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For everyone who's only ever been somebody's safe choice—your turn is coming.

A cranberry only shows its colour after the flood—
the same as a heart, which keeps its red for whoever stays through the high water.
— a Redwing Marsh saying

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Low Water
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The GPS gave up exactly where the county road turned to gravel.

One second the little blue arrow knew her, knew her speed and her engine and probably her whole sorry credit history; the next, the screen pinwheeled and went dumb, Searching, Searching, then a gray grid with no roads on it at all. As if the map itself had given up on the place, the same way she had.

Frankie Konar said, “Fine,” to the empty cab, because that was a word she could spend without it costing anything, and turned off the pavement.

Twelve years. She had built a whole life out of not driving this particular stretch of nothing. Tamaracks going gold-rust at the tips. The flash of a wetland between the trees, then more trees. A hand-painted sign — VESPER 6, and under it, in a different and angrier brush, GOD SEES THE MARSH — that had been there when she was sixteen and would be there when the sun burned out. The truck rattled over the washboard and the go-bag slid on the passenger seat and bumped the door, and she put her hand out to steady it the way you’d steady a sleeping dog you didn’t quite trust.

The go-bag. Black duffel, packed the night Lena called, packed the way she packed for everything now: a week of clothes, the good knife roll, the charger, four hundred dollars she didn’t tell anyone about. It rode shotgun on every job. It had ridden shotgun through six states and a divorce that wasn’t even hers. She’d parked the truck nose-out in the motel lot in Tomah last night without thinking about it, the front bumper aimed back south toward the interstate, toward Chicago, toward gone, and she’d noticed herself doing it and let herself do it anyway. A person should always be able to leave. That wasn’t pessimism. That was just having luggage.

Two weeks, she’d told her assistant. Family thing. Back before the Tarrington shoot.

The marsh came up on her left and her foot came off the gas without her deciding it should.

She knew this water. She had grown up on the dikes of it, red-winged blackbirds bombing her ponytail every June, the konk-la-ree of them like the place itself clearing its throat. Redwing Marsh. Seventy-five years of it this season; there was a banner somewhere, probably, somebody’s optimism stapled to the Grange. But the beds along the road were wrong. She slowed to a crawl and made herself look the way she looked at a set before a shoot — not at what it wanted to be, at what it was. The water was low. Not drained-for-harvest low. Sick low, a brown rind of exposed peat showing at the dike edges like a gum receding off a tooth. The vines on the near bed were thin and rusty where they should have been a deep waxed green crowded with fruit. Somebody had let a whole bed go ginger.

And there, where the flowage opened wide and silver toward the far shore — the gate.

The Spite Gate. Squat and black and ugly, the old steel slide between Konar water and Halvorsen water, chained and padlocked since before she was born, since before her father was born, the rusted lock the size of a fist. Beyond it, across the bright cold sheet of Still Lake, Stillwater Marsh lay tucked under its own treeline, its own dikes, the Halvorsens’ sixty years of grudge kept tidy on the other side of a chain. Two operations, one reservoir, and a length of hardware between them that the whole town used as a landmark. Turn left at the Spite Gate. People said it like it was funny.

Above the water, high and ragged, a line of sandhill cranes was wheeling, gathering, that prehistoric rattle drifting down — the early ones, the ones that always knew first. Massing to go. It wasn’t even properly fall yet and they were already deciding to leave.

She understood the impulse.

The Konar stand sat at the head of the lane, and that was the thing that finally put a stone in her chest. The roadside stand. Red shutters, white shelves, the painted plywood berry grinning its idiot grin. When she was a kid it had groaned every September — pecks and quarts and gallons of fruit, jugs of Pop’s cider, Aunt Roz’s jelly in jars with gingham lids, a coffee can for cash because Pop trusted strangers more than he trusted banks. Now the shelves held maybe a dozen pint clamshells. A hand-lettered card: HONEY $6. The grinning berry needed paint. Half-stocked, going on empty, in the first week of the richest month of the year.

Frankie pulled in beside the barn and turned the truck off and sat there a second with both hands on the wheel.

“It’s fine,” she told the windshield.

She left the go-bag on the seat.
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Pop was smaller.

That was the whole sentence, the one she’d been bracing against since the airport, since cardiac event came out of her sister’s mouth so carefully, like a word she’d practiced. He stood up off the porch glider when the screen door banged and he was smaller, the flannel hanging off his shoulders where there’d once been a man who could throw a sixty-pound sack of sand onto the dike one-armed. His face had gone the color of the underside of a mushroom. But the eyebrows were the same, white and disreputable, and the look under them was the same, and the lanyard around his neck was the same — frayed boot-lace, and on the end of it the brass marsh whistle, dull with handling, the whistle he blew to start the flood and blew to stop it, the whistle that had organized her entire childhood into now and not yet.

“You drove the truck up on my hosta,” he said.

“Hi, Pop.”

“There’s hosta there.”

“There’s a dead stick there,” she said. “I’d have had to resurrect it to kill it.”

His mouth did something that on another man would have been a smile. He fished in his cardigan pocket and came out with a roll of wintergreen mints, thumbed one loose, put it in his cheek without offering her the roll. Frugal with everything, her grandfather. Sugar and praise both. He’d told her not bad exactly four times in her life and she could list all four.

“You eat?” he said, which was the closest he came to I’m glad you’re here, and she said she’d eaten, which was the closest she came to I’m scared, and they went inside.

—
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The kitchen had been set for an ambush.

She clocked it the second she crossed the threshold — old habit, walking into a room and reading the staging. Aunt Roz at the head of the table with a folder squared in front of her, a real folder, manila, with tabs. Lena in the corner with her engagement ring catching the bad overhead light and her face apologetic before anyone had said a word. A pot of coffee already made, which in this house meant a meeting, not a kindness. Even the chairs had been arranged. One open seat, facing the window, facing the water and the far shore and the little black smudge of the gate. They’d left her the seat with the view of everything she’d run from. Frankie almost admired it.

“Sit, Francesca,” Aunt Roz said, and there it was, the whole name, the bill coming due.

She sat.

Roz had aged ten years in three. She’d half-raised them, Roz had, after the funeral when Frankie was nine and Lena was three, and she carried it in her shoulders, the permanent hunch of a woman who’d been holding a roof up so long she’d forgotten her arms could come down. She opened the folder. She turned it around so Frankie could read it right-side up, which was a courtesy, and a tactic.

“I’m going to say the number,” Roz said, “because somebody has to, and your grandfather won’t, and Lena’s getting married so she gets to not be the one.”

“Roz,” Lena said.

“The marsh lost money three years running.” Roz’s finger went down the page, line to line, and Frankie’s eyes followed because numbers were honest in a way people weren’t. Diesel. The replant they couldn’t afford and did half of anyway. The new pump that ate the cushion. The water — and here Roz’s nail stopped, tapped twice — the water rights case they’d been bleeding lawyers over for a decade, the flowage levels, the gate that stayed shut. “We are low because we cannot legally pull what we need and the man who could let us isn’t speaking to us and hasn’t been since Eisenhower. You want green vines? There’s your green vines. They’re under a padlock across the lake.”

Frankie looked out the window at the smudge of the gate without meaning to.

“And.” Roz drew a breath and went on, because the worst of it was last, the way the worst always is. “Curt Bressler came out. From Northland. The cooperative.”

“I know who Northland is.”

“He made an offer. On Redwing. A real one, on paper, good through October.” Roz slid a second sheet half out of the folder, a letterhead with a green leaf logo designed to look like reassurance. “It would pay the debt. All of it. It would leave Pop comfortable. It would mean none of us spends January wondering which we sell, the marsh or the house.” She didn’t raise her voice. That was the terrible part; she’d long since used up the part of herself that could raise its voice. “I’m not the villain, Frankie. I’m the one who’s been doing the math at two in the morning while the rest of you slept. Selling isn’t giving up. Sometimes selling is mercy.”

The room waited.

Frankie’s whole job, her whole adult life, was making empty rooms look like somebody loved them. Faking the warm house, the lived-in feast, the family that ate here. She knew, professionally, exactly how much it cost to fake a thing and exactly how fast a camera found the lie. And she sat in her grandfather’s actual kitchen, with its actual cracked oilcloth and the actual whistle around his actual shrinking neck, and understood that everyone at this table had already decided the kind thing was to let the place die quietly.

“Pop,” she said. “What do you want?”

Pop had not touched his coffee. He had been working the mint, slow, and now he stopped. He reached into his other cardigan pocket and brought out the little amber bottle of pills, and he didn’t make a thing of it, just shook one into his palm and put it under his tongue and waited for it the way you wait for a wave to pass under a boat, his eyes going somewhere middle-distance, his breath shallow and careful. Nobody spoke while he did it. That was its own diagnosis, that nobody spoke.

When he came back to himself he looked at the folder, and at the green-leaf letterhead, and then he looked up — not at Roz, not at Lena.

At Frankie.

“I’m not selling to that man,” he said. The words came out spaced, rationed past the short breath. “I built this on a swamp nobody wanted with my own two hands and your grandmother’s egg money. I’ll go in the ground before Northland puts their leaf on my barn.” A long inhale, the whistle rising and falling on his chest. “But I’ll not deed it to a person who’ll be gone by Christmas, either. I won’t hand seventy-five years to somebody just so they can flip the sign to that cooperative the minute I’m cold. Or just—” the eyebrows came down, and the look under them was an old door opening on an old hurt “—just leave. Lock it up and drive off and not look back.”

He didn’t say her name. He didn’t have to. The whole sentence was her name.

“I want to leave it to family that stays,” Pop said. “Somebody rooted. I want to die knowing this water’s got somebody standing in it who isn’t already halfway down the road.” He pressed his lips white. “That’s all. That’s the whole of it. A man should get to choose who he trusts.”

The clock over the stove ticked. Out the window a crane lifted off the far water, then another, that bony cry. Lena was looking at her hands. Roz had closed the folder, gently, like a coffin.

And Frankie sat very still and watched the trap finish closing, because that was what it was, however much it was also a grief and a wish — a test with no rubric, a part she’d been auditioning for her whole life and never once gotten, because the casting note on Francesca Konar had been the same since she was twenty-two. Flight risk. Safe second. Won’t stay. She had come home for fourteen days and a funeral she could feel coming. She had parked the truck pointed at the road. And her grandfather had just told her, in the only language he owned, that the marsh would go to the cooperative and the leaf would go on the barn unless she could make a dying man believe the one thing nobody, herself included, had ever believed about her.

That she was the kind of person who stayed.

“Okay,” she heard herself say. “Okay, Pop.”

He studied her. Frugal even now, even here, weighing whether she’d earned a single word of it. Whatever he saw, he didn’t trust it yet — she could see him not trusting it, and she couldn’t even blame him. But he leaned, slow, and worked the lanyard off over his white head, careful of his own ears, and he reached across the oilcloth and took her hand and turned it palm up like he was about to read it.

He set the whistle in it. The brass was cold. Worn smooth on one side from sixty years of his thumb. Heavier than a thing that small had any right to be.

“Just to hold,” Pop said. “Not to keep.”

He closed her fingers over it himself.

Frankie looked down at the dull little instrument that started and stopped the whole world, this proof of trust she had not been given, only loaned, on terms, and she understood — clean and cold and complete, the way you understand a thing you can’t unknow — that to keep it she would have to become, for one whole crimson season, in front of everyone who had ever known better, the exact person she had spent twelve years and four hundred dollars in a duffel bag refusing to be.

The crane cried again, going.

“It’s fine,” Frankie said, to no one, and closed her hand around the cold.
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​The Spare
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The staff gauge on the east bed read seven and a quarter inches. Theo Halvorsen had read it the morning before, and the morning before that, and every morning for going on three weeks, and it had read seven and a quarter every time. A number that hadn’t moved in three weeks, like a heartbeat that had quietly decided to stop.

He stood in the shallows with his thumb resting on the painted line as if pressure might coax it up. The water was warm where it should have been cold, low where it should have been deep, and clear in a way that wasn’t good news. Clear meant nothing was running. Healthy marsh water carried sediment, the small live grit of a system that moved. This held still as a held breath. He took his thumb off the gauge and the line of his print stayed a moment on the cedar, then dried.

The waders pinched at the left ankle, where they always did, because they had been broken in by a man two inches taller and forty pounds heavier and four years dead. Theo had stopped noticing the pinch the way you stopped noticing a tooth you’d decided not to fix. Nils’s waders. Nils’s truck idling cold up on the dike. Most mornings Theo could go a whole hour without the inventory running, and then some small thing—the worn place at the ankle, the radio preset Nils had set to a station that had since changed format—would tick the count over and he’d be standing in his brother’s boots in his brother’s marsh again, a man wearing another man’s outline and not quite filling it.

He waded the bed slow, parting the vines with the toe of one boot. The berries were there. That was the cruelty of it. The fruit had set fine in June, gone from white to pink to the deep blood color that meant a crop, and now the vines under them were going thirsty in the worst of the dry, and a thirsty vine drops fruit before it lets itself die. He found the first of them along the south berm: berries on the mud, off the stem, four or five to a square foot, more than he wanted to count. He picked one up. It should have been firm. It gave under his thumb like a thing already gone soft inside.

He flicked it out over the water out of an old habit Pop Konar would have recognized, though Theo had learned it from his own grandfather, who’d learned it across the same flowage from God knew where. A true berry bounced. This one hit the surface and went straight down without a sound.

“Nils.”

Theo turned. His father stood up on the dike beside the truck, one hand on the bed rail, the morning light coming hard and flat behind him so he was mostly shape. Sixty-two and built like a fence post that had stood through too many winters. Erik Halvorsen didn’t come down to the beds much anymore. His knees had quit on him the same season his patience had.

“Down here,” Theo said, which answered the question of where and left the other thing alone.

Erik’s hand came off the rail. The shape of him changed—a small subsidence in the shoulders, the recalibration of a man who had said the wrong name into the quiet and heard it land. “Theo,” he said. Just the correction. Not sorry. There was never sorry. There was only the flat second syllable of his actual name, delivered like the marsh’s worst grade of fruit, the kind you sorted out and set aside.

“Berries are dropping on the south end,” Theo said, climbing the berm so his father wouldn’t have to raise his voice and resent doing it. “Couple gallons an acre, easy. They’re cutting their losses before we cut ours.”

“I can count.”

“Then you know what the gauge says.”

“Seven and a quarter.” Erik looked out over the water, the long pewter sheet of Still Lake that the maps called the Birch Flowage and the town called nothing because the town didn’t think about it until a dock froze or a kid went through the ice. Across it, a half mile off, the dikes of Redwing Marsh ran low and tidy against the far trees, red-winged blackbirds stitching the air above them. “Been seven and a quarter since the Konars closed us down.”

They hadn’t closed anything. The Konars hadn’t done a single thing in sixty years but leave a gate locked, which was its own kind of doing. The Spite Gate sat where the flowage pinched between the two marshes, a slab of steel and old oak in a concrete throat, and it had not moved in Theo’s lifetime, or his father’s grown lifetime, and the water that should have fed both shores now banked up high and useless on the Konar side and ran thin as charity on this one. Stan Konar called it water rights. He’d called it water rights so long the words had worn smooth and meant nothing, the way a coin wears blank in a pocket.

“We could pull the boards on our own diversion,” Theo said. “Run the back ditch off the river. It won’t fill the beds but it’ll keep the vines from dropping the rest.”

“Costs to pump.”

“Costs more to lose the crop.”

Erik didn’t answer that, because there was no answering it, and a man who couldn’t win an argument simply declined to have it. He worked a roll of mints out of his jacket—he’d taken up Stan Konar’s habit at some point, the two of them rivals even in their small addictions—and didn’t offer one. “Junie home?”

“School bus, seven-forty. She made her own lunch.” Theo didn’t add that she’d made his too, a sandwich pressed into a bag he’d find later in the truck, because a twelve-year-old shouldn’t be feeding the grown man raising her and they both knew it and neither of them said it. “She’s got the science thing this week. The water cycle. She wants to do the marsh.”

Something moved across the old man’s face and was gone. Junie did that to him. Nils’s girl, Nils’s eyes, Nils’s stubborn chin—the one Halvorsen who could still get past the wall, because she’d been seven when her father went through the ice and she didn’t know yet that you weren’t supposed to love a thing you might lose.

“Bressler called the house,” Erik said.

Theo went still. He had a way of going still that Junie had named the off switch, the whole of him dropping to idle while the part that mattered kept turning underneath. “What’d he want.”

“Same as he wanted in spring. He’ll take Stillwater into the cooperative. Whole operation, beds and buildings and the water claim, fair number.” Erik said fair the way he said Theo. “I told him I’d think on it.”

“You told him no in spring.”

“In spring I hadn’t seen the spring books.” Erik turned from the water and looked at his second son directly, which he did rarely, because looking at Theo straight on seemed to require something of him he’d run short of. “I went to the bank Tuesday. Sat with Halloran. He’ll roll the note. He’ll refinance the whole thing at a number we can carry, give us three more seasons to come right.”

For one stupid breath Theo let himself feel the loosening in his chest, the thing that wasn’t hope because he’d quit keeping hope, but was hope’s cheaper cousin, relief. Three seasons. He had been covering the gap himself, quietly, for two years—the part of the debt his father didn’t know he knew about, the second mortgage Erik had taken against the marsh the winter after Nils died and never spoken of, the payments Theo made from his own thin account so the letters with the windowed envelopes would stop coming to the house where Junie might see them. Three seasons would mean he could stop. Could maybe sleep.

“But,” Theo said, because there was always a but, because relief in this family came with a but the way the waders came with a pinch.

“But Halloran’s not stupid and he’s not running a charity. He looked at the operation and he saw what everybody sees.” Erik’s jaw worked. “A failing marsh run by a man who’s never settled to anything. No wife. No house of his own—you live in the bunk room over the sorting shed like a hired hand. Truck’s not even yours.”

The truck was Nils’s. They both heard it. Erik didn’t take it back.

“He needs to see roots,” Erik went on. “His word. Roots. A man with a stake in staying, not a—” He stopped. The next word would have been one of the ones he’d used on Theo since Theo was nine and Nils was twelve and the whole future had already been assigned. Flake. Driftwood. The one who’d be gone the first hard winter. “He wants to see a settled man with a future before he signs off on it. By the end of the season. Harvest’s done, books are done, he makes his decision.”

“And if he doesn’t like what he sees.”

“Then I sell to Bressler.” Erik said it without heat, which was worse than heat. “I’m sixty-two, my knees are gone, and I’m not dying in debt to leave you a hole in the ground. Bressler takes the marsh, the cooperative runs the beds, and that’s mercy, Theo, whatever your face is doing.”

“It’s Junie’s home.”

That landed. Theo watched it land, watched his father absorb it and refuse it both at once. The bunk room over the sorting shed was Theo’s. The white house with the green shutters, the one Nils had grown up in and brought a wife to and left a daughter in—that was Junie’s, the only home the girl had, the last room in the world that still smelled faintly of her father if you knew where to stand. Sell Stillwater and the house went with it. The cooperative didn’t keep families in farmhouses. It kept equipment in them, or nobody.

“Then give the bank what it wants,” Erik said. “Settle down. Be a man somebody’d stay for.” He climbed back into Nils’s truck—he did that without thinking too, took the driver’s seat of his dead son’s truck and let his living son walk—and pulled the door. Through the open window, not unkind, almost tired: “I know it’s not your gift. But the girl needs you to find it by November.”

Then the engine, and the dust, and Theo standing on the dike in his brother’s boots, holding a soft berry he’d forgotten to throw away.

He worked the beds till the light went long.

That was the only mercy he trusted, the work—the back ditch boards to pull, the south berm to walk, the pump to prime and the diesel to nurse and the small endless violence of keeping a thing alive that the sky and the man across the water had jointly decided to kill. He didn’t think about settle down. He thought about gallons per minute and the price of fuel and whether the vines on the south end would hold their last fruit if he could buy them an inch. He did not think about the night four years back when he’d stood in the kitchen of the green-shuttered house and told Nils he was a reckless ass for running the airboat across thin February ice to check a frost alarm that could’ve waited till morning, and Nils had laughed and gone anyway, because Nils always went anyway, and the ice had been exactly as thin as Theo said and the alarm had been a false one, a stuck float, nothing, and Nils had died checking on nothing because his brother’s last words to him had been an argument. He did not think about that. He had a system for not thinking about that. The system was the work, and the work held until dusk, when there was nothing left to fix and the marsh went quiet and the count started up on its own.

He walked the dike out to the gate to read it one more time before dark, the way a man checks a lock he knows is locked.

The Spite Gate sat in its concrete throat with the day draining out of the sky behind it. Sixty years of nothing. He put his hand flat on the cold steel, felt the dead weight of it, the head of water stacked up high and bright on the Konar side and his own beds going to dust on this one. One gate. Open it and the flowage would equalize—their surplus into his shortfall, a balance the water wanted to find and a locked slab wouldn’t let it
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