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This novel contains depictions of domestic violence, child endangerment, drowning, references to past abuse and incarceration, grief, and morally complex situations. The intimate scenes are written with emotional intensity and implied rather than explicit content. Reader discretion is advised.
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This is a dark romance. The darkness is the point.

PLAYLIST
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"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver

"The Night We Met" — Lord Huron

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"Strange Fruit" — Billie Holiday

"River" — Leon Bridges

"Hurt" — Johnny Cash

"In the Pines" — Lead Belly

"Hallelujah" — Jeff Buckley

"Come as You Are" — Civil Wars

"The Trapeze Swinger" — Iron & Wine

"To Build a Home" — The Cinematic Orchestra

"I Can't Make You Love Me" — Bon Iver

"The net that catches me also holds me."

— Louisiana proverb
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"We are all just prisoners here, of our own device."

— Eagles, "Hotel California"

For the ones who stayed.

And for the ones who came back.
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Before Her

The braid is wrong again.

I hold the three sections of Luce's hair between my fingers and try to remember the order. Right over center. Left over center. Or is it center over right. The strands are fine, dark, slippery with the coconut oil I worked through them ten minutes ago, and they keep sliding free. My hands are too big for this. They've always been too big for this. I can haul a hundred-pound cast net from the water in one pull, can gut a redfish in under thirty seconds, can split a cypress log with six clean strokes. But a nine-year-old's hair defeats me every morning.

"Daddy, you're pulling."

"Sorry, bébé."

I loosen my grip. Start over. Right over center. The porch planks are damp under my bare feet, and the radio on the rail crackles through static. I turned it on twenty minutes ago, low enough that Luce wouldn't hear the numbers, but the voice comes through anyway, clipped and official against the dawn chorus of the bayou.

Flood warning. Terrebonne Parish. Mississippi at stage eighteen and rising. Voluntary evacuation recommended for residents below the Intracoastal Waterway.

I don't look at the water. I already know where it is. Third step. Yesterday it was at the second. The day before, the ground was dry and Luce rode her bicycle on the shell road and I sat on this same porch and watched the sky to the north and knew what was coming before any radio told me.

You learn to read water when it's all you've had. When you've lived your whole life at its edge, when your mother went into it and didn't come back, when your father's hands were the thing that kept her there. You learn to read the color of the sky and the direction of the current and the way the herons fly low before a surge. You learn that water is patient. It waits, and then it takes.

"Can I have two braids today?"

"One's hard enough."

She twists around on the stool to look at me, and her face is the only argument God ever made in my favor. Dark eyes, her mother's cheekbones, my jaw already sharpening beneath the baby roundness. She's nine and she reads two grades above level and she can identify seventeen species of bayou fish by silhouette and she sleeps in a loft I built with my own hands from cypress planks I milled myself.

She is the only thing in my life I have not ruined.

"One braid," I say. "Turn around."

She turns. I start again. Right over center. Left over center. My knuckles are scarred white across the tops, the skin split and healed so many times it doesn't tan anymore. Scaling fish, mending traps, seven years of concrete and steel at Angola where the walls took whatever softness I had left and gave back something harder. These hands killed a man. These hands built a loft, a porch rail, a crab trap, a life. The same hands. My father's hands.

I tie off the braid with the elastic Luce holds out to me. It's lopsided. It's always lopsided. She touches it with her fingers, running the weave like she's reading Braille.

"It's perfect, Daddy."

She lies for me the way I lie for her. Hers is kindness. Mine is survival.

The radio spits static again. Stage nineteen. Rising. I look at the water now. Brown, slow, already swallowing the third step. The bayou channels to the east are wider than yesterday, the edges blurred where the banks have gone under. The shell road is still visible through the cypress trees, a pale ribbon curving south toward Dulac, but the ditches on both sides are full and climbing.

Two days. Maybe three. Then the road goes under and we're an island.

I've ridden out floods before. This cabin has stood for forty years on cypress stilts my grandfather drove into the mud with a hand maul. The floor sits eight feet above mean water level. The roof is corrugated tin, bolted, not nailed. I've got rice in the pantry, canned goods on the shelf, smoked fish hanging in the utility shed, and a rain barrel that catches clean water off the gutter. The pirogue is tied to the porch rail, motor checked, fuel topped. I know every channel within ten miles, every depth, every current.

We'll be fine. We've always been fine. The two of us, out here, where nobody comes and nobody has to.

But today someone is coming.

The letter arrived three weeks ago. Not the kind of letter I can read, which is to say not the kind of letter I can defend myself against. Official header. State seal. Block text that swam in front of my eyes like fish under murky water. I brought it to Thierry at the bait shop and asked him to read it, casual, like it was junk mail. Thierry's face when he finished told me everything the words wouldn't.

Child Protective Services. Home visit. Scheduled for today. A caseworker named Sloane.

I didn't sleep that night. I lay in the dark and listened to Luce breathing in the loft above me and thought about all the ways a piece of paper can take a child from a man who can't read the words on it. I thought about the box under my bed. The custody petition from Nadine's mother in El Paso, the one I can't answer because I can't fill out the forms, the one that's been sitting there for eight months like a grenade with the pin half out. I thought about the things they'll see when they come: the kerosene stove, the lack of electricity, the outdoor shower, the pirogue instead of a car, the father with prison tattoos and a seventh-grade education and hands that killed a man at seventeen.

They won't see the heron Luce spotted last week, the way she whispered its species name like a secret. They won't see the bookshelf I built from scrap lumber, stocked with every paperback I could find at the Goodwill in Houma. They won't see the multiplication tables she practices on the porch while I run the trotline, or the way she tucks herself against my side at night during storms, not because she's afraid of me but because I'm the thing between her and the thunder.

They'll see what they always see. Poverty wearing a man's face. And they'll write it down in words I can't read and take my daughter to a place where the sheets are clean and the food comes from a refrigerator and nobody teaches her the difference between a blue heron and a tricolored by the shape of the shadow on the water.

Luce jumps off the stool. The braid swings.

"Is the lady coming today?"

"Maybe."

"What does she want?"

I watch the water climb the third step. "To look around."

"At what?"

"Everything."

She's quiet for a moment. She's too smart for nine, this girl. She hears the things I don't say the way I read the things the bayou doesn't show.

"Daddy?"

"Yeah, bébé."

"I don't want to go anywhere."

I pull her against my leg. My hand covers the top of her head. I can feel her skull through her hair, the warmth of her, the terrifying smallness of the thing I'm trying to protect.

"You're not going anywhere."

I say it the way my father used to say things. Like fact. Like weather. Like the kind of truth that doesn't need an argument because it will happen whether you believe it or not.

Nobody leaves.

The words taste wrong in my mouth, and I don't know why until I remember where I heard them first. Not from my own voice. From his. On a dock at the edge of Bayou Lafourche, twenty-three years ago, while the water did what water does.

I push the memory down. It goes where it always goes, to the silt layer beneath everything else, where the things I can't afford to feel settle and stay.

The water's at the third step. By tomorrow it'll be at the fifth. And somewhere on the road between here and Houma, a woman with a clipboard is driving toward my daughter.

I pick up the coffee Luce made on the kerosene stove. She measures the grounds herself, four scoops, learned from watching me, the only recipe in this house that doesn't come from the water. The coffee is too strong. It's always too strong. She makes it the way I make it, because she's mine, and everything she knows, she learned from my hands.

I drink it standing. I watch the water. I wait.
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CHAPTER 1
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Intake

Gavin's voice comes through the speaker like something scraped off the bottom of a shoe.

"Sloane, I need the recommendation by Friday. The audit's in two weeks and I've got fourteen open cases in the bayou parishes that look like we forgot they exist. This one's been flagged for eight months. Eight months, Aven. Get out there, do the assessment, recommend removal if appropriate, and close it."

I grip the steering wheel with one hand and adjust the AC vent with the other. It's blowing hot air. The Honda's been doing this since March, cycling between arctic and equatorial with no warning, and today it's chosen equatorial. My blouse is glued to my back. The seatbelt cuts across my chest like a brand.

"I haven't done the home visit yet, Gavin. I can't recommend anything without seeing the environment."

"The environment is a shack in the middle of a swamp. The father's a convicted felon. The mother's been gone for six years. The kid hasn't been enrolled in school since first grade. What exactly do you need to see?"

The GPS on my phone went silent twenty minutes ago, the blue dot frozen on a road that no longer has a name. I'm following the shell road south from Dulac, and the word "road" is generous. White oyster shells packed into mud, barely wider than my car, bordered by ditches that are disturbingly full. Cypress trees crowd in from both sides, draped in Spanish moss that hangs motionless in air that hasn't moved since I crossed the Intracoastal.

"I need to see the child, Gavin. That's the job."

"The job is to protect the child. Which means getting her into a stable placement before the state auditors start asking why a nine-year-old is living off-grid with a man who did seven years at Angola for killing his own father."

My left hand finds my wrist. The bracelet there, thin copper, has been warm against my skin all day. I turn it once, a habit I don't notice anymore, the way some people touch a rosary.

"Manslaughter," I say. "Not murder."

"You're splitting hairs."

"That's literally what the law does."

Static fills the car. The cell signal has been dying in stages for the last ten miles, bars dropping like a countdown, and Gavin's voice is already breaking apart. He says something about metrics and quarterly reviews and the kind of bureaucratic vocabulary that sounds urgent in a conference room and meaningless out here, where the trees are closing in and the water in the ditches is brown and still and level with the road.

"Gavin, I'm losing you."

"Friday, Sloane. I want that rec—"

The call drops. The silence is immediate and thick, and for a moment the only sound is the Honda's engine and the crunch of shells under the tires and somewhere, far off, the guttural call of a bird I can't identify.

I drive.

The file is on the passenger seat. Thane, Corvin D. Age thirty-four. Residence: unincorporated Terrebonne Parish, approximately three miles south of Cocodrie on Bayou Petit Caillou. No current mailing address. No phone number on record. No email. The referral came from a school district truancy check that triggered a welfare flag that triggered a CPS case file that sat in a drawer for eight months because nobody wanted to drive this far into the bayou for a single child case with no complaint from neighbors. There are no neighbors.

Previous caseworker visited once, two years ago. Notes: "Home is rustic but maintained. Child appears healthy and well-adjusted. Father cooperative but uncommunicative. No recommendation for removal at this time." That caseworker quit six months later. The case languished.

Now Gavin needs it closed because the audit is coming and open cases are bad metrics and bad metrics mean bad reviews and bad reviews mean Gavin doesn't get the regional director position he's been campaigning for since January.

I know this. I know what he wants. I know that the recommendation he's looking for has nothing to do with the child's welfare and everything to do with a spreadsheet in Baton Rouge.

I keep driving because the alternative is turning around, and I've never been good at that.

The cabin appears between the trees like something the swamp grew on its own. Cypress wood, tin roof, raised on stilts that lift the floor a full story above the waterline. A porch wraps two sides, hung with drying nets and coils of rope and a pair of rubber boots upside down on the rail. A pirogue is tied to the nearest stilt, low and flat, its aluminum hull streaked with mud. There's a rain barrel under the gutter downspout, a utility shed to the left with smoke curling from a pipe, and a wooden staircase climbing from the mud to the porch.

The water is at the fourth step.

I park on what passes for solid ground, a crushed-shell pad twenty feet from the stairs. When I open the door, the heat hits me like a physical thing. Not air. A substance. Wet, heavy, tasting of mud and vegetation and the faintly sulfurous note of stagnant water. My sunglasses fog instantly. I take them off. The light is filtered, golden-green, coming through the canopy in shafts that make the moss glow.

I grab the file, my notebook, my pen. I check my phone: no signal. Zero bars. The screen is damp with condensation.

I climb the stairs.

He's on the porch.

The first thing I register is scale. He fills the doorway the way a wall fills a frame, without effort, without posture, simply by being the size he is. Six-four, maybe more. Shoulders that could carry a crossbeam. Arms bare to the shoulder, brown from sun, corded with the kind of muscle that comes from years of labor, not vanity. A tattoo runs from under his left ear to the base of his throat, disappearing into the collar of a faded gray shirt. His hands hang at his sides, and even slack they look like tools.

His face is the kind of face that starts fights in bars without meaning to. Square jaw, heavy brow, a nose that's been broken at least once. Dark hair, damp, pushed back from his forehead. And eyes that stop me on the third step from the top.

Not the color. The color is bayou water at dusk, greenish brown, unremarkable. It's what's behind them. A stillness that isn't calm. The stillness of something that has decided not to move and is watching to see if you've noticed.

A girl appears behind his left leg. Small, dark-haired, holding a paperback against her chest like a shield.

"Mr. Thane? I'm Aven Sloane, from Terrebonne Parish Child Protective Services. I believe you received notice of my visit."

My voice comes out exactly the way I've trained it: warm, professional, non-threatening. The voice of a woman who is here to help. I've said these words so many times they've lost their meaning, the way a prayer loses God when you repeat it past feeling.

He looks at me. He looks at my hand, which I've extended in the automatic gesture of professional introduction. He looks at it the way a man looks at a snake that's appeared on his porch.

He doesn't take it.

The girl presses closer to his leg. His hand comes up and rests on the top of her head, and the gesture is so gentle, so reflexive, so clearly the habit of a thousand mornings that something in my professional architecture flexes.

He steps back from the doorway. Not an invitation. A concession.

"You can come in," he says. His voice is low, unhurried, with the Cajun vowels worn down to a faint inflection, like an accent he's tried to sand away and couldn't quite finish. "But you're not taking her."
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Territory

She walks through my home the way a surgeon walks through a body. Measuring, cataloging, deciding what to cut.

I stand by the stove and watch her. Luce is in the loft, the trapdoor half open, one eye visible between the planks. I told her to stay up there. She listened because she always listens, because listening is the first thing a quiet child learns from a quiet father.

The caseworker moves through the main room with her notebook open. Her eyes land on surfaces I've stopped seeing: the kerosene stove with its blackened grate, the rain barrel's copper spigot mounted through the wall, the shelf of paperbacks above the cot. She pauses at the cot. Writes something. Moves to the kitchen area, such as it is. The countertop I built from a slab of live oak. The basin sink that drains through a pipe into the gray water below the cabin. The camp cooler where I keep what doesn't survive the heat. She opens it. Looks inside. Catfish fillets on ice. Crawfish. A carton of milk I bought in Dulac four days ago that's probably turning.

She writes in her notebook. She writes the way I tie knots. Without looking. Her pen moves and her eyes are somewhere else, on the next thing, already assessing.

"Mr. Thane, does the cabin have electricity?"

"No."

"Running water?"

"Rain barrel. Filtered."

"And the stove is kerosene?"

"Yes."

She writes. I watch her hand. It's small, precise, the kind of hand that has never hauled rope or scaled a drum. She holds the pen between her index and middle finger instead of the standard grip, a detail I shouldn't notice but do, the way I notice every detail about a person who has come here to measure my life and find it short.

"What about Lucienne's schooling?"

"I teach her."

"You homeschool?"

"I teach her."

She looks up from the notebook. Her eyes are gray. Not the soft gray of morning fog but the hard gray of galvanized steel, the kind they use for culvert pipes, functional and difficult to bend.

"Do you have a curriculum? Lesson plans? Assessment records?"

"She reads above grade level. She does math. She knows the natural sciences of this region better than most adults."

"I'll need to see documentation."

"She can tell you the spawning cycle of the blue catfish and the tidal patterns of the Gulf of Mexico for every month of the year. She can read a topographic map. She can identify medicinal plants by leaf shape. That's her documentation."

The notebook closes. Not all the way. Just enough to tell me she's heard what I've said and decided it doesn't count.

She moves to the bathroom. It's small, carved from the corner of the cabin during a renovation I did when Luce was four. A composting toilet, a shower with a gravity-fed water bag, a mirror I hung on a nail. She pushes the curtain aside, looks in. Writes. Pushes the curtain back.

"The shower water. Where does it come from?"

"Same barrel. I heat it in a black bag on the porch during the day. Gravity feeds through the wall."

"And Lucienne bathes independently?"

The question lands like a fish hook. I feel the barb. She doesn't look at me when she asks it, and the not-looking is deliberate, the way a doctor doesn't look at you when they're asking about a lump.

"She's nine. She bathes herself. She's been bathing herself since she was six."

"I'm required to ask, Mr. Thane."

"You're required to do a lot of things."

She writes. The scratch of her pen is louder than it should be in the quiet of the cabin, louder than the creak of the stilts, louder than the rain that has started falling outside, soft at first, then less soft.

Luce's eye disappears from the trapdoor gap. I hear her shift in the loft, the creak of the floorboards I sanded smooth so she wouldn't catch splinters. She's retreating. She does this when strangers are in the house, which is rarely, because strangers are rarely in the house.

The caseworker, Sloane, moves to the window. She looks out at the bayou. From this angle, the view is what it always is: water and cypress and moss and sky. The shell road is visible through the trees, curving south, and even from here I can see the water in the ditches climbing. The rain is heavier now. Not the kind of rain that passes. The kind that means it.

"Mr. Thane, the road appeared to be flooding when I drove in."

"It does that."

"Is there a concern about being cut off?"

"We don't get cut off. We get left alone. There's a difference."

She looks at me. I hold the look. Her hair is darker than it was when she arrived, damp at the temples and the nape where the humidity has gotten to it. She's still in her professional clothes, a cream-colored blouse now transparent enough at the shoulders to show the straps of something underneath, dark slacks that cling where they shouldn't. She doesn't belong here. Everything about her says indoor fluorescent, air-conditioned office, laminated ID badge. She smells like something manufactured, something from a bottle, but beneath it, increasingly, she smells like the bayou. Sweat and rain and the green-rot scent of wet vegetation that gets into everything out here.

She'll smell like my soap by tomorrow.

The thought arrives uninvited and I kill it.

"I'll need to speak with Lucienne alone," she says.

"No."

"Mr. Thane, it's standard protocol."

"I don't care what it is. You don't talk to my daughter without me in the room."

She opens her notebook again. Writes something. The pen makes a mark that I'll never read, a judgment in a language I was never taught, and the familiar helplessness of that, the knowledge that my life and my daughter's life are being inscribed in symbols I can't decipher, tightens something in my chest that I've spent seventeen years learning to ignore.

"I understand your concern," she says. "But resistance to the evaluation process can be noted as a factor in the assessment."

"Note it."

She does.

The rain comes harder. It hits the tin roof like gravel, filling the cabin with a sound that is both deafening and private, the sound of a world shrinking to the size of a room. Through the window, the shell road disappears. Not gradually. All at once, the way water takes things, with neither warning nor apology. One moment the pale ribbon of crushed oyster shell is there. The next it's brown water, continuous with the ditches, level with the bayou, as if the road never existed.

She sees it the same time I do. Her body changes. Not dramatically. A stiffening in the shoulders. The pen stopping mid-word.

"Is that the only road?"

"Yes."

"How long does flooding typically last?"

"Depends on the rain."

"A general estimate."

I look at the water mark on the wall by the door. A dark line, waist height, from the flood of 2019. The water hasn't been that high since. This morning the radio said stage nineteen. In 2019 it crested at twenty-one.

"Could be a day. Could be a week."

"A week?"

"Storm's coming from the north. Mississippi's already over flood stage. If the river pushes into the basin, everything between here and the Intracoastal goes under."

She looks at her phone. Turns it in her hand like a totem that's lost its power. No bars. No signal. The screen glows uselessly in the gray light of the cabin.

"My car," she says.

"Is probably taking water."

She moves to the window on the south side. From here she can see the crushed-shell pad where she parked. Her white Honda sits in six inches of brown water, the tires half submerged. As we watch, a slow current pushes a mat of dead leaves against the rear bumper.

"Damn it."

The profanity surprises me. Not the word itself but the way it sounds from a woman who speaks in protocols and assessment frameworks. It sounds human.

I go to the utility shed. I come back with a towel. Not one of the good ones. A utility towel, thin, faded, but dry. I hold it out.

She takes it. She holds it without using it, standing at the window with her soaked notebook and her dead phone and her ruined car, and for the first time since she climbed my stairs, the professional mask shifts.

She's afraid.

Good. She should be. Fear is the correct response to this place, to the water, to the distance between here and anything she understands. The bayou doesn't care about her credentials or her case file or her good intentions. It'll swallow her Honda and her cell signal and her shell road and leave her standing in a stranger's cabin with nothing but a towel and a question she hasn't asked yet.

I point to the cot.

"Road's gone. You're staying."

Not an invitation. A verdict.
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The Cot

The cot smells like cedar and kerosene and a man who works outside.

I lie on it in the dark, fully clothed, sweat pooling in every fold of my body, and listen to the cabin breathe. The rain on the tin roof is so loud it fills my skull like static, obliterating thought, reducing the world to percussion and moisture and the awareness that I am in a convicted killer's home, on a convicted killer's cot, wearing a blouse that has become a second skin and slacks that will never recover from this humidity.

He's on the other side of the room. I can hear him breathing. Slow, measured, the respiration of a man who has trained himself to take up less space than his body demands. He sleeps on a mattress against the far wall, or rather he's on the mattress. I don't think he's sleeping. I think he's doing what I'm doing: lying in the dark, tracking the other person's breath count, calculating.

Luce sleeps above us. The sound is different from her father's. Softer, irregular, punctuated by the small shifting sounds of a child settling into dreams. Twice she murmurs something I can't catch. Once she laughs, a tiny, private sound that drifts down through the floorboards of the loft like pollen.

I catalog what I know.

No cell signal. The towers must have gone down, either from the storm or from the flood reaching the equipment at the base. My phone is a rectangle of glass with eighty-seven percent battery and zero connectivity. I've turned it off to preserve power, the way you preserve any resource when you don't know how long you'll need it.

No car. The Honda is sitting in at least a foot of water now. I can hear the bayou moving outside, slow, persistent, the sound of something that has nowhere to be and all the time in the world to get there.

No road. The shell road that brought me here has been absorbed into the larger flood. There is no surface distinction between road and ditch and bayou and yard. It's all water.

No communication. No transportation. No exit.

I am in a stilt cabin on Bayou Petit Caillou with a man who killed his father with a fishing knife, a man who has refused to allow me to interview his daughter alone, a man whose physical presence occupies the far side of this room like a weather system, and the nearest town is three miles of flooded swamp in any direction.

I should be afraid. I am afraid. But fear is familiar territory, professionally speaking. I've sat across from men with active warrants. I've entered homes where the smell alone told me what I'd find. I've listened to children describe things no child should have language for. Fear is the baseline, not the exception. What makes this different is not the fear but its companion: the awareness.

I am aware of him.

Not the way I'm aware
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