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            Somewhere west of Africa, so far from land the sky is empty in all directions, a storm begins. The water is warm, the waves are high. The air is heavy with moisture. A breath of wind catches, then circles back, churning itself into something new: a closed circuit gathering power, tighter and tighter. In this way, the storm grows. It matures. Learns to hold a shape. The warm water feeds it, fattens it, then urges it westward. Electronic eyes watch as it skims across the Atlantic. Soon enough, it earns a name. Reports are written about its speed and size. Preparations are made. There are other storms in this ocean, other pockets of hot, moist wind and rain-heavy cloud. But this one—this one will outgrow them all.

         

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 1

         

         Frida watches Kirby from the kitchen window while she washes Yukon Golds beneath a thin trickle of water. Scrubbing at the dim yellow skins, she decides not to peel them. Maybe the boys won’t notice if she mashes them thoroughly enough—and if they do, she will cite nutritional value. Outside, beneath a bloated purple sky knifed with the sharp fronds of a coconut palm, Kirby stacks sandbags against the door to the tool shed. Even with the AC blasting, Frida can smell the rich stink of thunder in the air, something like ozone and gasoline and dirt all mixed together. The hurricane is close now. She can taste it.

         The baby kicks so hard she holds on to the counter until it stops. It feels as if this tiny, unborn thing could topple her. She asked—no, begged—Kirby to take them north, beyond the cone of uncertainty, but this is the third hurricane of the season and the third time she’s wanted to evacuate. The first one fizzled into a tropical storm before it even reached land. Heavy rain and a stiff wind and that was all. The second crawled up the opposite coast, wreaking havoc in Sarasota and Tampa, then swung back out into the Gulf. Before each one, he listened quietly to her pleas, calming her fears without succumbing to them, but then this morning something in her husband shifted. “Get yourself together,” he snapped. “We’re not leaving.” She was stung, shocked by the hardness in his voice. A new sound. Or new to her. It was just over a year ago that they met. Only six months since they married. There’s so much to learn about one another.

         Even if he were not bound to these storms by his work as a lineman, he would still be bound by something else. She has always understood this about him. He would still insist that this house is the safest place for them. This house—fortified by his labor, shielded from ocean winds by the wild tangle of live oak and cypress that looms just beyond the yard, but mostly guarded by the strength of his will. And isn’t this at least partly why she fell in love with him? This faith in the strength of his own preparations. This promise of protection. A stolid, immovable weight—the anchor secreted inside his rib cage, holding him to the earth, to Frida, to Florida. If he believes they are safe, then maybe she can, too.

         Resting a hand on her huge belly, she drops the last potato into the colander and twists off the faucet. The panic that has been with her all morning sharpens. It wasn’t always like this. She used to be brave. Didn’t she? The woman she was feels impossibly far away now, like a dream she can’t quite remember. A thump outside startles her, but it’s only Kirby laying down another sandbag. This is who she is now. The anxiety has become part of her. There’s something about the way the baby has been stirring today that is almost urgent enough to make her get in the truck and go north by herself. There are his keys on the table. She could just leave everything where it is: chicken already in the oven, greens on the cutting board, potatoes in the colander. Would she take her stepsons? They wouldn’t come even if she wanted them to.

         All morning, the roiling clouds have been wrapping tighter and tighter around the sky and now all the blue has been squeezed out of it. Out the window, she watches Kirby admire his pile of sandbags in front of the tool shed and move on to the house, so sure his preparations are impenetrable. So sure of victory against his old adversary. The big coconut palm hanging over the yard sways. Its roots are sunk deep beneath the wilderness lurking at the edge of the property, but its trunk swings out over the lawn as if the wild is reaching for the house with those big fingerlike fronds. As if it’s trying to caress the family that lives here, or to crush them all. Or both. Frida knows all about beauty and violence arriving together. She’s seen it up close; she knows what nature can do.

         Kirby lifts a conciliatory hand when he sees her there in the window, and Frida, still holding her belly, trying to shrug away this sense of dread, turns away without acknowledging him—not because she is angry but because she is frightened. When they fought earlier, he took her frantic appeals to evacuate as an insult. “Why can’t you just trust me?” he asked, bewildered. She didn’t know how to tell him that this was the wrong question without knowing what the right one was. They still haven’t made up.

         Kirby’s boys come tearing into the kitchen just then, all arms and legs and sounds too big for those little bodies. They are immune to the fear that curls up on Frida’s shoulders, nestling softly against her neck, pressing up against her windpipe—a gentle, invisible stranglehold. They feel only excitement in the simmering electricity of the atmosphere, the barometric pressure plummeting as each hour passes. She can almost see the current running through them: Lucas skidding across the tile floor in his dirty white socks, Flip leaping after him, midair, falling, fallen, and upright again, all in the space of a breath.

         “Boys,” she chides, doing her best impression of a mother. She has so little to guide her in these matters—when she was growing up, her own mother’s defining characteristic was her lack of mother-ness. Everyone said so. It isn’t that Frida regrets the way Joy raised her. How could she? Her childhood was singular, spent sailing between islands, with salt in every crevice and a vision of the sun permanently etched into the backs of her eyelids. She grew up everywhere and nowhere. The Keys, Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, Haiti, Panama, Venezuela. The only constants during Frida’s formative years were her mother and their decrepit sailboat and the ocean itself. There was no school outside of Joy’s instruction, and the friends she did manage to make could last only until Joy announced a departure date. When they pulled anchor, Joy always said it was time to find a new pair of sea legs. What’s wrong with the old ones? Frida would think. But she never complained. Of course she used to be brave. She had to be.

         “Boys!” Frida says again, louder this time, but it still feels like a performance, something she’s only seen on television. They can tell, and so can she. If Joy were here, she would do all of this differently. She would be running through the house alongside them, playing their games, learning their secrets. She would be so unrelenting in her mission to win them over that finally these boys would have no choice but to love her. Except Joy isn’t here. This is the ache Frida is learning to live with.

         She hears Flip and Lucas hurtling through the living room, the brisk creak of the screen door opening, and then a slap as it swings back against its frame. Out of sight, Kirby roars and the boys shriek, even Lucas, who recently decided that twelve was too old for games like this. All three of them round the edge of the house, back into view—the boys darting past the window, Kirby lumbering behind them with arms overhead, fingers wiggling. Frida instructs her nerves to settle and shoos away this circling, spinning unease. See, she tells herself, it isn’t real. No one else feels it. Everything is fine. She holds this assurance. Examines it. Does she feel better? Maybe. But then the baby, turning again and again, thrusting its limbs up against the constraints of her womb, up into her intestines, dislodges the seed of calm. Everything is not fine. Frida props her stomach up against the edge of the counter, and the Formica presses against her, against them both. She lets the edge dig into her, trying to quiet this spark inside her, but there is no suppressing it. Maybe this feeling is just a symptom of the murky greenish-yellow glow outside, or the way the baby is churning inside her today, or these unbidden memories of her dead mother, or the fact that this season, more catastrophic storms have made landfall than any other…a record that will undoubtedly be broken next year, and then again the next. But most likely, she thinks, it is the cumulation of these things packed together in the dense, hot air. It is the multitude, the crush of it all, the claustrophobic humidity of the atmosphere flooding her body, swarming along the surface of her skin. Surely that’s it. It’s overwhelm. Hypervigilance. Anxiety masquerading as intuition. But isn’t there at least a chance it’s the opposite? A pulsing intuition that she is trying her best to disown. A voice telling her that staying here will cost a great deal.

         Kirby stops chasing his boys and returns to the wheelbarrow. He starts slapping the bags down in front of the kitchen door, the sound almost indecent, half-moons of sweat under his arms, a slick of moisture forming at his hairline, where just a few threads of silver are creeping into the brown. His every gesture claims competency, an all-encompassing aura of stewardship—over the sandbags and the doorstep they will shelter, over the ground he’s standing on, over the boys that flit back and forth in the yard behind him, over this house, this day, this moment. Wherever he goes, he is rooted. It’s what drew Frida to him when she saw him that first time, among the wreckage of San Juan. Even there, he exuded belonging.

         She had planned only to visit Joy for ten days or so. It was the tail end of the summer before her last year of Rice’s architecture program, meant to be a quick vacation to her floating childhood home. The boat was docked in their favorite marina off the coast of Puerto Rico—just for the season. With Joy, it was always just for the season. Even after Frida left at seventeen, Joy went on sailing between her favorite islands alone, never more than a handful of months in one place. She could have chosen the Caymans just as easily. Or maybe that bay off of Taboga, the one they anchored in after Joy showed Frida the Bridge of the Americas for the first time and Frida decided that one day she wanted to build such marvels. But Joy didn’t choose either of those places. She picked San Juan.

         Frida was excited to take a brief reprieve from the metallic crush of her life in Houston—two jobs, an unpaid internship, and soon a full course load, all clamoring for a finite amount of energy. She ached for the unrelenting enthusiasm of her mother, the old comfort of falling asleep wrapped in waves, the way a shimmer of salt clung to everything. It was meant to be a balm after the endless hustle of Houston, where she could never seem to break even and always felt like an outsider. Then, just after she landed at Isla Verde, they named the hurricane—out there in the Atlantic, whirling all alone. Poppy, they called it. No one who had endured Hurricane Maria took its approach lightly. Everyone was as ready as they could be; it didn’t matter.

         What happened next is both vivid and incomplete. A therapist she saw a few times suggested that the missing pieces would return as the shock wore off, but Frida doesn’t want them. She remembers plenty: wading through floodwater and debris, trying to convince overrun funeral parlors to cremate Joy’s remains; the crowds in front of the airport, everyone waiting for the chance at a seat on a nonexistent flight to the mainland; sitting with a roomful of strangers in the FEMA shelter. And then there was Kirby, entering her field of vision like a beacon, like the first glimpse of land after so many days at sea. He was a man who knew what to do next when no one else did. She watched him and his crew survey the destruction and begin their work. Clearing debris, restringing electrical wires, planting new poles in the ground. Just one task at a time. The truth is, Kirby’s happiest when he’s fixing things. Sometimes she worries that this is the reason he married her.

         Frida sets the potatoes on the stove to boil, the little diamond chips on her finger catching the witchy chartreuse light that is brewing beneath the bruised clouds—an unseen sunset illuminating the yard. Poppy was only a year ago, but time gulped Frida down whole. It feels as though she’s lived decades since then, and now somehow, she is here, looking at a life she barely recognizes. She’s loosely cognizant of the choices she made along the way: keeping the baby, saying yes when he offered this ring, breaking her lease and dropping out of grad school, moving to this little town on the east coast of Florida. But at the same time, she cannot shake the feeling that she’s been washed ashore on a strange beach. Did she really choose or did she just succumb? Is it a decision to hold on to a life raft, or is it something else? Tears form in the corners of her eyes. It’s the hormones, she chides herself. All of this is just hormones. She loves Kirby, she loves her unmet daughter, and in this house they will build the kind of family she has always coveted. There is even space for these two little boys who don’t belong to her. She doesn’t need sea legs anymore; this ground is firm. It can hold her. It can hold all of them. She checks the oven, where the chicken fat is spitting in the bottom of the pan but the bird is not yet done.

         The boys wash their hands the third time she tells them to, and even though she can see them barely obeying—no scrubbing, no soap even—she says nothing, considering the battle won. She lays a stack of plates and a handful of silverware down on the table, and Flip, the youngest, begins to set them out without being asked. She tries not to let her surprise show at this small gesture. He’s always been her favorite of the two, and she likes to think that he is beginning to come around to her presence here. Out of the corner of her eye, she watches him line up the plates so that the pattern at each setting is straight, his little brow wrinkling in concentration, measuring the width between the edge of the table and the dishes with his fingers so they’re all evenly placed—something she learned to do working in fine dining back in Houston. She has not taught him this, and Kirby certainly hasn’t. It must have been their mother, an exacting woman she finds fearsome and fascinating and has met only once. The divorce wasn’t clean. She can feel the fissures it left behind even when she doesn’t always understand them.

         Her first summer with these boys that aren’t hers was unexpectedly hard. She had no idea what she was walking into until her lease in Houston had already been broken and the ring was on her finger and the baby was the size of a grapefruit. Kirby worked long hours, and when he was gone, the boys behaved badly. Lucas in particular, with Flip always a step or two behind. No one was thrilled about how things went—not Frida; not Kirby; not their mother, Chloe; and certainly not the boys themselves—but summers and occasional weekends and every other holiday with Kirby were what the hard-won custody arrangement decreed. Frida’s preferences had no place on the calendar. So she did her best. She is still just doing her best.

         Behind her, Lucas opens the fridge and begins to root through the crisper. She watches him dump a thin plastic bag of apples out into the drawer and then move on to the shelf above it, the bag floating softly down to the tile floor like a silver jellyfish.

         “We’re about to eat dinner, buddy,” she says. “Nothing for you in there.”

         “What is it, though? For dinner?” he asks, and she knows that this exchange is futile, that he has already decided not to like whatever she has made. A sense of defeat blooms inside her. The roast chicken is evident, steaming in its pan, stuffed with lemons and parsley, rubbed with butter. It looks good, mouthwatering even, but that doesn’t matter to him.

         “Chicken and mashed potatoes and greens.”

         “I don’t want that.”

         “I thought it was your favorite.”

         “Not the way you make it.” She tries so hard not to hate this kid, but he makes it difficult. Lucas lifts the lid on the potatoes and groans. “You didn’t even peel them? Isn’t there anything else?”

         “The skins are nutritious.”

         From under his breath, “Yeah, right.”

         “Go tell your dad it’s almost ready, please.”

         He opens the kitchen door and the sandbags come up to his waist. Scrambling over them, he goes in search of Kirby, who has moved on with his wheelbarrow. Frida drains the potatoes and begins to stamp the masher down into their soft yellow-white flesh. She is ferocious in this act of mashing, channeling all of her aggression and dread and determination into a dinner that she already knows will not be enjoyed. Again, she eyes the keys to Kirby’s truck on the table, and again, she imagines leaving this kitchen without a word—potatoes half-mashed, table set, the smell of garlic still on her hands—and driving away. It would be so easy. At the same time, it is impossible.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 2

         

         When Lucas comes around the corner to tell Kirby that dinner is ready and it looks disgusting, he’s busy pulling out window coverings from beneath the porch. The plywood is labeled by room—NW KITCHEN, S HALL, SE BED—and crusted with a sheen of gray mildew. A hot, wet, fertile smell drenches the air, so rich with anticipation that the ferns clustered under the porch are almost quivering. In its own way, the earth is also preparing for what draws near. But Kirby does not spend his time considering such intangibles; he’s focused on what is useful.

         “‘Disgusting’ is a mean word,” Kirby murmurs, still arranging the wood.

         “Well, it’s true.”

         Kirby steps back to count the pieces. He knows he should say something more to Lucas, but he can’t think of the right thing. All this animosity between him and his ex-wife, Chloe, has splattered onto his sons, and now onto Frida, too. He knows it’s his fault, but not seeing how to correct it, he goes on hoping it will be resolved without his intervention. These tactile preparations, however, are the kind of thing he does best, so instead of turning his attention to a conversation about feelings with a little boy who doesn’t want to have it, he looks to his checklist. The sandbags have all been stacked. The lawn furniture has been taken in. Only the windows are left now. He knows he’s overdone it with the sandbags. They’re piled higher than is useful, but he wants Frida to see that he has been listening to her. It is his visible testament to how very seriously he’s taking all of this, both the hurricane and his pledge to keep her safe. He hoped she would notice this gesture and soften, but it’s clear she’s still upset. It irks him, especially after he’s tried so hard to be patient with her, to be understanding and gentle about what she’s been through. He shouldn’t have snapped earlier, but it frustrates him that she isn’t getting better. If anything, she’s getting worse. The nightmares, the crying jags—it’s as if hurricane season has snatched away all the progress she’s made since Poppy. They’ve made. And now, the boys are back for the weekend, clamoring for his attention, not to mention a baby coming next month, a mortgage to pay, a new work crew to navigate…and first, these windows to cover. There’s a charge in the air; he can feel it pulsing. Whether it’s the hurricane coming closer or the chemistry of his many responsibilities colliding, he isn’t sure. The source hardly matters to him. All he knows is that he’s exhausted.

         When he met Frida, the divorce was still new enough to sting and his determination to do better was at its peak. With Chloe and the boys, he hadn’t paid enough attention. He didn’t see it then, but he sees it now. The constant traveling, the overtime, those fleeting weekends after sixteen-hour days of storm duty when all he could do was sleep—it added up. At home, he became a visitor. It shouldn’t have surprised him when Chloe filed the paperwork, but it did. She became an enemy when he wasn’t even looking. Probably because he wasn’t even looking.

         With Frida, he was determined that it would be different. He let the erratic contract work go and found a steady municipal job. Swallowed the pay cut. Bought a little house a few hours south from his boys with what was left after the divorce. Frida was still grieving the loss of her mother when they came here, but beginning to emerge from the shock of living through Poppy. She was getting better, and so was he. They were tender with each other. No one had ever been curious about his inner life the way she was. She wanted to know where he’d come from and how he felt about it and what he yearned for. It made him feel known, and that was new. Chloe had tolerated him—up until she didn’t—but Frida savored him. They painted the house a crisp white before the boxes were even unpacked, just the two of them out here in the yard with rollers and a ladder, sweating in the midday heat, feeling the proximity of all that death they’d left behind in the floodwater and at the same time, preparing for new life. Creating a way forward.

         It was a different kind of partnership for Kirby. She convinced him that knocking down the wall separating the kitchen from the dining room would make the house better, then she wielded her own sledgehammer, pregnant and nauseous but determined to share the labor. And she was right. She started sketching out an addition they could build someday—another bedroom for when the boys came to visit, with a big screened-in porch where they could sit and watch the egrets hunt for grasshoppers. That’s the Frida he married: making things better at every turn. Making him better. He thought it was mutual, but lately it feels like they are both falling apart.

         “Dad,” Lucas says, sensing that his father’s attention has wandered. He’s eager to help, to be on Kirby’s team, but Kirby is still thinking about his other team. He wants to reconcile the woman he remembers scrabbling across this roof as easily as if it were the deck of her mother’s boat with the doom-obsessed stranger sullenly washing potatoes in the kitchen. He wants to understand her, but he’s too tired, too irritated, to wrap his head around the transformation of these last few months. “Dad!” Lucas insists. “Can I?”

         “Have at it.” He lets Lucas climb under the porch for the last few window coverings, just to give him something to do. Watching his oldest sort through the plywood, lining the pieces up against the siding, he notices that Lucas is organizing them so that they’re grouped by room. “That’s good,” Kirby says, “putting them in the right order. Efficient.” Lucas beams.

         Kirby knows that Frida is having a hard time with the boys, Lucas especially. If it were a matter of acting out, a kick, a punch, a tantrum, that would be something he could handle. But these nuances Frida seems so upset about…it’s not his forte. He can admit that he got so carried away by the clean slate of this little white house that he neglected making the boys feel like it belonged to them, too. His life with Chloe and the boys and then his life with Frida felt separate. He didn’t think about how to integrate them. But what’s done is done, so he goes on hoping that patience is all they need. They’ll go back to their mother’s in a few days and he’ll redouble his efforts with Frida then. One problem at a time. For now, it’s just a matter of getting through the weekend.

         When Lucas has retrieved the last of the plywood, he wipes his hands on his T-shirt and little gray mildew smudges appear. “That’s good for tonight,” Kirby says. “We’ll bang ’em up in the morning.” He’d like to put them up now, but letting Frida’s dinner get cold will only make things worse. Heading in, he glimpses her standing there in the window, the curve of her hand resting on top of her belly as she frowns at him, framed by green curtains and her voluminous dark curls, as if she’s been standing there for hours, perfecting her pose, waiting for him to come round the corner so he can see this icy vision of martyrdom.

         “When’s the storm getting here?” Lucas asks, clawing at his shirt. Always grabbing at some article of Kirby’s clothing, these boys. Always asking for a little more of him.

         “Tomorrow afternoon,” Kirby says. “But probably won’t be a direct hit. Forecast says it’ll make land farther north.”

         “I saw the Robisons leaving this morning. Jimmy said they’re ’vacuating. But we’re not, are we?”

         “Well,” Kirby says, and fixes his eyes on his oldest. “That depends. Are you scared of a little wind?” Lucas shakes his head before the question is done being asked. “Are you scared of a little rain?” Another shake. “Then we’re not evacuating.” He says this last bit as Lucas clambers over the sandbags stacked in the open doorway. Kirby doesn’t intend for Frida to hear him say all of this, but she does, and when he follows Lucas into the kitchen and catches the look on her face, puckered and tearful, he’s instantly ashamed of himself. He only meant to make his son feel safe. But then his guilt swells too big and it changes into something bitter, something charred. He can feel it turn—the apology he knows he should offer, the sorry on the tip of his tongue, burns.

         “Wash your hands, Lucas,” Kirby says, his mouth full of ash.

         “I already did.”

         “So do it again.”

         Lucas makes the sound of a child being forced to do hard labor and stumbles toward the sink, suddenly limp under the weight of this task. This time, he uses the soap.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 3

         

         Dinner is eaten quietly. The boys pick at their food. The chicken is dry. The mashed potatoes are lumpy. The greens—the greens are bright and well-seasoned, but these boys don’t like greens unless they’re cooked in molasses, the way their mother makes them, and even then they are dubious.

         “Eat,” Kirby commands, confused by their ravenous eyes and heaping plates. What he doesn’t fully understand is that these boys aren’t hungry for food. They’re hungry for him. His attention. His affection. Even before the divorce they were hungry, fed on scraps when he had the time and energy to play. Now they are starving. At their other house, Chloe tells them that Kirby abandoned them all. They don’t believe this, not yet, but they’re scared that it might be true. “Frida cooked you dinner and you will eat it,” Kirby adds, but this only gives them another reason not to. Over the summer, Flip and Lucas tormented Frida because she has what they want. What their mother never had. It’s the only way they know how to be loyal to Chloe without sacrificing Kirby’s attention. This weekend, as always, they can’t stop thinking about how soon these precious hours with their father will end. They are such different boys, but in this yearning for more time they are united.

         “They don’t have to,” Frida says. She can see that the harder Kirby pushes them to like her, the harder they will resist.

         “They do, actually,” Kirby replies, his tone sharp. So the boys eat the food they don’t want, because their father tells them to. Lucas tears into his drumstick. Flip shovels mashed potatoes into his mouth. Still they’re hungry. Frida is just an interloper, another heart for Kirby to feed, a reason the boys have less than they used to. She tries to win them over with kindness and pity, but this tastes wrong to them. Her smell is too mossy, her voice is too low, the food she cooks for them is wrong. She is an acquired taste that they don’t want to acquire. Instead, they eye her round belly and see how little they are about to matter. The love in this house is finite. Tense. Transactional. There isn’t enough for them, and soon there will be even less. They feel a storm coming, too.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 4

         

         The rain starts as Frida scoops the cold, congealing mashed potatoes into Tupperware. There is too much food left over—Lucas and Flip were being fussy and she wasn’t thinking about how long they might have to go without power when she decided to buy a whole chicken. She wonders if she should just throw the mashed potatoes away, but at that moment it seems like more work than to save them, so she clicks the lid into place and stacks the container in the fridge with all the other Tupperwares, little cloudy boxes with their rainbow of contents. It might be beautiful if she didn’t know what was inside them all—fried plantains gone soggy; pink beans and rice; roasted carrots; overcooked chicken. But she does, and so all she sees is a constellation of food that no one wanted the first time. The recipes she knows by heart they hate, and the recipes she learns for them seem to go wrong. She always enjoyed cooking, but Kirby is useless in the kitchen and somehow the task of feeding them all has fallen to her. She likes cooking less now. She misses the grind of Houston—at least there she knew what she was working toward, and the only person she had to take care of was herself.

         The boys are in bed and Kirby putters out in his tool shed. The quiet thrum of rain against the roof usually makes her feel peaceful, but tonight it sounds like a threat, soft and persistent—ready to intensify at any moment. Kirby comes in with his hand-crank radio, stepping over the sandbags in the doorway and spattering water across the floor. Rain pools at his feet. Frida doesn’t want to fight with him, but he is so calm it feels like she must. If she doesn’t remind him how vulnerable they all are, she worries he will forget. His comment to Lucas is still ringing in her ears. A little rain. A little wind. Goddammit, Kirby, she thinks.

         “See?” she says, gesturing at the ceiling and the sky above it. On another day she might have held back. She might have seen the exhaustion on his face and remembered that he is also doing his best. But it’s not another day. It’s today, and today she is tired of feeling alone with the panic that lately seems like it is always whirling just beneath her skin. “It’s starting and the windows aren’t boarded up yet. Are you even listening?”

         “For fuck’s sake.” Kirby slams his hands into the back of one of the chairs, pushed in neatly, and the entire table jumps forward a few inches. “I’m boarding them up first thing. I told you we’d be ready and we’ll be ready. You think I haven’t been tracking it? You think I don’t know how hurricanes work? It’ll hit farther north. And even if it doesn’t, we’ll be fine.”

         “Right, because you know everything, Kirb. You have all the information. I’m the one who doesn’t know shit.”

         Except they both know, firsthand, how hurricane season goes. For years, Kirby made his living taking storm-duty contracts, traveling to wherever the aftermath was worst, and for her entire childhood, Frida and Joy were ruled by weather patterns. None of that helped her in San Juan. Is it any wonder she’s so frightened now? The most significant moment of Frida’s life is wrapped in the howl of a hurricane, the dark funnel of grief and a bright pinpoint of the eye shining above—the brightness that used to be Kirby. It used to be this house, and the life they were building inside it. Now, it’s not that she doubts her husband’s expertise in these storms, but rather that she doubts his expertise in her.

         “Fri,” he says, trying to de-escalate the fury he sees on her face, “we’ll be okay. I promise. I’ve been prepping for hurricanes since I was a kid. I know how to do this.”

         He reaches for her. The baby kicks again, hard, and she suddenly doesn’t have the energy to point out that they have this in common. That there is not one expert in this house but two. Soon, a third. Because what will this baby know but storm after storm?

         Tears come, falling along with the rain outside—warm and steady, not yet thunderous. The prelude to something greater. Something torrential. She lets him hold her, both of them standing in the rainwater seeping from Kirby’s boots.

         “I’m scared,” she whispers.

         “Don’t be,” he says, and it makes everything so much worse.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 5

         

         The power goes out in the middle of the night. It’s the kind of thing that most people sleep through, but Kirby is not most people. He is immediately awake, aware of the various degrees of silence where there was once a humming refrigerator, the tick of a wall clock, a purring fan, the quiet groan of the central air vent. The constant buzz of electricity waiting to be dispersed. It all clicks off in the same second, and Kirby hears it as if it were a sonic boom.

         He rises quietly. In the bathroom, he notices the outline of a philodendron silhouetted against the bathroom window. It waves to him, a dark flutter of its enormous leaves. The winds are picking up. For a moment, he worries that he’s left boarding up the windows too late. It could be the storm moved more quickly than folks realized. Could be that Frida was right. Is it already here? An uncharacteristic pang of doubt shatters any sleep that still clung to him.

         He dresses quickly, his Carhartts in a heap on the bathroom floor where he left them, the same stinking T-shirt he wore the previous day, still damp with sweat. The house is beginning to warm without the AC. He goes outside and fishes his headlamp out of the glove box of his truck. Putting it on, he’s glad the plywood is already sorted, relieved that the wind, stiff and uneven, is not yet dangerous. There’s a lull in the rain and he hurries to make the most of it.

         Frida thinks he isn’t taking the forecast seriously, but he is too good at his job not to take it seriously. He’s just not willing to indulge her panic. There’s no lie in saying it will probably be nothing but a thunderstorm here in Rudder. This kind of reasoning used to soothe her, back when the trauma of Poppy was still fresh in her mind—but she doesn’t want to hear him tell her not to worry anymore. So then what is he supposed to say? It’s been a brutal season. Next year will be bad, too, but naming these realities changes nothing. He learned to close his mind to the carnage of other places a long time ago. In his line of work, he had to.

         At the top of the ladder, with a piece of plywood under his arm and the drill in hand, he shines his headlamp on the window frame. It looks exactly as it did the last time he was up here. The plywood fits perfectly, as he knew it would. The holes have already been drilled and the screws zip into place. There is comfort in this. Comfort in physical tasks and their tools and the precision of a bit fitting into the head of a screw. If only the trouble with Frida could be so simple, so accessible. He imagines going into their bedroom with the drill, applying it to a secret compartment in the sole of her foot, the back of her neck, and resetting a mysterious switch while she sleeps. He imagines her undisturbed smile upon waking, the smile she used to give him, pure, as if seeing his face was all it took to make her happy. Is it unfair to wish she were…easier? Less work? It is. He knows it is. But he wishes it anyway. He wants to retrieve those days spent standing on this same ladder, paint roller in hand, making a weather-worn house feel new again.

         Flip and Lucas come tumbling outside, awake and curious, and the feeling of that hot afternoon sun on his back fades. The smell of new paint leaves him. The rain begins again and the boys holler up at him, wanting to know what he’s doing up out here in the dark. On the other side of this wall, the best friend he’s ever had is curled around the child they’ll share, two overlapping bodies busy with the work of creation. This is what he has now. As the warm rain wets the earth, he is reminded that it’s enough. It’s more than enough. He is luckier than most. Today, he will be whatever this besieged family needs from him.

         Kirby sets the boys to work and they are excited to help. Together the three of them ready the house, closing its glossy eyes against the coming storm, shutting those plywood lids one at a time.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 6

         

         Inside, Frida has already been awake for hours. She builds a fortress of pillows around her naked body now that she is alone in this bed, one between her thighs, one at her back, one clutched against her breasts. Safely ensconced, she listens to Kirby and the boys boarding up the bedroom windows and lies very still. He is just outside, perched on his ladder, pressing the bit of his drill against the wall where their headboard stands, but it feels as if he is miles away. The bright light of his headlamp filters through the curtains, illuminating the pale pink nightgown she shed in the night, then the light is gone, four twirls of the drill, a thump, and the darkness is complete. She peels back the sheet; it’s too hot for anything to be against her skin but the air itself. She instinctively looks for the glow of the alarm clock, but it isn’t there.

         He calls to the boys, “No, the big one,” and then there’s the whining motor of the drill again, the shriek of a screw, the thud of the board snapping up tight against the window frame. She knows it’s early. Knows that Kirby woke to the outage, as he always does, and was unnerved, knows that he didn’t expect to lose power until the afternoon at least. He’ll likely be called in to fix the downed line as soon as dawn breaks—or does not break, depending on the sky. Again, she wishes that just this once he had listened to her and the four of them were waking up somewhere in the Panhandle, far from the hurricane’s path. She wishes for a code she might speak that would convey this sense of emergency, this unhinged feeling she has that if he doesn’t let her be frightened, doesn’t let her exist in this fear completely and without apology, if he doesn’t listen, she might never recover.

         None of this feels like a symptom of pregnancy, but maybe it is. She has to at least consider that, doesn’t she? Maybe this dread is part of making a life. She wishes her mother could be here to stroke her hair, to listen to her belly, to tell her little fibs about how much it will or won’t hurt when it’s time. Instead, she’s surrounded by men and little boys. Is it true that she doesn’t know a single woman here in Rudder? She tries to think, surely that isn’t the case, but it is. There’s a neighbor—an older woman who lives alone—but they’ve only exchanged pleasantries in the grocery store or met by chance, walking along the road.

         Frida lived in Houston long enough to make a few good friends, but after Joy died, after Poppy, she couldn’t imagine going back and resuming her studies as if nothing had happened. So she lingered in San Juan, even after flights resumed. Her friends called to check on her, asking when she would be back, but she didn’t have an answer. She wanted to be close to people who understood what had just happened to her. Most of all she wanted to be close to Kirby. And he wanted her there, too. She’d never felt so wanted. She realized she was pregnant a few weeks before Kirby’s contract ended, and when he asked her to come home with him, it seemed fated. Now, it just seems rash.

         The bedroom, so dark already, grows darker still as Kirby seals off the windows in the hall. Frida keeps her eyes open, watching the shimmer of molecules forming and reforming in the blackness. Kirby and the boys move on to the living room. She can still hear the thump of the ladder and the whine of the drill, but either they have stopped speaking or the wind is sucking their voices up into the brewing atmosphere. Not long now.

      
   


   
      
          

         
            Chapter 7

         

         Kirby lights the gas stove with a match and makes the boys eggs while he waits to be called in to work. It’s possible they won’t call—possible that they’ll wait till after the storm passes. But every hour with the power back on is another hour to bill. He glances at the clock on his phone, 5:37. They’ll call before six if they call at all.

         He can tell that the boys are thrilled by this change in their routine: the early-morning quiet, the darkness, the urgent, rugged work of boarding up the windows as the wind starts to move faster and faster. They jab at each other with their elbows and drink orange juice straight from a slowly warming carton, condensation dripping down the sides. They are giddy in his presence, as if he is a girl they are trying to impress. Kirby almost laughs at the thought, at the idea that one day soon they will indeed be trying to impress girls, but his humor is short-lived. There is too much on his mind to enjoy the spare moments with them this morning. He is busy waiting for the crush of the day’s responsibilities to bear down.

         “Let your brother have some,” he says as he sees Lucas take another chug, juice slipping down the corners of his mouth and onto his shirt while Flip waits his turn. His tone is harder than necessary, but his oldest has been difficult lately, pushing everyone a little too far. Lucas grins and burps, triumphantly unperturbed, then crushes the empty container and tosses it into the recycling bin. This fucking kid, he thinks, and resolves that he will talk to him after all. He should have done it last night when Lucas called Frida’s dinner disgusting. He’ll do it later today, when they are all stuck in this little house together and there is no escape.

         Feeling good about this, Kirby lights a candle directly from the burner’s flame and sets it next to the pan, then turns off his headlamp. Work will call soon. He checks the screen of his cell phone. Probably any minute. Most people don’t realize how temperamental the flow of electricity is, but Kirby knows it better than anyone. Temperamental and deadly. He’s spent the last fifteen years climbing poles, working on lines, cleaning up after blizzards and hurricanes and tornadoes. He knows what can happen in a single moment of negligence working with electricity—people die, or they lose limbs, or they lose skin. A lot of skin. He’s seen it. When people ask what he does for a living, he just tells them he keeps the lights on, because no one seems to know what a lineman is, and they nod approvingly. They like how simple it sounds. No one wants to think too hard about how tenuous these staples really are, about the human cost of turning on a lamp or opening the refrigerator. It’s the places that know true disaster where people understand the kind of work he does. The places that are used to going without power for weeks or months or lately—years.

         When he took the Puerto Rico contract, it was just another storm duty assignment. Another way to escape the prefurnished studio where he’d been spending his rare days off, after Chloe kicked him out but before they’d figured out a joint custody arrangement. Except it wasn’t just another assignment. Before his crew even arrived, they knew that the whole grid needed to be replaced. They knew that the parts being shipped over were inadequate. They knew that they didn’t have enough hands to do what was needed. Everyone did. They’d known all this since Maria and yet in the years since, billions had been spent on inadequate patches. And after Poppy, they spent even more to do even less. He’d never worked a job to run out the clock before. They worked to keep the lights on, didn’t they? But the lights weren’t coming back on, not here. The government had left this place to drown and sent men like him to pretend they’d done all they could. Kirby had never felt so useless. He’d known for years how decrepit the U.S. electrical grid had become. Every lineman knew that. But he’d imagined, as they all had, that one day the work would get done. The lights, somehow, would stay on. Turns out that in a territory where no one could vote, they wouldn’t. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knows that Puerto Rico was only the beginning, but he doesn’t dwell on that. Those worries are above his pay grade.

         The eggs start to smoke. He flips them out onto plates and passes them to the boys. Running their forks through singed egg white, they make faces but eat anyway. Kirby is unaware of just how special this moment is to them. He cannot see how anxious they are that this will end too soon. The rain has begun again, thudding sideways against the house now. The soil-rich smell of humidity and chlorophyll has crept in through the cracks without the AC to strip it from the air. Shrubs knock on the side of the house with their soft knuckles, requesting refuge from the rising wind. Even so, the house is quieter than it usually is; it still feels like the middle of the night. He jots down a list of last-minute things he planned to do this morning for Frida and pins it to the refrigerator with a plastic magnet that looks like the earth: verdant green and blue.

         When the phone finally does ring, Lucas reaches for it and swipes across the screen before the first trill has finished. “Hello?” he says, eager to be part of Kirby’s day. Kirby plucks it from his hands
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