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Daphne Larsen-Hall has every reason to believe that her life as an artist in a luxury Miami house with her surgeon husband, Brantley, and their family, will carry on forever.


But Luna – the world’s first Category 6 hurricane – changes everything. With Brantley missing in the aftermath of the massive storm, Daphne and their children find themselves in a vast shelter for the displaced a thousand miles from home, their finances abruptly cut off.


As days turn into weeks, the family confronts losses and circumstances they never imagined, and a world that has changed beneath their feet. When tensions in the shelter reach a breaking point, Daphne’s resilience is put to the ultimate test as she realises ‘normal’ will never return – and faces the shocking truths that threaten to tear her family apart once more.









For Campbell and Malcolm











And sometimes a dust storm would stand off in the desert, towering so high it was like another city—a terrifying new era approaching, blurring our dreams.


—Denis Johnson, “Beverly Home”
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Hamid has a flashlight. Mia doesn’t, so she pounds along after him, panting up Avenue Q2 and dodging left as her squad gathers for the next attack. The new tents have gone up over the last four days. Hundreds, maybe a thousand. Dozens of new streets named in fluorescent signs at the crossings. Perfect for the game.


Mia lost her flashlight last week so now she can’t be a leaper, because you have to have a flashlight to be a leaper and you have to be a leaper before you can be a guide. Mia isn’t fast enough to be a guide and besides she doesn’t like to fight. But she’s quick, slippery, smart, knows the cleverest tricks, the best places to hide.


Plus she’s okay with being a scout. Even noobs can be Demigod someday, and you don’t have to be a leaper or even a guide to be Demigod. The rules say you can elevate straight from noob if you find the Link—which no one, not even a guide, ever has.


The game is Range. They play it every night when the sun goes down. Ask any of the eight thousandish grown-ups in Tooley Farm about the rules of Range and you’ll get rolled eyes and snorts, worried frowns from the parents who disapprove, like that lady Barb who stood at open mic last week and barked through a whiny speaker: “So I’m asking FEMA or the Red Cross or whoever runs this place to stop this Range silliness. I mean, have you watched them? Has anyone really really watched them? It’s like Lord of the Flies out there. Who even knows what the rules are, for Pete’s sake?”


The kids. The kids know the rules.


You learn about Range within your first hours off the bus, whispers from boys in the pavilions or girls in the potty lines. After fourth dinner shift, as dusk comes on, the kids start bugging their parents for permission to go play Range. The parents are too tired or drunk or suicidal to say no, or even ask questions. If you’re a new kid, you get a quick orientation in the quadrant HQ, then your ritual, then you’re in.


Mia remembers her first Range like it was yesterday, slashing with Luz through the outer reaches of the shelter, wild order in the night, friended like she’s never been.


She would do anything for Crow Squad.


They squat between tents, huddled on the mulch. Bear Squad has the next street. Their guide is Louanne, a tall girl with a buzz cut because of lice and skin the color of instant camp milk. She’s sending her noobs and scouts out like ants to colonize the surrounding streets. It’s up to the Crows to keep them from spreading too far.


The squad peer down onto the next row of tents when they see their target: a noob from Bear, small and brown skinned and wearing a Miami Dolphins jersey that goes down to his feet. He can’t be more than five, Mia guesses, but he’s strutting along with his shoulders back and his tummy out like he’s already a leaper or something. He risks a few steps into the gap between the tents, scoping out the enemy.


“Brave little dude,” someone whispers.


“Shut up,” Hamid hisses.


Moonlight shears through a cloud and casts the boy’s shadow across the middle of Avenue Q3. He reaches up and grabs a tent flap and shakes until the plastic shimmers like a sheet of aluminum foil. He giggles, clueless.


Hamid spreads his fingers. Mia’s muscles tense. Luz grasps her right arm. Mia grabs back, pressing the damp heat of her friend’s skin.


Five . . . four . . . three . . .


She leans forward on the balls of her feet, tugging at her IDP bracelet.


. . . two . . .


SQUEEEEEEEEEE


From the barn a megaphone wails: “Hey, kids! The popsicles are here!”


The target skips off, clapping. Dozens of kids swarm out from between the tents.


“Screw it.” Hamid frowns in the red of a flashlight cone. A new kid asks what flavors they have; another asks if there’s ever ice cream. Whoops and hollers from the sprinting squads. The Crows wait a few more seconds until finally Hamid clicks off his flashlight. “Fine,” he says, sounding like Mia’s little brother Oliver, a scout in Elephant Squad.


Down by Pav4, a pickup truck idles with two coolers on its open tailgate. A FEMA lady distributes popsicles one by one. The line snakes all the way up to Idaho Street.


Oliver walks by and sticks out his tongue at Mia. Her shoulders sag when she sees what’s in his hand: a cheap non–Whole Foods kind of popsicle, fifty to a box. She chooses lime green, Luz chooses red, and they suck on their spikes of frozen high-fructose corn syrup while everybody stands around waiting to hear if tonight’s game will keep going or not. The guides are about to make a decision when headlights flash from above the Square.


Vehicles come and go during the day though usually not at night. Plus it’s not a car or a truck coming through Main Gate but a bus, with another right behind it, and another—


“Whoa,” Luz says, turning to face the caravan.


A kid nearby starts to count. “One . . . two . . . three . . .”


Others join him.


“Four . . . five . . . six . . . seven . . .”


Soon every Range player is counting buses.


“Fourteen . . . fifteen . . . sixteen . . . seventeen . . . eighteen . . . nineteen . . . twenty.”


Twenty buses.


Mia does a quick calculation. The coach her family took from Florida had fifty-five passengers. Fifty-five times twenty equals 1,100. Which means over a thousand new IDPs in a single night. Which also means more meal shifts. Longer lines for absolutely everything. The toilets fuller and more disgusting.


“So much for Range,” someone murmurs.


What?


The notion spreads in whispers and groans and swear words. Mia gets a wrenching pain around her heart. For days the new tents have stood empty and now it’s impossible to imagine Range without those rows and columns of empty dwellings. Crow Squad has a whole headquarters set up in a tent on Arizona Street and the thought of some new family taking it over is just—


“Where are they even from?” Luz wants to know.


“Houston, I bet,” Hamid says, his voice thick with loss and hate. Mia feels it, too, a throb of enmity toward these outsiders, these thieves, these new ones already ruining it all.









PART
ONE


[image: image]









1.


Shortly after sunrise, a squall off the Gambian coast joins a rank of thunderheads crowning miles into the stratosphere. Dueling systems, two storms converging where the Canary Current dips to meet the Atlantic North Equatorial. A play of lightning and sheeting rain roils the ocean waters. Whitecaps foam the crests of waves.


Late the same morning, from the south and the scattered islands of the Bijagós archipelago, another storm edges in. Lower, more tempestuous in its churnings. The third system carries warmer waters beneath its front. The storms mingle and convect, a cycling dance of sea, sky, and rain.


Hundreds of miles to the south-southeast, the father-son crew of a fishing charter off Cape Verde help a banker from Lisbon struggle a blue marlin to the deck. Once the fish is stowed in ice below, the three clients arrange themselves along the gunwales, swilling coffee from foam cups while the craft rides the swells.


Without warning, a heavy gust sweeps the deck, whisking cups into the sea, slamming one of the men against the superstructure. The other two clients share a good laugh at their companion’s expense.


The captain and his son trade looks. A subtle wag of the father’s beard. When you’ve fished the countercurrents for going on thirty years you know a thing when you smell it. The pressure rises in your bones and bends the invisible air. Even the son knows what this new sea means.


Another hour, two at most, then it’s all out for São Vicente. The Lisboans will not be pleased.


The gathering storms fuse and collide. For hours the system remains loose, a disturbance in the Atlantic weather pattern.


Deep within a high cloud there is a shift in the convection flow and a modification in vertical temperature variation. The system organizes the warms, rallies the winds, until, as one, the three storms accelerate and spin.


A slow cyclonic spiral 108 nautical miles north of the equator. The rotation is counterclockwise. By 4:00 p.m. Gambian time, the satellites have captured enough data to effect a change in status. The system upgrades to a tropical depression, drawing more eyes to weather screens in the Caribbean islands, along the eastern seaboards of the Americas.


Five hours later, the depression has matured into a tropical storm. She spins and strengthens until she is hale enough to earn a name.


She is Luna.









2.


She spins and pedals and turns the clay mound until a cylinder rises in her hands. With four fingers in the mouth and a sponge on the shoulder she lightens the walls, creating form. The glaze will be an aquamarine, one of twelve shades Daphne and her Key West client have selected for the installation, a spectrum of blue-green hues inspired by the client’s love of the Caribbean Sea. Six finished vessels already line a shelf and gather the sunlight brimming off the lagoon. Today Daphne has been working on the seventh, but each time she pulls, something goes wrong. Too much water, a flinch of the hand. Some unseen flaw in the clay.


She pinches along the neck ring so the mouth floats above the body, creating a slight pressure with only her pinkie engaged, to the edge of what the thickness can withstand. The wall thins, goes thinner still—


Too much, and the neck collapses into the base. She rams the sponge down through the upper walls until a shapeless lump sits on the bat. She pulls it off and slams it into the reclaim bin.


Cricket, alarmed, cranes up from her bed. “It’s okay, girl.” The beagle mutt lowers her patchy head, brown eyes moist with concern.


Daphne stretches on her stool and breathes in the earthy air of her studio, a high-ceilinged room flooded with light from windows on two sides, so different from the old converted garage back in Ann Arbor, where she belonged to a co-op and relied on a collective kiln. Here she has her own high-end Paragon, a guilt gift from Brantley after the move. Built-in shelves along the walls display her work, over a hundred figures in ceramic and porcelain, many shipped from Michigan, others crafted here in Miami. Sentinel stands at the highest point with her floating tendrils and her many eyes, looking down on it all.


There are years of labor in this studio, countless hours at wheel and workbench. Daphne could sell every piece if she wanted to. But Pilar Guerra, the Miami Beach gallerist who represents her, likes to hold back stock to keep potential buyers hungry. Daphne’s most important pieces are already out at Gallery 25 on South Beach, installed in advance of next week’s opening. Hybrid beasts of sea and air, delicate fantastical creatures that make even her newest vessels appear weighty and dense. For two years her art has been building toward this moment—which makes this sudden dry spell all the more jarring. There have been other stale periods, though nothing like this summer.


No mystery why. Bedsprings creak from upstairs, plucking her nerves as if connected by some invisible filament to the tendons in her neck. Now a parade of stomps into the bathroom where her stepson pees a stallion-worthy bucketful, slams the lid, and thumps back into his lair to collapse on his bed. His bass amp powers on and the thudding reverb rattles Daphne’s sculptures like the percussive ring of a bomb.


The suite on the second floor was supposed to stay unoccupied, reserved for occasional visitors. Instead, Gavin has colonized the space since moving back home in March, nested like a buzzard up there. She imagines him rolling over to check his phone, fast-forwarding through stale episodes of Survivor.


A puff of plaster dust loosens from the acre of drywall. A five-thousand-square-foot house and yet every thump of the kids’ feet pounds through the floors, every flushworth of waste rattles the drainpipes. You’d think the architect might have anticipated a soundproofing issue, that Brantley might have lavished as much attention on noise-reduction technology as he did on the Miele convection range in the kitchen, or the LG Signature washer-dryer sets in both laundry rooms, or the “tropical landscape package” installed around the yard.


The wall clock reads 3:12. Oliver’s eighth birthday party starts in less than two hours. After a few minutes cleaning her equipment, Daphne hangs her smock and trudges into the kitchen, where the party list sits on the counter, staring her down.


“Alexa, start the Odyssey,” she says, so the minivan will be cool when she leaves. The AI burbles and chimes.


The X factor is the cake. She glances again at the ceiling, trying to decide whether her immediate need is worth another skirmish. Bracing herself, she climbs the stairs and knocks.


“Yeah?” No hitch in the bass rhythm.


The door opens to a waft of late adolescence. Stale laundry, old pizza, open luggage half-unpacked, and, in the middle of it all, Gavin, huddled against a bed pillow two-fingering his bass, with an open laptop and an iPad at his feet, phone by his knee. Behind him rises a floor-to-ceiling bookcase stuffed with volumes he once devoured at the rate of three or four a week. These days her stepson reads on his phone, if he reads at all.


“Hi, sweetie,” she says brightly.


“Heya.” Two flat syllables from behind the curtain of hair. Cricket noses in, jumps on the bed.


“You busy right now?”


He looks around blankly as the dog nudges at his free hand.


“I need you to run to Beachery Bakes and pick up the birthday cake. Make sure they’ve put Oliver’s name on it with the soccer decorations. Can you do all that?”


Wrong question. She winces.


“I don’t know, Daphne.” Sarcasm thickens his voice. “I mean, I’m a Stanford dropout and this task sounds almost Byzantine in its complexity.”


“I’m sorry, I meant—”


“I’ll take care of it. Anything else?”


“Actually . . .” She glances at her phone. “Would you mind grabbing Mia from gymnastics?”


“I can manage that.”


“Thanks so much, Gavin, I really appreciate—” He thwacks the strings, ending it.


Once in the Odyssey she lets herself sit for a moment in the frigid air. As her fingers trace circles on her temples she orders the van to drive to Whole Foods, the sound system to play NPR. The minivan floats through the winding streets of Pineapple Isles, these man-made inlets on the western shore of Biscayne Bay.


. . . a third intifada made more likely by the day . . .


. . . that the unemployment rate may remain above 8 percent, signaling a deepening of the recession . . .


. . . which formed late Thursday night off the western coast of Africa, and is now tracking west-northwest toward . . .


Too much. She touches off the sound. The bay a shimmering flatness, knife-stripe of sun across a perfect blue. Daphne lets the silence carry her on, and remind her how to breathe.
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Cricket rolls onto her back with her paws in the air, pleading.


“Okay, girl, you can come along.”


Gavin rubs her belly and she scrambles to her feet and trots around him to the Volvo. Once out of the driveway he rolls the windows down. His dad and stepmom keep everything sealed up because they’re afraid the dog will jump out to chase a squirrel. But Gavin lets her ride the way she likes, tongue flapping in the humid breeze. Cricket is smarter than they think. Rolling down Old Cutler Road, he texts Mia:


THERE IN 20 B READY LOOZR


Two lights later his half sister’s reply blips up.


ready when u r sphinctercountenance


He texts back, launching them into their game.


stool 4 brains


kitten stomper


tick eater


effluent guzzler


He snorts, chucks his phone onto the passenger seat and merges into the freeway lane. The rule: when the other one makes you actually laugh, you lose. Mia’s only eleven but she’s getting good, largely because Gavin has made it his personal mission to teach her the fine art of euphemism. F-word, s-word, a-word, c-word: too vulgar, too direct. We’re better than that, he advises his little sister, and so far she’s been an excellent pupil.


Twenty minutes later the cake sits on the back seat and Mia in front with Cricket puddled in her lap. Gavin cruises along the boulevard, picturing the insufferable party to come, Oliver getting showered with parental approval while Gavin lurks around enduring all the waxed frowns from his stepmom and his equally oblivious grandmother.


“Let’s go to Kennedy for soft serve,” he suggests. “My treat.”


Mia gives him a suspicious look. “Aren’t you supposed to take me straight home?”


“Daphne’ll be psyched we’re out of her hair while she’s setting up,” Gavin says. “Plus Cricket didn’t get a walk today. Mea schtoopin’ culpa.”


“Are you sure? I don’t want to get in trouble.”


“Nazi.”


“Bite me.”


“It’s not like it’s a surprise party. Nobody’ll care if we’re a little late.”


“Fine.” Mia folds her arms over Cricket’s head.


Last year Oliver screamed in the middle of the foyer when everybody sprang out for his surprise. He made them promise not to do it again, and he’s been saying ever since how much he hates surprises. I do, too, sweetie, Daphne likes to reassure him, patting his messy head. The next day a magnet showed up on the refrigerator with a quote from Jane Austen. Surprises are foolish things. The pleasure is not enhanced, and the inconvenience is often considerable. Clever, Gavin thought at the time, and everybody laughed.


And so the Larsen-Halls are keeping all the surprises at bay, for now.


His sister follows Cricket toward the dog run while Gavin makes for the ice cream stand. Halfway there he pats his hip pockets for his phone. He jogs back, grabs it from the console, and goes to shut the driver’s side door when his eyes light on the cake baking in the back seat. He hesitates with his hand on the rubber molding and stares at the Beachery Bakes sticker affixed to the box.


Keep chilled until serving.


He imagines sweat breaking out on the neat filigrees of salted caramel frosting. The liquification of the cold custard separating the layers, the slop of all that melt. What delightful havoc the August sun will play with the cake’s firm glaciated structure, with the neat cursive inscription of his half brother’s name.


Gavin looks up over the Volvo’s roof toward the bay and his hand seems to close the door of its own accord as that great Donna Summer ballad fills his head, the one his mother used to sing. What was it again? Something about a cake left out in the rain, sweet green icing flowing down. Not much of a bass line, but still. He saunters toward the ice cream stand, away from the oven of his car.
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Daphne, home from the store, stares through the windshield at the fans of water jetting up from the sprinkler system, going full-bore despite the daily rains. In their old neighborhood back in Ann Arbor you could stroll the streets with a cocktail, follow your free-range kids while chatting with the neighbors. Here Brantley aspired to something different, a gated neighborhood with houses spaced luxuriously, a sprawling home, a cove by the water.


What he meant: a place befitting a successful surgeon and his family.


Daphne has met only a handful of their neighbors in Pineapple Isles, a subdivision filled with leather-skinned residents zipping around in golf carts. Nor has she made a single real friend in Coral Gables, and she misses the adjunct classes in studio art she taught at the University of Michigan. Brantley convinced her to wait until they were settled before looking for teaching work here. A few months turned into a year, now nearly two.


On the way inside, she empties the mailbox and adds a handful of bills to the sprawl on Brantley’s desk. In the kitchen she pours herself a glass of pinot gris and texts Gavin: You guys close? The grill is sizzling when the first guests arrive, three of Oliver’s teammates and an older sister Daphne has hired to lifeguard. Soon her mother-in-law breezes in with Oliver, back from a birthday trip to Best Buy.


“That place is a jungle.” Flo waves off Daphne’s offer of wine. “Should have brought a machete.”


Oliver joins his teammates and leads them around the pool deck to organize a game, issuing orders left and right.


Flo wipes a lone potato chip crumb off the table. “And where’s the man of the house?” The question worshipful, Flo a mother still besotted with her son. Daphne, like Brantley, is an only child, though without living parents to dote on her and the kids. One of the results: lots of time with the mother-in-law.


“Surgery,” she says.


“He works so hard, doesn’t he.”


“He does.”


“And you, too, dear. This all looks just wonderful.” Flo’s quick eyes sweep appraisingly over the spread. Buns, condiment containers, chips still in the bag, store-bought potato salad. Daphne, longing for an Ativan, sips at her wine.


“By the way, where are my other grandchildren?”


“Good question.”


More teammates float in, and soon the back deck and pool teem with boy energy. She texts Brantley: You heard from Gavin? Three dots dance on the screen. Nope. Doing paperwork, home in thirty. Most of that half hour passes before the Volvo turns into the drive. Daphne stalks outside. Her stepson is lifting a cake box from the back seat.


“Gavin, where have you been?”


He bumps the door shut. “Just went for ice cream.”


“At Kennedy Park,” Mia adds. “Gavin said you wouldn’t care.”


“Mia, go inside.”


Her daughter scurries into the house. Gavin leans back against the car, cake box pressing his midsection.


“Why didn’t you text?”


“Phone died.”


“There’s a charger in the car.”


A sullen shrug.


“You should have been home an hour ago. Besides, we already have ice cream here, for the cake.”


“Yeah, about that.”


“What?”


“It kinda melted. All sixty-eight dollars’ worth.”


“You’re not serious.”


“We stopped for a replacement.”


He tilts the oblong box, stamped with the orange Walmart star. A sheet cake, blank, industrial, unadorned. Daphne stares at the box. Gavin clearly wants to see her lose it.


“The original one was pretty fancy for an eight-year-old,” he says. “Frankly I’m surprised my dad approved the expense.”


They face off in the driveway until Brantley’s Jaguar glides in. Her husband takes his time getting out.


“Hey, you two.”


“Hey, yourself, Dad!” Gavin mock enthused. “How’s our surgeon general? Good day at the hospital?”


Brantley works his jaw. “Sure was.”


“Great. See you both inside. Birthday cake to deliver.” He pushes past Daphne toward the house.


Brantley approaches slowly. “What was that about?”


She shakes her head as he pulls her in. “More of his garbage,” she says, missing the old Gavin: that shy, broken teen who came to shelter with them during those unimaginable months when his mother died in a car accident just as his classes were going online again. Once he moved in with them, Daphne was afraid Gavin would shrink further beneath his protective shell, especially after another displacement to Miami and his third school in four years.


Yet through it all the teen maintained a stoic sweetness, curious and bighearted, always more likely to bury his nose in a novel than scroll on his phone. For Daphne he became a pet project of sorts, a difficult form she tried to shape with the same light touch she brought to her work, though always aware of those places where Gavin’s clay wouldn’t give. Yes, he could be something of an automaton at times, turning inward as he navigated an intense new school and did everything he could to please his father. He even won a statewide writing award, a distinction that helped him get into Stanford off the wait list.


Now that resilient young man is gone, vanished in a puff of California smoke. From high school valedictorian to college dropout, with all that bottled-up anger primed like a boil just beneath the family skin.


Brantley’s arms circle her waist. “Look.” He kisses the top of her head. “He’s mad at the situation. He doesn’t hate you any more than he does the rest of us.”


Though this isn’t quite right. Gavin’s jabs these days are oddly pointed, keen little darts aimed at Daphne’s most vulnerable places. Brantley makes the big money while you make pots. Brantley handles the finances, including yours. Brantley buys the cars.


And Brantley is currently the only parent Gavin will talk to, long, murmured conversations in his room at night. He just needs time to decompress, readjust, Brantley claims. I’ve got the situation under control.


“I know you’ve got a lot on your plate, with the opening and all.”


He squeezes her shoulders, the hardness there. She gives in against the insistent pressure of his thumbs, grateful for his reason in the face of her catastrophizing.


“Mm-hmm.” She sighs. “Though Pilar’s confident she’ll sell out the show. Apparently some big collectors are coming.”


“That’s great, Daph.” His thumbs pause. “By the way, Bettina will be there.”


“Seriously?”


“And possibly the dean.”


“Oh.”


“Hey, surgeons buy a lot of art.”


“Will they really want to gawk at a bunch of ceramic?”


“You kidding? Cocktails at a Miami Beach gallery, a chance for the stuffed-shirt hospital admins to slum it with the artsy crowd? They’ll eat it up.”


Though she wishes he had asked. If she called him on it now he would claim to have issued the invitations as a gesture of support for her work rather than another chance to schmooze with the UMed overlords. Lately Brantley has had his eyes on a promotion. More stress, more money—and for what?


She lets him turn her around so they can take in their sliver of Biscayne Bay. An impossible blue, going to violet as dusk creeps up. A last glint of sunlight catches a studio window and sets her vases ablaze.


“Never gets old,” Brantley observes, as he has observed a dozen times standing in this spot. Daphne gazes out with her husband at the darkening bay.
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What assaults Lorraine Holton at every turn, always, is the stench. Severed sewer lines, dead dogs, a foul stew of baking waste. Twenty hours have passed since the line of twisters swept east from the Rockies into Kansas, but already the town of Cold Spring is mostly a memory. Dazed residents pick through the F4’s devastation with soaked cloths pressed to their mouths, searching for anything worth keeping, and for signs of the dead. All but one of the missing persons, a young boy, have been accounted for, the twenty-two deceased processed through the DMORT units. The county coroner can handle only two.


This is—was—the poorer part of town, wedged between a Sam’s Club and the freight tracks, the Topeka line that parallels the highway. The topography scoops the neighborhood into a shallow bowl. Here the funnel acted like an electric mixer, churning dough.


The biggest twisters tend to choose the most vulnerable folks. Favor mobile homes over mansions, public housing over split-level suburban developments. The meteorologists claim it’s about structural integrity, building codes, basic engineering. Of course a double-wide’s going to blow down more easily than a show home. But the worst tornadoes know what they’re doing, a superstitious part of Rain believes. They choose the poor. It’s a deliberate thing.


A church still stands, nearly untouched with its steeple and clapboard siding intact, repurposed into a shelter for survivors. Staff at a Red Cross tent nearby treat injuries, administer tetanus shots and antibiotics. Volunteers distribute clean water, sunscreen, bug spray.


Rain looks around, enervated by the operation’s new phase. Recovery is her least favorite part of these assignments and has been since she retired from the army twelve years ago to become a disaster assistance engineer for FEMA, rising steadily through the ranks. But she never sits back to give orders when she can keep her hands busy. Some days she’ll blow eight hours helping her crew hand out water bottles and blankets, others she’ll spend in a crawl space assessing structural damage to a high-rise. Three times she’s been offered a transfer to the Region IV office to run operations across six states; three times she’s politely declined. Because white-picket-fence stability doesn’t go with living out of your car, nights in and out of her back seat with the stray snatch of sleep, startling awake when the radio chirps. In winter, months can go by with little to do. Then the Missouri River crests out and she’s flying to Omaha to coordinate response on yet another thousand-year flood.


You’re too old for this shit, her daughter observes on their weekly FaceTimes. But Vanessa knows it will never change. Vani knows because she grew up as the child of a dual military couple, shuttled from base to base when she was little, losing her father at eleven to a roadside IED half a world away. Rain’s daughter is now a doctoral student at UC Santa Cruz, where she thinks she can avoid uncertainty by studying it.


A colleague waves her over. Butch Jansen is a barrel-chested white guy who likes to gather first responders in prayer circles but swears like a sailor and has no issue with a demanding black woman as his boss, even though Rain’s a former army puke and he’s ex-Marine.


“That’s a big fuckin’ cone.”


Hurricane Luna dances on his weather app.


“Damn,” she says, drawing it out. The storm’s track has been erratic. Luna could make landfall anywhere from Montserrat to Charleston.


“With that warm blob off the coast, the sumbitch could really explode,” Butch says. “Imagine we’ll all be heading there next week.”


“I can’t think about it.” By this point even Rain’s eyeballs feel exhausted. Her handset double-clicks. “Go ahead.”


“Got a live one. Basement.”


“Where?”


“Oak and Eighth. Northeast corner.”


Three blocks over. She points to Butch’s Chevy truck. “Let’s go.”


They climb in and Butch squeals off the curb. “Gotta be that boy,” he mutters.


“Darby.”


“Yep.”


“How in hell did the dogs miss him?”


The truck pulls up. A deputy waits for them on the porch. “We heard his voice coming out the vent,” he explains. “Best guess is he came over here to his friend’s house before it hit.”


They enter the sagging house. The way it looks now, the deputy says, Darby Wilkins must have found the place empty but was still here when the tornado struck. The kid sought shelter in the basement.


The stairs have been replaced by a police ladder extending from a ragged hole in the dining room floor. Rain climbs down and assesses the situation. Darby is trapped in the collapsed half of the basement beneath the kitchen, tucked inside a crawl space for a foundation vent. They can’t reach him from the outside without jackhammering through unstable concrete. But lifting the floor joists risks collapsing the entire wall. Final option is to chainsaw through the chaos—risky, given the bearing loads on everything around them.


Rain peers across the wreckage and sees the boy, the back of his head just visible across a scatter of twisted lumber.


“Darby, we’re going to get you out of there, okay?” She sees him nod against the block. “You’re being a brave young man.”


The team confers in low voices, weighing risks. Finally Rain decides they have to lift the floor joists, despite the danger. Darby can’t be in great shape, and she sees no other feasible option. Two crew members hustle out for ceiling jacks while Rain works with the others to clear a path through the weakened lumber, alive to the peril. With the jacks in place, eight crew members get as close as they can to Darby’s location.


Soon the damaged joists start to rise, inch by perilous inch. Smooth, no wasted effort. The jacks doing their job. Two-by-tens, plywood, and galvanized joist brackets elevating in unison.


Rain keeps up the chatter. Describes the sunshine on the grass outside, the food Darby will eat once he’s out.


The beams reach head height when something cracks.


“Stop,” she orders into silence. A groan from deep inside a joist, the house giving off a primordial moan. Lumber buckles. Darby whimpers against the block. A dusty rain starts to fall. The groan turns into a splitting sound, then a deep crack as a floor joist snaps. The structure shudders above.


“Away!” she screams. “Everybody away!” and the crew of eight crowds out of the danger zone to the undamaged half of the basement.


It happens in a kind of awful slow motion. There is a tilting sensation as the jacks give way, until finally, with a massive whoosh, the kitchen floor collapses into the basement like an elevator plunging to the bottom of a shaft. Stove, refrigerator, dishwasher: all eight feet lower than they were just seconds ago. A choking powder shrouds the ruin.


They find Darby crushed beneath a joist. Rain puts two fingers on his neck.


“Call DMORT.” Nothing in her voice. A mercy his parents are dead, too, and his sisters. She climbs out of the basement and wades through the destruction on the upper level out to the porch and the relentless Kansas sun. She walks down and sits on the curb. Later Butch finds her there.


“It was the right call,” he says gruffly as he settles his big body. “That grate? No way we could have gone in that way. Chain saws would have brought it all down.” His left hand rests on her shoulder. “It’s not your goddamn fault.”


Rain spits a mouthful of dust into the gutter, hating the taste.









6.


In the gallery Daphne’s art comes alive. Sentinel II, spotlighted from above, is the most ogled. Twenty porcelain tendrils splotched with oil struggle against an invisible wind. Pilar has placed the piece in the atrium between the pedestal and the ocean-facing windows so the guests will have to crowd in and make an effort to see it from the front. Other works cling to wall sconces or repose on stepped shelves placed to draw the eye. Recessed lighting softens the interior. A slate floor absorbs excessive noise. The sloped roof of the atrium sparkles with tiny bulbs that create a colored mist over a carpet of shimmering glass.


“We’ve sold everything,” Pilar whispers. “And see that lion king over there?”


Pilar nods toward an older man looking at Sentinel II, silver mane over a linen suit. “Jeremy Stoneham, down from Manhattan. Huge collector.” Pilar tells her what Stoneham has in mind: a lobby installation on the Upper East Side. “It’s a big commission, Daphne. This could really open some doors for you up there, and with his connections . . .” She rattles off a few names, well-known curators of major shows at MoMA, the Whitney. Daphne has never had a piece acquired by such a venue, though Pilar assures her it’s only a matter of time.


Pilar walks her over. For the next ten minutes Daphne speaks with her potential new patron about the art scene in New York. At one point she glances over his shoulder and sees Brantley with his back to her. Her husband shifts slightly and she glimpses Pilar, arms folded, arguing with him—over what, she can’t imagine. He makes an angry grimace before Pilar walks away. Daphne watches him stalk up to an empty spot along the atrium wall and stare out at the beach.


She detaches herself gently from Stoneham and is heading over for an explanation when several of Brantley’s colleagues walk up.


“So how is Gavin liking Stanford?” Bettina Duggan asks.


The question is jovial, and slightly off. But maybe Daphne’s just being defensive. Duggan, division chief of surgical oncology and Brantley’s immediate supervisor, peers over her champagne flute as the others await a response. In a flash of a moment Daphne has to decide between bravado and vulnerability. Show the belly or circle the family wagons?


Brantley, appearing at her elbow, decides for both of them. “We let him take the spring quarter off. The kid deserves a gap period after working so hard.”


Let him? It’s not as if he asked.


“Oh, poor guy.” Bettina squeezes Daphne’s arm. “All that pressure.”


“I’ll say.” Eamon, Bettina’s husband, a prominent Miami novelist. “But any kid who gets into Stanford is going to be fine.”


“We hope so,” Daphne says. If only things were so simple.


“Our middle one’s starting that whole process now,” Eamon says. “A dozen APs, all the test prep. Don’t know how they survive.”


The talk turns to the hurricane. The cone, the potential for landfall in Florida.


“So what happens if Luna hits Miami?” asks a woman Daphne doesn’t know. “Would the hospital have to evacuate?”


“It’s happened,” Bettina says. “During Katrina, one of the major New Orleans hospitals was marooned. A lot of patients died. Ever since then, there’s been a real focus on decision trees, ninety-six-hour windows.”


“Are there evacuation protocols you have to follow?”


“Actually yes,” Brantley says, and his head dips. “In fact, I’m designated as incident commander in the event of an evac. We coordinate with local liaison officers in emergency—”


“Wait. Is ‘incident commander’ actually a thing?” Eamon rocks on his heels, scare-quoting with a martini and two fingers. “Like, do you get to wear a hard hat and carry a walkie-talkie?”


Laughs, lighthearted, though at Brantley’s expense. He flashes his charming smile but his jaw stiffens. Bettina looks away with a few slow blinks until her eyes settle on Daphne’s.


“Your work is gorgeous,” she says, pulling her slightly aside. Daphne listens as Bettina talks about her modest art collection and lets her know that she and Eamon purchased a piece tonight. She asks smart questions about Daphne’s technique until Eamon interrupts and the couple leave for another event.


Brantley takes Daphne’s elbow and guides her toward the hotel lobby outside the gallery, suggesting a stop by the bar. A caterer passes with the last of the canapés, something gorgeous on endive leaves.


“That Eamon’s a funny guy,” Brantley says, an edge in his voice.


“He was just teasing.” Daphne signals to Pilar with a mock tequila shot and a nod toward the lobby. Pilar hesitates for a moment, an odd look crossing her face; but then she blows a kiss, giving her artist permission to take a break. “And I hate having to talk about Gavin and Stanford. I never know what to say when I don’t understand the situation myself.”


“Gavin’s fine.” Brantley curt as they weave through the exhibit. “In fact, we talked last night about enrolling him at the U this fall.”


“You what?”


“He could stay on with us. And since I’m a faculty member the tuition would be free. It’s a solid plan.” Brantley keeps strolling.


“But . . .” Daphne senses things shifting, shards going askew. Another major life decision, taken out of her hands. She has an urge to hurl one of her pieces at her husband’s back.


The real issue isn’t Gavin leaving Stanford. She would understand if he burned out, or simply hated the place. The problem is that since coming home from California, her stepson has been a different person. Has changed somehow, grown bitter and small-minded, lost all the joy he once seemed to take in his hard work. The thought of the sullen guy buzzarding around above her studio for another year—


Is she being ungenerous? Yes. But sometimes, in her family these days, it feels as if she’s been sealed off in a hidden room, thudding her head against the wall, waiting for someone to hear.


Brantley orders cognacs. Daphne downs hers in two gulps. Not a shot-friendly drink but she orders another. Brantley gives her a quizzical, somewhat lustful grin, mistaking her despondency for lack of inhibition.


“God, will you look at that,” the bartender says to the television. Daphne stares glassy-eyed at the spiral on the screen. “Her cone’s looking good for us now, though. Miami’s on her top edge. She’ll tickle us maybe, goose us in the ass.”


Brantley gives Daphne’s arm a pat intended to be reassuring.


“By tomorrow they’ll have it passing south of the peninsula,” the bartender continues. “The southern Keys might get a hit, but not us. After that she’ll be out in the Gulf. Then she’ll be—”


“Mexico’s problem,” Brantley finishes.


The men laugh together at the screen.


On the way home Daphne remembers to ask, “What were you and Pilar talking about? Were you guys arguing?”


He hesitates. “Not really.”


“What then?”


She watches his face, that way he puckers his lower lip between his teeth as he conjures a response. An affair? Pilar is a hot little number, Brantley a stress case lately. But the notion of her husband and her gallerist hooking up is ludicrous, if only because Brantley is too much of a workaholic to find time for so much as a trip to the gym.


“Honestly, Daph, I’m a little worried we’re getting fucked in the ass.”


Daphne feels her cheek flinch; there’s a very specific combination of vulgarity and resentment Brantley gets in his voice after certain social events. It has become her job to navigate around his pique. “I’m sure Pilar wouldn’t do anything wrong,” she says cautiously.


“The wire transfers aren’t happening.”


“Wait, what?”


“The piece you did for that prick up in Palm Beach—”


“Lou Walser.”


“Six-thousand-dollar commission and we haven’t seen a cent. Pilar says the piece is, quote, still officially on loan, unquote.”


“But that’s true, Brantley.”


“So she’s loaning out your stuff?” He sounds enraged, as if Pilar has been peeing on her work to mark ownership.


“It’s standard practice in the art world,” Daphne says, trying to placate him. “A gallery owner wants to please her clients, keep them coming back for more. The way you do that is with loans, sales, and commissions. Let the buyer keep the piece for a while before committing. Lou Walser probably buys half a million a year from Pilar’s galleries alone. I assume he settles his accounts every quarter. Besides, six grand is pocket change for Walser.”


And for us, she wants to add. Brantley makes over four hundred thousand a year and he’s suddenly quibbling over her art sales? No wonder Pilar gave her that strange look. Yes, Daphne’s commissions are picking up, and if what Pilar says is true, there may be bigger ones in her near future. But her income is a drop in the bucket of their family finances—which, to be fair, she knows next to nothing about. As Gavin is so fond of pointing out, his father handles the money.


On the causeway, Brantley retreats into a long silence. Daphne slumps against the passenger door, the elation of the show already fading. The Miami skyline blazes its splendor on the night. Height. Gleam. Glitz.
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Tate Bondurant flips a quarter along his knuckles as his coworkers’ voices drift by with the cant of the trade. Uninsured motorist coverage, personal umbrellas, water backup riders. Today’s the day; his Spidey sense tingles with it. Manager at the Rosedale branch, an escape from Houston West. Top lobster in a new tank, at last.


He pockets the quarter and heads out for his twelve thirty rendezvous.


“Hey, Tate.” Norm Tanner leans out of his office. “Got a minute?”


“Mind if we do it around one?”


His boss shrugs. “I ain’t going anywhere.”


“Grab you some Wendy’s?”


Norm smiles. “Anything to avoid my salad. Get me that bacon jalapeño. A double.”


“Coke?


“That peach lemonade they got. Biggie fries.”


“On it.”


Tate hips open the door. A black heat rises from the asphalt and he slides into his BMW with everything clammy. By the time he reaches Sutland Street, the sedan’s strong AC has chilled him nicely. He backs into a spot and keeps the engine running with the news on: all Luna, all the time. The insurance industry will be insane in the coming weeks.


He switches over to an in-progress episode of Me Lads, a podcast he discovered earlier this summer. The host, Jace Parkinson, is a Welsh ex-academic who got canceled last year for some bullshit reason Tate still doesn’t understand. This latest episode: “Roast Your Albatross.”


What’s success, me lads? Not the outward stuff. Not perfect marks or the size a’ your house. No, success is the strength to break free of our encumbrances. Taking that albatross off our necks. You feel it there, weighing you down? Now reach up and pull that big bird off your back.


A tap at the passenger window. Tate pauses the podcast as Liberty climbs in and starts rubbing her arms. Her skin a sickly pale, pink-rimmed eyes, and translucent ribbons of hair like those smeary plastic flaps fronting walk-in refrigerators.


Tate sells to Liberty directly, saving her a little something each week. With everyone else, he keeps layers between his product and its users. But he’s maintained this one intimacy since those earliest days, even driving her to clinics a few times. He never gives her too much, never enough to sell. Liberty’s more a pet than a customer.


He takes her bills, not bothering to count; she shorts him every time.


“And hey, listen, Liberty.”


Her jaundiced eyes flicker at the baggie. He squeezes the birch stick of her forearm.


“Cut it, okay? Because this Bolivian shit I’m getting lately . . .”


Liberty wipes her ruddy nose with the side of a hand. For a moment their eyes meet and there is a glint of something hopeful that quickly dies.


“Okay. I mean—okay.”


She climbs out. Tate hits Play.


Now snap it, lads. Snap that skinny neck over your knee and toss that dead albatross on the pebbledash. Now look at it lying there. What do you see? Your debts, all your burdens, the people pulling you down. That’s what the albatross is, it’s all our shite and troubles.


But me? When I look down at that dead albatross, you know what I see? One word, me lads.


Supper.


Tate looks up and there she is, his lovely mule sashaying across the lot, yoga mat tucked under her arm, guitar and knapsack slung over her shoulders. Jessamyn makes the run up to Saint Louis twice a month to get the package from the Russians. She isn’t a user, like Liberty. All she wants is her cut to finance her guitar habit. Always a little spark when she’s in the car, along with a whiff of patchouli.


A box emerges from her knapsack. Girl Scout cookies. Thin Mints.


“What’s this?”


“Russian humor.” She pulls out a second box and shows him the black slash across a corner. “This one’s real, just in case.”


She gives him four more cookie boxes. Tate tucks all but the last into his gym bag. This one he opens. He dumps out the tight packets of pills, counts, and slips a wad of bills into Jessamyn’s hand. She counts them in the tented bowl of her skirt.


“Same next week?” she asks.


“We’ll see.”


One of Houston’s finest bumps up into the parking lot. Tate tracks the squad as it makes a leisurely arc toward the drive-through line.


“Come to our show tonight,” Jessamyn says. “We’re playing at the Rialto.”


“Oh yeah?”


“We’ll be on by ten. It’s a benefit.”


“For the band?”


“Food bank next door. They share the same building.”


“Didn’t know you had a charitable streak.”


“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” Jessamyn hands him a flyer, a bright orange quarter sheet featuring the silhouette of a wild-haired girl shredding a Gibson Flying V, the band’s name printed in a runic font.


“Galadriels?”


“We all look like elf queens. You should come.”


Her face brightens, a bubbly enthusiasm, and this is the problem. A taut everything, a sweet, heart-shaped face, some fifteen years younger than Tate’s forty-one years. But somehow the pieces don’t fit. Maybe there’s something in her youthful zeal that reminds him of Connor, how his son, even on his worst days, would prattle through the fog of a morphine drip about what he wanted for Christmas, and hell if Tate needs any shitty reminders of that particular albatross. But Jessamyn also has a wild side, a seditious edge, like she’d jack a bank if you only asked.


“I’ll try,” he says, but her face sags a little.


The patchouli lingers in the front seat once she’s gone. He ponders again why he can’t quite bring himself to bridge this gap, take this particular risk. Because for Tate, it’s always about risk and reward. The risk of marrying too young versus the reward of having a kid. The risk of hooking up with a feral musician versus the reward of a statuesque Galadriel. Right now, the risk of getting busted after an opioid buy.


Tate had once planned a career pursuing the beautiful science of risk for Southerly Insurance. The firm was willing to pay for his actuarial exams, all the test prep. But then he failed Probability three times straight and took a consolation job as a sales agent. He’s spent the last twelve years moving from branch to branch, skating along, as his ex-wife likes to say, on his mediocrity and charm.


Tate gets in line behind the cop, buys two combos, and heads back to the branch. After parking he shoulders his gym bag and gathers up the Wendy’s. As he approaches the door a figure appears through the smoked glass.


Sunita Udin, gliding toward the exit. Despite the encumbrances Tate manages to open the door for her and makes a little bow as she passes, just to piss her off. Instead she laughs lightly. “Why thank you, good sir.”


The exchange unbalances him. Sunita’s hardly the type to joke about gender roles, especially since she got tapped as diversity liaison for the whole district. At the district can’t-say-Christmas party last year, Sunita was making a point to a gal from the Galveston branch about scale adjustments, the urgent need for equity raises.


“Ah yes, the gender pay gap,” Tate butted in.


Sunita looked at him. “What about it?”


“Total myth.”


A few glares from the other ladies but Sunita was game. “It’s seventy-seven cents to the dollar, Tate.”


“That’s only if you take the average of everyone working full-time. Once you control for differences of profession and part-time work, the genders come out basically even.” A tap to his temple. “Stats major.”


Jace Parkinson’s podcast, actually, though they didn’t need to know his source. More back-and-forth, a few ruffled feminazi feathers, and Sunita’s given him the cold shoulder ever since.


Which is a Sunita problem, not a Tate problem. He can’t stand people who use squishy sociological excuses for their own failure to get ahead when the numbers tell the real story. Take insurance. You enter the variables, then you either write the policy or you don’t. You either cut the check or you don’t. Insurance: color blind, gender blind, sexual-preference blind. Objectivity in action.


Once inside, Tate strolls back to Norm’s office, collecting jealous looks from his fellow agents. The guys think Tate’s an ass-kisser with the extra Wendy’s and all, but it’s his own ass that’s about to get kissed, and they can shove the jealousy up theirs. Seriously, though. Tate’s the only guy in the branch aside from Norm who wears a tie every day. Dress for the job you want, not the job you have, me lads.


Norm invites him to sit at the corner table. Tate adjusts himself on the vinyl cushion and looks around. Norm has managed Houston West for decades, his office wallpapered with framed certificates hailing bygone contributions to the corporate ethos. South Texas Agent of the Month. Five-Star Branch Manager. A plaque over his head reads SOUTHERLY SOLID GOLD CITIZEN, AWARDED FOR EXCEPTIONAL, COOLHEADED SERVICE DURING A CATASTROPHE. The award has been polished and cared for, the brass plate shined bright. A branch manager’s pride in its even sheen.


Tate smells Lysol. The manager’s office at Rosedale has an exterior window, so he’s heard. They talk through their Wendy’s about Luna, the likelihood of landfall on the coast. When the food is gone they ball up their trash and shoot a few hoops until Norm leans forward with his thick fingers interlaced.


“So Tate.”


Here it comes.


“Yessir.”


“They asked me to tell you. I’m sorry, buddy, but you’re not getting Rosedale.”


Outside Norm’s office, through the glass walls, the work of the branch goes on. Tate can see his fellow agents out there chatting away at suckers present and future. No matter how big a life policy you buy, you’re still going to kick it. No matter how solid your homeowner’s, you only have it because someday a tree might fall and demolish your dining room. But meanwhile you flush your premiums down the toilet and most folks never see a cent.


“Who got it?”


Norm shifts in his seat. “That’s confidential until the offer’s accepted.”


“Let me guess.”


Norm says nothing.


“It’s Sunita.” Her soft laugh at the door.


“Can’t say.”


Tate grits his teeth. A lighter clicks on in his neck. “The politically correct choice, I suppose.”


“Hey now.”


“Nothing I didn’t expect.” Tate crosses his arms. “Guys like us, Norm, we work twice as hard these days to get half as much.”


“You think?”


“I mean, all this?” Tate gestures at the plaques and certificates on the walls. “You’ve won every award in the book and you’re stuck at branch manager.”


Norm stiffens. “That’s by choice. You know that.”


Mostly true. Norm has a wife with early onset dementia. And unlike Tate—who, as his ex is fond of reminding him, did a cut and run when serious illness grenaded his own family—Norm has taken care of Caroline over the years of her decline. Talk about a fucking albatross.


Tate swallows, tasting defeat on the back of his tongue. Clears his throat and cools the dragon, for now. “I’m sorry, man. Just that you’re the real thing. Nobody ever gave you anything because of your gender or race or whatnot.”


“No worries, buddy,” says Norm, though Tate can tell he wants this conversation over. “And thanks for not going postal on me. Wasn’t sure how you’d take the news. Besides, I need you here, given what’s about to hit us. Luna’s got everybody in the industry spooked. Hartford’s freaking out, I mean there’s half a million of our clients insured in Miami-Dade alone. And who the hell knows where she’s headed next.”


Tate gives him a lazy salute. “Private Bondurant reporting for hurricane duty, sir.”


“Attaboy.” Norm slaps his knees and looks about to rise when his eyes settle on the gym bag. “Say, are those Thin Mints?”


Tate follows his gaze.


“You holding out on me?” Norm leans forward to peer down at the boxes visible through the zipper, open an inch.


“Girl Scouts were selling outside the gym this morning,” Tate says. “Couldn’t resist.”


“Always loved those dang things.” Norm drums his fingers on the table.


Tate bends over and pulls out a box of cookies—the marked box, packed with actual Thin Mints rather than five hundred synthetic opioid capsules. He slides it across the table. “It’s on me.”


Without ceremony, Norm rips open the box and unsleeves a half dozen wafers. “You’re a good man, Bondurant.” Shrapnel flies from his lips.









8.


The pressure falls, and Luna feeds again.


Just west of a ledge several hundred miles off the coast of Florida, the subterranean floor drops with a precipitous sweep from three hundred feet to a frigid depth of four thousand. Far above, the surface waters have heated to eighty-four degrees Fahrenheit, their warmest in centuries. Wind shear is low, inviting the moist air on the sea to rise tens of thousands of feet, where it cools and condenses into a celestial rain that spirals around the strengthened core.


The eye. An immense cylinder of calm thirty-five miles in diameter. As it moves over the west Atlantic, the eye opens the storm to reveal the sea churning beneath. A weather plane passing through measures waves cresting at 130 feet. A record in this area; as is the eye wall, a ring of tornadic winds clocked at 180 miles per hour at their peak.


Yet even as the plane transmits the storm’s brutal measurements to instruments ashore, a discernible shift occurs in Luna’s wind environment. An eddy in the tropical ridge, a wobble in her unusual path. Her cone narrows, shifts several degrees north.


In Port-au-Prince, in Santo Domingo, in Kingston and Havana, there is relief, even cautious celebration, as observers begin to understand that their cities and homes may be spared the worst of her wrath.


In Miami, in Boca Raton and on Key Largo, there is dawning fear.


The great storm has turned.


In her middle, the winds quicken.


Along the coast, the waters warm.


Luna, now Florida bound, drinks.
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The rifle is a Sako TRG 42, a Finnish gun shooting a .338 Lapua cartridge and enhanced with a borrowed scope. Rain lies prone on a patch of Astroturf six hundred meters from the steel silhouette, centers the crosshairs, ticks right to account for the breeze.


Down breath. Squeeze.


The shot takes the head just behind the nose.


Rain gets off a dozen more rounds before heading inside for a cup of coffee, which she drinks alone on the shaded front porch. Once a month or so, when she’s back home in Atlanta, she comes out to this ramshackle shooting range near Lake Lanier to blow off steam. The place has a no-bullshit feel, with a serious clientele and without an attached gun shop, which keeps out the weekend warriors. She’ll get the occasional once-over from certain types but nothing overt, and as soon as they see her veteran’s cap, their eyes soften and there’s that ubiquitous white-guy chin toss, the flicker of grudging respect.


By ten minutes past five she’s pulling into the parking lot of BougainVilla, her funky condo complex in the heart of Cabbagetown. Most of her fellow residents would be surprised to learn that the object inside the vinyl case over Rain’s shoulder isn’t a tennis racket or an alto sax but a broken-down sniper rifle, that this slim fortysomething woman huffing it up two flights of rickety wooden stairs has a grown daughter and two Purple Hearts to her name. But Rain appreciates the laissez-faire environment BougainVilla affords, the florid spectacle its residents make of the place. Ropes of pale yellow lights zigzag across the narrow courtyard, with residents adding individual touches on their private decks. The couple next door favors geometric patterns in lavender and white, another neighbor red chili pepper lights.


Rain’s own tastes shade minimalist: a short string of white lights around a single rosemary bush and a modest array of outdoor plants she tends with the fussiness of a mother hen. Pots of wax begonias and hibiscus, twin Meyer lemon trees she’s grown from seedlings, three basil plants, a planter of Roma tomatoes doing surprisingly well.


She plucks three tomatoes and a handful of basil. Two small globes of mozzarella and a splash of olive oil complete a caprese salad, which she eats along with a pan-fried chicken breast and leftover sweet potato fries.


When Vanessa calls, Rain props her phone against a flowerpot and listens to her daughter rave into her laptop about her summer seminar in urban sociology. The instructor has them visiting museums and writing blog posts. Not the typical fare for a doctoral program, but Vani seems enchanted and wants her mom to see what she’s been up to.


During the first lull, Rain braces herself, dreading the question.


“So have you bought your tickets?” Vani asks.


Rain has promised to fly out to the Bay Area in a couple of weeks for a visit. It would be her first in nearly a year. But these last few work jags have gutted her.


“I’m thinking maybe October.”


On the screen, Vanessa’s face hardens. “You’re doing this again?”


“Doing what, hon?”


“Canceling. Same as last spring.”


“Vani, you were just here in May, and with hurricane season I can’t justify that long flight, plus I’ve got—”


“Sure you can. You just don’t want to.”


Rain starts to reply when Leila edges in, dislodging Vani from the center of the screen. “Hey, Rain,” Leila says with a big smile, a burst of sunshine through Vanessa’s clouds. The pair have been together for nearly a year now, a relationship that has buffed Vanessa’s keen edges, honed by cycles of teenage rage and rebellion after her father died, sharpened further by four years of activism at UC Santa Cruz. As far as Rain can tell, mostly what Vani’s learned is how to judge her mother, though at least she knows how to pick a girlfriend.


They have movie tickets, Leila tells her after they catch up, bringing the conversation to a close. Rain watches the screen until the two young faces blip off.


In the shower, jets of water soften the iron in her shoulders as steam fills her lungs. It can take days to recover from site ops, weeks to dull the images jammed like glass shivs in her mind. Cold Spring was the worst in a while. Reminded her of Charikar, those days picking Afghan babies out of kindling.


Back in the living room she slides a canvas storage bin out from its shelf, the gray cube heavy with her latest finds. First, some recent issues of Dwell. The teaser on a cover promises a tour of “Affordable Style from Bozeman to Bratislava.” She pages through from the back, pausing on a shot of an Auckland home crafted from a pair of nautical sheds. A lighting fixture catches her eye so she shoots it, crops and filters the pic, and posts it with a few comments on @rainsweethome, the Instagram feed she maintains in happy anonymity.


Eight issues and an hour go by. Less an obsession than a narcotic, this quiet hobby, always soothing to the nerves, like her grandmother’s scrapbooking. Rain’s magazine habit started the year after her honorable discharge, when she moved with Vani, just ten at the time, out of base housing at Fort Benning and into a series of rented apartments and houses. In that first place, they ate off Styrofoam plates for weeks because Rain couldn’t bring herself to unpack moving boxes or suitcases when opening them would expose the absence of Gus’s things.


Then one morning she looked around the kitchen and noticed the pizza boxes stacked on the fridge and the dingy olive paint on the walls and her little daughter picking Cheerios out of a paper bowl. That afternoon she went to Home Depot and came home with a roller and paint. After that it was warmer light bulbs, a few pieces of interesting furniture, and plants, plants, plants. She started picking up House Beautiful and its ilk in doctors’ offices and soon had subscriptions of her own to a few of the more stylish alternatives. Vani teases her mother about the magazine habit but that’s a small price to pay for the satisfaction Rain derives from her aesthetic routines, this ceaseless curation of dwellings near and far.


Home would always be a place of beauty, however sparse, however spare. A promise Rain has kept over the years, as a winding career path took her and her daughter to five states and three foreign countries before they finally settled here in Atlanta when Vani was in tenth grade. Home: good lighting, clean lines, only appealing objects on the surfaces. And home should always mean safety and security, so often missing from those suddenly shattered lives that her agency, at its best, helps piece back together.


Because, at its worst, FEMA can be a snake pit. The next morning, on her way to the gym, Rain sees her phone light up with a work alert from her boss, Joe Garrison, administrator for Region IV. No salutation, no how-you-holding-up check-in after that business in Kansas. Just two curt sentences: Need to talk, unless you’re too busy with your photographer. Be by your phone at eleven sharp. JG


Garrison with that little dig. Your photographer. As if she seeks out the attention. As if circumstance and dumb luck were somehow her doing, her idea.


That photograph has been the curse of her career. The image, taken two years ago during another horrific flood season, depicts Rain emerging from the Alabama River with a cherubic baby cradled in her arms, his white cheeks smeared with blood, Rain’s spattered with mud, the child’s head resting in the crook of her elbow and his eyes wide in wonder. Didn’t help that Rain looked like a goddess in that shot. Hair pulled back in a ponytail but several strands escaping to curl across her forehead, a ribbed FEMA tank plastered to her chest but tugged up from her waistline by the baby’s grasping hand to expose the moist circumference of a sculpted stomach and abs. Her inked biceps surround the rescued baby like an ornate portrait frame.


The photo was splayed across the cover of Time magazine and enlisted in the most predictable of ways as a symbol of the color-blind integrity of disaster relief, of racial harmony in a badly fractured nation. The image inspired a corresponding flood of memes and GIFs, faux-Renaissance renditions of Madonna and Child, tongue-in-cheek imaginings of Black Savior Complex, an icon both heavily politicized and relentlessly riffed. The public affairs folks, seizing an opportunity, accepted all the invitations for Rain to appear on national talk shows to recount her experience of the flooding, to tout FEMA’s recent successes, to amplify the call for disaster mitigation of every sort. Bastards even made her go on Fox & Friends.


Great PR for FEMA, maybe. For Rain the photo divided her life and career into a before and an after, throwing her into a monthslong maelstrom of unwanted notoriety. Once her sense of humor about the whole thing started to fade, she sheared her hair to the roots, turned down invitations to further fetings, and got back to the core of her work. Yet the unwanted celebrity still dogs her, at once a halo and a taint. Colleagues treat her differently, defer to her when they shouldn’t. Her three big brothers ride her endlessly, and don’t get her started on what the whole thing has done to her romantic life. Sure, there’s the odd hookup, knees bumping in a darkened bar with no surnames needed. But anything more serious has been hopelessly compromised. When you google a prospect before a second date and see all that . . .


She pulls into a gas station in advance of the call, which is surely about Luna. She expects the customary bureaucratic probing, the disapproval and light condescension. Instead Garrison is hyped up and blunt.


“We need you on a plane tonight.”


“Seriously?”


“You’ll liaise with DHS, HHS, GSA, the Red Cross. We’re looking at a direct hit, biggest thing we’ve ever seen. We’re talking maybe a trillion dollars in damage, half of Miami-Dade rendered uninhabitable, the rest of it without power or clean water for months, if the place even gets rebuilt. It’ll keep FEMA busy for years in the aftermath.”


With plenty of opportunities for you to shine, Rain thinks.


“This is the one the climatologists have been warning us about for twenty years,” he says, not bothering to hide his excitement, “slamming a major city in the hottest months of summer. The world’s never seen anything like Luna.”


Exhaustion crests somewhere behind her eyes. She remembers the prep and staging after Hurricane Zebulon, a cat 3 that bored through the Panhandle last year. “So where do you want me? We could station out of the airport, the medical center, the port.”


“You’re not going to Florida.”


“Don’t you need all hands down there?”


“We need you in Oklahoma.”


“Say what?”


“It’s a different kind of job. Not a lot of photo ops.”


Rain thinks about the limits of her competence. A tingling creeps along her arms, raising the hairs. This is what she will remember from the call, the awful thrill of it. “Joe, what’s going on? Don’t we need everybody but everybody in Miami?”


“You’re not getting it, Holton,” he says. “The point is, after Tuesday there’s not going to be a Miami.”
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