leave. He saw now that leaving was only the first part of it, and that wherever he went the heat and the dry and the strangeness would come along with him, a little less than on the coast, a little later, but coming. There was no place to go back to where it had been 1950. His father's world was gone, and it was not coming back, not on the channel and not here either.
He stood on the porch until the sky started to go gray in the east. Then he went inside and made coffee in Mara's kitchen for everyone, very quietly, and was sitting at the table with his cup when she came in at six. She stopped in the doorway and looked at him.
"Did you sleep?"
"No," he said. "Sit down. I want to tell you about Ray."

    
  

  
    The Night Pier

    
    They buried Ray Tillman in the cemetery at Corliss on the first of August, in the heat, with a hundred people standing around the grave in the sun. The bait shop's whiteboard was propped against the casket with the last low tide still written on it. Afterward a man from the county said the bait shop would probably be torn down. The building sat right at the dip, at the lowest point on the road, and nobody would insure it, and nobody would buy it.
Tom drove home from the funeral and the closing date was on his kitchen table in a letter from Karen. The twentieth of August. Nineteen days.
The Haddads came on the fifth. They had asked Karen if they could come measure the rooms for furniture, and Karen had asked Tom, and he had said yes, because there was no reason to say no. They came in the late afternoon when the heat was beginning to drop off, Dale with a laser measure and a notebook and Kim with her phone, taking pictures of everything. "We're so sorry to bother you, Mr. Bell," Dale said at the door, holding the screen back gently so it wouldn't slap against the casing. "We promise we won't get in your way." They moved through his house measuring Ellen's kitchen and his father's front room and the bedroom where Tom had been born, and talking quietly to each other about where they would put a couch and a desk and a crib.
A crib. Tom heard it from the porch. He looked through the screen door and saw Kim standing in the small back bedroom with her hand on her stomach, and Dale beside her with his arm around her, and both of them looking out the window that faced the channel.
He went out to the shed and stayed there until they were done.
When they came to say goodbye, they found him in the shed sorting through the leftover pier lumber, the green two-by-sixes that had been stacked on the sawhorses since last September. Kim stood in the shed doorway and looked at them.
"Is that from the pier?" she asked.
"What's left."
"Dale and I were talking about it. We'd love to rebuild it. The T at the end, the way it was in the old pictures. Karen showed us one with the flag. I always wanted to sit out on the end of a pier at night and watch the stars. My grandmother had one."
Tom put down the board he was holding.
"You'll be rebuilding it every three years," he said.
Kim's smile wavered.
"I built that T last September," Tom said. "New posts, new stringers, stainless screws, the best work I've done in twenty years. It lasted three weeks. The tide came up under it on a sunny day and lifted it off the posts in one piece and floated it into the marsh. It's still over there. You can see it from the end of the pier if you look. That's what happens to piers here now."
"Oh," Kim said. "I didn't know."
"There's a lot you don't know."
The words hung in the silence. Kim's face closed up, and Dale stepped forward and put his hand on her arm.
"We're aware it's a risk, Mr. Bell," Dale said carefully. "We've read about the coast. We know about the insurance."
"You know about the insurance," Tom said. "Do you know about the road? Do you know it went under nineteen times in April? Do you know a woman down the street broke her hip and we had to take her out in a boat? Do you know the man who ran the bait shop died last week in the dark because his generator ran out of fuel?"
"Tom," Kim said quietly. "We're so sorry about Mr. Tillman. Karen told us."
"Karen tells you a lot of things."
Nobody said anything. Dale's face had gone very still. He took Kim's hand and said, "We should go." They left, and Tom stood in the shed and listened to their car start and back out of the drive.
Karen called an hour later.
"What did you say to them?"
"I told them about the pier."
"You told them about the pier." She sounded tired. "Kim called me crying. Dale wanted to know if you were trying to back out of the sale. Are you, Tom? Because if you are, you need to tell me, and we need to talk about what that means. They have a contract. They have a right to this house."
"I'm not backing out."
"Then what are you doing?"
He didn't know. He hung up without answering.
Mara called after supper. Karen had called her too.
"Dad, what happened?"
"Nothing happened."
"Karen says you yelled at the buyers."
"I didn't yell. I told them the truth about the pier."
"In a way that made a pregnant woman cry in her car." Mara's voice was very even. "Are you trying to blow this up? Because if you want to stay, Dad, then stay. I mean it. I'll stop asking. I'll call you every night and check the radar every time it rains and I'll learn to live with it. But don't do this. Don't sign a contract and then try to scare them into running."
"I'm not trying to scare anybody."
"Then what are you doing?"
The same question. He sat on the back porch with the phone and looked at the channel, flat and brown in the evening, and the two bare posts beyond the end of the pier.
"I don't know," he said. "I don't know what I'm doing."
"Then figure it out," Mara said, "before you hurt somebody." And she hung up.
He couldn't sleep that night either. He lay in the dark in the front bedroom where he had been born and listened to the house tick and the window unit rattle. The thought of Kim's hand on her stomach in the back bedroom would not leave him. A crib, by the window that faced the channel. Twenty years from now that child would be standing on the pier with a cup of coffee, looking at the water, seeing nothing.
At one in the morning he got up and dressed and went out to the shed.
He did not decide to do it. He found himself doing it, just as he had found himself standing at the fire hall and raising his hand in the Chavez garage. He carried six of the green boards out of the shed and down the yard to the pier in the dark, two at a time, and then he went back for the drill and the box of stainless screws and the flashlight. He went out along his father's section of the pier to where it ended, where the old boards stopped and the cracked stringers ran on for a few feet and then quit. Two of the old boards at the end had broken in the September tide and had never been replaced. He would replace them. That was all. He would just replace those two.
He laid the first one in the flashlight beam, screwed it down, and laid the second.
Then he kept going. He took up the next old board, which was cupped and gray, and laid a new green one in its place. And the next. And the next. The drill whined in the dark. The channel moved below him, black and quiet, coming up with the tide. Somewhere across the marsh on the beach road a car went by with its radio on. He worked with the flashlight in his teeth and the sweat running down his back in the night heat, not thinking about anything at all except the next board and the next screw.
He had laid nine when he heard her feet on the pier behind him.
He knew it was Nia. He didn't turn around. He laid the tenth board, set the drill on it, and drove the first screw.
"Tom," she said.
"Go back to bed."
"It's one-thirty in the morning."
"I know what time it is."
"I saw your flashlight from my window. I thought something was wrong." She came closer. She was barefoot, in a T-shirt and shorts, and she stopped a few feet behind him. "What are you doing?"
"Fixing the pier."
"You're selling the house."
"I'm fixing the pier."
"For who?"
He didn't answer. He drove the second screw. The drill bit slipped, skittering across the board to leave a bright scar in the green wood, and he swore at it.
"Tom." Nia's voice had changed. "You're doing it again. Like with the T. Like with your dad's marks. You don't know what to do, so you're building something."
He set the drill down hard on the board and turned around. The flashlight was in his hand now and it lit her face from below, white and small and scared, and he heard his own voice come out of him like something he didn't own.
"I don't need a thirteen-year-old to tell me what I'm doing."
She flinched as if he had hit her.
"I don't need your charts and your notebooks and your mother and your gauge. I've been on this water seventy-seven years. I knew this water before your mother was born. Go home."
Nia stood there for a second longer. Her chin was shaking. Then she turned and walked back down the pier toward the shore, not running, very straight, her bare feet quiet on the boards. He heard her cross the yard and the Vargas screen door open and close.
He stood at the end of the pier with the flashlight in his hand.
Then he sat down on the new boards, because his knees would not hold him anymore. He sat with his back against a post and the flashlight lying beside him, pointing out over the channel at nothing. The water was coming up. He could hear it in the grass on the shore behind him, the small quiet sounds of it moving into the yard. Below him it lapped at the stringers.
He had said it to her. He had said it to the girl who ran three houses barefoot on hot asphalt to get Rachel. Who measured his water every morning for fourteen months and made him a chart of his whole life. Who sat beside him at the end of this pier the morning the T washed away, and didn't say anything, because she knew he didn't want her to.
He sat there until the flashlight battery died. Then he sat in the dark.

    
  

  
    Warm Water

    
    He knocked on the Vargas door at seven in the morning, before she could leave for the bus. Sarah answered. She held the screen door half an inch out from the frame, not opening it further, her shoulders squared and her mouth set in a tight, flat line as she looked at him without greeting him.
"I need to talk to her," he said. "If she'll let me."
Sarah stood aside.
Nia was at the kitchen table with a bowl of cereal she wasn't eating and her three notebooks stacked beside it. She didn't look up when he came in. He stood across the table from her with his hands at his sides, and found that he had not planned what to say, and that every sentence he started in his head sounded like something a man would say to get out of trouble.
"I was wrong," he said finally. "Last night. You didn't deserve it. You were right about what I was doing, and I knew it."
Nia looked at her cereal.
"I've been on that water seventy-seven years," Tom said. "You were right about that too. And for seventy-six of them I never wrote anything down, and I never measured anything, and I never saw it coming. You saw it in a summer. You and your yardstick." He stopped. His throat was tight. "I'm sorry, Nia. I'm sorrier than I know how to say."
She looked up then. Her eyes were red and her face was tired, and for a second she looked much older than thirteen.
"You scared me," she said. "Not like the heat. A different way."
"I know."
"You looked like you didn't know me again."
"I knew you," he said. "I just didn't want to."
She turned her spoon over in the bowl. Behind him, Tom could hear Sarah in the hall, not coming in.
"Okay," Nia said. She pushed her cereal away. "Okay. I forgive you. But you have to take the boards back off."
"I'll take them off."
"Today."
"Today," he said, and she nodded, once, and that was the end of it. Then she pulled the top notebook off the stack and opened it and said, "Did you see the Gulf?"
He had not seen anything. He had sat on the end of his pier until four in the morning and then gone in and lain on top of the bed in his clothes until the sun came up.
"There's a storm," Nia said. "Mom's been watching it since yesterday."
Sarah came in then with her laptop and set it on the table. On the screen was the Gulf, the whole of it, blue, with Mexico along the bottom and Florida on the right and the long curve of their own coast across the top. Down in the southwest corner, off the coast of Mexico, there was a white swirl with a red circle drawn around it and a cone of white spreading north toward the top of the map. The cone was very wide. Pelican Bend was inside it, near the middle.
"Tropical Storm Lena," Sarah said. "It formed Thursday. It's been sitting there gathering itself. This morning it's moving north at about eight miles an hour." She pointed to a smaller window with a column of numbers. "And the water it's moving over is eighty-nine to ninety degrees. That's three or four degrees warmer than normal for August. It's like pouring gasoline on it."
"What are they saying?"
"Hurricane by tonight. The models are all over the place on strength, because it's in water this warm. Some of them have it a Category One at landfall. Two of them have it a Category Three or Four. They can strengthen fast now, in water like this." She looked at him. "Landfall's probably Tuesday night or Wednesday morning. Somewhere between here and a hundred miles east."
"Tuesday."
"The nineteenth."
The day before his closing. He looked at the cone on the screen, and the red circle, and Nia's notebook open beside the laptop. She had drawn something new on the last page. A column of dates, and next to each one the predicted tide for the jetty, and next to that a second number in red that she had labeled IF LENA.
"What's this?"
"It's what the water might do," Nia said. "If the storm comes here. I got the surge forecast from the hurricane center. It's just a guess. But it's the tide plus the surge, at your wall."
He read the numbers. The column ran down the page to Tuesday the nineteenth, high tide at 11:40 p.m., and the red number next to it was 84 inches. Seven feet over the top of his father's bulkhead.
His house sat three feet off the ground.
He took his glasses off and put them back in his shirt pocket.
"All right," he said. "Let's make a plan."
They made it at the Vargas kitchen table that morning, the three of them, while the school bus came and went without Nia. Tom found that he knew how. He had been through eleven hurricanes on that street in seventy-seven years. He had boarded windows and moved boats and filled sandbags and evacuated and stayed. He knew the order things had to be done in, and he knew which things people would forget, and he knew who on the street would not leave unless somebody made them.
Sarah had June's old phone list, the one she had kept in her black notebook. The retired librarian had given it to Nia before she left for Atlanta. Nia had kept it up. Every house on the street was on it, and every person in every house, and their phone numbers, and a column she had started that said NEEDS HELP? with yes, no, or blank.
They went down it line by line.
"Lindqvists," Sarah said.
"Hal will want to stay," Tom said. "He's never been through one. He thinks it's like a snowstorm. Marjorie will want to go. Get Rachel to talk to Marjorie. Hal will go if Marjorie goes."
"The Chavezes."
"Gone by Sunday. Rebecca already has the boxes packed. Luis will want to put plywood on the windows first, even though they're tearing the house down. Let him. It'll make him feel better."
"The people in the June house. The renters."
"Young couple with a baby. They'll go as soon as somebody tells them to. Somebody has to tell them." He looked at Nia. "That's you. They'll listen to you."
"Owen," Sarah said.
Tom leaned back until the wooden chair creaked under him.
"Owen won't go," he said.
"Why not?"
"Because his tools aren't insured. Forty thousand dollars of equipment in his shop at ground level, and his house above it, and none of it covered. He'll stay to keep his pumps running. He'll think if he's there he can save something." Tom rubbed his face. "I'll talk to him. I'll talk to him myself."
They finished the list by ten. Nia typed it up on the laptop and printed it, and Tom folded his copy and put it in his shirt pocket over his heart, next to his glasses.
Then he went home and took the boards back off the end of the pier, all nine of them, in the morning heat with the drill reversed. Nia came out and stood on the shore with her arms folded and watched him do it. When he had stacked them in the shed, she went down to the staff and read it and wrote down the number. Minus eight. Then she looked out past the end of the pier, past the two bare posts, across the marsh and the beach toward the Gulf.
"Do you hear that?" she said.
He listened. He had been hearing it for an hour and had not let himself notice.
It was the Gulf. It had come back. For two weeks in the heat it had been silent, flat and still, and he had lain awake at night missing the sound of it. Now it was wrong. It was a long slow booming from beyond the dunes, far apart, a heavy wave hitting the beach and then a long silence and then another. Not the quick chop of the summer surf. Swells. Long ones, from far away, that had been traveling for days across the whole Gulf ahead of the storm that made them.
"My father used to say that's the storm knocking," Tom said. "The swells get here three or four days before it does. When you hear them on a calm day with no wind, you start getting ready."
Nia wrote that down.
That afternoon he called Mara. He told her about the storm and the plan, and that he would leave by Monday noon at the latest and come to her house. She was quiet on the line for a while, and then she said, "Okay, Dad. Monday noon." And then: "Karen called me. The title company says if there's a hurricane they'll postpone the closing. The Haddads know. Karen says they still want to go ahead after."
"Even with the storm."
"Even with the storm. Kim told Karen her grandmother rode out six of them in that house in Port O'Neal." Mara paused. "Dad. What happened with the Haddads? Did you fix it?"
He looked out the back window at the end of the pier, bare again where he had pulled the boards off.
"Not yet," he said. "I'm going to."
That night he lay on the porch in Ellen's old chair and listened to the swells come in across the marsh. Boom, and a long silence, and boom. They were closer together than they had been in the afternoon. The sky to the south had gone a strange color at sunset, a deep coppery orange, streaked with long high mares' tails of cloud that fanned out from a single point far down below the horizon, like the ribs of a fan. He had seen that sky three times in his life. Each time, a storm had come.
He sat there with the list in his shirt pocket and went down it in his head, house by house, name by name. The Lindqvists. The Chavezes. The renters with the baby. Sarah and Nia. Rachel. Owen.
Owen would not go. He knew it. And he knew, sitting there in the dark with the storm knocking on the beach, that when the time came he was not going to leave Owen behind either.

    
  

  
    The Old Signs

    
    Lena became a hurricane at four o'clock Saturday morning, and by Saturday noon the street was moving.
Tom had not slept much. He was up at five, and by six he had his own windows done. He had the plywood for them already, cut and labeled in his father's handwriting, stored on edge in the back of the shed since 1983, each sheet marked with the window it fit. FRONT RM N. KIT E. BACK BED. He carried them out one at a time and set them in the frames and drove the screws home through the old holes, and by the time the sun was well up the house was dark inside and smelled of plywood and closed air. He stood in the front room in the dim light that came through the gaps and thought of his father doing the same thing the year Tom was eleven, with Tom handing him screws.
At six-thirty he called Rachel Henderson. He caught her while she was packing her bag for the hospital in Corliss, where she was scheduled to work through the storm. He told her about Hal, and the generator, and Marjorie's oxygen concentrator. She told him she would stop by the garage on her way out of Pelican Bend.
Then he took his list out of his shirt pocket and went to work.
The Chavezes were first, because Luis was already up on a ladder at the front of his house with a sheet of plywood over his shoulder and a drill in his teeth. Tom held the ladder and handed up screws. Luis didn't say anything for the first two windows. On the third he stopped with the drill in his hand and looked down.
"They're tearing it down in the spring," he said. "Rebecca says I'm crazy."
"I know."
"So why am I doing this?"
"Because it's still your house," Tom said. "Until it isn't."
Luis stayed where he was on the ladder, looking down at him. Then he drove the screw.
They finished the Chavez windows by ten. Rebecca had the car packed by eleven, the back seat full of photo albums and boxes of books she had been packing since July, and at noon she and Luis drove out through the dip toward Merritt, where her sister lived. At the end of the street Rebecca stopped the car and got out and ran back up the road to where Tom was standing in his drive. She hugged him hard around the neck.
"Get out of here," she said into his shoulder. "Promise me."
"Monday noon."
"Before Monday noon." She let go and looked at him. "You told everybody in that garage the water never came over the wall when you were a kid. Don't you be the one who stays to see how high it comes."
She ran back to the car.
The renters in June's old house were a couple named Tran with an eight-month-old baby girl. They had moved in at the beginning of August and had left their patio chairs out on the low deck, with no plywood in the yard and no sense that the channel was about to climb the pilings. Nia went over and knocked on their door with the list in her hand, and Tom watched from his porch as she stood on June's new steps and talked to them seriously for ten minutes, pointing at the sky and the channel and the cone on her mother's phone. By two o'clock the Trans were gone, the baby in a car seat in the back of a small blue sedan, going north.
Hal Lindqvist was harder.
Tom walked down to the end of the street at three. Hal was in his garage, which had flooded the summer before and been cleaned out and was now full of camping gear. He was unpacking a lantern, a camp stove, a case of bottled water, and a portable radio, laying them out on a folding table as if for an inspection. Marjorie was standing in the doorway behind him with her arms folded.
"Tom," Hal said. "Come look at this. Got everything we need. Batteries, water, food for a week. Generator's fueled. We'll ride it out."
"Hal," Tom said. "The house is three feet off the ground."
"So's yours."
"And I'm leaving Monday."
Hal straightened up. "I'm not a coward, Tom."
"Nobody said you were."
"I lived through twenty-eight winters in Minnesota. Thirty below. Blizzards so bad you couldn't see your hand. You don't run from weather. You get ready for it."
"This isn't a blizzard." Tom walked into the garage and stood beside the folding table and its lantern. He put his hand on the wall. "You see this line? Nineteen inches. That was last July. A thunderstorm on a high tide. No wind. The girl next door has the surge forecast for Tuesday night, and it's seven feet over my wall. Seven feet. Your garage will be under water to the ceiling, and your living room will have four feet in it, and the road will be under eight. Nobody will be able to get to you until Thursday. Not the fire department, not an ambulance, nobody."
Hal looked at the wall. Marjorie, in the doorway, had put her hand over her mouth.
"In 1961," Tom said, "when I was eleven, the water came up six feet in this street. Luis Chavez's father put a piece of tape on his garage wall to show where. I rode on my father's shoulders through the yard the next morning. Two people on this street died in that storm, Hal. They stayed. One of them was my friend's grandmother. And the water's higher now than it was then. Higher by a foot and a half, every day, before the storm even starts."
He did not raise his voice. Hal stood there with a lantern in his hand.
Rachel came down the street then, in scrubs, on her way to the hospital in Corliss where she would be on duty through the storm. She came into the garage and went straight to Marjorie and put an arm around her, and then looked at Hal.
"Marjorie's on oxygen at night," she said. "Isn't she, Hal?"
Hal looked at his wife.
"When the power goes out," Rachel said, "and it will, her concentrator stops. You have a generator. How much fuel?"
"Two days," Hal said.
"The power will be out for a week. Maybe two."
Hal set the lantern down on the table, easing the wire bail down against the tin so it wouldn't click.
"We'll go to Marjorie's brother in Corliss," he said. "Sunday."
"Sunday morning," Rachel said.
"Sunday morning."
On Sunday the sky was clear and strange, a pale washed blue with high thin streaks across it, and the heat was gone, replaced by a dry warm wind out of the north that was moving the wrong way. The swells were booming on the beach every few seconds now, a continuous roar, and when Tom stood on the end of his father's pier he could see the white of them breaking all along the front of the dunes, and spray going up thirty feet in the air. The channel was rising, though the tide table said it should be falling. By noon it was at minus two on Nia's staff, two inches below his father's cap, on a dead calm day with a hurricane still four hundred miles out.
The Lindqvists hurried out at eight. Sarah reported at noon on Sunday to the emergency operations center in Corliss, where she would be working through the storm, and Nia rode with her.
Nia stood in Tom's yard with her backpack on and her three notebooks in a plastic bag against her chest. She had read the staff one last time. She had written it down.
"You're going tomorrow at noon," she said. "Mom says."
"Tomorrow at noon."
"Not one minute later."
"Not one minute."
"Promise."
"I promise," Tom said.
She studied him with her mother's serious eyes. Then she held out one of the notebooks. It was the first water notebook she had started with the yardstick in June of last year.
"You keep it," she said. "I made a copy. I want you to have the real one."
He took it. It was soft at the edges and stained with mud and salt water, and the cover said WATER in her careful block letters.
"I'll take care of it."
"I know you will." She turned and went to her mother's car, and then turned back. "Tom? Your dad's marks. On the shed. If the shed goes."
"I photographed them," he said. "You photographed them. Every one."
"I know. But it's not the same."
He watched them drive out through the dip.
That left Owen.
Tom walked down to Owen's house at three on Sunday afternoon with the list in his pocket and the notebook under his arm. Owen was in the shop under his house, which was at ground level, a concrete floor with his table saw, jointer, planer, and compressor all sitting up on cinder blocks a foot and a half high, just as Tom had seen them the night of the meeting in the Chavez garage. Now Owen was stacking more cinder blocks. He had a pallet of them in the drive and was carrying them in two at a time and building the stacks higher, three feet, four.
"Owen."
"Tom."
"Seven feet over the wall."
"I heard." Owen set two blocks down on a stack and straightened, breathing hard. "I'm going to get everything up as high as it'll go. Then I'm going to put the generator upstairs and run the sump pumps in here as long as the fuel lasts. I've got four pumps. I can keep the water down maybe a foot. That's a foot more of my stuff that doesn't drown."
"And when the fuel runs out?"
"Then I'll go upstairs and wait."
"Owen. Your house is a two-story on a slab. The upstairs is fourteen feet up. The water's going to be eight feet in this shop."
"Then I'll have six feet to spare."
"And if it's higher than they say? They said Category One on Friday. Sarah said this morning it might be a three."
Owen picked up two more blocks. "Tom, I know you mean well. But this is forty thousand dollars of tools. This is my living. If it goes under, I'm done. Fifty-five years old. No insurance. No savings. Nothing else. This is it."
"You have yourself."
"I'm not going anywhere without my tools," Owen said. He set the blocks down and went back out to the pallet for two more.
Tom stood in the shop for a while and watched him carry blocks. Then he went home.
He left on Monday at noon, as he had promised. He packed the truck with what he could carry: a duffel of clothes, his medicine, his wallet and papers in a plastic bag, Ellen's recipe box, the photographs from the nightstand, Nia's notebook. He went through the house one more time in the dim light behind the boarded windows, the front room and the bedroom where he had been born and Ellen's kitchen with the barrier across the back door. He stood a long time in the kitchen. Then he locked the door and got in the truck and drove down the street toward the dip, which was already under six inches of water at noon on a sunny day.
At Owen's house he slowed. Owen's truck was in the drive. The shop door was open, and he could see Owen inside, setting a pump in the corner with a long hose running out the door.
Tom did not stop. He drove through the dip and up the hill past the bait shop, dark and boarded now, with a county notice on the door, and north across the marsh toward the swing bridge. At the top of the bridge he stopped the truck in the middle of the road, because there was no one else on it, and looked back.
Pelican Bend lay along its channel in the sunshine. The water in the channel was high and brown and moving fast, and the marsh on both sides of it was going under, the grass flattening, the open water spreading. Along the beach the swells were breaking white in a long line of spray. The street with its houses on their pilings, boarded and empty. The dip shining with water. And near the far end, one house with a truck in the drive and its shop door open.
The truck trembled in idle, the vibration humming up through the steering wheel into his palms and the floorboards warm beneath his work boots. Below the steel trusses, the brown channel water was sliding thick and silent around the concrete piers, slicking over the marsh banks, drowning the cordgrass until only the pale tips bent beneath the current. He watched the white shell road disappear into it inch by inch.
Then he picked up his phone and called Mara to tell her he would be late.

    
  

  
    Owen's Upstairs

    
    The water in the dip was fourteen inches deep when Tom came back down the hill at two o'clock on Monday afternoon. He stopped the truck at the edge of the wash, beside the dark bait shop, and sat looking out across the road. It lay over the drowned asphalt and the ditch culverts, pushing wide into the marsh on both sides, brown and moving, with a left-to-right current he had never seen there. Little whitecaps were breaking on it in the north wind. The sky over the Gulf had gone the color of a bruise.
The truck was a 2006 F-150 with sixteen-inch wheels. He had driven it through worse. He put it in four-wheel low and eased into the water at a walk, the way his father had taught him to ford a creek, slow enough not to throw a bow wave, steady enough not to stall. The water came up over the hubs and pushed against the doors. He felt the current shove the chassis sideways, trying to turn the truck, but he fought the wheel straight and kept going. On the far side he came up out of it with water pouring off the running boards, and drove down the empty street between the boarded houses to Owen's drive.
Owen was in the shop. He had built the cinder block stacks five feet high now, with his table saw and his jointer and his planer and his drill press sitting up on top of them like statues on pedestals, lashed down with ratchet straps to eye bolts in the wall. The four sump pumps sat in the corners of the shop with their hoses running out under the door. The generator was not down here anymore. He had carried it upstairs.
He turned around when he heard the truck. He stood in the shop doorway and looked at Tom getting out of it.
"What are you doing here?"
"I came back."
"I can see that. Why?"
"Because you're here."
Owen's face went red. "Tom, I told you. I'm not leaving my tools."
"I know. So I'm not leaving you."
"That's not fair."
"No," Tom said. "It isn't."
They stood in the driveway with the north wind blowing past them, pushing at their shirts, carrying a smell of salt and rain and something torn. Down at the end of the street the channel had come up over the bulkheads already, in daylight, a full day before the storm. It lay in the yards in a sheet, gray and wrinkled by the wind.
"You promised that girl," Owen said. "Nia. She told me. Noon, she said, not one minute later."
"I left at noon. I came back at two. I'll tell her I kept it."
Owen almost laughed. Then he looked at his tools on their towers, and at Tom, and at the sky.
"You're seventy-seven years old," he said.
"Then you better be right about the upstairs."
They spent the rest of the afternoon getting ready. Owen's house was the old Kessler place, a two-story frame house built on a slab in the 1960s, with the shop and a laundry room on the ground floor and the living quarters upstairs, reached by an outside stair and an inside one. It was the tallest house on the street except for the Vargas house. The upstairs floor was fourteen feet above the ground. Tom walked it with Owen, room by room, and looked at the windows, which Owen had boarded, and the roof, which he could see from the inside where the attic hatch was open. The roof was old. The decking was plain plank under fifteen-year-old shingles, and no hurricane straps tied the rafters to the walls.
"If the roof goes," Tom said, "we go in there." He pointed to the bathroom in the middle of the house, which had no outside walls.
"If the roof goes," Owen said, "we've got bigger problems than which room."
They filled the bathtub with water. They brought up food and flashlights and the radio and every battery in the house. Owen got the generator going on the back porch upstairs, under the overhang, and ran a cord down the inside stairs to the pumps in the shop. Tom moved his truck up the street to the Vargas lot, where the ground was a foot higher, and parked it under Sarah's house among the concrete piers, which was as good as anything. Then he waded down the street through ankle-deep water back to Owen's.
He stopped at his own house on the way. He did not go in. He stood ankle-deep in the yard and looked at it, boarded and dark on its three-foot pilings. His father's plywood on every window. His father's pier running out into the channel, the water already lapping at the underside of the deck. The tide staff at the first piling, with the water against it at plus ten. Ten inches over the wall. On a Monday afternoon with the storm a day away.
He pulled out his phone and took a picture of the staff, and then one of the house, for Nia. He didn't send them. There was no signal.
Lena came ashore on Tuesday night.
She had been a Category One on Monday. She had been a Category Two on Tuesday morning. Owen's radio said at four o'clock Tuesday afternoon that she had strengthened again over the warm water near the coast and was a Category Three, with winds of a hundred and fifteen miles an hour, and that the hurricane center had raised the surge forecast. They gave numbers for the coast east of Port O'Neal. Ten to fourteen feet. The man on the radio said it twice.
Ten to fourteen feet. Over ground that was a foot or two above sea level.
The wind came first, in the late afternoon. It started as gusts out of the northeast, hard ones that made the boarded windows thrum, and then it was not gusts anymore but a steady roaring push that never let up. Rain came with it sideways, not falling but flying, hitting the side of the house like gravel thrown by the shovelful. By dark the power was gone for good, and the generator on the back porch was running the pumps and one lamp, and they could hear it under the wind only when they stood right next to the door.
The water came up the street at about eight.
Tom watched it from the one window Owen had left unboarded at the top of the inside stairs, a small square window with a sheet of plexiglass screwed over it. In the beam of the flashlight he could see the street below. It was already a lake, gray-white and moving, and as he watched, it kept rising. It came up the fence posts across the road, one board at a time. It came up the side of the Chavez mailbox and over the top of it. It came up the steps of the Lindqvist house next door, the old concrete steps, and covered them, and kept coming.
At nine the pumps quit. They heard it, a change in the sound of the generator on the porch, and Owen went down the inside stairs with a flashlight, and Tom heard him stop halfway down. Tom went to the top of the stairs and looked.
The shop was full of water. It was four feet deep and climbing, black and full of floating things, a broom, a plastic bucket, a sheet of plywood turning slowly. The pumps were somewhere under it. The table saw and the jointer stood on their towers of cinder blocks with the water a foot below them, and the hose of one of the pumps came floating up through the black water like a snake. Owen stood on the stairs with the flashlight beam on his tools and didn't move.
"Come up," Tom said.
Owen didn't answer.
"Owen. Come up the stairs."
The water came up another inch while they stood there. It reached the base of the stack under the planer, and then the top of the bottom block, and then the second block.
"Five feet," Owen said. His voice was very calm. "I built them five feet. The radio said fourteen."
"I know."
"I knew. On Sunday, I knew. I kept stacking them anyway." Owen came up one step, and then another, backing up the stairs with the flashlight still on his tools. "That's what you do, isn't it? You keep stacking them."
"That's what I did," Tom said. "For a year."
At ten the water reached the jointer. Tom watched it from the top of the stairs. It rose up the side of the cast iron table and over the top of it, black and full of trash, and the jointer disappeared under it without a sound. The table saw went at ten-fifteen. The planer, which stood on the highest stack, at ten-forty. Owen watched every one of them go. Then he turned off the flashlight and sat down on the top step in the dark.
Tom sat down beside him.
At eleven-thirty, the wind changed.
It had been from the northeast all evening, and now it swung around, roaring, through the east, and the whole house shook on its slab like a dog shaking water. Something tore loose on the roof with a sound like a sheet of paper ripped in half, and the rain came in through the attic hatch in a torrent. Owen grabbed Tom by the arm and they went into the bathroom in the middle of the house, and Owen pulled the door shut and they sat in the dry tub, two grown men in the dark, with the house groaning around them and the water from the attic running down the hall outside the door.
"The eye's coming," Owen said. "When it goes quiet, it's the eye. Don't go out."
"I know about the eye," Tom said. "I was eleven."
They sat in the tub. The wind screamed. Something big hit the side of the house and dragged along it and was gone. Tom thought of his own house, three feet up on its pilings, with the water coming up the street at fourteen feet. He thought of Ellen's kitchen, on its slab, at ground level, with the barrier in the back door that he had slid into its channels on Monday before he left. He thought of his father's pier. He thought of the tide staff at the first piling, with its numbers going up to forty-eight, which was four feet, because that was as high as he had thought the water could ever go.
At a quarter past midnight the wind stopped.
It did not die down. It stopped, as if somebody had shut a door, and in the silence they could hear the water. It was everywhere, moving, gurgling, lapping at the walls of the house, running down the hall upstairs from the broken roof. Tom got out of the tub. Owen said, "Don't," but Tom went down the hall to the little window at the top of the stairs, wiped the plexiglass with his sleeve, and shone the flashlight out.
The street was gone. There was nothing below the window but water, moving, flat and black, with the flashlight beam lying on it. The tops of the fences were under. The Lindqvists' porch roof was a little island. And across the water, two hundred feet away, where his own house should be, he could see the top half of it in the beam, the roof and the upper half of the windows. The plywood his father had cut. The water was more than halfway up the plywood.
Above it, through a hole in the clouds, there were stars.
He stood at the window and looked at his house in the eye of the storm, half under water, with the stars over it, until Owen came and put a hand on his shoulder and pulled him back into the bathroom, because the far wall of the eye was coming, and the wind would be from the west this time, and it would push all that water back the other way.

    
  

  
    What the Water Left

    
    The back side of the storm blew until almost five in the morning, and then it began, very slowly, to let go.
Tom did not sleep. He sat in the dry bathtub with his back against the cold tile and Owen beside him, and he listened to the wind come down through its long roar into a howl, then into hard gusts, and then, as the gray light came up around the edges of the bathroom door, into a heavy wet wind that rattled things and stopped and rattled them again. Owen fell asleep at some point with his head back against the wall and his mouth open. Tom let him.
At six he got up and went to the window at the top of the stairs.
The water was going down. It had already fallen below the tops of the fences across the road, and it was moving fast, all of it going one way, back toward the channel, dragging things with it. A whole section of somebody's deck went past the window, turning slowly, with a gas grill still sitting upright on it. A refrigerator. A blue plastic kayak. Lumber, hundreds of boards, broken and whole. A dead pelican. The sky was low and gray and torn, scudding fast, and the rain had thinned to a cold drizzle that came and went.
He could see his house. It was there. He looked at it for a long time before he let himself believe it. It was standing on its pilings in the middle of the falling water, and the water was below the windows now, and he could see the plywood his father had cut, still on every one of them. But the roof was wrong. The back half of it, over Ellen's kitchen and the back porch, was gone. There was nothing there but the bare rafters, black against the sky, and some of them were broken.
Owen came and stood beside him.
"Your roof," Owen said.
"Half of it."
They looked at it together.
"Your pier," Owen said.
Tom looked past the house. His gaze swept outward over the brown current, tracing the line where the timbers ought to be—searching for the weathered stringers, the gray boards of the deck, even the broken top of a piling sticking up out of the chop. He followed the empty surface all the way out to where the T had stood, out to the open channel, and back again. There was nothing. Where his father's pier had run into the water, sixty years and then some, there was only the current sliding flat toward the marsh. Not the deck, not the stringers, not the posts. The two new posts he had set last September were gone. His father's posts were gone, all of them, every one. The water ran brown and fast where the pier had been as if there had never been anything there at all.
He went down Owen's outside stairs at noon, when the water had fallen to the tops of his rubber boots in the street. Owen came with him. The street was not a street. It was a field of mud and wreckage, with trash piled against every fence and every piling, and the smell was the smell of the marsh turned inside out, of black mud and dead fish and diesel and sewage and wet insulation. The Lindqvists' car, which Hal had left in the drive when they went to Corliss, was sitting in the Chavezes' front yard on its roof. Somebody's boat, a bass boat with a red hull, was lying on its side in the road.
They waded to Tom's house.
His father's front steps were still there. He went up them. The front door was swollen in its frame; he had to put his shoulder to it before it gave with a sound like a cork, and he went in.
The front room was gone. The water had come up inside the house to within a foot of the ceiling, his father's eight-foot ceiling, stayed there for hours, and then gone down, ruining everything it had touched. The floor was covered with two inches of gray mud. The couch was on its side against the wall where the water had carried it. The rug was rolled up in a corner like a wet animal. The walls were soaked and swollen and stained, and up near the ceiling ran the line, clean and straight and brown, all the way around the room.
He went down the hall. His father's room. His own room, where he had been born. The bathroom. The same line, everywhere, a foot below the ceiling. In his bedroom the bed had floated and come down again crooked, and the dresser had fallen on its face, and his clothes were lying in the mud.
He went to the kitchen last.
There were two steps down from the hall into Ellen's kitchen. They were under the mud. Above him, where the roof had been, there was gray sky and broken rafters and rain coming down on everything. The kitchen had been on its slab at ground level, three feet lower than the rest of the house, and the water in it had been three feet deeper. The line was not on the walls here. It was above the walls. It had been over the tops of the cabinets, over the top of the refrigerator, up into the ceiling, which was no longer there.
The barrier he had slid into the back door on Monday was still in its channels. The door around it was gone.
The outlets Owen had raised to forty-eight inches were under the mud line by four feet. The water heater on its steel stand on the back porch was lying on its side in the yard. The sump pump in its pit was full of mud. The cabinets were split and swollen, the counters lifted off them. Ellen's yellow linoleum was somewhere under the gray mud, and the cabinet over the refrigerator, the highest shelf in the house, where he had put her recipe box the summer before so that no water could ever reach it, was hanging by one hinge, empty, with mud inside it.
He stood there in the rain coming down through the place where the roof had been.
He had taken the recipe box with him on Monday. He knew that. It was in the plastic bag with his papers and his medicine and Nia's notebook, upstairs at Owen's, dry. He knew that. It did not seem to matter. He stood in Ellen's kitchen and looked at the cabinet hanging by its hinge, and he could not breathe right.
Owen came and stood in the doorway behind him. He didn't say anything.
They went out the back, through the place where the back door had been, into the yard. There was no yard. There was mud and a tangle of marsh grass and broken lumber and somebody's lawn chair, and then there was the bulkhead, and the bulkhead was wrong too. The middle section had lain down. Sarah had said one day a tide would come and pull the bottom out, and it had. Thirty feet of his father's steel wall had folded outward into the channel at an angle, like a door left half open, and behind it the yard had slumped away into the water in a long raw bite. The first piling of the pier was gone. Nia's tide staff was gone with it.
He walked along the edge of the bite, carefully, Owen behind him, to the west end of the lot.
The boat shed was gone.
There was a concrete pad where it had stood, cracked across the middle, and two rusted bolts sticking up out of the concrete where the corner post had been fastened down. There were a few silver cypress boards scattered in the mud along the edge of June's lot. He walked among them, turning them over with his boot, looking for the wide board from the corner, the one with the pencil marks on it, his father's marks, the big one and Tom on my shoulders and Don't tell Ellen. It was not there. He looked for a long time. It was nowhere.
"Nia photographed it," Owen said behind him, quietly. "Every mark. You told me."
"I know."
"She has all of it. On her computer. On the chart."
"I know."
He sat down on the cracked concrete pad of his father's boat shed, in the mud and the rain.
The phones came back at about four. Owen's first, and then Tom's, both of them buzzing on the kitchen counter upstairs at Owen's with everything that had been waiting since Monday. Tom had thirty-one messages. Most of them were from Mara. Some were from Nia, the first ones angry, NOT ONE MINUTE, and then frightened, WHERE ARE YOU, and then, very late Tuesday night: Mom says the surge at the jetty gauge was 13.2 feet. That's a record. The gauge broke at 13.2. It might have been higher.
There was one from Karen Lusk, sent that morning.
Tom, I hope you are safe. The title company has postponed the closing indefinitely due to storm damage. The buyers will need to re-inspect once access to the property is restored. I'll be in touch when I hear from them. So sorry. Karen.
He read it twice. Then he put the phone face down on Owen's counter.
He knew how it would go. He had heard enough of these stories. The buyers would come down in a week or two when the road opened, and they would stand in the front room with the mud line a foot below the ceiling and the sky showing through Ellen's kitchen, and Kim would not cry this time. Dale would say what he had to say, and Karen would call, and the sale would be over. There would be no yellow house in Merritt. There would be no money for it. There would be a ruined house on a failing wall at the end of a road the county had stopped maintaining, with a flood policy that would pay what it paid, and a wind policy with a deductible of five percent, and he, seventy-seven years old, with nothing.
He remembered Mara standing by the screen door back in July, her car keys gripped tight in her fist, pleading with him to pack his truck and come inland before the channel took the floor out from under him. He had just set his coffee mug on the counter, wiped down the laminate with an old dish towel, and told her the tide always went back down. Now the water had made the decision for him, made it for the Haddads too, and taken the price of the house along with the pier.
Owen was standing at the window looking down at his shop. The water had gone out of it now. Tom could see it from where he sat, through the open inside door at the bottom of the stairs: the floor a foot deep in mud, and the towers of cinder blocks still standing, and on top of them, black with mud, every machine he owned, ruined. Forty thousand dollars.
"I'm sorry, Owen," Tom said.
Owen didn't turn around.
"We're alive," he said. "That's what I keep thinking. You came back through that dip in a truck and sat in a bathtub with me for twelve hours." He was quiet for a moment. "I'd have gone down those stairs, Tom. When the jointer went under. I was halfway to doing it. I'd have tried to save the planer. You know I would."
"I know."
"So we're alive," Owen said again, and turned around, his face wet. "I don't know what else we are. But we're that."
Tom picked his phone back up. He scrolled past Karen's message to the last one from Mara, sent an hour ago: Dad, the road's open to the bait shop. Dan and I are coming. Don't you dare argue.
He didn't argue. He typed: Okay. And then, after a while: The pier's gone. All of it. And the shed with Dad's marks.
He sent it, put the phone back down, and sat at Owen's kitchen table in the gray light with the generator still running on the back porch and the rain coming down outside on everything his family had built.

    
  

  
    Merritt

    
    Mara's spare room had a quilt on the bed that Ellen had made in 1994, blue and yellow, and a window that looked out on the back yard, the neighbor's fence, and a crape myrtle that had dropped half its leaves in the drought. Tom lay on the quilt in his clothes for most of the first week and looked at the crape myrtle.
He did not mean to. Each morning he woke and told himself he would get up and do something. There were things to do. The flood adjuster was coming on Thursday. FEMA had a number to call. The county wanted everybody on the street to fill out a damage form for the debris pickup. Mara left the forms on the dresser with a pen on top of them; he looked at them from the bed and didn't get up.
When Mara brought him food, he ate and said thank you. If the kids spoke to him, he answered. Lily came in after school and sat on the end of the bed and told him about her day, and he listened and nodded. Caleb brought him the newspaper from Corliss, which had a photograph on the front page of the Pelican Bend road at the dip with the bait shop sign lying in the marsh, and a headline about the record surge. He read it, put it down, and looked at the crape myrtle again.
He kept seeing the kitchen. The cabinet hanging by one hinge over the refrigerator, empty, with mud inside it. The barrier still in its channels with the door gone from around it. He kept seeing the place at the west end of the lot where the boat shed had been, and the two rusted bolts sticking up out of the concrete.
He had done everything. That was what he kept coming back to. He had raised the water heater and moved the outlets and put in the barrier, the sump, and the valve. He had buried the lines. He had built the tide staff and measured the water every day with Nia for fourteen months. He had finally listened. He had looked at the chart and the gauge and his father's marks and believed them, and he had put the house up for sale and found buyers who wanted it, and the storm had come anyway, three weeks early or a year late, he couldn't tell which, and taken all of it.
His father had done nothing. His father had written Don't tell Ellen on a board and gone on fixing the pier, and died in his bed in 1989 with the house dry around him.
On Thursday Mara drove him down in his truck to meet the flood adjuster. The road was open to the bait shop now, and the county had a front-end loader working in the dip, scraping the mud and the wreckage off the asphalt into piles on the shoulder. Pelican Bend smelled of drying mud and sour marsh silt, covered in a gray crust of channel wash tangled with dead cordgrass, splintered dock lumber, and yellow crab floats. Every yard had a pile of ruined furniture and drywall and carpet in front of it, higher than a man. People he knew were working in the piles in rubber boots and masks, pulling things out of their houses, and when they saw his truck, which Owen had towed out from under the Vargas house and gotten running again, they raised their hands.
The adjuster was a young man from out of state who had been working on the coast for a week and looked like he hadn't slept. He walked through the house with a clipboard and a camera and a tape measure, and he measured the mud line in the front room and wrote it down. He photographed the kitchen from the doorway, because he wouldn't go down into it under the broken rafters. He stood in the back yard and looked at the bulkhead lying in the channel and made another note.
"Flood policy covers the structure and contents up to your limits," he said, when he was done. "This will be a total loss on the building, Mr. Bell. Substantial damage. More than half the value of the structure. The county won't let you rebuild it as it is. If you rebuild, you'll have to raise it to the new flood elevation. That's about eleven feet off the ground here now."
"Eleven feet."
"Yes, sir. Or tear it down." He made a note. "Your wind carrier will have to adjust the roof separately. And the policy doesn't cover the bulkhead, the pier, or the shed. I'm sorry."
Tom thanked him. Mara walked the adjuster to his car. Tom stood in the front room in the mud with the line a foot below the ceiling all the way around, and he thought, eleven feet. His father had built it at three. The channel had come up a foot and a half under it in his lifetime, and the county wanted it eleven feet in the air now, and in another seventy years, he supposed, it would be twenty.
He went back to Merritt and lay down on Ellen's quilt again.
Nia's envelope came on the following Tuesday.
It came in the mail, which surprised him, a big manila envelope addressed to him at Mara's house in Nia's careful printing, with the return address of a motel in Corliss where she and Sarah were staying until their house was safe to return to. Mara brought it in and set it on the bed beside him and went out and closed the door.
He opened it.
Inside was a chart, printed on six sheets of paper and taped together edge to edge, so that it unfolded across the whole bed. It was his chart. The one Nia had made in June from his father's pencil marks and the gauge and her own numbers. But she had added to it. The last fourteen months of her measurements, every morning and every night, in black. And at the very right edge, at the end of it, a single point she had drawn far above all the rest, higher than his father's mark for the big storm in 1961, so high she'd had to tape an extra half sheet of paper onto the top of the chart to fit it. She had labeled it in red. LENA. 13.2 FT AT JETTY (GAUGE FAILED). ABOUT 10 FT OVER TOM'S WALL (ESTIMATE).
Under the chart was a letter, two pages, in pencil.
Dear Tom,
Mom says you're at Mara's and you're sad, so I'm sending you this. I finished the chart. I put your dad's marks on it and all of ours and Lena. I know the shed is gone and your staff is gone. But they're still here on the chart. That's the thing about writing it down. It doesn't go away when the board does.
I'm not mad about the noon thing anymore. Owen told Mom what had happened. He said you came back for him and he would have died trying to save his planer. Mom cried when she told me. I didn't know grownups did that about other grownups.
Mom says our house is okay because it's up on the tall piers, but the stairs washed away and the garage is ruined. We're going back in October. I'm going to start measuring again as soon as we do. I'm going to put a new staff on our piling. I'll need you to tell me how you made yours. I don't remember how you did the numbers so they wouldn't wear off.
You said I'd have to keep measuring for you. I'm going to. But I want you to know something. You're on the chart too. Not just your water. You. You're the one who taught me to look at the barnacle line and the wrack line and how the water breathes in twice a month. You're the one who made the staff. You're the one who said "Never" in the garage in front of everybody. I put it in my notebook. Rebecca says that was the night half the street started believing it.
So you have to get up. Mom says I'm not supposed to say that because you're old and you've had a hard time. But I'm saying it anyway because I'm direct.
Love, Nia
P.S. The chart goes up. It doesn't come back down. But it doesn't mean everything is ruined. It just means you have to know where it's going. You told me that, sort of. Or I told you. I can't remember which.
He read the letter three times. Then he folded it and put it in his shirt pocket with his glasses.
Mara knocked and came in. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the chart spread across Ellen's quilt, at the red point at the top labeled LENA.
"She sent me one too," Mara said. "A smaller one. And a letter telling me to make you get up."
"She told me the same thing."
"Are you going to?"
He didn't answer. Mara sat with him in the quiet for a while, looking at the chart.
"Dad," she said finally. "I need to tell you something Mom told me. Before she died."
He turned his head.
"She knew about the water," Mara said. "About it coming up. She told me in the hospital, the last week. She said Grandpa told her, the year before he died. He took her out to the boat shed and showed her his marks on the wall. He said he wanted somebody to know, but he couldn't tell you, because you'd only fix the pier."
Tom lay very still.
"She never told you either," Mara said. "She said she thought about it a hundred times. But every time she looked at you out on that pier in the morning with your coffee, she couldn't. She said you were the happiest man she ever knew out there." Mara's voice wavered. "She told me to tell you when it was time. I didn't know when it was time. I've been waiting six years."
He looked at the ceiling. Don't tell Ellen. His father had written it on the board in October of 1988, and then he had taken her out to the shed anyway and told her. And she had kept it for more than thirty years and never said a word, because she loved watching him drink his coffee at the end of the pier.
"I'm not angry," he said. His voice came out strange. "At either of them."
"I know you're not."
"I just wish." He stopped.
"Me too," Mara said.
She took his hand. Her fingers were cool. They sat like that for a long time.
"You did everything right, Dad," she said. "This year. All of it. You listened, and you went back for Owen in a hurricane. You did everything right, and it still came. That's what this is now. It's not a thing you do wrong. It's just a thing that comes."
"Then what's the point of doing it right?"
"Owen's alive," Mara said. "That's the point."
She let go of his hand and stood up.
"Karen called about the yellow house,” Mara said. “It sold in August. A couple from Ohio bought it."
Tom looked at the quilt. "I never made an offer."
"You were waiting."
"I thought I had more time."
She also said. "The Haddads want to talk to you. Not through her. They asked for your number. They want to come see the house on Saturday, and they want you there."
He looked at her.
"I told them yes," Mara said. "I told them you'd call them tonight. So get up."

    
  

  
    The Buyers

    
    He called them that night from Mara's back step, with Nia's letter in his shirt pocket and the chart folded on his knee. Dale answered on the second ring.
"Mr. Bell. Thank you for calling."
"Tom."
"Tom." A pause. "We heard about the house. Karen sent us pictures. We're so sorry."
"So am I," Tom said. "Dale, I want to tell you something before Saturday. I want you to come down and see the house. I want you to see all of it. And then I want to sit down with you and Kim and tell you some things I should have told you in July. After that, if you want to walk away, I'll call Karen myself and tell her to give you back every dollar of your earnest money, and I won't argue about it."
The line was quiet for a while.
"Okay," Dale said. "Saturday."
Owen met him at the dip on Saturday morning. The county had pushed the mud off the road into long gray ridges on both shoulders, and the bait shop was a shell with its front wall gone and the shelves inside all tipped one way, like dominoes. Owen had his truck backed up to it. He was loading the metal sign that had lain in the marsh since the storm, the one that said TILLMAN'S BAIT & ICE in blue letters.
"Nobody wanted it," Owen said. "I thought somebody ought to."
"Where are you staying?"
"My upstairs. Roof's tarped. Power came back Thursday." Owen slid the sign into the truck bed. "Sarah's got me tearing the drywall out of half the street. The FEMA people pay by the day. It's not tools. But it's work."
They drove down the street together. Every yard still had its pile. Some of the piles had been picked up and some hadn't, and new ones had grown in their places, carpet and couches and refrigerators sealed with gray tape. The Chavez house had a red X spray-painted on the plywood over the front window, and a date, and a zero in the bottom quarter of the X that meant nobody had been found inside. Somebody had painted the same thing on Tom's door.
The Haddads' white SUV was in his drive.
They were standing in the yard, at the edge of the bite where the bulkhead had given way. Kim had on rubber boots that looked brand new and a sweatshirt that didn't hide her stomach anymore. Dale was holding a printout of something. When they turned around, Tom saw that it was Nia's chart. The small one. Nia must have sent it to Karen, or to Mara, or to them directly. He wouldn't have put it past her.
"She mailed it to us," Kim said, seeing him look at it. "With a letter. She said we had a right to know where the water was going before we bought a house on it."
"That sounds like her."
"She said you'd tell us the rest."
He took them through the house first. The front room with the mud line just under the ceiling. The bedroom where he was born, with his clothes still in the mud. Ellen's kitchen open to the sky, with the barrier still in its channels in the empty doorway. He showed them the cabinet over the refrigerator hanging by its hinge. He showed them the strip of silver duct tape on what was left of the back door frame, with the date on it in his handwriting, last November.
"That's where the water came to last November," he said. "Not in a storm. A high tide and a north wind and some rain. A quarter inch more and it would have been on my wife's floor again. It had already been on it twice. You walked right past that tape in July. I didn't say anything."
Kim looked at the tape. Dale wrote something down.
Then he took them out to the edge of the yard and told them the rest.
He told them the water had come over his father's wall thirty-one times in the last year, by Nia's count, not a few times a year, and that most of those times there had been no storm at all. The road at the dip had been under water nineteen days in April. In February, the pipes had frozen—something that had never happened in his life before the last few winters—and he had buried all the lines and wrapped them, because a house on the Gulf coast now had to be ready for both the heat and the cold. There was Ray in the heat with his generator dry, and June and her hip and the boat in the dark, and the power that didn't stay on. He laid out what the flood policy had cost two years ago and what it cost now, what the wind policy cost, and what Brenda Haney had told him in her office about the companies leaving the state.
The bulkhead had been bowed in the middle since the spring, he admitted, and he had known it. Even the new T on the pier had lasted just three weeks.
Last, he told them about his father's marks on the boat shed wall, which were gone now, the pencil lines from 1951 to 1988 and the words at the bottom. Getting higher every year. Don't tell Ellen.
"He knew," Tom said. "My father. Forty years ago he knew, and he didn't tell anybody, and I didn't want to know, so I didn't. And in July I stood right there by that staff and you asked me how often, and I told you a few times a year." He looked at Dale. "That was a lie. I'm sorry. I was ashamed of it the minute I said it. I've been ashamed of it ever since."
Nobody said anything for a while. Out in the channel a mullet jumped and fell back. The tide was coming in. The water had already found its way through the gap in the fallen bulkhead and was spreading in a thin sheet across the low end of the yard, quiet as spilled milk, on a clear morning with no wind.
"The adjuster says it's a total loss," Tom said. "The county won't let anybody rebuild it as it is. Whoever owns it has to tear it down or put it up eleven feet. And eleven feet won't be enough forever. Nothing here will be. I wanted you to hear that from me."
Dale folded Nia's chart and put it in his back pocket.
"Can I tell you something now?" Kim said.
"Please."
"My grandmother's house in Port O'Neal," she said. "The one the storm took nine years ago. It wasn't the first time it flooded. It flooded six times before that. Every time, my grandfather put it back exactly the way it was, because he was proud of it, and he wouldn't hear about raising it, and he wouldn't hear about the water. My mother begged him. And then it was gone, all of it, and he was gone a year later." She put her hand on her stomach. "I know what it's like to be the person who doesn't get told. I know what it's like when nobody says it out loud until it's too late."
"Then you know why you shouldn't buy this house."
"No," Kim said. "I know why I should hear about it first. You just told me. Nobody told my grandmother. Nobody told your wife, until your father did, and then she didn't tell you." She looked at him steadily.
Tom didn't answer. He didn't trust his voice.
"We're not going to pretend," Dale said. He paused, slowly working his hands into his pockets, his gaze dropping to the wet grass between his boots for a long moment before he looked back up. "We've been talking about it for two weeks. Since the storm. We talked to Sarah Vargas on the phone for an hour. We talked to the county. We read the whole flood study Nia sent us, all forty pages." He almost smiled. "She sent us a flood study. We know what this is. We're not buying a place to live for fifty years. We're buying a place we can live in for ten, maybe fifteen, if we build it right, and then probably sell to the state, the way the Chavezes did. Or walk away from. We've done the numbers on that too."
"Then why buy it at all?"
Dale looked at Kim.
"Because I want to sit on the end of a pier at night and watch the stars," Kim said. "With my daughter. While there's still a pier to sit on. I'd rather have ten years of it knowing what's coming than never have it at all." She laughed a little, and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "I know how that sounds."
"It sounds like my father," Tom said. "Except he didn't know what was coming."
"We'll know," Kim said. "Nia's going to make sure of it."
They talked about money then, out in the yard, standing on the mud. Dale had numbers. The house was gone. The land was what was left, and the land was worth less than it had been in July, a great deal less. Dale named a figure. It was less than half of what they had agreed to earlier. Tom would keep his flood payout on the structure, which was his, and his roof claim from the wind carrier, when it came. Dale had added it up on his phone, the payout and the new price, and the total would come to most of what Tom had expected. Not all of it. Most.
"It's not the yellow house," Dale said. "I'm sorry. Karen said that was gone."
It was. Mara had told him the house was gone.
"No," Tom said. "It isn't." He looked at the figure on Dale's phone. He thought of Mara's spare room, and Ellen's quilt, and the little brick house for rent two streets from Mara that Dan had driven him past on Wednesday without a word. "It's enough."
"One more thing," Dale said. "We'll need somebody to tear it down and put the new one up. Somebody who knows the street." He looked across the yard to where Owen was leaning against the tailgate of his truck, pretending not to listen. "Sarah gave us a name."
Owen stood up straight.
"I don't have any tools," Owen said.
"We'll buy the tools," Dale said. "Put them in the contract. Somebody's going to need them when we're gone."
Owen opened his mouth, closed it, and swallowed hard.
They shook hands on it in the yard. Kim hugged Tom, hard, the way Rebecca had, around the neck. Then she let go and walked down to the low edge of the grass. The water had come in there, an inch deep, and she stood in it in her new rubber boots. She looked out across the channel and the marsh island. Past them lay the dunes, and the long line of the beach, and the empty water where his father's pier had been.
"How high is it now?" she called back.
Tom looked at the gap in the bulkhead, where the staff had been. There was nothing to read. The water had nothing to measure itself against. He looked at the sheet of it lying across the grass, and the line of wrack it was pushing ahead of it, and at the sun, and the marsh, and he knew. For seventy-seven years, he had been looking at that water.
"About four over," he said. "And still coming."

    
  

  
    The New Waterline

    
    They closed on the fourteenth of November, at the title company in Corliss, in a small cold room with a box of tissues on the table that nobody used. It took forty minutes. Tom signed his name thirty-two times. Karen sat at the end of the table and slid the pages to him one at a time and showed him where, and when it was done she shook his hand and held onto it a moment longer than she needed to.
"You did right by them, Tom," she said. "Not everybody does."
"Not everybody's told them so late."
"Not everybody tells them at all."
Dale and Kim signed after him. Kim was big now, seven months, and she had to sit back from the table and stretch to reach it. When it was over Dale asked if they could have the keys. Tom had brought them in his shirt pocket. There were two, on Ellen's old ring with the little brass shell, the front door and the back. The back door wasn't there anymore. The front door would be gone in a week, when Owen started the demolition.
"You don't need them," Tom said. "There's nothing left to lock."
"I know," Dale said. "I'd like them anyway."
Tom gave him the ring. Then he got in his truck and drove south to Pelican Bend one more time, because Nia had made him promise.
It was a still, clear afternoon, cool for the first time since spring. The marsh had gone to its fall colors, rust and gold and a pale straw yellow, and the egrets stood in it white as washed oyster shells. The water at the dip was over the road again, three inches of it, flat and bright, with no storm and no wind and no rain anywhere in the sky. A full moon tide. He drove through it at a walk. The bait shop was gone. The county had knocked down what was left of it and hauled it away, and there was a square of bare concrete where it had stood and a sign on a stake that said LOT FOR SALE BY OWNER with a phone number in the city.
The street was quieter than he had ever known it. The piles were gone now, mostly. Half the houses stood open and gutted, the walls down to the studs, the windows out, with blue tarps on the roofs and the light going straight through the rooms from one side to the other. The Chavez house had a fence around it and a sign on the fence from the state with a demolition date. The Lindqvists had sold to an investor who had sold to another investor; nobody knew who owned it now. June's house had a FOR RENT sign in the yard again. The Trans hadn't come back.
But Sarah's stairs were rebuilt, new treated lumber shining yellow up the side of the tall house. And Rachel's truck was in her drive. And there was music coming from Owen's shop, and the high clean whine of a saw.
Owen had new tools. Tom could see them through the open shop door, set up on a platform Owen had built four feet off the concrete, with a ramp to roll them down. A table saw still with the cardboard on its wings. A planer. The metal sign from the bait shop was screwed to the shop wall over the bench, TILLMAN'S BAIT & ICE, with the blue letters faded and a dent in one corner.
Owen came out wiping his hands.
"You sign it all?"
"All of it."
"Come see," Owen said.
They walked down the street together to what had been Tom's house. It was still there, for another week. His father's plywood was still on the windows. Owen had stripped out the inside already and hauled the wreckage away. The front door stood open, and Tom could see straight through the gutted front room and the empty kitchen to the channel beyond. He didn't go in. He had been in for the last time on Saturday, alone, before the closing. He had taken nothing out.
Owen led him around the side of the house to the back.
The bulkhead was still lying down in the middle where it had fallen. Owen hadn't touched it yet. That would be the state's problem and the Haddads' problem and the problem of a crane on a barge from Port O'Neal, sometime in the spring, if the money came. But out in the channel, beyond it, where his father's pier had stood, there were four new posts.
They stood in a row going straight out from the yard into the water, square and pale and new, much taller than his father's posts had been. Owen had set them on Tuesday with a rented jetting rig. Tom looked at them and saw that the tops rose four feet higher than his father's deck had been.
"That's where the deck'll go," Owen said. "Four feet over your father's line. Dale wanted six. I talked him down to four. Said you'd want to be able to step down to a boat."
"It won't last."
"No," Owen said. "Nothing will. But it'll last longer than his."
They stood looking at the posts.
"Your father would have hated them," Owen said.
"He'd have said they were too tall and he'd have been out on the end of them by the second morning with his coffee."
Owen laughed.
Nia came across the yard from the Vargas lot then, in a jacket with her hair pulled back, carrying her notebook. She didn't say hello. She went straight to the first new post, the one at the edge of the yard nearest the fallen bulkhead, and Tom saw what was on it.
It was a tide staff. Painted white, with black numbers. Owen had cut it and she had lettered it in a careful hand that he recognized. At the bottom the numbers went down to minus twenty-four. At the top they went up to plus one hundred and twenty. Ten feet. Somebody had painted a thin red line across the staff at plus one hundred and twenty and written above it in small letters: LENA.
"Zero's at your father's cap," Nia said. "Where it was. I measured it off our staff at the house. Owen helped." She touched the black numbers. "I did them the way you said on the phone. Cut them into the wood first and then painted inside the cuts so they won't wear off."
"They won't."
"It goes to ten feet now," Nia said. "Yours only went to four."
"I know," Tom said. "I didn't think it could get past four."
"Nobody did," Nia said.
She opened her notebook, looked at the water against the staff, and wrote down a number. Then she turned the notebook so he could see. She had started a new one. It didn't say WATER on the front. It said WATERLINE. Under it, smaller, in pencil: for Tom.
The number was plus five.
He looked out at the channel. The tide was full, and the water was over the top of his father's wall all along the street on both sides, as far as he could see, lying in the yards in sheets, quiet and flat and silver, with the light of the late afternoon in it. The air was dead still, the sky wide and untroubled from one horizon to the other. Just the moon pulling, the way it always had, on water that had come up a foot and a half under him in his lifetime and was not going to stop. The tug was coming up the Intracoastal, pushing two barges, its wake rolling slow and long across the marsh, lifting the sheet of water in Owen's yard and setting it down again.
Out past the marsh island, past the dunes, the Gulf was making its small fall sound, and the sun was going down over it.
"When I was fifteen," Tom said, "my father and I put the first post in for his pier. Right about there." He pointed to the second of Owen's new posts. "I held it straight and he drove it. It took all afternoon. When we were done he stood on the bank and looked at it and said, 'That'll be there when you're old.'"
Nia wrote it down.
"It was," Tom said. "It was there until August."
The sun touched the dunes. The water stood on the staff at plus five, and then, as he watched, at plus six. He knew it would start down in an hour. He knew it would come back tomorrow, a little lower, and the day after, lower still, and then in two weeks it would come back higher, and in a year higher than that. He knew it the way his father had known it, writing his lines on the shed wall in pencil year after year. He knew it the way Nia knew it, in numbers. He had come to it late. He had come to it at seventy-seven, standing in the water with his house gone behind him and a girl of fourteen writing down what he said.
"I have to go," he said. "Mara's got supper."
"You'll call me," Nia said. "Every Sunday. I'll tell you the numbers."
"Every Sunday."
"And you'll come down when the baby's born. Kim wants you to. She says you have to see the pier when it's done."
"I'll come down."
She studied him. Then she put her arms around him, quickly, and let go, and went back to her staff and stood beside it with her notebook, watching the water.
Owen walked him to his truck. They shook hands, and then Owen held on before letting go.
"Thank you for coming back," Owen said. "In August."
"Thank you for not going down those stairs."
Tom drove up the street for the last time. He did not look in the mirror until he got to the dip. The water there was a little deeper now, four or five inches, across the whole road, flat and bright and full of sky. He stopped at the edge of it. He sat there for a minute with the engine running. Then he put the truck in gear and went through it at a walk, slow enough not to throw a wake, steady enough not to stall, the way his father had taught him, and came up out of it on the far side with the water streaming off the running boards.
On the seat beside him lay Nia's chart, the big one, folded in its manila envelope. His father's marks were on it, from 1951 to 1988, and every one of Nia's, morning and night, and the red point at the top that said LENA. The black line climbed from the left side of the paper to the right. It didn't come back down.
At the top of the swing bridge he stopped once more, because there was no one else on it, and looked back.
Pelican Bend lay along its channel in the last light. The tide was full. The marsh was mostly water. Along the street the yards shone, one after another, silver and still, the water lying in them over every wall. Out at the end of what had been his yard, four new posts stood in the channel, pale against the dark water, taller than any posts had ever been on that street. Beside the first one there was a small figure in a jacket, standing motionless, looking down at the water.
That was the waterline now. Not his father's cap, not the top of the wall. Wherever the water stood, that was the line. He had spent seventy years believing a man could hold a place if he only drove the timber deep enough, while his father watched it rise in secret and Ellen carried the quiet fear of it to her grave. He could not hold it. He had only ever been able to write the numbers down, tell the truth about what was coming, and carry what was left of his people out of its reach.
He watched until the sun was gone. Then he drove on north, inland, across the marsh toward Merritt, with the window down and the smell of the salt water fading behind him mile by mile, until nothing remained.

    
  

  
    Author's Note

    
    Pelican Bend is not a real place, and Tom Bell, Nia Vargas and the people on their street are invented. The water is not.
For a number of years I owned a winter house on a canal off the Intracoastal, on a street a lot like Tom's. Each house had its own bulkhead and its own pier, with a marsh island and the beach and the Gulf beyond. When we bought it, around 2010, the pier had been standing for about sixty years. The water stayed below the pier deck and below the top of the bulkhead. The water lines under the house were exposed, and the water heater sat outside with no insulation on it, and none of it ever froze.
By the time I sold the house, that had all changed. Every pipe had to be buried and insulated against the freezes. The pier had been rebuilt twice. The first hurricane while I owned the place took the pier and the roof of the house. The second one took the pier again. And the water was over the bulkhead and the pier far more often than not. It was not only the hurricanes and the big storms. It was an ordinary rain on a high tide, or simply a high tide, the kind that never used to reach that high.
A hurricane came through while the sale was pending and delayed it. The buyers went through with it anyway.
None of that made the news. That is the point of this book. Climate disruption does not only arrive as a named storm on the evening forecast. It arrives a few inches at a time, in a pier that keeps needing to be rebuilt, in pipes that were never meant to see a freeze, in a yard that is under water on a calm, sunny day. The people who live closest to it are often the last to say it out loud, because saying it means admitting what it will cost them.
You can find more about what is happening to our coasts, and what people are doing about it, at ClimateDisruption.com.
Bruce Goode

    
  
OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    
      		The Waterline


      		Copyright


      		Table of Contents


      		The Waterline


      		The Dip in the Road


      		No Wind


      		The Full-Risk Rate


      		The End of the Pier


      		Three and a Half Inches


      		Freak


      		The Gauge at the Jetty


      		Shipworms


      		King Tide


      		The Meeting in the Garage


      		The Fire Hall


      		Nia's Chart


      		Raising What Can Be Raised


      		Hard Freeze


      		Wrapping the Lines


      		June


      		Underneath


      		My Father's Marks


      		For Sale


      		Disclosure


      		Second Summer


      		The Night Pier


      		Warm Water


      		The Old Signs


      		Owen's Upstairs


      		What the Water Left


      		Merritt


      		The Buyers


      		The New Waterline


      		Author's Note


    


  


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
M

‘n

‘w y A
i S v h

\ T he ¥
Waterline

A Nowvel of Climate Disruption

Bruce Goode"





