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For Marty

For Susan

Forever


ONE

SO MANY THINGS happen when people can’t sleep.

It was always hot in Brisbane, but that night was pouty, unsettling. After getting Natalie and her family comfortable in their rooms at the inn, Frank couldn’t rest. His leg plagued him. The toll of oppressive weather on that kind of old injury was no old farmer’s myth. He rambled around, briefly joining Natalie’s brother Brian in the bar on the beach, then painfully mounting the switchbacked decks of wooden stairs that led to a kind of viewing platform just adjacent to the car park, looking out over Bribie Island Beach. Up there, he hoped the signal would be good enough to call home, his home, if home is the place you started. For Frank, that would always be a ramshackle horse farm in south-central Wisconsin—now probably more ramshackle than when he last saw it, three years before. As the brrrrr on the other end began, his pulse quickened. He looked up at the sky and thought of all the calls darting through the sea of radio waves tonight, swift as swallows—dutiful, hopeful, wistful, sad.

“Frank?” His sister, Eden, answered, her voice holiday-bright and holiday-brittle, suddenly next to him across nine thousand miles. He was about to ask her to summon his mother to the phone so they could all talk together when he saw it. Without thinking, and without another word to Edie, he let his phone slip into his jeans pocket.

He could not figure out what it was.

He would never remember it as a wave.

Wave was too mere a word.

Although there were hundreds of photos and pieces of film, some shot just at the moment, near this very spot, Frank could look at these and remain curiously unmoved. But should he close his eyes and let himself return, the sick sweats would sweep down his breastbone, a sluice of molten ice. He would hear again the single dog’s one mournful howl, and feel the heavy apprehension, something like that moment from his days as a uniform cop when a routine traffic stop went completely to shit and a fist came flying in from nowhere, but monumentally worse. So much worse that it routed even imagination. Many years later, Frank would think, this was his first sight of the thing that would sweep away the center of his life in the minutes after midnight, and, by the time the sun rose, send surging into his arms the seed of his life to come.

Just like that. Like some mythical deity with blind eyes that took and gave unquestioned.

He saw the wave as a gleaming dam, built of stainless steel, standing upright in the misty moonlight, fifty feet tall and extending for half a mile in either direction. Then, as it collapsed in place, it was water, surging lustily forward and drowning every building on the beach, including the Murry Sand Castle Inn, where Frank’s pregnant wife and her entire extended family lay asleep. For one breath, Frank saw the inn, its porch strung with merry lanterns, red and gold and green, and in the next breath, he saw everything disappear, every light go out, faster than it was possible to think the words that could describe it.

He shouted, “No!” and stumbled forward to make his way down the high tiers of wooden stairs he had only just ascended.

Hoarse, in the distance, another voice called, “No!” over a cascade of sound—the brittle pop of breaking glass, screams peppering the air like gunshot, and the throaty insistence of the water.

Even as Frank turned, the mud-colored tide was boiling up the stairs and leaping the boardwalk barricade. He plunged forward, trying to wade against it, to find the riser of the wooden steps, but there was nothing; his foot bounced against water; he was soaked to the thigh. Pulling himself up along the top rail of the fence, for he would certainly be able to see something of the inn from there, or at least hear something, he shouted, “Natalie!” There were no voices. No lights except the milky smear from the hotels and office towers far in the distance to his left, like a frill of fallen stars. No sound except the insistent gossip of the water, and he was wet now to his waist. Grateful that he was still at least relatively young and passably fit, Frank hauled himself over the fence. He skip-sprinted across the car park, to their little Morris Mini-Minor. Water was already frothing around the tires. Frank pulled open the door, throwing himself into the seat, fumbling for his keys, quickly gaining the highway.

He stopped again and got out.

He heard a man’s voice cry, “Help! Who’s there . . . ?” and then again the swallowing silence. Floodwater rocked at the verge of the road; now how many feet above sea level? Of the two of them, Natalie was, pound for pound, by far the stronger, fitter, even tougher. Of the two of them, she was also the more intrepid, the more likely to have found some way to outsmart and elude this cliff of tides. They would find each other, and he did her no service by stalling here, forsaking his own life for no purpose. Natalie would have hated him for that. He floored it, racing inland. Miles sloughed away and he felt rather than saw the dark shapes of other cars congealing around him.

At last, there was nowhere to move, and all the cars had to stop and Frank got out and walked.

Others walked, too.

An old man struggled under the weight of a gray-lipped girl. She was perhaps ten or eleven years old and her sweet, lifeless face had closed in a smile, her nose and eyes pouring saltwater tears. Frank saw a young woman wearing just one shoe. She clutched a bundle of wet clothes, among them a child’s small jersey embroidered with cross-stitched Santas. A man Frank’s own age sat sobbing near a great blooming evergreen frangipani. Frank avoided their eyes. He thought he might be able to get to a place where he could think, but he only walked farther. He met people hiking toward him, or saw them sitting in their cars, or standing still by the roadside, their hands like the pendulums of broken clocks. After some time, he came upon a large group gathered around a car whose young driver had removed his outsized speakers from the dash. A basso radio voice intoned, “Now you will hear that the tsunami happened because of climate change, friends. You will hear that it struck our coast because of a tropical storm deep in the Pacific. You will hear that this was a random event. But do you believe that? How can any man believe that it was coincidence that water swept into the Sodom of Brisbane on this very hallowed night? Intelligent people will say that we have failed to take care of our earth. But the Lord God Almighty does not care about the climate. He cares about the climate of our souls! As it says in Matthew, ‘Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.’ And so it has come . . .”

Frank walked around a curve in the road, and the preacher’s voice faded to a series of thumps, like the bass notes of a song from a car passing the open window of Frank’s childhood bedroom on the farm. A pale vein of light lolled on the horizon.

It would soon be dawn, on Christmas morning.


TWO

DARKNESS GAVE WAY to a dreary matte pearl, and Frank noticed that the park where he sat was a cemetery.

Outside of Brisbane, there was so much sheer breadth of land that every dear departed citizen could have had a square mile for a tomb, yet this was one of the streamlined modern kinds of mortuary parks, with flat brass markers, built for economy of space. There were a few benches for lingering, but altogether, it looked more like a game board than a place to greet majestic eternity.

How he’d chosen this small rise, he had no idea. All he knew was that he faced away from the city. Before he looked down, Frank wanted to think logically through the sequence of the night—the family party, the announcement of Natalie’s new pregnancy and their sudden decision to move back to the United States, the toasts before hot meat pies and lamingtons, the four huge Donovan brothers socking and slapping him to the point of pain, which was what passed for congratulation in Natalie’s big, physically big, and boisterous family. The distress was in stringing together those acutely joyous moments, which even as they happened Frank knew were as perishable as the African iris his mother grew in her little greenhouse, an exquisite buttery bloom that lived only a single day. They filled his head and whirled with the plaintive howl of the dog back there in the darkness, the howl that must have merged with the roar of water—he heard it now with some third ear, booming and sucking.

Natalie!

How could any sensible word or image press through sounds like that?

Someone must have survived.

Nothing down there had survived.

Nothing could have lived through that.

But if he had been craven to leave her to die, was he not more so to abandon all hope of her survival? He had to hope, at least, although it made him feel like the grannies at his mother’s church who could stand at the bedside of an eighty-pound ruin barely visible in a tentacled web of ghostly sheets and murmur words of encouragement.

As marriage was a triumph of hope over logic, so must be a husband’s belief. His own eyes told him one thing, but he did not have to put all his faith in that one thing. Eyes lied. When he was a rookie, he had learned the nature of eyewitnesses. Eyewitnesses, people with mortgages and diplomas, had seen cougars walking on their hind legs through Grant Park. Eyewitnesses swore that the man in line behind them, a professor from Jamaica with horn-rims and a British accent, had pulled the trigger, when, in fact, the shooter was a ringer for Johnny Cash.

The way back to where Frank had left his car was long, perhaps four miles. He hurried, his breath coming faster, in rhythm with the staccato xylophone hammering of his heart, in the hitching hop-jog that was his only gait faster than a walk. The sun barely up, it was already warm, nearly eighty degrees by the feel of it, the height of Queensland’s epic hot season. The palms, restless and dry, rattled above him. Far off, sirens keened, whooped, blended, in a chorus that peaked and fell. He needed to get to his cell phone. Natalie had been an athlete all her life, and was a strong swimmer, with the reflexes of a teenage point guard. Her job had trained her to make instant decisions under enormous stress.

Natalie. As though he were paging through an album, he viewed a deck of her expressions—the gamine and entirely-on-purpose flirtatious glance from under lowered lashes, the opaque concentration in the face of a disastrous injury that verged on a glare, the mirth that opened her lips, passion that clamped them . . . it was not possible that the last time he had seen Natalie was the last time he would see Natalie. Frank remembered police training that taught rookies to stop a sneeze by slamming a fist into their thigh. He did this now, punching his bad leg ferociously to dodge the thrall of tears he had no time to indulge.

It worked.

Frank pictured his mind as a rubber truncheon he could grasp and twist. She could have survived.

Her brother was right; he’d once said Natalie was like an action figure.

He thought of her making bins of things to toss or donate in preparation for their move to the United States, nattering about how she would no longer have to be envious of Brian and Hugh, who’d spent their junior years abroad there and could both do a very passable Brooklyn accent. Like most Australians, Natalie conceived the United States as a series of landmarks arrayed close together: the Statue of Liberty right next to the Grand Canyon, with the Hollywood sign tucked between. She wanted to see everything, all during the first week, with a nursing infant in tow.

Frank almost smiled. She could be looking for him even now.

At that moment, as if in answered prayer, the cell phone rang.

If he hadn’t been so physically tired, he’d have made it to the front seat of the serviceable old Mini he’d bought when he moved from Chicago. He’d left the passenger door thrown open. There on the seat were his mobile phone and the wallet he habitually removed from his pocket to stave off the old and scolding pain that fishhooked from lower hip to upper calf. Neither had been touched. The mobile went silent a single second before Frank could grab it.

Fumbling, he depressed the button.

The screen did not light up with the number composed mostly of eights, Natalie’s favorite numeral—the number he always saw because he was too lazy to program in her name or photo.

Instead, he saw another familiar number, the origin of seventeen unheard voicemails. He felt crushed, literally stomped. But why should he? How ridiculous to expect Natalie to have a phone, her own phone.

How stupid was he?

His poor family at home. Of course. Eden. Mom. He should listen. He must at least listen.

“Frank!” his sister said. “Call us! Mom is frantic. I am frantic.” He thought of the sweet and subdued Christmas Eve at Tenacity, the horse farm in Wisconsin where Frank’s mother still lived with Frank’s much-younger sister. Eden would be finished now with all but one semester of graduate school. And his grandfather, old Jack Mercy, at ninety-six slipped away into the muck of dementia, how was Jack holding up? Just before he left for Australia, Frank spent the day with Jack, and remembered comparing the old man’s gaze to that of a bear he’d once seen—no cunning, no amusement, no plan, only flooding, baffled hunger. Still powerful and rangy after a life spent wrestling horses and throwing bags and bales, Jack had balled his fist and socked Frank’s mother, Hope, so hard that she staggered and nearly fell, then threw his food at Hope, his rages seemingly only for her. It worried Frank, but there was no point bringing it up. Hope was just twenty when she married Frank’s father, fourteen years her senior. Jack was the only father that Hope had now, since both her parents died in 1960 in the Park Slope air disaster. Whatever he did, Hope loved Jack still, with a foundling passion.

“Please be okay, Frank,” Eden said. “Please call us back!”

Frank listened to a previous message.

In that one, an hour earlier, Eden didn’t even speak directly to him. She addressed their mother: “He isn’t answering. Mom, who should we call? Can we call anybody? It’s a disaster area.”

The phone chimed yet again. Answer it, Frank thought. Just say a word.

If the situations were reversed, he would have gone mad. All Frank had to do to end their agony, or at least temper it, was to press a button. But he simply could not summon the will. Here, inside this, he had no will to speak to them. At this moment, he was no more than enclosed space, breathing. How to rejoice for his own survival? How even to agree to rejoice for it, for the sake of others?

Go on and call, he thought, and almost pressed the return dial. Then he didn’t.

Instead, he thought, he hadn’t even told them about the baby. It didn’t seem pressing enough to call before Christmas. And Frank was sly. All the Mercy family liked surprises. Perhaps he wouldn’t tell them at all and they would show up after the baby’s birth, with Natalie already fit again, his mother’s first grandchild, a summer babe, just weeks old, in arms. It was a passing thought. Frank had intended, or perhaps intended, to tell them that night—the bow on top of the huge crate of gifts that Natalie had already sent. Every ritual of family was beloved to Natalie, as to all her Donovan tribe, and she reveled so much in her first big run at the hols as an in-law that Frank accused her of having butchered and packaged a wallaby: the box weighed as much as if it had been filled with ore. “But I didn’t have the chance last year!” she said. “We’d only just been married. I got them . . . a fruit basket or some daft thing!”

Earlier, Frank had said something about his wife’s having spent half the GNP of Australia on Christmas. Natalie’s brother Brian, one ale to the good of sense, guffawed.

“No one goes for prezzies more than my sister!” Brian said. “Think of that whenever she says to just give her something simple and ignore it, brother-in-law of mine! You’ll have a happy marriage, then. I remember her little, not just counting out what was under the tree but using my mum’s sewing tape to measure the parcels to make sure that none of us got bigger than she did!”

The bartender interrupted then, muttering, “More of this bollocks . . .” They all quieted to listen to the curiously electronic voice of the announcer at the Pacific Storm Prediction Centre. Brian was a TV newsman—something of a celebrity in Brisbane—and the barkeep pulled another ale for Brian and asked why everyone got a big stiffie over every tropical depression when they came to nothing.

“It should be called the Watching Tropical Storms Happen Centre,” Brian told the bartender. “Not the Prediction Centre. They’ve never predicted a single damn storm.” He sipped his ale. “The tide came way in tonight, though, farther than I’ve ever seen it here.”

“It does that when someone farts in Japan,” said the barkeep, and Frank remembered laughing. Laughing! But then, anyone might have laughed. Whoever really believed that the thing you feared most would come to pass? Last night, the barkeep had been getting ready to close when Frank got up to make his call. As Brian rummaged for some bills in his pocket, the bartender had said, “No, no. These rounds are on us, lads. Drink up. I’ve managed to miss midnight Mass, so I’m happy, but my bride was already plenty pissed I had to work on Christmas Eve. She said the grandkids were desolate. But I think it’s she who’s desolate because my daughter and her fiancé, two kids and they’ve finally got engaged, if you please, they went out pubbing.”

That man must be dead now, floating open-eyed like a figure in an old Alice in Wonderland woodcut, white on gray, with lamps and teacups and tables and chairs and spoons swirling around him. It seemed untrue. Families stumbled into the station house all the time—into the hospital, into the morgue—pleading proximity. He can’t be dead. I just saw him tonight at the bowling alley . . . and Frank understood the audacity of fate’s disregard for logical progression.

Could Brian have lived?

The thatched bar was no more than a couple hundred yards from the little roll of the water’s edge. The tsunami would have swallowed that distance. Frank thought of Brian, of his big, affable equine face and mane of sand-white hair, the dark blue Irish Donovan eyes.

Of all of them, only Natalie had brown eyes.

Brian had introduced him to Natalie.

Brian usually hosted a swank event called Everyday Heroes—that year in the ballroom at the Brisbane Riverwalk—and was a friend of Frank’s crew chief on the squad of volunteer first responders. Frank had not wanted to go: he was annoyed that he had to buy a sport coat. The tall woman with the thick auburn hair in an unruly pixie cut seemed familiar to him even before the awards were given out, and, as it turned out, she was, at least her face was. At a local high school, Natalie had tripped and disarmed a boy who’d shot two of his classmates, then sat on him while treating one of his victims until teachers took him over. She’d probably saved the life of the girl who was worst hurt, the brachial artery in her shoulder nicked so that she would have bled out in a minute had the Harbor High graduate giving the Career Day speech that day not also been an ER doctor. Since school violence was rare in Australia, and the possession of firearms hardly ubiquitous, the incident was big news for weeks, with many images of a reluctant Natalie, dressed much as she was that night, in the same plain black suit, her only jewelry the fire-opal earrings she loved.

The Natalie he met that night was on her fourth martini and insisted on feeding him three bleu-cheese-stuffed olives soaked in gin. (“I don’t like gin,” he protested. “I only like vodka martinis!” Natalie had held up a wavering finger. “Vodka? Vodka has nothing to do with a discussion about martinis!” she’d scolded him.) At Natalie’s insistence that night, they’d never left the hotel. Two months later, they were married.

One Christmas, and then this one. Two anniversaries, one just past. A long trip and a short one. Hardly even the primary constituents of what could be called a marriage.

Frank knew guys, plenty of guys, who, by his age, had been divorced, at least once, a few twice. That was how his disinclination to marry had hardened into a full-fledged position, though he thought of children in the way people think of a winning lottery ticket. Until they met, he had not understood that this was a position a man could maintain only if he were never awestruck by love. The pleasantness of women was leaven in life, but Frank had not ever been in love. Not even near misses. Did this one love matter more in the universe than the love of two teenagers rutting in a car? It didn’t, and yet he could not help but feel as though it must, somehow, have deserved a bye. People eaten alive with terminal illness had survived this storm, but not his only wife? He punched his thigh again.

In his adult life, Frank had forced himself to face facts squarely, the better to get hard things underway. He thought suddenly of sitting with families who regaled him with false hopes at the sites of irretrievably ghastly car wrecks, the kind of wrecks in which it was impossible to tell which victim had originally inhabited which car. When he was young, he privately thought those people were foolish.

He would be those people now. A granny. It’s not impossible. Just perhaps. There’s always a chance . . .

Frank got into the car and drove in what he sensed vaguely was the direction of the horse farm just north of Brisbane where he’d worked . . . worked and lived, until he married. But he did not get far. He could not recall which side of the road to drive on, and he didn’t care. He would get himself killed; perhaps that was best. No, that was never best. He stopped, and ended up at the cemetery. After he sat for a while on a stone bench, he stood and filled his lungs, then tried to spool out the exhale in a hiss, as he had learned to do after the accident four years ago that had given him, at thirty-eight, his bad leg and his pension.

At the wedding, Brian toasted Natalie and Frank. “Welcome to the family, Frank Mercy. God have mercy on you, because Natalie won’t. But she’ll give you the most loyal heart in Australia, in the southern hemisphere, and maybe in galaxies we don’t know about yet. My baby sister should be an action figure, to tell the truth. I mean, my brother Hugh here’s a florist, and Natalie sews people’s guts back into their tums after they try to blow them out with rifles. We, her older brothers, are deeply grateful to Nat for beating up on our enemies all our lives and we hope she’ll do the same for you and your own five kids. A thousand welcomes to you with your marriage kerchief. May you grow old with goodness and riches.” Bawling openly, Natalie two-fisted the heavy wedding bouquet that Hugh had made from white roses and camellias and hit Brian square in the chest. Her smile was incandescent; in memory, unbearable.

Frank began to shiver in the watery sunlight. They called it acute stress disorder now, the revving of the heart, the flushing of the skin, and the narrowing of vision. The emotional sequels were various—detachment, denial, anxiety, the persistent urge to avoid the scene of the event. There. In describing it, he was already experiencing it. If he lay down on this stone bench, he might sleep for six months.

Another car pulled up on the cracked shell road to the cemetery, a man and a woman. She was dressed in bits and pieces of things, a fancy ruffled shirt over sweatpants, a bright shawl and rubber boots. Like Frank, she didn’t bother to close the passenger door.

“Man, where are you from?” the woman asked. For a moment, Frank thought of the radio evangelist.

“Brisbane. I live at Carson Place.”

“Were you out last night?”

“I was at an inn at Bribie Island. At the beach.”

“Have you seen our son?” she asked. She held out a snapshot of a boy around fifteen, astride a motorbike.

Frank studied the photo carefully for a minute or more and finally said, “I’m sorry but I haven’t seen him. Where was he?”

“Selling Magnum Mini Moments at a beach stand,” the father said. “He was coming home tennish.” Moments were gooey little ice cream treats, among them a selection named for the seven deadly sins, Greed, Envy, Lust, Sloth, and, Frank’s favorite, Gluttony. “We think he must have stayed for the fireworks.” Fireworks were a staple of Australian Christmas, and also of Australian anything else. Aussies used everything from American Thanksgiving to the International Day of the Child as an excuse to set fire to something, to festoon the sky with twinkly, perishing graffiti. “I know he would have beat the storm out, because that didn’t come until what? Long after midnight. One in the morning? He’s got himself stuck at some gymnasium. James has got a good head on his shoulders. He’ll turn up. You can make a good bit of tips holiday nights.”

“He should not have worked on Christmas Eve,” the mother said. Her eyes roamed corner to corner. “He should have come up to church.”

“Shut up,” said the man. “You shut up and go to hell while you’re after it. It’s nothing to do with it.”

As the couple made their separate ways to the car, as if alone on parallel moving sidewalks in a terminal that went on forever, Frank pressed the speed dial to the home farm. Eden’s answering machine picked up, a minor blessing. Frank would be able to live for a while longer without hearing the reaction to what he had to say. It would be blameless joy. Not that his family didn’t care for Natalie. They did. They cared for Natalie, but they adored Frank. If they had to choose who would live and who would die, there would have been no choice.

The message said, “This is Eden Mercy’s cell phone, and I’m sorry it’s not me in person. How about leaving a message?”

“It’s Frank,” he said. “Sweetheart, I’ll call again. Obviously, I’m alive. Natalie . . . Natalie and her family . . . her brothers and their wives and daughters are missing. Edie, I’ll call back. I love you and tell Mom I love her.”

Frank went to his car and opened it. There was bottled water in the boot of the car. As if seeing it for the first time, he recognized the first-aid kit and granola bars, all neatly packed in a box that Frank transferred to a horse van when he went to a jumps event, or to deliver or to pick up a horse for the owner of the place he’d worked. He didn’t recall ever using it, although he knew that he replenished it once in a while. Distances in Queensland were vast, often parched and heat-blasted, or washed unrecognizable in mud, and habitation was unpredictable. Standing in the road, Frank opened a bottle and downed it. He opened and drank two more, tore open a granola pack, and swallowed it without chewing or tasting.

For a moment, the food centered him.

He walked back to the stone bench and sat down again.

He’d left Brian at the bar at twelve thirty, to stretch his legs after tucking Natalie in. Blissfully languorous, just beginning her fifth month, she’d been too drowsy even to open his gift, so he’d left it at her side, still in its silver wrappings. It came from a gallery in London and was hundreds of years old, a maternal primitive sculpted of thick dull gold with a coil of fire ruby at its center that would hang out of sight beneath Natalie’s scrubs, between her breasts. Perhaps she could not have worn it at work. She was too often called on to do minor surgery to wear any jewelry at all, even her earrings. Still, he thought of the primitive mother now floating curved in dark water, to be found in five hundred years and presented by another bemused fellow to another abundant bride, and of the man who had forged it once, to commemorate the majesty of the commonplace miracle.

“I might like to maybe take some time off,” Natalie said one morning, after they’d been snorkeling, after they demolished enough Eggs Benedict to feed four and made love in a way that left nothing else to do except sleep.

“Research?” he’d said.

“Social research, Yank. Say you have a kid. You’d want him to have everything, right? Like a stay-home mommy for a year? Like dual citizenship?”

Frank said, “Well, a theoretical kid? We haven’t ironed out the kid business. I’m not pushing you for kids. I am forty, after all.”

“So am I. I need to get some of these genes passed on. So this kid, it will be theoretical, but only for about the next six months,” Natalie said, drawing out every word, preening, as a woman who’d made life had a right to do, as though she had been crowned a serene highness. Two weeks later, they saw the ultrasound picture, his son’s assertive penis and cunning alien leer. Picturing that moment, their astounded faces, how they gripped each other’s hands, Frank tumbled from the bench. He grasped his knees and puked in the mud beside the shell path.

The cell phone rang.

It was the chief of volunteer firefighters in his sector, outside the city, alerting him to a voice page from the State Emergency Service. He ignored it, pressing the button to power the phone off. Before he could, it rang again. Frank touched the speaker.

“Goddamn it, Frank Mercy, if you aren’t answering this phone, you’d best be dead,” the woman said.

His chief of volunteers was a hard woman, who had no idea where he was or what had happened. He also knew that she would have called him anyway and would find him somehow, as she had when he was two hours home from his honeymoon. Frank threw the phone to the ground near the car. It kept on ringing.

Fifteen times.

Twenty times.

Thirty.


THREE

FIVE HOURS LATER, in sweltering heat before noon, his back and flanks sweat-soaked under his duffel coat, Frank stood in the back of a patrol boat with two college kids, raw rookies, a young woman and a young man so terrified and clumsy they were more likely to brain each other with the eight-foot blunt-end body hooks than they were to pull anyone to safety. Still, even a raw volunteer was better than nothing. Not much better. The floodwaters still rose. Helicopters crowded each other like fat-bodied dragonflies darting at the many stranded in places the cutters couldn’t go. As the Brisbane River burst its banks, whatever resembled a cogent plan of rescue was abandoned in favor of desperate duck and drag efforts on the part of every crew in every kind of conveyance, from cutter to rowboat.

There was no time to search.

A search would need to wait until they could pull out families they could see. There were plenty of people stranded on top of their cars or clinging to their gutters. So far, Frank and the crew in the patrol boat had hauled ten survivors up to waiting transport to Our Lady Help of Christians, where Natalie had been chief of emergency services. One family, a grandmother and two children, were floating on a hollow-core door. They brought each group to at least some dryish area nearby the hospital. Each time he glanced up, Frank could see small figures in blue drab, Country Guard, hastily erecting tents that they filled with cots and blankets and first-aid supplies. Most of the people they found were at least able to walk the last block to the hospital under their own steam—but a few were in shock, and others had serious lacerations or fractures. For them, Frank and one of the college kids unrolled the Easy Evac stretcher and hustled to the bottom of the hill where paramedic teams parked in lines exchanged their stretchers for Frank’s empty one. When one bus pulled away, it was replaced by another: Frank saw the names stenciled on the sides—Rockhampton, Cairns, Wollogong.

The medics must have driven all night.

As soon as Frank and the rookies finished depositing a group, they ran back and threw themselves into the boat, the driver opening the throttle before they could sit down. The closer they came to the river, the more often they saw what appeared to be a shred of forfeit future. Impossibly, a Christmas tree, still lighted and fully decked out, beamed up at them from a depth of three meters. With the porch and front wall of their house ripped off, a family sat with their feet in the water, watching the television. A woman, hip-deep, was taking down her wash. A stiffened cow, a big black dog, and chickens. Frank had not thought of chickens drowning, for they could fly. And then there were the floaters, looking like duffels. The rookie girl—Frank thought her name was Cassie or Cathy—cried, each time, “I hope it isn’t someone!”

Not once or twice but six times thus far, it was.

When that happened, the pilot, a man Frank knew slightly, threw down a buoy, as dignity seemed to demand.

Two of the dead were old men, one a woman Frank’s mother’s age; another was a teenage girl. They were wedged between bridge pillars, bobbing in cars like aquarium fish or hung up on the cornices of roofs. In the time it would take to dislodge and move them, others would die. The pilot turned up the boat’s radio. Emergency Services Medal Radio transmissions warned residents not to stop for food or petrol but to leave the city in an orderly and calm manner, despite every road being jammed with cars like pegs in holes. The south stadium and commuter railway station were filled to capacity with refugees from submerged streets. Every block or so, they had to slow to make their way around an inflatable or a rowboat, or the intact debris of a house ripped off its stump. Trees so large that a full-grown man could climb them tumbled past.

All of them were drowsy with fatigue and hyperarousal.

The sight of a young couple, perhaps twenty years old, wearing life jackets, open-eyed and livid, but still clasped together, snapped the teen volunteer like a matchstick.

“How can they be dead?” she said. “They’re floating! They’ve got to be just unconscious.”

“They’re dead, honey,” Frank said. “Try to take some deep breaths.” With the pole, Frank towed the pair of sweethearts to higher ground and got out to tuck a numbered blanket over them.

As he scissored a single long step back over the boat’s side, the girl said, “Did you even check for a pulse? How did they die? What if they are alive?” Frank thought, but did not say, that the couple were upended long enough to breathe too much water. He could see the muddy smudges around their nostrils.

“They’re not alive,” Frank said. “You’d know. You’re a first responder.”

“This isn’t rescue,” she said, rubbing at her forehead with her hands, quivering between a tantrum and tears. “I came to rescue. We’re just dragging for the dead.”

To allow her the privacy to calm down, Frank asked the boat pilot, “Where do you live?”

“Down there,” the man told him. “A few kee from here. There’s no way to get to it.”

“Tough.”

“My wife and the boys are with her mother. Something to be said for divorce.” He shook his head and said, “But you lived on the river.”

“We lived on the river,” Frank said.

“Did Natalie have her night off? Was she at home?”

“Not at home. But yes. She was at the beach. A Christmas party.”

“I’m sincerely sorry for your loss, Frank.”

“Thank you,” Frank said. Nothing ever meant so little that was meant to mean so much. Dozens of times, pierced by their inadequacy, Frank had said the same words. He never had enough stamina to explain. During his life, Frank met people who said “it was never talked about” (whatever “it” was). He found this kind of people unbearably precious, more self-important in their magnificent silence than the ones who repeated their experiences in endless and lugubrious detail. Now he identified with the silent ones. He might never speak this, his own unspeakable. He fully understood how those people spent their lives unable ever to speak of the war, the crash, the fire.

“It doesn’t do to think about it,” the pilot said then.

“No.”

The girl volunteer turned to Frank and said, “His mother and father are missing.”

“Look sharp,” the pilot called to them, as if to distract the others from considering a presumption of grief on his behalf. He nearly heeled the boat, rounding the corner of Queen Street and Myer: Frank saw the green-forked sign protruding a foot above foaming brown water and remembered stopping there on the way to pick Natalie up from work. Some kind of boxy microbus was hitched on its side, half buried in muck. “I saw movement in there. Purposeful movement.”

At the same moment, the girl moaned, “There are kids in there. Oh please, please, please no.”

Frank could see the level of the water rising inside the van, nearly keeping pace with the flood tide. One of the kids was bigger, maybe six or seven, kneeling on the passenger seat, his arms and upper torso above water. The other two were nearly submerged. A girl? No, it was a woman. The woman tipped the smaller kid’s face up to the roof, as though pointing out a constellation, while the water lapped their shoulders. Both children were boys, or at least both had short, thatched blond hair, their square chins and bulk suggesting Dutch or German. They were nothing like the woman, who was tiny. Indonesian, Frank thought. Mother? Nanny? From a distance, Frank could see the older boy hammering at the side window, his mouth stretched wide in . . . this surprised Frank . . . a smile. As the boat sidled nearer and their eyes linked, Frank saw a drowsy peace descend. The kid was thinking, Here come the Marines.

“We can get them out of there,” Frank said.

“Whatever we do will shift that thing,” said the boat pilot. “There’s nowhere at all to stand.”

“Well, there has to be something down there. They’re hung up on something,” said Frank. “We can stand on that.” Frank jumped over the side. He tried to see the vertical plane under his feet. It seemed to be the roof of a second car, slick but firmly lodged. The pilot cut the motor, and immediately the boat began to drift down toward the valley basin. Frank said, “Come on. You need to be out here with me.”

To the boy rookie volunteer, the pilot said, “Here, idle this, there’s a mate.” As the boat pilot unhooked the Jaws of Life, the rookie boy scrambled over the back of the seat and expertly set the boat against the tide, the motor burbling, while the girl, her concentration sudden as a shot of sedative, steadied herself with her thighs against the hull and leveled the rescue hook. If they could make any opening, there would be a chance to snag them. The current was unexpectedly vehement, and Frank needed a pitched intensity to keep himself standing. His perceptions slowed to the rhythmic song of his breath. Never hurry, his first partner had told him, twenty years ago. The mistake you make going too fast will cancel out any good you do. He could see the older kid mouthing, Help. Frank crouched, giving the pilot room to attack the hood of the van with the spreader. Slowly, the man opened the jaws, prying the roof from the door pillar, and as he did, the older kid began to wriggle toward the gap. The pilot shouted, “Stay still, son. Almost there. Easy does the trick.” The rookie girl primed the blunt loop of the hook, sliding it closer to the woman and child in the driver’s seat as Frank prepared to haul the older kid free. Frank had a handful of the boy’s soaked shirt in one hand when the kid shrank back. “It’s okay,” Frank said. Still, the bigger boy scrambled out of Frank’s grasp. “Son! No!”

“Take him first,” the kid said quietly. Again, he smiled. Frank thought, What kind of kid smiles as a flood closes around his throat? The boy said, “He’s little. Please. He’s important, too. He’s very important.”

“We’ll get him. I promise. You’re closer.”

“Take him first,” the older child said clearly, visibly shivering. “Hurry. He’s important. He’s my brother.” The woman leaned forward to the margins of the seat belt harness, holding the little kid by his shoulders, then the strap of his backpack. For an instant, the little one tottered beyond the reach of her hands, and Frank was not sure he’d snagged the child or only the pack. In his arms, the child had the deceiving insubstance of a kitten. Frank sat back against the current and turned to hand him to the girl in the rescue boat.

Then, from the corner of his consciousness, Frank glimpsed a solid cloud, a muddy cumulonimbus. He hesitated, despite his custom of reacting, even now, in the moment to anything that looked out of place. He couldn’t trust his own eyes. But it was real; it was coming, another river of dread, another flood. Frank hurled himself onto his back in the bottom of the boat, the child pressed against his chest. The boat pilot grunted in pain as he struck his neck on the gunwale, the jaws shoved against his chest like a jackhammer in reverse.

The girl rookie shrieked, “Get them! Get them! No! No way!” Frank and the pilot hauled themselves to their knees.

The inland tsunami pushed the van farther back with a metal moan. Frank threw the little boy to the rookies and lunged toward the open side door, fighting to grab for purchase as the car beneath shifted. “Give me a hand,” he said. “I can’t hold this!” The older brother and the mom were clinging to the welded feet of the front seat. Frank let go of the door and dove in, pulling the bigger child loose. Then the van swept from its fragile perch. Frank felt his right wrist wrench. He clung to the older brother with his left hand. The boat pilot scrambled across the bottom of the boat. Then the van spun and hit the bigger kid broadside, ripping him from Frank’s grasp. Frank shucked his coat, ready to plunge in and chase the truck. But it gamboled away before Frank could haul his arms out of his mac.

The rescue boat pilot said, “No, Frank. It’s no use.”

In the time it took him to speak, the van was borne away, hideously fast and slight in the current. They watched it heel over, the wheels spinning in the air. Then there was nothing at all but the turbid brown surface. Onlookers cried from the top of the hill, the street to the hospital, “Look there!”

“You’re the navy,” a woman shrilled. “Go get them!”

“She drove off the edge of the high road up there! That woman in the purple van!” an old man shouted. “She drove right off the road like a suicide. People stopped to look!”

The first woman screamed, “Harry! You’re blind as well as daft. She was scared, you fat stupid old bastard! Didn’t you see that big black limo that was after her? Bumped right into the back of that caravan of hers. She was pushed off the road, she was. There’s no doubt about it. That big black car was giving it a flogging. I saw it with my own eyes.”

“Do you need help?” the rookie boy called to the old couple.

“Nah,” the woman called. “My daughter’s coming in her boat now. For Harry, my husband here, and me. We’re fine until then. But thanks.”

Frank struggled to his feet. The girl handed the little boy to him. The child had not stirred, and if he had not felt the faint surge of his breath, Frank might have shaken him to start respirations. Huge-eyed and slight, his head like a daisy on a stalk, the child looked up. Frank parted the canvas lapels of his jacket and tucked the child inside, as he would have done with a puppy, and the child nestled in. By the time they got to the ER entrance, Frank was certain that they had lost him. With the child against his chest, Frank began to cry, the only occasion since the day his father died that he knew for certain that he had cried, although there must have been other times. He opened his coat and surrendered the small body to a nurse.

The boy had fallen asleep. He looked back at Frank and held out his arms. He struggled until the nurse set him on his feet.

Frank reached out with the hand of the wrist that was not swollen and held the boy’s fingers as he followed him down the hall.


FOUR

THE DOCTOR WHO put tape on Frank’s wrist had known Natalie since school days.

“One thing you don’t want to do is to give up,” said the man, who’d been born in Hong Kong. “Certainly not on Natalie Donovan.”

“I won’t. Although it’s hard. I saw it happen.”

She must be dead, Frank thought. He glanced down at the little boy. Had the child spoken?

“I treated a man this morning who had been sitting on one of the lampposts outside the theater since it happened. The police went right past him and assumed he was safe, until this morning. And he is safe. He has some infection, but eventually his legs and feet will heal. I don’t know what to say,” the doctor told Frank. “Certainly, I would not give up on Natalie Donovan.”

Finally, Frank said, “I’ll try not to.”

The child sat at Frank’s feet, quietly winding surgical tape around his right shoe. His shoes were small Converse high-tops, a bright orange through the thick brown mud stains.

“He’s fine,” the doctor said. “Isn’t he? A bit damp and dirty. You were married before Natalie? He’s a lovely kid.”

Frank said, “He’s not . . .” and then added, suddenly, “He is my nephew. One of Natalie’s brother’s boys.” Why did he lie? Frank had no idea. In his time, he’d rescued twenty kids from circumstances fully as dire. He liked children, at least better than he liked adults. They seemed comic, as a group, but he never had a particular feeling for one child. And yet now he couldn’t take his eyes off the little boy from the flood—despite his own distress, Frank was fascinated by everything the child did. This was undoubtedly a subconscious reaction to having, in a sense, just lost his own son.

His own son. The only child he would ever have. Now the child he would never have. The floor canted.

“Would you like some tea?” the doctor said. “You look shattered.”

“Sure,” said Frank, for the first time fully grasping the Anglo-Celtic avidity for the solace of any hot beverage. Where most doctors would keep samples of enticing drugs, this one had an electric kettle, mugs, sugars, and a wooden box of teas. He handed Frank a steaming mug.

“Natalie was sort of a legend,” the man said. “She made doctoring like space exploration. We would hear of her exploits in emergency. Fearless. She was fearless.”

Frank set down his cup.

Had she been fearless when she woke in dark water, without Frank beside her, clutching her belly, trying to break the surface? Had it been so fast . . . ? Frank picked up and drank the tea in a single gulp, his eyes smarting at the pain. He could feel little flags of flesh unfurl from the roof of his mouth. The doctor said, “You’ll want to let it cool . . . well.”

The doctor pulled a packet of gum from a drawer and handed it to the little boy, who accepted it with an amazing and trustful grin.

“You’ll look after Uncle, won’t you?” the doctor said.

The boy stood and slid the gum packet into the rucksack, which was very small and also pale orange, with a soccer ball decaled on it in silver. Carefully lifting the doctor’s outsized silver pen and a prescription pad from his metal desk, the boy drew a line, along which he carefully drew an intersecting arrow facing up and to the right, then one up and to the left, finally holding out the finished product, which was no more than an inch long, as if this explained everything. What did it mean? Was it some sort of writing?

Had that little woman, the mother, been Japanese?

She had not been Japanese.

And this was not Japanese, or anything else.

When the doctor nodded, the child delicately lifted his two small hands and swung them in a small arc in front of his chest, back, forth, back, describing in the air the same angle as the lines he drew. Frank thought, He’s trying to behave. Behave? What? Had the child spoken? Frank said, “He’s shy. Now, especially.”

Frank led the little boy down the stairs and out the door. They walked a quarter of a mile down the street to a big makeshift auditorium, a square block of canvas tent with the Red Cross flag on a high pole, visible even to the ships at sea. The line was halfway down the street. Frank took out a couple of the Vicodin given him by the doctor and bit down. He had a prescription for more of it, and just where would he find the nearest operating pharmacy? Some wily entrepreneur was selling lemonade and stuffed pita. Frank bought two of each and he and the boy stood in the line, munching on some sort of fried vegetable stuff with yogurt as a sauce. The child had a good appetite. Gradually, the line of the hopeful, dirty, deranged, sleepless, and damned shortened. In a moment, Frank would be able to present the child to the caretakers, where he belonged. Finally, they came to the front of the line, and a sweating volunteer fixed on them—exhausted but desperately good-natured. And Frank looked down at the child and thought crazy shit he hadn’t thought since he was writing poems during night school lectures with the goal of toppling girls into his bed. This child was his pulse . . . he was Frank’s. No one else could have him. Nothing could change this. Frank took out his mobile, although it hadn’t rung. “Of course!” he said loudly. “Yes. Great. Be right there.” He nodded to the volunteer. “Found his dad! All’s well. Thanks anyhow.”

•  •  •

Later, after what seemed many hours, but could not have been, for it was still early afternoon, Frank ended up at the entrance to the place he’d lived and worked until he met Natalie. He glanced up at the scrollwork arch that spelled out Tura Farms.

He stopped, reluctant to drive into what he supposed had been the only other home he’d ever known, except for his own farm in Wisconsin. He didn’t count the series of anonymous apartments he’d barely inhabited around Chicago, places where he’d never so much as made a meal. He’d never settled down, never come close to it, despite how much he loved Chicago and his job. He moved every year. In one of his (very brief, very few) therapy sessions after his accident, the police psychiatrist had basically kept her shoe planted on Frank’s chest until he admitted that he kept everything temporary on purpose. He had been waiting. It once seemed possible that he might fall enough in love with a woman that she would install him like an appliance in her own life. In anticipation of that unlikely event (made more unlikely by dating women to whom he felt about as attached as he might have felt to a very good TV show), Frank didn’t want to become overly fond of a certain neighborhood.

“Or a china pattern?” the psychiatrist asked him.

“Things like that, sure. Fabric or leather for your sofa. Whatever it might be. I just wanted to stay flexible and keep my options open.”

“I would say you accomplished that,” she told him.

Frank hadn’t expected to become attached to the farm’s owners, Tura and Cedric Bellingham, although he probably should have advised Tura of that before she began setting a place for him each night at their table—just as she did for their adored nephew, Miles. At those dinners, listening to Tura’s discourse on her upcoming exams for her volunteer paramedic certification, her views on cheese as a binge food, and her gratitude toward Helen Mirren for making it safe for middle-aged women to be considered babes (“Middle-aged if you’re hoping to live to be a hundred and twenty-five,” Cedric commented quietly), and working beside Cedric, watching the man’s vast and unassuming skill with animals, Frank tumbled unawares into the kind of affection he had felt for no one except his own mother and his father, dead since Frank was seventeen.

So he sat. When he pressed the button, the gates would swing open and he would have to find out if anyone in Cedric and Tura’s family was lost; he would have to divulge Natalie’s death, and everything else about this astounding, harrowing day. He sat thinking of the first day he’d come to Tura Farms, hesitating at this same gate, just seven months after he’d spent thirty days in the hospital, two weeks in a rehab facility, and a solid summer in the rack at the house where he’d grown up.

All those months, his leg was suspended, long enough for ivy to have twined around the pulley, and he took handfuls of pills and watched everything from Masterpiece Theatre to Swedish porn, his laptop strapped to an aluminum stand and propped on his stomach. Finally, before starting in on a series of documentaries assembled by his mother, a high school librarian, despair at his state of weakness caught him. His thoughts turned mortal, and snaked out toward the future, which he realized, quite suddenly, was his to have or have not as he chose. If he took too many of these pills, not even his mother would know it was by choice. Pills were a messy choice, though, Frank thought, and he would have to wait until he was able-bodied enough to get to his gun, and by then, given that it was only his leg and not his mind that was maimed, he might no longer want to do anything so dramatic. Still, his life would always be neatly sliced into two eras, one before and after a single blunt moment.

On a rainy, cold spring night, when Frank was two days past twenty and a block from his house, he spotted an older guy struggling to change a tire. Frank would have stopped even if he didn’t have time, but he had time. He was planning a leisurely hot shower and a fast nap before a late dinner with a woman he was seeing, and had two hours of grace. The old man’s car was in a bad spot, invisible until a motorist pulled out of a long downhill curve. Parking his own car safely in front of the guy’s, Frank showed him his badge and they set to work. No more than three minutes later, a seventeen-year-old with a brand-new license cut the curve too fast and crushed Frank’s right leg with such an impact that surgeons had to extract a quarter that had been in Frank’s pocket from the muscle of his thigh. It shouldn’t have meant that he was finished as police, but it had. He was unable even to sit for long enough to hold a desk job, unable to stand for the work of a shift, so he got full disability. He also got all sorts of combat dollars and payouts from insurance policies he’d forgotten that he ever had, and a fat check from the family of the kid who’d been driving the car that hit him. Frank kept returning the check, and the family kept sending it back to him, desperate with gratitude because Frank refused to ruin a good kid’s life with some foolish charge of aggravated vehicular assault. Finally, Frank kept the money.

Then, there was nothing to do but heal and face a future washed all to shades of dun.

He had loved being police: he had wanted to be police all his life. All little boys do, and Frank, simply put, never stopped. His mother cherished the idea of Frank as a professor of literature; his father publicly endorsed that wish, but hoped that Frank would grow into the love of breeding and training horses for the highest levels of competition on their own home farm, the place that Frank’s grandfather had christened Tenacity. Frank liked horses well enough, and admired his family’s work, but on his own would probably never even have trained a beagle to fetch. Certain that he didn’t want the latter, Frank compromised and tried the former. As it turned out, he loved college, and the immersion in books, but after a semester, he dropped out to enter the police academy for no reason other than he wanted to do both, and one couldn’t wait. For his mother, his work then became a source of alternating distress and chagrin, as Hope was certain that Frank would end up grievously hurt—as he had. Even for him, the job was not without its drawbacks, chief among them the bloodlust that some of his fellow officers openly displayed. When he finally trained for and joined the thirty other mounted officers in Chicago, two of his worlds folded together, and he was so content that he never even wanted to take his vacation days.

He loved caring for his partner, the big dark gray Morgan, a retired carriage racer named Tarmac. He loved it even when he worked almost every summer holiday, well into the night, his partner’s massive flanks and nerveless bulk sidling up to hysterical concert crowds. He loved being able to go where squad cars couldn’t. He loved cutting through lots to run a punk down and seeing the big man cower and throw his weapon away at the sight of Tarmac’s flaring nostrils. He hated being the one to spot nine-year-old Suzie Shepard’s lime-green sweatshirt where her killer had thrown her, in a culvert not far off the bridle path in the forest preserve. He didn’t even mind the silly stuff—like the way that mounted police had their pictures taken in parades more often than Miss America. The extraordinary pleasure of unexpected usefulness never went away.

Then, it all went away.

After the accident, ranks of brother and sister cops came bringing pizza they ended up eating themselves, doughnuts they ended up eating themselves, and candy they ended up eating themselves, as well as true-crime books, funny tee shirts, fishing poles, a huge aloe vera plant, and cases of beer. His sergeant, a man the size of an offensive tackle, taught Frank to knit. His first partner on patrol, Elena, organized a Sunday-night poker game at the hospital. Just before he moved to rehab, the detective Frank had been dating on and off for a couple of years came to visit as well, although Frank hadn’t reached out to her. She visited, twice, and the very air in the room seemed to shrink with the awkwardness between them. Frank opened the card she brought to the second visit, and out tumbled a note, asking if their time was up. Frank set the small vellum note on his stainless-steel tray, and studied the worms of puckered flesh that banded his leg and considered how this detective, a smart, sturdy southside Irish girl, who now starred every night in Frank’s drug-stoked erotic dreams. He finally admitted that what he longed for was not this woman, but a woman, an extraordinary and good woman who would put up with a diffident guy with a bum leg, a fondness for nineteenth-century British novels, and an aversion to sports and amusements of any kind except the archaic diversions of equestrian show jumping, a sport for little girls who read Pony Club books. Trying to force this woman into that space, given that neither of them to this point had the candle to take the next step, would be like trimming pieces of a puzzle to make them fit.

When the friends thinned out, Frank spent the enforced solitude and inactivity in deciding what to do with at least some of the money. Over his mother’s vigorous protests, he hired a contractor to remodel the kitchen and library of the farmhouse at Tenacity, adding a full first-floor bath and a brand-new twenty-year roof. When his sister told him that the old machine barn was so tumbledown as to be calamitous, Frank installed a new one, and a big arena, although he wasn’t sure he’d ever live there again and his mother needed a new arena like she needed another nostril. For good measure, he retooled the inside of the big barn, adding four new stalls and a commodious and well-equipped bunkhouse with a double bath for the teachers and grooms his mother didn’t employ. When he was finished with all that, there was still a shitboat of money left over, and then Frank had no idea what to do with what promised to be a fairly long life, and with what was certainly too much money for a cop whose career had been distinguished by little glory and no corruption.

It was in watching one of the slew of neglected documentaries that he happened upon Cedric Bellingham.

Not in personality, but in early achievement, Cedric Bellingham reminded Frank of Jack Mercy, his own grandfather, whose second horse had taken Olympic silver. Cedric’s Gentle Griffin had taken Olympic silver in the eighties, and years afterward, the great-grandson of that horse, called The Quiet Man, a gold. Cedric had trained both of them, ten and thirty years before, respectively. Cedric rode Gentle Griffin himself, until the riding part of his life was snipped off by a leg injury not very different from Frank’s own. Unloading some feed, Cedric had fallen from a truck bed, just the wrong way.

They traded a few emails.

Next came a phone call.

Frank didn’t want to be a trainer like Cedric, but thought that it might be fun to be around one—horses being all he knew except police work. Completing college would have been attractive if, once he was on his feet, Frank could have even remotely considered the prospect of a sedentary way of life. Not only Frank’s background, but his willingness to work for almost nothing except bed and board was the big attraction for Cedric, who was cheap except where it came to horses. It didn’t hurt that Frank was the heir to men who’d trained ranked horses for riders from all over the world. Frank wanted to assure himself that the Cedric he encountered would be at least a vestige of the man in the documentary, not some bitchy old martinet soured by his past glories and present difficulties. But vocally at least, Cedric was as vigorous as a man half his age, more vigorous than the current version of Frank Mercy, and without a single bleat of self-pity. As unfamiliar and odd as Queensland seemed in every astonishing detail, from its deserts to its rainforests to its bizarre fauna, it couldn’t have been different enough from the Midwestern United States to satisfy Frank, who wished he could relocate to the moon.

“What do you think of Australia?” he asked Hope one night as his mother worked on mending the spines of some books. Frank had finished the excruciating series of contortions that were supposed to increase his mobility and flexibility—and probably had, since he could now move like a spry eighty-year-old, a step up from the four-wheeled walker just retired.

“I always wanted to live in England,” Hope said. “Like the Brontës.”

“I might move to Australia,” Frank said. “Not anything like the Brontës. And not forever. Just . . . for a while.”

“Why?”

“It seems like a place a guy could get lost.”

Hope’s face crumpled. She was so certain that Frank’s disability had pushed him to the ledge of life that she’d succeeded in making him wonder if he actually was still itching to put a bullet in the back of his neck. With no thought at all for how foppishly Edwardian it would have looked to an outsider, Frank got up and awkwardly knelt next to Hope’s chair. “I’m not going to end up wearing dreadlocks and ranting in the outback, Mom. And I’m not going to leave you forever.” Looking away from him, Hope lightly touched Frank’s hair.

He said goodbye to someone he loved, who counted on him. Now he would say goodbye again. It was bright clear to Frank that he would not stay, equally clear that Cedric and Tura, who needed him, too, would feel the loss keenly.

Frank passed through the gates and under the arch, considering as he did that unless they were extraordinarily lucky, Cedric and Tura would mourn tonight, just as Frank would. Their daughter, Kate, had been singing last night, somewhere down the same beach from the Murry Sand Castle Inn. Frank hoped to Christ that Kate Bellingham had finished at midnight and hurried to join her parents far up in the town of Barry, where Tura’s old mother lived.

Instead of opening the door to their house, he knocked.

Kate Bellingham opened the door. She grabbed Frank around the neck. “Where were you? Where is Natalie?” She stood back when she saw Frank’s face. “Have you heard anything, Frank? Is Natalie lost? Surely there’s a chance?”

In a low, measured voice meant to convey a calm that he certainly did not feel, Frank said, “I don’t think so. All her brothers and their wives and kids were there, too, on the beach at the Murry Sand Castle. I’m glad to see you, Kate.”

“I left the place I had the singing job, with my boyfriend. It was eleven. He’s religious. We went to church up the road here and picked Granny up then, but we ended up coming back here. The news isn’t all good for our family, Frank.”

Tura Bellingham came down the back staircase, carrying a pile of folded blankets, which she let fall to the floor in a heap when she saw Frank. “Thank God you’re here. You’re not even wet. I’m just bringing these blankets down to the church. Kate will do it now. They’re full, sleeping bags every inch of the school and the community hall, as everywhere. Frank, tell us. How did you make it? Where is Natalie? Is she out there in the car?”

“Natalie was asleep when the wave hit,” Frank said. “Natalie’s whole family, her brothers and their kids and her father, they were asleep. I wasn’t there because I got up to call my mother and have a beer with Natalie’s brother. Today, I just thought I would come out and check on the horses. And you, of course.”

Natalie’s mother had died a few years before, struck down by flu.

That was all of them.

Tura shook her head, casting her eyes down away from Frank. “Natalie,” she said. “I don’t know what this means, this force of the world turned on innocents. Nothing, I expect.”

“You’re probably right. Nothing.”

“Ceddie!” Tura called. “It’s Frank come! He’s alive.”

Frank heard the scrape of a chair shoved across the planks above and Cedric came pounding slowly down.

“Frank, there you are!” he said, the Yorkshire vowels still broth in his mouth, although Cedric hadn’t seen the moors for longer than Frank had been alive. “You’re here and so is our Kate.”

Frank said nothing, but nodded and gave Cedric his hand to shake. In Cedric’s bluff good humor, there was the hollow clap of an exception. Someone was missing. Cedric’s nephew, Miles, everything but a son to the old man, was not there. Frank decided not to mention Miles until someone else did.

There were bound to be rescuers lost, too, and Frank would need to go back out.

“There’s a child there,” Tura said then, uncertainly.

Now Frank would have to explain what he couldn’t explain even to himself.

“Yes,” Frank told her, gently leading the little boy into the room from the Bellinghams’ enclosed mudroom, still surprised by the confident strength of the white, tiny hand that wound around his thick thumb. For the first time, Frank noticed that his hair was blond, a strange almost milky color, his lashes nearly invisible against his deeply tanned cheeks.

“Who is that?” Tura asked.

“We pulled him out of a van this morning. His . . .” Frank stopped. He had been about to tell Tura how the child’s mother and older brother had been swept to their deaths before the firefighters’ horrified eyes. But the kid hadn’t yet spoken. Shock, or he didn’t understand English, or was hearing impaired. At the mammoth tent, Frank had found some dry clothes only a size or so too big and helped the boy into them, horrified by the child’s tiny, trusting willingness, thanking Christ he wasn’t some kind of soft-fingered, candy-bearing monster pervert. They would be abroad on Christmas Day, the child stealers, looking for bargains, little peaches to keep or kill or sell. That was why the boy was still with Frank, or at least this was what Frank conjectured. He’d intended to leave him with the first decent minder he met, and yet he had not left him with the first one, the volunteer at the gym, who was just that kind—everything that could go right if you were a native of Brisbane, jolly, smart, comforting, primed. “I don’t know why I brought him, Tura. I just did. It seemed right. He needs someone to look out for him while I go back out for a while to try to help out,” Frank said. Tura knew he was a volunteer first responder, who, one weekend a month, helped out with small urgencies and prepared for just this, the impossible full-scale emergency. “I have to see to Natalie and her family, too.”

“Of course, he can be here,” Tura said. Cedric’s phone rang.

“My sister,” the old man said, apologetically. “Our Miles is still missing.” Miles had been expected at Kuranda, where the family presumed he’d gone with his girlfriend. No one had called Cedric’s sister. No one at all. Frank heard Cedric murmuring about phone service interrupted and early days yet. Then he turned back to Frank. “Could be he’ll turn up. You did, didn’t you?”

“What if our Miles is gone for good?” Tura said, her eyes filling.

The child had let go of Frank’s hand and approached Tura, who sat down and, without seeming to think, took him onto her lap. “Get out some biscuits and cheese, Kate, before you go, and put on a kettle so we can give Frank his tea.”

“No need,” Frank said. “I had some. I drank it too hot.” He remembered then that Natalie could not eat, or nourish their baby son, curled inside her. He wanted to be alone, and to be free to scream and kneel and keen. He had to go back to the rescue crew. How had he forgotten? Even for an instant? His very thoughts were slowing to a drip.

“You’ll want a cup,” said Tura. “What’s happened to your wrist?”

“Nothing,” Frank said, unwinding the bandage. “A bruise.” The wrist was fat and blue. “Maybe some ice for this.” The boy had begun to eat the wafers and cheese, taking small bites. Frank sat down and waited for his tea, in the strangely quiet kitchen inside a reconstructed universe.


FIVE

FRANK WOKE WITH a shriek, embarrassed. He had been asleep in the boat when the new man driving it nudged him. The fellow told him to head off to wherever he would sleep the rest of the night. The bright dial on the man’s watch indicated that it was four in the morning.

Frank said, “I’m good still.”

“I know. You’re fine. But you need to be back later tomorrow. There are people trapped we haven’t seen yet.” The man must have been up all night: his skin had that telltale patina of Queensland sweat and dust dried and reapplied. Yet he seemed as alert and relaxed as if they were fishing. The rookie girl had been replaced, although the boy still hung in. The boat made widening circles, heading in the direction of pale faces that swam into the light or shouts at first faint and then urgent. They had spotted more bodies. The pilot steered the boat over to a man so young and robust-looking that he must have been knocked unconscious to have drowned. Leaning out, Frank stuck a numbered pinny on his chest, as they did with two old women and two teenage girls, whose chic shoulder bags still festooned their tanned shoulders. Those bags would have had ID in them, Frank thought, and cursed himself for a fuckwit for not trying to anchor those children before they sank—for if their parents were alive . . . They brought the living, a bedraggled man sobbing for his wife but clinging to his son who clung to their collie dog, as well as an American woman with her sister and the sister’s boyfriend. They left behind two grannies, who refused to leave their cats. Frank remembered that people in New Orleans had died after the hurricane because they would not leave behind their pets.

“There’s too much to do,” Frank muttered.

“The chief said you lost your wife. You need a rest and a meal at least. She said to call you off.”

Dropped at the makeshift levee near a huge car park that remained above water, Frank got back into his car. He reclined the seat and somehow, his leg awkwardly outstretched in a futile attempt at elevating it, he must have fallen asleep again. When he opened his eyes, it was to a watery sunlight. He turned the key. At the same moment, his phone lighted. Along with another list of phone calls from his mother, the unidentified caller had tried again. Impatient, his leg run through with a soldering iron from sitting cramped in the rescue motorboat and then this tiny car, Frank punched the return dial.

“Frank?” said Brian Donovan. Frank couldn’t speak. The voice was indeed his brother-in-law’s. Frank had heard it last on Christmas Eve, but dozens of times before he even knew Brian, when Brian read the news on MAT21, the Brisbane iteration of the national public channel. Ten times or more throughout his and Natalie’s brief courtship and the year of their marriage, they’d done some small thing with Brian and his wife, although Brian was older, in his fifties, mad for football, everything Frank was not—but still a good and comical man. “Frank Mercy?” It was just past nine on Boxing Day, the day in Australia when people visited relatives they didn’t like as much. Frank liked Brian very much.

Now Frank found his voice and said, “Brian! You’re alive.”

“Just. I was still down in the bar and we were swept out, the bartender and me, up onto the roof of some broadcast tower. We hung there for hours.”

“Where are you now?”

“My leg is broken and my shoulder. I’m in hospital.”

“Natalie, Brian,” Frank said. “I know what I saw, but you might . . .”

There was a reason Frank Mercy had lived, and saved the boy. It was fair dinkum for Natalie’s life.

“No, Frank. The only hope is for my Adair, but her . . . her things were found. Her shoes. And her backpack. And my brother Hugh and his wife, Mairead, have not been found.”

“All the rest?”

“That’s right.”

“Brian.”

“They have me doped up. Can you even understand me? I feel like I’m speaking from inside a balloon . . .”

“I understand you just fine,” said Frank.

“All the rest. They were found. My wife and Kelly. And Da. My brothers. I’m on the fourth floor and they’ve taken me down to identify the bodies. You’ll want to see our Natalie. Frank, Jesus God.”

Frank said, “Yes.”

Silently, opening the door to shield him so no one could see, Frank threw up there on the dirty blacktop. Let me cry, he thought, the grief a dry wedge thrust thick end up from his chest. He threw up once more, all the day’s food, a disgusting greasy pile, and still he retched, like an old drunk. Tears were at least pure. Tears, he heard from his sister, dissolved the wedge; they had hormones of grief in them that were released by the crying. Brian had actually seen her, seen Natalie. It seemed indecent, that he had seen Frank’s own dead wife.

But she had been Brian’s sister long before.

Frank wanted the ring he had put on Natalie’s hand. It had been his mother’s. He wanted to keep that ring close for however long there would be for him. He wanted a lock of Natalie’s dark hair.

He wanted his wife and his life.

Brian had been talking the whole time that Frank was cupping the mic of the phone to muffle the sound of his heaving. What a giant of a man Frank had turned out to be, he thought. His self-pity was so huge he could not console a man who had just lost his whole family. “It’s the girls, Frank. My wife . . . was a woman, and she’d had a life. But they never had a life. They never rode a motorbike or drove a car. They never slept a night away from home except at girlfriends’, or flew in a plane. They’ll never know what it is to be in love. They never saw a world outside Brisbane. At least they didn’t know what happened. Losing a child, you can’t endure it.”

Frank said, “Of course,” and thought, It must be. “I’m so very sorry, Brian.” It occurred to him then. “How did you think to call me?”

“They brought me a newspaper. Your photo was on the front, standing in a boat, holding a little child’s body. Didn’t you know that? Did the child live? If I hadn’t known you, I wouldn’t have been sure, your face was half hidden by the fold of that yellow anorak. But it was obvious to me that it was you.”

Frank said, “That child did live. We didn’t save his mother or his brother.”

“Our Natalie would be proud, then. Proud you didn’t give up. That’s what she would have done, gone out to try to help.” Brian asked then, “What will you be wanting for a funeral?”

“I don’t know if Natalie would want that,” Frank said.
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