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​Prologue

​The Gales of November
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The taillight was still on.

Twenty feet down, in six inches of visibility, that was the first thing I found: a red smear in the silt that did not belong to the harbor. I put my glove out and the light went dull under it and came back when I moved. The battery had that much left in it. Seven hours in the water and it was still trying.

I followed it in. The bike lay on its right side with the front wheel turned under, the bars dug in, the tank facing up. Chrome came out of the dark a piece at a time. I kept one hand on the frame and the other on my line and moved along it the way my father taught me, slow, touching everything twice, because the lake will give you a thing once and take it back if you grab.

Above me the surface was a flat gray sheet, and snow was going into it. From underneath, snow on water looks like static.

Hollis's voice came into the mask. "Talk to me, Kris."

"Bike's here. On its side. I'm at the back wheel."

"Copy. Thirty-eight on the gauge up here. You're at eleven minutes."

"Copy."

Two pulls came down the second line.

The second line ran from the D-ring on my harness up to the dock, and Sven had it. It was the line I would rig to the bike when I found it, and until then it hung off my hip and did nothing. Two pulls means attention. It means the tender has something to tell the diver. Hollis said nothing in my ear, so there was nothing to tell. I gave one pull back. Okay. The line went slack. Then two more came down it, softer, and I stopped answering, because it wasn't a signal. It was a man on a dock in the snow with a rope in his hands and nothing else to hold.

I moved past the tank and the seat. The saddlebag was open, one buckle gone.

His hand was under the bike.

I went along the arm to the shoulder. Leather. The stitching of a rocker under my glove, and I knew the letters by the shape of them before I could read anything, because I had looked at that same rocker across my own kitchen every morning for six years. GALE WARDENS. Under that, the smaller one, the one that says where you're from. Then the collar, then the beard, then the face.

"Found him," I said.

"Copy," Hollis said. Nothing else. Twenty years tending my father and then me, and Hollis has never said anything after copy that a diver didn't need.

Eero's leg was under the frame. I got my shoulder against the tank and lifted, and the bike came up out of the silt an inch, two, and a cloud of it rolled over my mask so the world went from six inches to nothing. I worked by feel. His boot. The bend in the frame where the crash bar had folded over his shin. I got the leg free and let the bike settle and waited for the silt to drop, and it dropped, and the taillight came back, red, patient, still on.

I unclipped the second line from my harness and put it on the frame at the swingarm, two wraps and a hitch. I gave it three sharp pulls, the rigging signal, and felt someone up there take the slack.

Then I turned Eero over.

My father's rule, and the county's now, though he had it first: you bring them up with the face turned to you and away from the shore. People stand on that shore. Some of them are the wife. Some of them are the kid. They will see everything else for the rest of their lives, and they do not need to see the face come out of the water. So you turn it. You hold the back of the head against your chest and you bring him up like that, like you are the one who gets to see it, because you are.

I got my arm under his and across his chest. I put my free hand on my own line and pulled, and kept pulling, and Hollis brought us up.

The cold changes at the surface. Down there it is a pressure on the whole body, even, and you stop noticing after the first minute. At the surface it becomes a specific thing, a wind, a temperature on the two inches of face the mask does not cover. The snow was coming sideways. Twenty to seven in November and the light was the color of the water. The ladder was six feet off and Hollis was on his knees at the top of it with a hand out, and behind him, in a line along the dock, the club.

I counted them because I count things. Marcus and Lyle at the ladder with the stretcher. Bo at the cleat with my rigging line made fast. Dane a step back with his arms folded. Aaron at the end with his hands in his pockets, his president's patch showing under his open coat, looking at the water like it was a man he was talking to. Rachel, with her arm around Deborah, and her own coat on Deborah's shoulders, and Deborah in it with her hands nowhere, not holding it closed, not holding anything.

The Salo truck was parked at the top of the road with the engine running. There was a small face in the passenger window and Jen Kettunen's hand on the back of the seat, keeping it there.

And there was the county. A deputy with a roll of tape. Sonia Novak in her parka with her notebook open on her forearm, writing, the way she had been writing when I went in. She said something to the deputy and one word of it came over the wind. Accident.

Eero was not on the dock yet. She had already put the word in the book.

Marcus and Lyle took him from me at the ladder. I kept my hand on the back of his head until Marcus's was there, and then it wasn't my job anymore, and I climbed. Hollis got my mask off. The air hit my face and my eyes ran, and that is the cold, that is only the cold.

Sven was behind Hollis.

He did not look at Deborah. I watched him not do it. He looked at the water past my shoulder for a long time, and then at my hands, at my fingers failing the buckle on my harness, and he reached over and worked it for me. Then he stepped back.

"I'll drive the truck back," he said. He said it to Hollis.

"You bet," Hollis said.

Sven walked past both of us and up the dock. He didn't wait for me to get the hood off. He didn't wait for anything.

It took Hollis and me eight minutes to break the compressor down and get the lines coiled and the tank in the rack, and I did all of it with my hands not working, and Hollis let me, because that is how you get them working again. When we were done I got in the driver's side of the dive truck and shut the door.

The keys were in it. They are always in it on a job.

The engine had been off since we set up, but a heater core holds heat for a while. I turned the key one click and put the fan on and held my hands over the vent, and what came out was warm, and then less warm, and I sat there with the last of it and watched him.

He had Eero's helmet.

The county had found it on the rocks under the rail at five, and it had sat on the hood of Sonia's sedan in a bag since then, and now it was under Sven's arm, no bag, and he was walking out the ore dock road in the snow. Past the county tape. Past the place where the rail was bent out over the water and there was black paint on the steel. He stopped there.

He stood at the rail with the helmet and looked down at the water where I had just been. The snow came in over the harbor from the northeast and went past him and he did not move for it. Behind him, Marcus and Lyle were carrying Eero to the county van with the face still turned, and Rachel was walking Deborah toward the Salo truck, and Aaron had taken one hand out of his pocket and put it on Sonia's arm, and Sven stood at the rail with his back to all of it.

The air out of the vent went cold.

I gave him a minute more. I counted it. Then I turned the key the rest of the way and the engine turned over.
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​Chapter One

​Face Down
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Sven made the coffee.

He had made it every morning we'd been married, and he made it the same way, the grounds measured with the scoop that came with the machine and the water to the line, and he set my cup on the table on my side and his on his, and his phone went down beside the sugar with the screen to the wood.

I had stopped looking at it in April. There was nothing to look at. A dark rectangle by the sugar bowl, and his hand near it.

"Wind's coming around," he said.

"Northeast by noon."

He drank his coffee standing at the counter and looked out the window over the sink at the lake, which was gray and had nothing on it yet, and I looked at the cut.

It hung on the hook by the door, where my father's had hung, on the same nail. The back patch faced the room: GALE WARDENS across the top rocker, the lighthouse in the middle with the wind lines coming off it, NORDHOLM across the bottom. On the front, the VP flash, and under it the small Swedish flag his mother had sewn on that the club had never made him take off. The cut hung a little crooked because the hook was bent. I straightened it. I had straightened it every morning for seven years, and the hook had been bent for seven years, and neither of us had ever fixed it.

"Aaron's got somebody coming to the Slip tonight," Sven said. "Port guy. Wants us all there." He rinsed his cup. "I'll go over to Deb's after. Furnace is acting up again, she said it cut out twice this week, and with the kid in the house I'd rather get it before it gets cold for real. Might be the board this time."

Three. Since spring, that was the third furnace.

I noted it the way I note the propane gauge on my way to the truck. The gauge read thirty.

"Propane's at thirty," I said.

"I'll call Como."

"Okay."

He put his cup in the rack. He put his hand on the back of my chair as he went by, not on me, on the chair, and took the cut off the hook and put it on, and the door shut, and the truck started, and I sat there with the coffee he'd made me and the phone gone from beside the sugar.

The house was my father's. He built the back half of it himself in 1990 and never finished the trim in the upstairs hall. The second bedroom was at the top of the stairs. In April of 2023 I had painted it gray over the yellow, two coats, with the door shut, and Sven had carried the crib out to the boathouse in pieces and never said where he put them, and I never asked. Nobody called it the nursery. Nobody called it anything. It was the room at the top of the stairs with the door shut, and I went past it on my way down every morning.

The boathouse sits on the harbor beside the marina, a long steel building with my father's name on it in blue letters that need painting. Hollis had the compressor running when I got there and Britt was half into her drysuit on the tailgate of the dive truck, swearing at the zipper. I got it across her shoulders and checked the seal at her neck with two fingers. Britt Aho was twenty-four and had come to me from the college program in Duluth with a card and no idea what cold was. Two seasons had taught her. She had good hands and did not talk in the water.

"Denny wants a number," Hollis said. He had the work order on the hood of the truck under a wrench.

"How many pilings?"

"Forty-one on the main dock, sixteen on the fuel dock. He wants the cross-bracing looked at where the ice got it last winter, and the anodes."

"Ninety a piling. Two days if the wind holds. Three if it doesn't." I looked at the harbor. The chop was starting to stand up along the breakwater in the northeast and the flag over the marina office had gone from hanging to pointing. "It won't hold past noon. Tell him three, and I'll bill him two if we get it."

Hollis wrote it in pencil. He was sixty-three and had tended a Niemi's line for twenty years, and he wrote everything in pencil because ink froze.

Britt went in at 8:20 off the main dock. I ran the compressor and watched the gauges and Hollis tended. Forty-eight degrees on the water. Her voice came into my ear every couple of minutes with a piling number and a word: sound, sound, sound, scaled, sound.

"Fourteen's got a soft spot at the mud line," she said. "Fist-sized. I can get my knife in it an inch."

"Mark it and keep going. Don't dig at it."

"Copy."

At 9:40 I brought her up because her sentences had gotten short. She sat on the tailgate with her hands in the truck's heater and could not hold the cup Hollis gave her, and I got into my own suit while she thawed.

"You've got the county thing Thursday," Hollis said while he checked my mask.

"Six to nine. I'll leave here at four."

Thursdays I taught the county rescue squad's water refresher at the pool in Duluth. I had done it since the spring after my father died, because the squad was mostly volunteers doing ice rescues with rope from Menards, and somebody should show them how to tie it. Six to nine. Home by ten-thirty. Thursday nights had been Sven's for three years. He'd have church at seven and then the Slip, and I'd get in to a dark house and the truck would come in after. I did not mind it. It was a schedule, and schedules were what we were good at.

I went in at 9:52 and did pilings twenty-two through forty-one and the fuel dock, and the wind came around at noon on the nose like I said it would, and we were out and packed by one.

The Slip is the club's bar. It sits next door to the clubhouse on the harbor road in a building that used to be a net shed, and it still smells like one under the beer. There is a row of hooks along the back wall where the cuts hang, and a round table by the window where the old ladies sit, and my father's photographs on the wall behind the bar in frames Rachel dusts on Sundays.

Tanner and Joey were working the door in their prospect cuts, bottom rocker only. Joey opened it for me and Tanner did not.

Rachel had the table. She always had the table. She sat with her back to the window, with her reading glasses on the chain and her nails done in Duluth that afternoon, as they were every Friday, and when I came in she moved her purse off the chair on her right without looking at it. That was my chair. It had been my chair since February of 2019, when Aaron put the VP flash on my husband, and before that, when I was fourteen and my mother had been gone two years, Rachel had sat me at the chair on her left and taught me where to look.

"You're late."

"The wind wasn't."

"Sit down. Jen, give her your beer, you've had three."

Jen Kettunen gave me her beer. Bo's old lady, quiet, who did the club's books for the toy run every year and never asked what the other books said.

At the end of the bar a girl I did not know was on Marcus's lap with her hand in his hair. Rachel lifted one finger off the table. Michelle saw it from behind the bar and said something down it, and the girl got off Marcus's lap, and Marcus looked at his beer.

"Sweetbutt from Two Harbors," Rachel said. "She'll be gone by Christmas."

Michelle brought me a second beer I had not asked for and laughed at something Jen had said a half second after Jen said it. She was twenty-eight and had her father's shoulders and her mother's hair and a sleeve of lake tattoos up her right arm, and the brace on her right wrist she had stopped needing two years ago. The beer signs over the bar were red and blue. Her pupils in that light were pinned to a point, two black dots, and she was laughing.

"Hey, Kris."

"Hey, Mich."

"You get anything good today? Denny said you were under the marina."

"Forty-one pilings and one soft spot."

"Sexy." She laughed again, late, and went back down the bar with her wrist brace catching the light, and I looked at my beer and said nothing, because that is what you do at the round table. You see it and you say nothing, and Rachel sees you see it, and she says nothing too.

The men were at the long table under the hooks. Sven at Aaron's right. Bo. Marcus, without the girl. Lyle with his glasses on, reading something on his phone that was probably money. Dane standing, because Dane always stood. Sven had his back to me.

Aaron came in at nine with a man I had never seen.

He brought him straight to our table first, before the men's, which Aaron did on purpose because Aaron did everything on purpose. He looked at me the way he had looked at me since I was a kid, like he was about to tell me something my father would have wanted me to know.

"Kristen. This is Carles. He's got the agency for the salties calling at the grain dock in Superior. Our new port work." He said it to the table, and the table nodded like it knew what that meant. "Carles, this is Pauli Niemi's girl. Runs the dive company. The Sisu's hers."

The man put his hand out. Slim, dark, a wool coat and no hat, and a watch on his wrist I could have bought a new compressor with. His hand was warm and dry and he did not squeeze.

"Carles Puig," he said. The English was careful and the r was not from here. "Mr. Vukovich tells me you inspect hulls."

"Hulls, docks, pilings, moorings. Whatever's
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