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For my dad



ONE
I STARE. THE ARCHIVE ROOM STARES BACK. It’s the size of a respectable closet, made from painted-over cinderblock and lit with yellowed florescent lighting, near enough to a public school that I almost feel at home. It’s crowded with stacks of cardboard boxes, sagging under the weight of one another and their corners dented carelessly. The cobwebs strung between them don’t exactly carbon date the last time someone went in this room, but they give me the idea that it wasn’t within recent memory. Something scuttles deep within its bowels, and I resist the urge to take a step back.
“This room?” I ask, trying not to sound judgmental. The Hermitage Historical Society is not a big place. There’s not a lot of hope that Miss Vicki got turned around and opened the wrong door, or that she just wanted to show off the oldest junk room in town before moving on to what we were really looking for. 
“This is the one!” Miss Vicki claps her hands together, her enthusiasm not quite infectious but charming. Maybe it’s just that she looks like somebody’s grandma—not mine, but somebody’s—with dyed strawberry blond hair and gray roots pulled into tight curls, and her habit of insisting on big, squishy hugs against her ample bosom. I’ve only met her twice now, but she seems to dress exclusively in T-shirts from blood drives and fun runs. Today a cartoon vampire winks at me from inside a big drop of blood. 
“It’s gotten a little out of hand these past couple of years,” she goes on, bustling inside. Or at least bustling as much as the maze of boxes will allow for. “I didn’t even realize how long it’s been. You wouldn’t believe the things people donate. If they had their way, the museum would look like a garage sale.” She flaps her hand dismissively. 
The museum is a similarly small room up front, long but narrow and stuck off the side of the Hermitage Municipal Building like a forgotten appendage. I’m not sure if they meant to put the historical society here from the beginning or if there was just nothing else to do with the room, but the effect is something like a poorly lit walk-in closet devoted to local history. We had to weave through a maze of folding displays and glass cases to get to the archive room at the back. The rest of the municipal building is better lit, but the building is clearly old enough that it might count as an artifact itself. 
“So we’re lucky to have you this summer, aren’t we? I know it’s not glamorous, but”—she shoots me a cheeky little smile, like we’re sharing a secret—“I bet your uncle didn’t tell you about that.”
I smile awkwardly and force a little heh that’s almost a laugh. Uncle Aaron didn’t really tell me anything about the job except that he could probably get me one. I don’t think he was expecting me to agree to come stay in Hermitage for the summer at all when he suggested it. I wasn’t either, honestly, but here I am. I don’t want to tell Vicki that the only reason I’m here is because it’s better than sitting at home and thinking about how much it sucks to have a dead mom. 
Sorry. Miss Vicki. 
“Looks like it should keep me busy,” I say, which is absolutely true, even if the enthusiasm is feigned. “I appreciate the opportunity.” 
“Of course,” she says, with that little smile and soft eyes people reserve for when they want you to know they feel bad for you but don’t know how to say it. She clasps her hands in front of her. “We all loved Haley here. It’s the least I could do.”
My stomach flips, threatening to knock my breakfast back out of it. Of course she already knows about what happened. Mom grew up in Hermitage. I knew that—the only reason I’m here at all is because Uncle Aaron still lives here, but somehow I keep forgetting that all these strangers actually knew her. 
I smile weakly. What do you say to that? “Do you mind if I go to the bathroom real quick?” I ask instead. 
Miss Vicki directs me to the bathroom around the corner from the museum, where the walls are all painted peach and plastic signs point to where you can find different offices. There’s a semicircle desk at the front of the municipal center that had someone bored sitting behind it when I came in, but I keep my eyes averted like I know what I’m doing. At least the bathrooms are single stalls so I can have an emotional breakdown without an audience. It’s strange, the little things you learn to appreciate. 
The door hangs crookedly and the toilet sits too low. The whole room is just a smidge below charmingly shabby, like everything else in the building. I ignore the toilet anyway, leaning against the white porcelain sink to stare at myself.
“What,” I ask my reflection, “the hell were you thinking?”
She doesn’t have an answer for me, which is fair enough, because neither do I. That Grace just looks back at me, a little harried, the bags under her eyes noticeable in the grayish fluorescent lights. I knew what I was doing when I decided to come to Hermitage for the summer. Dad hadn’t agreed. I needed to focus on getting ready for college. Uncle Aaron is a flake. Why do you think Mom left and never went back? He had an unending supply of reasons, but I could only ever hear one. 
He doesn’t trust me to be on my own.
My hair is pulled up in a loose bun today, but I yank it out, the hair tie snagging painfully in tangles that weren’t there this morning. My hair is longer than it’s ever been, falling just past the small of my back now in blond waves that look yellow in the shitty lighting. My hands tremble just a little as I pull it over my shoulder and start braiding, my eyes fixed on the movement in the mirror. Over. Under. Through. My hands move of their own accord until the braid comes together, my tether to reality draped over one shoulder, and my fingers stop shaking, confident in this movement if not much else. It’s a trick I taught myself when all the other ones didn’t work. It’s methodical and it keeps me from digging my fingernails into my nail beds. It makes my hair look nice too, which helps.
I tie the braid off at the end and hold it, the tail peeking through my fingers. I rub my thumb over it, taking just one last moment of steadiness before I have to flush the toilet and step back out into the real world. I know why I’m here. I’m here because I couldn’t stand the thought of a summer spent at home, looking at the empty place where Mom is supposed to be. Even after six months without her it’s hard to wrap my mind around how it could look so wrong yet so familiar. When Uncle Aaron suggested coming here, it had all sounded so easy. Stay in his spare room, make a little extra money before college, get to know the place Mom came from. I didn’t really care about those things as much as I did getting away, but it made sense.
Hermitage felt like a safe choice. Someplace I could belong without being noticed.
So much for that. We all loved Haley here. For people who loved her so much, only Uncle Aaron bothered to come to her funeral. I was hoping they wouldn’t bother to care about her daughter either. 
It’s too late to change my mind now. I’ll stay the entire summer if it means not admitting to Dad that maybe he’d been right.
I drop my braid and go through the motions of pretending like I was using the bathroom for its intended purpose and not quelling a panic attack, splashing a little water on my face instead of washing my hands. 
I’ve got a smile back on by the time I step back into the archive room. “Okay,” I say with as much enthusiasm as I can scrape together. “Just point me in the right direction.”
Miss Vicki gives me a tour of the room, which mostly involves turning in place and pointing. The archive room is lit by two strips of fluorescent lighting and a single window on one of the walls. It offers a little natural light, though a stack of cardboard boxes and an unhealthy sheen of dust make even the summer sunlight gray and murky. Industrial-looking shelving lines the walls and bisects the room, unofficially sectioning off an alcove by the door that I think is supposed to function as something like an office. Mine for the summer. And to think, some kids spend the summer before college at the beach. 
“It could all use some dusting,” Miss Vicki says unnecessarily, leading me into the back section, where disintegrating cardboard boxes vie for space. “But mostly this summer we’re going to have you do a bit of digitizing for us.”
“Oh,” I say. “Okay.” That makes sense. It’s the modern age, and physical copies aren’t going to last forever, especially in a room like this. Even if the internet infrastructure eventually collapses and we all end up subsistence farming, it’ll be nice to have those digital copies in the meantime. “Do you have a scanner?”
“Not exactly,” she hems. 
“That’s okay. Maybe the library—”
“They’re not exactly scannable documents,” Miss Vicki cuts in before I can get my hopes up too high. Despite her cheerful disposition, even she’s not that optimistic. She sighs gustily. “Let me show you.”
She gets on her tiptoes to pull down one of the boxes off the back shelves. It’s one of those nondescript office kind of boxes, white cardboard that’s gone yellow, the lid a little wonky where it was at one point bent out of shape and then back into it again. Miss Vicki stumbles a little under the awkward weight and I step forward—how old is she, seventy? I should’ve offered to grab it in the first place—but she’s already recovered enough to set it down on top of one of the shorter stacks of boxes. 
“Well!” She puffs, getting her breath back. Miss Vicki brushes off the top of it, kicking up motes of dust into the already murky air. “We thought about doing something similar in the nineties. Only we didn’t have digital scanning back then, so we had some of our volunteers record them to audio. These were already starting to get a bit out of style back then, but, well, it’s what we had.” She pulls the lid off the box and sets it aside, but not before giving me a sharp look. She squints. “Have you even seen a cassette tape before?”
“Yes,” I say, a little defensively. Of course I’ve seen a cassette tape before. Not that it’s come up a lot, but I’ve volunteered in the school library and seen more obsolete things than a tape lurking in the storage closet. Still, I lean forward to get a better look at them. The tapes fill the box in three neat rows, two layers stacked on top of each other to fill the entire box snugly. I can’t tell at a glance how many there are, which is probably a good thing, because I’m already starting to feel daunted.
“Well, it’s a good thing we did it, because most of the originals were destroyed when the building flooded during Hurricane Andrew. We’ve got what’s left on display in the museum, but we lost quite a few artifacts. Most of what we have of Hermitage’s history is on these tapes,” Miss Vicki says gravely, one hand resting protectively over the rows of tapes. “But tapes don’t last forever, especially if it ever floods again. So we’re so glad to have you this summer! We run on grants and donations, you know, so we don’t really have anything extra for contracting out fancy scanning or anything.”
Miss Vicki must be very good at applying for grants if she convinces anyone to give money to support the history of Hermitage, Florida, of all places. My first impressions of the town so far have been small and sun-bleached, more outdated than historical, but I guess it matters to someone what’s happened here. It clearly matters a lot to her.
So I guess it matters a lot to me too. At least until the end of the summer. 
Miss Vicki sets me up at the desktop in the front corner, fussing over an unnecessary explanation of the login details written in cursive on a sticky note taped to the monitor. She spends more time on that than she does on the ancient tape player she unearths along with a connected pair of massive over-the-ear headphones. By the time she leaves me to get to it, the desk is crowded between the monitor, the tape player, and a small tower of boxes perched precariously close to the edge. I sink into the desk chair and the whole thing squeaks, except for the threadbare green cushion, which sighs along with me. Well. Here we are.
My hand goes to my braid, my thumb working between the twisted hair. I never really thought I would get this far. I don’t know why—maybe I thought Dad would stop me, and every step of the way I think I waited a little to see if he would. Packing the car, pulling out of the driveway. The three-hour drive between Tampa to Hermitage, just down the coast but somehow a million miles away. I thought the drive would be worse, and maybe that’s why we never visited, but it was entirely unremarkable except for a couple spots of traffic. I guess Hermitage is just a place that no one really wants to go back to. 
Maisie called me once on the drive over, to tell me something about her cat trying to get into my room—little sister stuff. Maisie is fourteen and too old to be making excuses to call just because she won’t admit that she misses me, but Mom dying put us all in a weird place. I turned eighteen without her, three months after the accident. Sometimes I feel like a kid and sometimes I feel so old it’s unbearable. It doesn’t really make sense. 
I sigh again and push the memories aside. I’m here, like I wanted to be, and no one ever said that finding emotional equilibrium had to be glamorous. It’s work, the grief counselor said, and I don’t think this is what he meant, but hopefully it’s good enough. I face the tapes like they’re an approaching army.
A small army. The box doesn’t look that big on the outside, but I have no idea how long each tape will take. I open the lid, kicking up a fresh puff of dust as I pull back the folded cardboard. It’s only half-full. There are maybe about thirty tapes nestled in a single layer, with a little empty space at the end where the last tapes tip over sloppily. I run my fingertips over them and pull the first tape out curiously. I have seen a cassette tape before, but that doesn’t mean I’ve used them.
It’s a little bigger than a credit card, a hard case of black plastic protecting the spools inside. There’s a label on its face, protected from dust where it sat nestled against its brothers. This one says Hermitage Census Records 1930 in tight, scrawling handwriting with the initials JCU in the corner. On one end of the box, in different, blockier handwriting, someone has written THE UNDERWOOD TAPES. I frown at it, frustrated already just on principle. The person who recorded them went through the trouble of labeling the tapes, at least, but someone else just shoved them in a box under a vague name and called it a day. Why would you sort them based on who recorded them and not what they’re actually about? If these tapes are the last remnants of Hermitage’s precious local history, how is anyone supposed to find them?
God, I can’t be caring this much already. There’s no way Hermitage local history is that important, regardless of what Miss Vicki might think. When Miss Vicki retires and the grant money dries up they’ll turn the entire museum into a storage closet. Or knock down the whole building for condos, the way they do everywhere else in Florida.
I take a deep breath and consider how to go about this in the least painful way possible. I don’t know a lot about archives or preservation, but I know there are ways to digitize the audio directly from the tape. They’re also ways that cost money. They can pay me minimum wage for the summer and get something almost as good. Later I’ll play the tapes out loud and record the audio—probably on my phone, judging by the rest of the Historical Society’s setup—but I’ll transcribe them first. It’s going to be the hardest part, and I get the feeling that by the end of the summer it’s going to be the absolute last thing I want to do. 
Better to start now, when it’s actually a little bit interesting.
It takes a little finagling to get the tape player to cooperate. Not because it’s especially complicated—the symbols are all the same as they are now, just set over clunky buttons practically the size of piano keys—but because the plastic cover sticks and I’m trying sincerely not to break anything. Finally I pull the headphones over my ears, my braid tucked away where my fingers can’t find it, and the beleaguered hum of the air-conditioning drops away. I get my Word document ready, and like a maestro conducting the opening chord, I hit the play button.
The tape recorder jumps to life with an eager whirl-click-whirl. The headphones crackle.
“Audio description artifact number one: The 1930 Hermitage Census. Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded October 5th, 1991.”



TWO
LISTENING TO THE TAPE, TWO THINGS BECOME immediately clear to me:
1. Someone once spilled soda on this keyboard and all the keys stick just a little, 
and 
2. Jake Underwood is very bored. 
He speaks methodically and enunciates clearly, lulling me into an ebb and flow of listening and typing that comes naturally. The census isn’t exactly exciting, and I have to stop more than once to adjust the formatting of the document, but there’s a sort of brainlessness to it that I appreciate after my moment in the bathroom. If this is all the summer is going to be, it might not be so bad.
At the end, Jake signs off with an “end of artifact number one” but the tape keeps running, the hiss of white noise still playing through the headphones. I lean over to hit the stop button, but through the clear plastic of the tape recorder, I can see that there’s still enough tape on the spool to make me pause. Did he record two artifacts on the same tape?
Before I can decide to fast-forward and find out, Jake’s speaking again. 
“Congratulations, you made it this far,” he says, “you either have a deep passion for local history or you stepped out and left the tape running. Either way, I guess I’m really talking to myself. And this is me at the beginning. I’ve still got a lot of these to get through.” He laughs, the sound distorted by the old tape. “Anyway, this one goes out to”—there’s a shuffle of paper—“John Gaspard,” he picks from the census. “Cool name, dude. Hope you make it to the next census.” 
The tape runs for a second longer and then clicks off. I huff softly to myself, almost a laugh, a little baffled as my fingers rest on the slightly sticky keyboard. I’m not sure if I should include that part in the transcription. I guess I’ll be losing my mind in this little room by the end of the summer too, but Jake said it himself, this is only the first tape.
“Oh, buddy,” I say to the tape and the memory of the guy preserved on it. “We’ve still got a long way to go.”
I decide to leave it off the official transcription—I don’t think Miss Vicki would count it as part of the valuable history we’re preserving. Jake’s editorializing can be our little secret, just between him and me. I doubt anyone else will listen to these tapes before they’re damaged beyond playability anyway. I can already hear the wobble in Jake’s voice where time has distorted the recording. 
It’s raining now, the afternoon thunderstorm sweeping in right on time for this part of the year. The rumble of thunder is muffled by the thick cinderblock walls, but I can still hear the tap of fat raindrops against the little window as the afternoon light goes from white to yellow to a cool gray that makes me want to close my eyes and nap in my half-broken desk chair. I pull off the antique headphones and puff out my cheeks, considering the Underwood Tapes box. I should probably do another one before I call it a day.
There’s a knock at the door half a second before it opens. Miss Vicki leans in. “Hey there, we’re closing up shop in just a few minutes,” she says. “How’s it going? Having fun in here?”
Fun is a stretch, but I didn’t realize it was four o’clock already—partly because the time on the desktop is three hours off, but I guess there’s something to be said for getting lost in your work. My brain doesn’t have to be on, listening to Jake’s voice list names and birth dates for people who died a long time ago, but it’s too occupied to wander anywhere else either. I think that’s good. I think that might be what I need.
Then again, I’ve only done one tape so far. I still have time to get sick of him. 
“It’s a start,” I say, and I muster a smile.
“Every journey has one,” Miss Vicki says cheerfully, and it’s the kind of inspirational message your great-aunt shares on Facebook, but she says it so earnestly that I find I don’t mind it. She pats the doorframe and ducks out again, only to reappear half a second later. “Oh, and Grace,” she says, “don’t forget that the tapes have a B-side. Wouldn’t want to miss half of it, would you?”

The rain has stopped by the time I leave the Municipal Building. The rest of it closes at five like any other government building, even one as threadbare as this one, but the museum closes an hour earlier. It’s a typical late afternoon in the summer, bright and sauna-like as the remnants of the rain turn to steam under the hot glare of the sun. I don’t waste any time getting from the air-conditioning in the Municipal Building to the air-conditioning in my car, turning it to full blast to keep from boiling immediately. 
Dad had a thousand things to say about Hermitage when I decided that I was coming here for the summer: it’s small, it’s boring, there’s nothing to do there, I’ll regret it. I don’t think he’s even been, because neither had I before two days ago. And that’s weird, isn’t it? Dad had a thousand things to say about Hermitage, but Mom, who grew up here, never said a single thing. Not that I can remember anyway. 
I wish I could ask her now, but instead I have to let Hermitage speak for itself. Dad was right about a couple of things at least, namely that it’s small and dingy and probably someday destined to become condos and strip malls once they run out of space on the coast around it. Tampa is only a little under three hours north, less time than it would take to get to Georgia from my house, and yet Hermitage feels like an entirely different world.
The only way I can think to describe it is what Mom would call Old Florida, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad one. I guess I can see where there’d be an appeal. There’s something more natural about it, like a town that grew up out of the ground like weeds instead of something planned and planted and commercialized like a subdivision or a mall or Disney World. 
But old doesn’t always mean good, and it doesn’t always mean that it was built to last either. Hermitage looks like a place that dug its heels in the sand and refused to move forward, only time kept on going. Everything about it is sun-bleached and cracked, aging in the heat. To me it’s not so much a town as it is a collection of places scattered down the coast, held together by the main road and a view of the Gulf. Businesses cluster together in weary little strip malls like they’re huddled together for warmth. An ice-cream shop that’s only open from Friday to Monday, a consignment shop with baby clothes in the front window, an Ace Hardware with a sign that doesn’t light up anymore. 
It’s definitely not beach Florida. It’s not the kind of place people go to vacation or retire or even buy up investment property on the water, but it still hasn’t forgotten that it’s sitting on the Gulf of Mexico. The Hermitage Marina seems to be the real reason the town exists, with the bait shops and the boat rentals clustered around it. It makes me think of a town pulled straight from history, where people made a living off whatever resources were closest to them. Only now instead of fishing, they wash boats and rent out Jet Skis.
Stretches of trees draped with Spanish moss, palmettos bristling underneath them, stand too straight and tall to offer much of a canopy over the roads. The sun is already baking off the rain when I turn into one of the neighborhoods off the main road. It’s populated by small, humble homes that look like colorful squares of gum planted at the end of long, cracked driveways. 
The house Mom grew up in is one of them. It sits on a lawn that’s half-bald despite the rain. There’s a stump outside where Uncle Aaron said a tree snapped in a hurricane, but either they couldn’t afford to have the stump pulled up or never bothered. There’s still one oak left, at least, tall enough to shade part of the house, though the yellow paint is still sun-bleached to the point of almost being white. The screen door rattles when I pull it open, fishing for the key that Uncle Aaron gave me yesterday. 
Tiberius rounds the corner as I step inside, his nails skittering across the white tile. Tiberius is one of the few things in the house that I know belongs to my uncle—they manage to both have the same scruffy, blond sort of look to them, even though Tiberius is a dog and Uncle Aaron just has the personality of one. Tiberius woofs under his breath, grumbling vocally as he snuffles at my hands, diligently investigating everything I touched without him today. 
Uncle Aaron steps out of the narrow kitchen wiping his hands on the Kiss the Cook apron that I suspect he always wears while cooking, despite being, in my limited experience, not very good at it. He’s Mom’s twin, according to their birth records, but sometimes it’s hard to believe it. He looks like he stepped straight out of Florida Man Monthly, a marlin jumping across the back of his teal Salt Life shirt and his mirrored sunglasses pushed up onto his head where they get tangled in his burnt-blond curls. Even though he’s inside. 
He grins at me. “Gracie! You’re just in time,” he says, and you can tell that he’s used to seeing me only once a year, since he still calls me Gracie like I’m eight instead of eighteen. Considering he’s letting me stay in his house and feeds me, I’ve decided not to bring it up. “Pop likes to eat early.”
I say his house—I’m not sure if the house belongs to him or to my grandfather, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. Grandma died when I was ten and Pop developed early onset dementia not long after. Uncle Aaron is the one who takes care of him and the house. Including making dinner at four thirty in the afternoon. 
“Sounds great,” I say, scratching Tiberius behind the ears and hanging up my bag by the front door. I set the table while Uncle Aaron finishes dinner, trying to feel at home here, like Uncle Aaron has insisted I do about a dozen times since I arrived. The house is kitschy in a seventies Florida kind of way, a mishmash of white tile, wood paneling, and half-hearted beach decor. It’s clear that Grandma decorated it once and not much has changed since she died. Even the plates have little blue starfish around the edges. 
“Hey, Pop, dinner’s ready.” Uncle Aaron’s voice layers over the omnipresent sound of M*A*S*H reruns from the living room as he helps Pop to the table. My grandparents visited more than Uncle Aaron did, but I only know that because they're in more pictures from when Maisie and I were younger. I wasn’t really sure how to talk to him then, and I’m definitely not sure how to talk to him now.
“Oh, hello there. I didn’t realize you were here,” Pop says with an easy smile as he settles at the head of the table. The table is an antique and half covered with mail and scratch-off tickets and chip bags, which is an accurate representation of the rest of the house. Before the mess had been pushed back to allow for two spaces, but the first night, Uncle Aaron had cleared off a third space for me. Now half the table is clear. 
“Hey, Pop,” I say, putting a folded-up paper towel at each place setting. “I guess I snuck in.” 
“Just in time for dinner,” he says amiably. His white hair is thin almost to the point of nonexistent at the top, kept long enough to comb over carefully every morning. “Aaron is a good cook, isn’t he? He’s a good kid for helping me like he does.” He said the same thing at dinner last night, when he’d had the same variation of baked chicken and vegetable that seems to be on the menu today, except today the vegetable is macaroni and cheese. Uncle Aaron said that dinner was the best time of day for him, maybe because sitting at the dinner table brings back the muscle memory of how things are supposed to play out there. I guess familiar and routine things are easier for him.
“I think so too,” I say, and Pop seems pleased about that. 
I have my hands on the back of my chair when Pop speaks up. “How about you lead the prayer tonight, Haley?”
I stop, abruptly frozen in place. I know Pop likes to pray before dinner, that’s fine. Mom was a lapsed Catholic at best, and I can’t imagine Uncle Aaron going to church in his flip-flops, but Grandma and Pop always used to have the entire table pray before dinner when they visited. I know how to do it.
It’s just that he called me Haley.
Which is a stupid thing to get caught up on. He has dementia, of course he’s going to forget who I am. Of course he’s going to forget that his daughter is dead and that she hadn’t stood in this house in thirty years anyway. It shouldn’t bother me. 
But while he’s forgotten all those things, suddenly I can’t do anything but remember them. 
“Actually, I’m not very hungry,” I say, my mouth dry and my heart hammering. “I have a little more unpacking I should do anyway.” 
I push off the chair and escape down the hall before Uncle Aaron can stop me, his hands still full with the baking dish of chicken, but I can hear Pop’s voice, confused, floating after me. I know I’m a coward, but that doesn’t stop me from ducking into the room I’m borrowing for the summer and closing the door behind me.
I stand in the middle of the room for a long moment, the air-conditioning too cold against my skin. I thought old people got cold easily, but Pop likes to keep the temperature low and then bundle up, and at the moment it feels near Arctic. But maybe that’s just the panic rising in my throat, an animal creature that lives somewhere inside my chest rushing furiously from its cave. I yank the hair tie off my braid and finger comb it loose again. If I can just re-braid it, I’ll be steady again. Maybe not steady enough to eat bland chicken and mac ’n’ cheese, but steady enough not to lose it. I section off the hair with shaking fingers, but my left arm aches where they put the metal pins to set the break. There’s probably rain coming again tonight. 
Fuck. 
There’s a gentle knock at the door behind me and I straighten my back, all but sucking the tears forming in my eyes back into their ducts. This is exactly what Dad had been afraid of, even if he didn’t say it in so many words. That I’d fall apart like this. I can’t. I won’t. I’m especially not going to lose my shit in front of Uncle Aaron. He seems like he’d be a crier, and I can’t handle anyone else’s tears right now. I can’t even handle my own. 
I drop my hand and pinch the inside of my wrist instead, just a spark of pain, enough to ground me. Get your shit together, Grace. 
I clear my throat. “Come in,” I say, raising my voice. 
Uncle Aaron hesitates for a moment before he opens the door, and he still doesn’t come all the way in. Instead he leans against the doorway, one hand on the doorknob. He told me when I arrived that this used to be Mom’s room, back in the day, though you can’t tell now, except for some old boxes in the closet. It’s clearly been made into a guest room, with a bland bedspread covered in little white daisies and a dresser with the top drawer full of rolled-up bath towels and spare sheets. Uncle Aaron still lives in the converted garage; I didn’t ask him why he never moved into here.
“He didn’t mean it, Gracie,” Uncle Aaron says, his eyes big and sad, and I try to remember that Mom was his sister. That probably wasn’t fun for him either. “He just gets confused.”
I swallow thickly. “I know,” I say. “It’s fine. I just . . . it just freaked me out, I guess.”
“Yeah,” he says, because there’s not much else to say. I wish he’d go back to the table. Better yet, if he’d never noticed my moment of weakness in the first place. Being around someone sharing the same grief feels like slivers of glass under my fingernails. I don’t want to talk about Mom. I really, really don’t want to talk about Mom.
“I’m glad you came to stay, Gracie,” Uncle Aaron says, and I only realize that I’ve looked away from him when I’m surprised enough that my eyes flicker back up. “I know it’s not easy. I know Hermitage—well, it’s not much. But”—he rubs the back of his neck—“I really am glad. Haley—your mom loved this town. I think it’s good you’re finally getting to see it. I hope you can have some fun.”
If she loved it so much, why did she never come back?
I bite my tongue before the words can come out. I don’t want to hurt him. It’s not like he doesn’t know, but it feels cruel to say. Especially now that it doesn’t really matter anymore, does it? It’s not like Mom can change her mind and come back now. 
“I’m glad I’m here,” I say, pulling up a smile. They’re starting to feel practiced, but he wants to buy it as much as I’d like him to. “And that you let me stay here. I hope I don’t get in your way too much. Or Pop’s.”
It gives him permission to relax again, back into the affable host, and I try to match him. “In my way? Please,” he scoffs. “Tiberius might have something to say, but he’s pretty easy to work with. Aw, Tib!” He looks over his shoulder. “Let Pop eat in peace, will you?! Mangy mutt.” He rolls his eyes and shakes his head at me. “Anyway, listen—Pop is usually in bed by six thirty. Why don’t I order us a pizza? Watch a movie or something.”
I’ll admit, it sounds better than baked chicken and boxed mac ’n’ cheese. “Pizza sounds nice.”
Uncle Aaron rewards me with a grin, a man who has successfully found a way to cheer up his teenage niece. My lips twist as I squelch down a matching one. It’s kind of nice seeing him have a win.
He immediately walks back his progress. “You want a beer or something?”
I stare at him, the smile slipping off. Is this a test? “I’m eighteen?” 
He frowns. “So . . . wine cooler?”
So he thinks the taste is the problem. I’m glad Dad isn’t here for this conversation, but I can almost hear Mom laugh. “I like Sprite?” I offer diplomatically. 
“Right! Yeah, totally.” Uncle Aaron flashes me another golden retriever-esque grin. “I’d better check on Pop. I’ll let you get back to it,” he says. As he closes the door I swear I can hear him muttering under his breath in a way that sounds an awful lot like Sprite, Sprite, Sprite. 
I release a breath slowly, finger combing my hair, rippled where it’s spent most of the day in a braid, but I don’t re-braid it. That conversation had its own pitfalls, but it walked me back off the ledge, at least. I feel normal again, the beast inside my chest retreated into its den. Still, I avoid making eye contact with the mirror on the wall across the room, and I try not to wonder if I really do look that much like Mom.



THREE
I FIND OUT THE NEXT DAY, WHEN THE GUY behind the cash register at the gas station looks at me and goes, “Are you Haley’s daughter?” 
I freeze like a rabbit, my Snapple sweating against my hand where I went to set it on the counter. I meant to stop at Walgreens on the way to the Historical Society this morning and grab something for breakfast besides Uncle Aaron’s array of cereals, but it turns out that Hermitage doesn’t really have one, at least not one that isn’t fifteen minutes in the opposite direction. Instead they have a gas station with a sagging red roof and a sign that just says WALDO’S. I’m not sure if the guy behind the counter is Waldo or not, but even if I don’t know his name, he knows mine. Or at least, he knows who I am. 
“I—yeah,” I fumble, as if I’m not sure. 
The cashier—Waldo?—smiles. His skin is dark and freckled, and his mouth has friendly creases around it that only deepen when he smiles. “I knew it. You’re the spitting image,” he says, wagging a finger, pleased with his own deduction. He seems like a nice man, and I seem like an idiot, staring at him like I’ve never checked out before, but I wasn’t prepared to do more than take out my debit card and comment on the weather. I know that in a small town everyone knows everyone, but I didn’t expect them to know me. 
Waldo’s smile slips, as if on cue. “We were all sorry to hear what happened,” he says. He waves at my Snapple and the granola bar next to it. “I won’t let you pay for that. On the house.”
“You don’t have to do that—”
Now he waves his hand at me. “I insist.” 
Usually it’s easier to let people try to be nice to you than to fight it, even when you don’t want whatever they’re giving you. I mean, I do want the Snapple, but I don’t want him to feel bad for me. Pity is bad enough when it’s coming from people you know. Here, the worst parts of my life are all anyone knows about me.
“Thank you,” I say instead, and I awkwardly grab my ill-gotten goods and beat a hasty retreat toward the door, hoping he can’t see that my cheeks are burning. My sweating Snapple is starting to slip out of my hand when I push the door with my shoulder, which is probably why I don’t notice the other person walking up until we collide. 
“Sorry!” I gasp, and the girl and I spring away from each other, my Snapple fully escaping and rolling across the cracked concrete. I’m lucky that it was one of the plastic bottles and not the glass ones, but that doesn’t do much to save me from the social agony of having tackled someone outside a gas station. The girl is my age, which makes it worse until I remember that it’s not like she can tell everyone at school. 
“Sorry, sorry,” I say again, and chase after my Snapple. It’s gritty with dirt when I scoop it up. I mumble one last “sorry,” and hurry back to my car, dumping my breakfast into the passenger seat before gratefully escaping the parking lot. I make it to the next stop sign before I take a minute and breathe, pushing my hair out of my face and pressing my palm to my forehead.
“Off to a great start,” I mutter to myself, closing my eyes, until someone honks behind me and I have to get moving again. 
I stop in a church parking lot and take a minute to eat my granola bar and collect my nerves again before heading to the Municipal Building. I don’t know exactly what Uncle Aaron does for work, but I remember Mom once saying something about pools. One of his neighbors, a lady named Miss Annie who works from home and likes to talk about it, sits with Pop during the day, but the home nurse is coming to check on him today. I left early to avoid getting caught in the conversational crossfire and ended up stepping on a landmine instead. Next time I think I’ll drive out of my way to find the Walgreens, even if means going to the next town over. Maybe especially if it means that. 
The Municipal Building is a squat cream-colored building plopped on a little plot of land outside of Edgewater Park, creatively named for the long edge it shares with the coast. The park is nice in an almost forgotten kind of way, dappled by the sunlight through the great oaks and draped with Spanish moss. It makes the building look like a brutalist LEGO construction planted in the shade, stubby cement block walls stacked awkwardly next to one another and painted over with the most innocuous shade available. Which is funny since the inside is painted peach and pale green in a distinctly more sherbet-flavored sort of inspiration.
I push one of the double doors open with my shoulder as I try to shove my car keys into my backpack. The doors are glass, but it’s only when I’m halfway through them that I realize there’s someone sitting at the front desk. Two someones. I fumble awkwardly with the door, smacking myself with my backpack as it swings back around. 
A girl leans across the front desk lazily, her forearms flat against the top and her legs kicked out behind her. She’s resting her chin against one hand, her head tilted to consider a phone lying on the desk, but she looks up at the sound of the door opening. A boy stands next to her, also leaning over the phone, one hand caught mid-gesture. I would wonder what they’re looking at, but mostly all I can think about is how it’s the same girl I almost ran over at the gas station.
Miss Vicki had told me there were other summer employees—interns, sorry, she’d been quite clear on the terminology, something about payment classifications being important—but they hadn’t been here yesterday for her to introduce me. I settle for awkwardly waving. “Hi,” I say with a valiant attempt at being a cool, approachable person. “I’m Grace.” My hand spasms as I twitch as if to shake hands with them, but I stop myself. Cool teenagers do not shake hands with one another. I’m pretty sure. “Sorry about—earlier.”
A strange expression passes over the girl’s face, and I feel like I’m still chasing that Snapple across the parking lot. Is she really that mad?
“I know,” the girl says, her eyebrows knitting a little, like I’m a strange new creature she doesn’t know exactly what to do with. Or maybe a familiar one, but not one she’s particularly fond of. “I’m your cousin.”
Oh, fuck me.
I should have known it was Lara. Now that I’m paying attention, she looks a bit like Uncle Aaron. She has the same shade of blue to her eyes and the same soft jawline that gives her face a friendly quality despite the way she’s staring at me. Her skin is a dark tan, which she must get from her mom, and her hair is in tight golden-brown curls that she’s got pulled into a messy bun.
I’ve seen my cousin Lara maybe three times in my entire life. All of them when we were little, before Uncle Aaron and her mom split up. We went to Disney together once when I was eleven and Lara was ten, I think as some sort of attempt to make us feel better after Grandma died. Mom bought us ice creams shaped like Mickey ears, but I remember the ice cream more than I do my cousin, probably because my little sister dropped hers and cried for the rest of the day. 
I really, really should have known. Uncle Aaron mentioned she worked (interned, goddammit) at the Municipal Building, but something about the way he said it made me assume it was more of a past tense sort of thing. He also kept saying she could show me around town, but judging from her expression, I don’t think he ever got around to asking. I know she lives with her mom, but otherwise I know the extent of her relationship with her dad about as well as I know her. 
“Earlier?” the boy asks, looking at Lara.
“She hit me with the door at Waldo’s,” she says.
I hit her with my body, thank you very much. “I didn’t—”
“You went to Waldo’s and didn’t get me anything?” The boy frowns. 
Lara rolls her eyes and ignores him. “This is Griffin,” she says flatly. “You don’t know him. But he is your cousin too, I guess.”
“Not really,” Griffin interjects. He looks a little vampiric standing next to Lara, tall and pale with dark hair and a hawkish nose that gives an intensity to his expression that’s incongruous with standing behind a desk at a local government building. Maybe vampire isn’t a generous assessment, but my second thought was young lawyer, so I’m not sure which is better. 
“Second cousins once removed,” Lara says. She waggles a finger between her and Griffin. “Our grandfathers were cousins.”
“And that’s what makes us third cousins. None removed.”
“Whatever,” she scoffs. “It’s not my fault half of Hermitage is related. I can’t keep track of it all.” 
I get the feeling that this is a) a common argument, b) a well-worn joke, and c) not one I’m being invited to partake in.
“Cool,” I say, trying not to let the word sound strangled. It’s not cool—no one thinks that meeting their third cousin is cool—but there’s no other appropriate response besides Oh wow. My eyes flicker around the lobby, looking for something safe to land on, but there’s only a display of Hermitage-branded merchandise on wire racks behind the front desk. “Is, uh, Miss Vicki here?”
“She’ll be in later,” Lara answers shortly. She stares at me for a long moment, and I can’t seem to put my thoughts into any sort of coherent order. Or at least one that doesn’t involve wanting to sink into the floor and never be seen again. “Do you need something?” she asks impatiently. 
After that? Absolutely not. I mumble a thanks and beat a hasty retreat to the archive room, clutching my keys like a lifeline, the sharp edge of a keychain digging into my palm.
I release a gusty breath when I close the door behind me, the archive room waiting for me in all its drab and gray glory. An unsettled feeling has lodged in my gut. Maybe it’s just from not recognizing Lara, or maybe from being recognized at the gas station, but I’m starting to feel like an invasive species, a germ that’s worked its way into Hermitage’s ecosystem. The entire place is starting to notice that I don’t belong. 
Whatever. It doesn’t matter. As much as it sounds like a corny reality show line, I didn’t come here to make friends. I’ll probably be too busy with my tapes to worry about that anyway. 
I drop into the desk chair and get to work, letting Jake’s narration blot out the thoughts trying to make knots out of my mind. It’s more distracting than music and more boring than an audiobook, filling my ears with noise but forcing my brain to focus enough to faithfully type the words being said to me, even if most of them don’t mean much to me. Names and dates and things I don’t care about. I’m not thinking about Lara or Pop. I’m not thinking about Dad or Maisie. And I’m definitely not thinking about Mom.
I get through the end of the second tape that way, remembering what Miss Vicki said about checking the B-side too and flipping it over. It lulls me into a haze of productivity that only stops when my stomach tells me it’s lunchtime. Lara and Griffin haven’t come to check on me, and if Miss Vicki showed up, she didn’t think about it either. I eat a half-crumpled bag of Doritos I find in my backpack rather than slink outside, still too stung from this morning to show my face.
Maybe the weird feeling doesn’t have to do with Lara or the gas station at all. It could be that it’s still the incident with Pop last night, sticking to me like a hangover. Ever since the accident, I’ve felt less in control of my own brain, and I don’t know why. I broke my arm, not my head, but it’s like my conscious mind has come unstuck from my subconscious one, two internal processes running at the same time, sometimes counter to each other. I may not be thinking about Mom, but that doesn’t mean my brain isn’t, entirely without my permission. It leaves me feeling displaced, my entire body moved slightly to the left.
I click the next tape into the player. Probably the last one, considering the time. I’m not looking forward to making it back in time for 4:30 p.m. dinner, but I can’t live off leftover pizza forever, and I don’t want to hurt any feelings. I don’t think Pop would notice, but Uncle Aaron feels bad enough about the name slipup as it is. 
“Audio description artifact number five: a piece of lined paper titled ‘Hurricane Club.’ Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded November 13th, 1991.”
I pause the tape, frowning a little. The last two artifacts had been a copy of the town charter and then an amended version they produced in the sixties, which had been even less interesting back-to-back. I hadn’t really expected the tapes to be in any sensible order, considering the state of the room they’re in, but I had come to expect them all to be similarly dry and boring. Hurricane Club? It must be the name of the local Little League or something. I can already feel the spark of interest rapidly fading. 
“Artifact is a piece of paper, about eight by four inches. I guess I should be more specific, but they didn’t give me a ruler or
anything . . . It looks like it was probably torn from a notebook. The paper is lined. White, but a little yellowed, since it’s like twenty years old. It looks like it got damp once—the edges have dried crinkly. It’s written in black pen.
“Across the top reads ‘Hurricane Club’ in big block letters. And then ‘established 1968.’ Underneath it is a numbered list. It looks like it’s supposed to be a list of rules in different handwriting.”
Just Jake’s voice is enough to get me to blink and listen more closely at what he’s about to say next. His reading voice is usually calm and measured, surprisingly professional sounding for some random kid that they roped into doing this. He still speaks clearly, but the more he talks, the more he’s starting to sound like a real person, eagerness bleeding into his voice as if he just found the artifact and wants to tell me all about it.
“It reads:
“ONE: Hurricane Club is between June 1st and November 30th. 

“TWO: Only REAL hurricanes count / but big storms are okay too / but they don’t COUNT. / We’ll take what we can get.
“THREE: Your feet MUST be in the water. / Or else it doesn’t count? / Or else it doesn’t count.
“FOUR: No littering. Leave no trace. / Yeah, because we don’t want to get caught.

“FIVE: Don’t get caught.
“SIX: Frank is the democratically elected leader of Hurricane Club from now until the end of time. / And when he runs for president we all promise to vote for him. / But this was CHARLEY’S idea!
“SEVEN: Hurricane Club was Charley’s idea.
“EIGHT: When Ray gets a car he has to promise to drive us wherever we want.
“NINE: We’re not afraid of anything, we weather any storm!

“At the bottom it says July 5th, 1968, and the members signed their initials all around it. There’s FC, JW, GA, CU, VY, and RU.
“End of artifact number five.”
Well, that was weird. Definitely more interesting than the town charter, but that’s what makes it weird. Everything so far has been official paperwork. This sounds like it was written by kids. I wait, my head cocked a little, and I find myself looking forward to hearing what Jake will have to say about it. He’d sounded excited. 
His voice comes on cue, scratchy and undercut with the soft rattle of the tape. “That was weird,” he says, pulling the words right out of my head. “I haven’t seen anything like this before. There might be more, but I’ll have to look around for them. Everything got all mixed up when they moved the museum into the new building. I wasn’t going to bother organizing it, but . . .” He pauses, almost too short for me to even notice, but there’s something about the silence that feels different. 
“Charley was my uncle. It has to be him. No one else spells it with an ey at the end. Not that there are that many people in Hermitage to begin with,” he says, and there’s a strange note to his voice that I can’t quite put my finger on. With a jolt I realize it’s because he said was. Past tense starts meaning more to you when you have to start using it about people you love. It comes out different. “1968 . . . he must have been—God, I don’t know. In high school probably. I don’t know what this Hurricane Club thing was all about. My dad never mentioned it.” 
Jake is quiet for a moment. “Weird,” he says again. “Really weird. I guess I should have expected to find stuff like this. It’s not like anyone ever leaves this place.” He laughs softly but lapses into thoughtful silence again. “It’s just—yeah, weird. Like a little piece of them is saved forever.” 
I wonder if he’s thinking about how this piece of him is saved forever now too. At least until the magnetic tape warps beyond the ability to play anymore. He sounds almost like he’s about to say something else, a soft hitch to his voice, but the tape clicks to the end. Without thinking, I take it out and flip it over to the B-side to see if he went on, but when I hit play there’s only silence, undercut by the gentle whir of the tape player. He didn’t record an artifact on this B-side. 
I hit stop, but my finger rests on the button for longer than it needs to, pressing it down. All I can think about is a little piece of them is saved forever. I’m not morbid, or at least I didn’t used to be, but it’s hard not to think about death once you’ve gotten close to it. Once it’s real and not just something that happens to people in the news. Someday I’ll die and . . . what? What will be left? Voicemails and pictures and my old texts, I guess. Pixels and information condensed down into little digital bite-size pieces, like a shadow left on the Internet the way they say nuclear bombs left shadows on the walls. Something that can’t be destroyed but can’t be held either. 
The thought makes my head buzz. I shift my fingers and hit the rewind button, taking me back to the start of the tape. No one else will ever listen to these tapes again, even if they survive another summer. This is just for me, a fingerprint pressed into wet concrete to prove that I was here. I hit the red circle that means record. 
And I hesitate, the words stuck in my mouth, suddenly feeling stupid. What do you say when you know no one is listening? Does that mean you get to say whatever you want, or you should just not say anything at all? 
“Hi,” I say at last, prying the word out from behind my teeth. My voice is too loud in the little concrete tomb of the archive room, but after the first word is out, the second and third come easier. “My name is Grace Crain. It’s June 7th, 2022. I’m at the Hermitage Historical Society transcribing old tapes for the summer, and . . .” My voice fades, losing steam. And what? What, Grace? “And I guess I just wanted to say that I was here.” 



FOUR
I’M SMALL AGAIN, STANDING IN THE CHANGING room at the public pool, dripping wet and cold. My flip-flops stick to the bottoms of my feet, squelching with every step, lilac with little white rubber flowers between my toes. The entire world is made of tile—under my feet, on the walls, blue and teal in the pattern of peaceful flowing waves. I put my hand against it, feeling the imperfections in the grout with my fingertips. The air is thick and humid, sharp with the smell of chlorine, and without a towel to drape around my shoulders, the wet chill sits on my skin and brings goose bumps to the surface. Outside I know the summer is warm and waiting.
But I can’t find the door. I walk faster, faster, until I’m running, chased by the wet slap of my own footsteps. “Mom?” I call, and my voice echoes back at me, multiplied and magnified by the endless stretch of tile. “Mom?” I know she’s waiting for me just on the other side of the changing room, where the tile gives way to the rows of lockers and the peeling linoleum floor. I can imagine her there, Maisie with her, waiting for me, always waiting for me, because I didn’t want to leave the pool.
Abruptly, the door looms in front of me. I hit it with both hands—
And lurch into the water. Cold and salty, the smell of chlorine purged from my nostrils as ocean water floods my senses, choking me distantly. My mind panics at the thought, but my body doesn’t care. My arms thrash as if they belong to someone else, slow and useless, the water streaming through my fingers. It’s an instant before I break the surface. It’s a year. Time distorts, meaningless. When I open my eyes the salt water somehow doesn’t sting, but the waves carry me helplessly up and down with the swell of them, away from shore and toward an endless gray-black sky. 
I wake up with the memory of my nostrils burning, scoured by seawater, but nothing to show for it. It was just a dream. I’ve been dreaming a lot since the accident, more than before and more vivid. I lie there for a long moment in my borrowed bed, under the gently creaking ceiling fan. The sunlight spills across the rumpled sheets, painting the little scar on my wrist where they’d cut me open to reset the bone. The scar is still puffy and dark pink, cutting through the pale freckles on my arms. I haven’t been keeping up with taking care of it like the doctors told me to. Dad hounded me about it, but I didn’t tell him that I like it there and I like it noticeable. I think if you get hurt, you should have something to show for it. 
Something cold and wet touches the back of my neck. I roll over to find Tiberius staring at me, his chin resting against the bed.
“You’re not supposed to get on the bed, are you?” I ask him, my face still half pressed against the pillow. Tiberius’s mouth splits into a grin and he wags his tail furiously so that the bed shakes where his chest is pressed against the side. Something about the way he stands with his neck stretched all the way across the bed makes me suspect that this dog knows what a loophole is. 
“I’ll take that as a yes,” I groan, reaching over and scratching him between the ears before rolling over onto my back. I don’t know what time it is, except that buttery light is shining through the sheer drapes. I can hear the murmur of M*A*S*H in the living room and a voice that tells me that Uncle Aaron has already left for the day and Miss Annie has taken his place. For a moment I just lie there and listen, my nightmare still a chill on top of my skin despite the heat of the summer outside the window, and I try to live in that simple, golden morning moment.
Instead, I think about the tapes. Really, I think about Jake Underwood. 
Jake Underwood and the Hurricane Club. I can’t tell what he thought about it, but there was something in his voice that went beyond what he was saying. More than just weird, really weird.

I know what it is, or at least why I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s because he said Charley was his uncle. That stupid little past tense word. I shouldn’t be so stuck on it—everyone experiences loss sooner or later, but it feels like everyone else I know got later. Meanwhile I had to lose my mom at seventeen, and all I can do is accept that life isn’t fair. I’m just unlucky. I don’t like it when other people are unlucky too. I don’t want to think about it that way, but I notice. And I like that it’s not just me. 
It gives me something to think about. Hurricane Club. It sounds like a nightclub from a corny noir novel. I wonder what they were all about. I wonder who the other initials belonged to, besides Jake’s uncle. It’s silly, but it’s a distraction. I’ve learned that that’s a good thing to have. Sometimes my mind races out ahead of me otherwise, too fast and too reckless to be held back. I thought a lot in the early days after the accident. Too much. Sometimes I would wake up in the middle of the night, sure that I’d heard the front door open and Mom had come home. Once Dad found me standing in the hall, my arm still in a sling at that point, caught between knowing she wasn’t really there and wanting to check anyway, just to be sure. I think it’s human nature to find patterns in things. I think it’s even more so to interpret them into truths that we want to believe.
But that doesn’t make them real. It doesn’t make them healthy either. 
“All right,” I sigh. I’ve already lost my one-sided argument with Tiberius. I’d rather get up and start the day if I’m just going to rehash yesterday anyway. One foot in front of the other, Mom used to tell me. It’s what you do when you feel like you can’t do anything else.
You just have to keep moving forward.

I’m surprised to find there are actually guests when I arrive at the Historical Society.
Guests? Patrons? I’m not sure what Miss Vicki would call them, but a little old couple is off to one side, peering at a set of black-and-white photographs mounted behind Plexiglas and enthusiastically talking the ear off a less enthusiastic Griffin. I’m lucky that I’m only qualified to lurk in the archive room, while Griffin and Lara seem to be sort of catch-all secretary–tour guides when they’re manning the front desk. I catch a glimpse of his patient, vaguely pained smile but look away quickly and duck into the archive room, happy not to be looped into the conversation. 
My desk is just as I left it. The screen of the ancient computer dark but waiting, the last tape still in the player. I had to put a sticky note on the desktop to remind myself to rewind them when I’m done, not because I expect anyone to ever listen to these tapes again, but because Miss Vicki keeps asking me if I have. I flip the tape back to the A-side and rewind it as I boot up the computer.
It clicks when it’s done, and I eject it from the player. Only then do I bite back a grimace. Right. My message is on the B-side. My silly little testament that I was here, I existed, blah, blah, blah. The melodrama is embarrassing now, but whatever. No one ever has to know. I tuck it back into the empty slot in the box and take out the tape waiting behind it.
“Audio description artifact number six: a leather-bound photo book. Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded November 16th, 1991.
“Artifact is a thin photo book with a black leather cover. The corners are worn and the cover is a little scuffed, but otherwise it’s in good condition. Inside there’s a three-ring binder and plastic sheets with two pockets on each side, big enough to insert photographs into them.
“But there are no photographs. Inside the pockets are newspaper clippings.”
Did he find another Hurricane Club artifact? That’s the only thing it could be, it’s too random otherwise. I hit play again and have to remind myself that I’m supposed to be transcribing what he’s saying.
Jake confirms what I suspected almost immediately, and though he doesn’t break his narration to say as much, I can already tell he’ll be excited at the end of the recording. Because each newspaper clipping is about a storm, most of them hurricanes, but a few of them smaller storms. Which shouldn’t count, according to the club charter, but I guess they counted enough to include them here.
Hurricane Abby and Hurricane Brenda in 1968, sister storms that came almost back-to-back. Tropical Storm Jenny in 1969 who got an honorable mention despite not quite reaching hurricane status. A freak thunderstorm in 1971 that took out the power in Hermitage for three days. There’s almost a dozen of them, most of them clipped from the Hermitage Gazette, though there are a few duplicates from newspapers out of Naples and Fort Meyers, and one as far as Miami.
The last newspaper clipping is from September 20th, 1972.
“The Hermitage Gazette. ‘Hurricane Dawn Makes Landfall Just South of Hermitage.’ Written by Arnold Peak,” Jake reads. “Hurricane Dawn made landfall as a category two storm on Monday with sustained winds of one hundred miles per hour. Crews are working to restore power to Hermitage and the surrounding area, though many are expected to be without power possibly through the end of the week. Fortunately there was little structural damage to the town, with the exception of the Old Hermitage Library, which suffered a leak when an oak tree fell on the roof. The Collier County Sheriff’s Office has
reported no deaths, though officers continue to look for Hermitage High senior Charley Underwood, who was reported missing after the storm.”
Reported missing. My heart twists so violently that my hands twitch, and I consider pausing the tape. There’s the was. I’ve gotten better at being able to tell when a story isn’t going to have a happy ending. I don’t think Jake’s uncle was ever found.
There’s a pause between Jake’s description and the real Jake, and I find myself holding my breath, waiting to see what he thinks.
“I was right, everything’s all mixed up in here. They really just shoved whatever they could find into boxes. But I knew this was going to be another Hurricane Club thing as soon as I saw it,” Jake says, his voice dropping out of the methodical narrating voice, though he remains slow, almost cautious, like he’s picking his way across unsteady ice. “They’re all storms. I think they went out in them. I mean, duh, right? Hurricane Club? They basically said it.

“And, like, I knew that Uncle Charley died in that storm.” I wince. “Everyone knows that. But . . .” He trails off, distracted. “I keep saying weird, but it is. No one knew why he was out in the hurricane. I mean, that’s what everyone says. But there was a whole club about it.”
I can practically hear his thoughts churning and my mind races to catch up with his. Someone did know why he was out in that storm, because he wasn’t out there alone. And if he wasn’t out there alone . . .
Who was with him? 
“Maybe there are more artifacts I haven’t found yet.” My eyes flicker to the box of the Underwood Tapes. He wants to find them. I can hear it in his voice, even if he’s trying to play it casual. I wonder if he ever did.
“There’s something else,” Jake says, and the way he says it makes me look back at the tape player. “Something weirder.”
There’s a knock at the door, startling me out of my anticipation. I scramble to hit pause before I can miss what he’s about to say. 
I wait, before I realize that I’m waiting for Miss Vicki to just walk in anyway. “Come in,” I say belatedly, pulling the headphones off. I clear my throat.
The door cracks open. Griffin is on the other side of it. He leans in, one hand on the doorknob and another on the doorframe, poking his head in without committing to entering the archive room entirely. I nudge the tape player back with my elbow self-consciously, but I only succeed in drawing his attention to it. His dark eyes flicker sideways and then back again.
“Hey,” Griffin says. “I was going to go get lunch if you want to come with me. Miss Vicki said she’ll watch the desk.”
“Oh,” I say, the word coming out too solid to be genuine. I wasn’t expecting that, not from him. I mean, less so from Lara, but I got the impression that they were friends, and the even stronger impression that she doesn’t like me. I don’t really want to spend an hour having lunch with him if he’s going to come back and tell her how weird I am. My ears burn with old embarrassment. “No. Thank you. I’m not very hungry.” My stomach gnaws at itself just to prove me wrong.
“Okay,” Griffin says, and he steps back, closing the door behind him.
He opens it again, this time his shoulder pressed against it as he leans back into the room. “It’s just that this is kind of an olive branch sort of thing. So you were supposed to say yes.”
I stare at him, caught off guard. It’s only now that I realize that he looks as awkward as I feel, his shoulders stiff despite the way he leans against the door and his expression tight. Maybe not someone who asks people to lunch just to make fun of them later. Maybe it really is an olive branch after yesterday’s awkwardness. It’s nice of him to offer.
And I’m an asshole if I say no. Things seem to shake out that way a lot.
“Oh,” I say again, and this time it comes out right. Or at least appropriately surprised. “I, uh—I mean sure. That sounds nice.”
He relaxes by a degree and takes a stab at a smile. I’m pretty sure we both look like people who have never smiled before, but he’s not exuding animosity like Lara had been, so I guess this is a win for the both of us. “Cool,” he says. “Are you ready now?”
Not really. My fingers holding the headphones buzz with anticipation, my heart beating a little too fast. I want to know what Jake is about to say, but I’m afraid that if I ask for five more minutes it won’t be enough. I’ll get left on an even worse cliffhanger or be so distracted that Griffin thinks worse of me instead of better. I’m already thinking about the Hurricane Club too much, sitting here looming over a tape player like it’s a true-crime podcast. I can almost hear the episode title in my head. What happened to Charley Underwood? Who were the Hurricane Club?
Normal people go to lunch. Normal people try to make friends. Normal people don’t call things olive branches, but at least that means Griffin and I are starting out from the same place, I guess. Jake is going to have to wait.
“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s go.”



FIVE
GRIFFIN IS WAITING BY THE FRONT DOOR BY the time I’ve gathered my stuff and left the archive room, reading something on his phone when I emerge. He doesn’t seem to notice I’m distracted, half my mind still back with the tapes. Miss Vicki waves us off as we step out into the thick humidity of the afternoon.
It’s not until I see our cars waiting that I realize the problem. Shit. 
“Can I drive?” I ask, trying not to turn the words into a wince. “It’s just, like, a thing with me.”
I silently beg him not to ask. It’s weird, I know it’s weird, but it would be weirder to have a panic attack in the passenger seat of his car. Maybe he really does mean it about this olive branch thing, because his eyebrows twitch a little above his sunglasses, but he doesn’t question it. “Oh yeah, sure,” he says, pocketing his keys. “I’ll tell you where to go. It’s hard to get lost in Hermitage.”
“Right. Cool.” Maybe I had been secretly hoping he’d call the whole thing off, less now because of the tapes and more because the awkwardness between us ratchets up by an exponent of one thousand as we get into my car. I turn up the AC to push out the baking heat trapped inside the car and fiddle with my phone, caught between wanting something to fill the silence and not wanting to take him on a journey through my taste in music. I end up switching to the radio, and the owner of a local car dealership joins us in the car instead. 
“Just go straight out of the park and to the left. The marina is pretty close,” Griffin directs, along with a series of pointing along the tree-lined road. I haven’t been able to ride with other people since the accident, and I don’t particularly like driving with them either, but if it’s a choice between being helpless in a car and being observed in one, I’d rather be behind the wheel. At least he’s right, Hermitage is easy to navigate. Most things are on the state road that runs down the coast, and the roads that branch off it mostly don’t even have lights. 
“So,” I say, because he doesn’t seem compelled to break the ice. I’m nervous about playing getting-to-know-you, but I don’t really want to sit in awkward silence either. This was his idea. “Do I get to know what this is all about?”
I can’t read his expression behind his sunglasses, my reflection distorted on the dark glass. “It’s lunchtime,” he says opaquely. “It’s about getting lunch.”
It’s hard to tell if he’s trying to be annoying on purpose or not. “I mean that you called it an olive branch, not a gesture of good faith. Or whatever.” We’re starting to sound like a Model UN meeting. “Usually that means there was a war first.”
And I don’t think we’re at war. Lara doesn’t like me, I got that hint, but no one ever said you have to be close to your cousins, and if she wants to ignore me I can’t stop her. I’ll probably never come back to Hermitage after this summer anyway, the same way Mom never came back. The thought sits strangely, but I can’t decide why. The sky is so bright it almost hurts, the road ahead of me swimming with heat. Mom must have had a reason to leave. I don’t have a reason to ever come back. 
“Oh. Well.” Griffin shifts in his seat, clearly uncomfortable, even though he’s the one who got us in this situation to begin with. When he goes on his tone is brisk, almost businesslike. “I’m sorry for how things went with Lara the other day. She’s sorry too, but she’ll never say it. So I’m saying it for her. Turn left at the light.”
Oh. I squint at him out of the corner of my eye as we pull up to a red light. “I’m not sure it counts if someone else says it,” I say, because it’s true. But— “I don’t need any apology. It’s fine.”
“Are you sure?” Griffin asks, not like someone trying to make sure my feelings aren’t hurt, but still with an air of suspicion that startles a laugh out of me. I can’t help it. It’s so incongruous with how anyone else would say it. He frowns faintly. “I have to work with the two of you all summer. I know Lara will get over it. I don’t know you.”
“Well, I’m already over it,” I say, and we’re moving forward again as the light turns green. “That’s all you need to know about me.”
“Hm.” I’m not sure he’s convinced, but maybe that’s what happens when you grow up in a place like Hermitage. Where everyone knows everyone, including their third cousins.
“What’s her problem with me anyway?” I ask despite myself. “I don’t think it’s that I didn’t recognize her.” Or tackled her at a gas station. Maybe I’m the one who should be mad, that she didn’t come to the funeral, that I didn’t hear from her after the accident. At the time, the last thing I wanted was more people talking to me, especially people I barely knew, but still. If we want to be mad at each other, I can find things to be mad about. 
Griffin huffs a laugh. “She’s not mad at you,” he says, pushing his sunglasses up his nose. He gestures for me to go right at a stop sign, toward where the road gives way to a marina perched along a stretch of the coast. A couple of whitewashed buildings with dark blue trim sit watch over the boat slips bristling with sailboat masts. “She’s mad at her dad.”
“Uncle Aaron?”
He goes on as if I hadn’t just asked a pointless question. “We were seven or eight when her parents split up, she hasn’t lived with her dad since. I mean, they still see each other—it’s hard not to, around here—and they did the weekend visit thing for a while, but he never really tried very hard. Like, I think he’s been to maybe two of her volleyball games, and she’s been playing since middle school. So now here you come in and suddenly you’ve got the spare room and it’s Grace this and Grace that. To her, it’s like he’s so excited to have a niece as if he hasn’t had a daughter all this time.” 
My heart sinks slowly, as if being dragged down under dark water. I thought Uncle Aaron was a nice guy—I mean, I still do. I mean, he’s been nice to me, but I guess that’s part of the problem. Am I supposed to be mad at him on Lara’s behalf or mad at her for taking it out on me? “That . . .” I don’t know what to say. “That sucks.”
“Yeah. It’s complicated.” He shrugs. “But she’s not even mad, really. Just disappointed.” He wrinkles his nose abruptly. “I’m starting to sound cliché now. Like I said, she’ll get over it. You can park up here.”
I pull into the parking spot closer to the marina office, the walls blinding in the afternoon sunlight. It’s the first time I’ve seen it close-up, and it’s probably the nicest building in Hermitage, simple but cleanly built and updated, without the sagging, tired look like most of the buildings have. It’s clear where most of the money in the town goes, and where it comes from. The boats shift gently in their slips, their white hulls gleaming. In the middle of a weekday the place is relatively quiet, but I imagine it must be teeming on the weekend. 
“One more question,” I ask. “Why are we eating at the marina?”
“There’s a little café,” Griffin answers, as if it’s obvious. He’s already unbuckling his seat belt even though I haven’t turned the engine off, reluctant to relinquish the air-conditioning just yet. He looks up when my confusion has clearly yet to be satisfied. “And my grandfather owns the marina, so they’ll feed us for free,” he says with exaggerated patience.
I laugh shortly, barely more than a puff of breath. “Some olive branch.”
His lips quirk in a little smile. “Like I said, it’s Lara’s apology. I shouldn’t have to do all the work.”
The inside of the marina practically glows with all the white tile. The pale blue walls are covered with framed photographs and plaques that cluster underneath a big marlin fishing trophy that looks out over the lobby with one beady black eye. On the inside you can see it’s a little more dated, but in a way that manages to make it look purposeful. Like it’s nostalgic instead of obsolete. 
“One sec,” Griffin says. “I just need to drop something off in my grandfather’s office.” 
“Sure.” I linger in the lobby as he disappears down a hallway, hoping no one asks what I’m there for. I drift toward the wall of photographs, my arms folded across my chest so I don’t have to think about what I’m supposed to do with my hands. 
Some of the pictures are just boats, some are proud fisher-man holding up their catches, sometimes next to a yardstick to show off their size. Uncle Aaron grins back from one of them, throwing up a peace sign over a bucket of bait shrimp. The pictures get older as they crawl up the wall, not all that different from the displays at the Historical Society. One of the plaques for the winner of a fishing tournament catches my eye, the metal a little tarnished with age but perfectly legible where it says RAY
UNDERWOOD—1970. 
I stop and stare. Ray. He was mentioned in the Hurricane Club list somewhere, wasn’t he? Something about once he has a car. RU scribbled at the bottom. Ray and Charley Underwood. They must have been brothers. Jake said his dad never mentioned the Hurricane Club before, but I hadn’t realized that he meant because his dad was in it. He’d been more focused on talking about his Uncle Charley. Weird, I want to say to him, before I remember that he’s a voice on a tape and not my friend. 
My eyes scan the wall. I wonder if he’ll look anything like Jake before I realize that I have no idea what Jake looks like. And I still don’t because I don’t find any pictures of Ray. I find his name on a couple of other trophies, but no photographs, even though the display takes up the entire wall. Each of them is carefully labeled, so I don’t think I missed one. No pictures at all, not even one of him holding one of these prize-winning fish. 
That’s kind of weird, right? There’s that word again. Weird.

“Grace?” Griffin waits behind me. “The café is over here.”
The café is in one corner of the marina lobby with a white-tiled seating area populated with little metal tables and chairs. Floor-to-ceiling windows look out over the docks and a patio with more tables underneath umbrellas, though in the middle of June the shade doesn’t do much good. The café isn’t anything to get excited about, just the usual sandwiches and wraps you’d expect anywhere like this, but the middle-aged woman behind the counter makes up for it with personality, chattering happily with Griffin while he orders. 
“Oh, I know who this is,” she says warmly when I step up to order a club sandwich and a Sprite. “No charge, sweetheart. That’s so sweet of you to be showing her around, Griffin. How are you liking Hermitage?”
Griffin cuts in before I can say anything. “Thanks, Miss Lizzie. We’ve still got a lot of ground to cover. She’s barely seen any of the marina,” he says, and ambles over to another wall of photographs. Soon as we’re comfortably out of earshot of Miss Lizzie, he says wryly, “That happen to you a lot?”
I puff out my cheeks and stare at the wall, looking at the blank spaces between frames more than the actual photographs of, you guessed it, more boats and guys with fish. “A few times now,” I confess. I should just start expecting it.
Griffin nods knowingly. “Town-famous.”
“What?”
“Oh, that’s just what Lara says,” he explains, gesturing vaguely. “My grandfather owns the marina and my dad is the mayor, so Lara says I’m town-famous. It means that everyone in town knows who you are and wants to talk about it, but outside of town you’re a nobody. You are too. Because of your mom,” he adds unnecessarily. 
“Great,” I say grimly. Just what I always wanted. If I’d known it would be like this, would I have come to Hermitage in the first place? 
“It gets better,” Griffin assures me. He pauses. “I mean, you get used to it.”
Very reassuring. At least I’m only here for the summer. Griffin might be here for . . . I don’t know how long. People don’t seem to leave Hermitage. Except for Mom, I guess. I never thought it was that weird before, but Hermitage seems determined to remind me that she was the outlier. Maybe that’s why everyone looks at me like I’m an exotic animal. I almost ask him what he plans on doing for college, but it feels too personal, too soon. I look back at the wall of photographs. “Which one is your grandfather?”
“Oh, he’s . . .” Griffin scans the wall. “There’s one. From when they first opened the marina.”
The picture is bigger than most of the others, in a solid wood frame. The marina looks much the same as it does now, except newer, the age of the photograph making the architecture look more modern, as if looking at it through the eyes of the photographer. A man in his thirties stands next to the sign proudly declaring HERMITAGE MARINA, his wife next to him with a young girl on her hip and two boys between them, their hair as dark as their father’s. They squint in the sun, but their smiles are unfaded even by time. Underneath it, a plaque describes the scene. 
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Frank. Another name from the Hurricane Club, too familiar to be a coincidence. Of course they all know one another. Of course they never left. This is Hermitage, after all. FC, CU, RU. It feels like crossing off their initials one by one, the picture slowly coloring itself in. It might have been a long time ago, but the Hurricane Club’s fingerprints are still all over this town.
“Huh,” I say, and before I can stop myself, I add, “have you ever heard of the Hurricane Club?”
“Hurricane Club?” He frowns. “No. Sounds like something they’d have at school. Why?”
I shake my head. “Just something I saw in the Historical Society,” I say quickly. “I’m sure it’s not important.”
“Most things around here aren’t,” Griffin says dryly, and Miss Lizzie calls our names, our lunches waiting in red plastic baskets on the counter. 



SIX
GRIFFIN GIVES ME A GLOSSED-OVER TOUR OF the marina before we leave. I’m not much of a boat person, and I’m left with the impression that he isn’t either, but he clearly knows his way around. The most interesting thing is Uncle Aaron, who waves at us from one of the boat slips, hose in hand, and I learn that he works at the marina doing maintenance and boat repair. I don’t know if he changed jobs since Mom told me he worked on pools or if I’m just misremembering, but I feel the hole like a missing tooth when I think, for an instant, that I should ask Mom.
She’s on my mind as we drive back, and maybe it’s my fault for putting that into the air. Because when I pull back in the shaded parking lot outside of the Municipal Building, Griffin pauses with his hand on the door. “Sorry about your mom, by the way,” he says. He has his sunglasses back on, and I think we’re both grateful that we don’t have to look each other in the eye. “I didn’t know if it would be less awkward to wait to say it or not. But you didn’t bring it up. So.”
My mouth is dry. “Thanks,” I say, and I’m not sure if I’m thanking him for the condolences or the fact that he waited until after lunch. In the six months since my mom died I’ve learned that there are plenty of people who would have been happy to force the conversation over the little café table we’d had lunch at, sticking their fingers inside my wounds like a surgeon, heedless of all the blood or the stitches I’ve used to try to hold them together. I’m grateful that Griffin looks like he wants to scuttle away from the topic as badly as I do. 
He gives me a tight nod and pushes open the door. “Next time, Lara will come,” he says, and he smiles faintly. “Like I said, she’ll get over it.”
The Municipal Building is actually a bit busy when we come back inside, pushing open the double doors. I’m grateful that Lara isn’t there. I don’t think I’m ready to face her yet, no matter how many times I say that I don’t care what she thinks of me. Miss Vicki sits behind the front desk, talking with a man dressed in dark dress pants and a collared shirt. 
“Oh, there they are,” Miss Vicki says with a wave. The man turns around, and even without an introduction I know this must be Griffin’s dad.
They have the same dark hair and dark eyes, and the same strong nose. Griffin looks a little bit like a teen vampire. His dad looks a lot like a senator, in a way that I’m not sure Griffin will ever grow into, considering I don’t think you can grow a jaw that square after puberty if you haven’t already. Mr. Caradoc’s hair is cropped short and gelled back against the Florida humidity, and something about his outfit is nice in a way that’s trying to be relaxed, his dress shirt pale pink and rolled up to the elbows. I guess it’s a hard line to walk when you’re the mayor of a town this size. 
“Hello there,” Mr. Caradoc says with a smile too big for his face. He holds out his hand. “Nathaniel Caradoc. Griffin’s been showing you around?”
I shake his hand. “Grace. Crain,” I add belatedly. “Yeah, he has.” If around means the marina, but I think that’s good enough for the both of us. 
“We went down to the marina,” Griffin says from beside me. “I dropped off those forms at Grandpa’s office.” 
“Good, he’ll be glad to have that figured out.” Mr. Caradoc checks his watch, which is too big and too nice to be in a building like this. “I’ve got a meeting to run to, but it was nice to finally meet you, Grace.” When he looks up at me his eyes are intense, holding me in place like a rabbit, or maybe a deer in the headlights. I already know what’s coming next. “Your mother was a very good friend of mine. If you need anything, anything at all, my office is right down the hall.” Half a beat too late, he smiles a politician’s smile. 
“Thank you,” I say, almost tripping over the word. “I mean—I will.”
He nods and turns back to the desk, saying one last thing to Miss Vicki before disappearing down the hall. I glance at Griffin and catch his eyes.
“Town-famous,” I whisper, and it startles a laugh out of him. 
Lunch went better than I thought, but I’m still happy to retreat to the archive room. I almost forgot about Jake’s interrupted message until I close the door behind me and see the tape still in the player, waiting for me. Right. What else did he discover? I’m surprised the way my fingers tingle with anticipation, and even more surprised by the impulse to tell him what I found. Charley and Ray. Frank Caradoc. Jake’s had thirty years since he recorded this tape to find out more about the Hurricane Club. I’m just playing along at home. 
I slip the headphones back over my ears and rewind just a little bit. 
“There’s something else,” Jake says again. “Something weirder. I went to record, but someone had already used the tape. I rewound it, to see what it was, but . . .” He pauses, the silence as heavy as a physical thing. My nerves prickle, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “There was a girl on it, but she didn’t make any sense. She said she’s transcribing tapes for the summer, but she can’t be. I think I would notice if someone else was coming in here. And she said . . .” Again he falters, at a loss for words. 
I stare at the tape recorder as if Jake Underwood is looking back at me from behind the plastic cover, but instead I lock eyes with the two methodically spinning circles at the center of the cassette tape. The world narrows. My heart shudders.
Jake’s voice crackles through the headphones, tentatively, like he can’t believe he’s saying the words. “. . . Grace Crain, can you hear me?”
My fingers are numb as I hit the tape recorder buttons, my hand moving as if it belongs to someone else. Rewind. Play.
“Grace Crain, can you hear me?”
There’s no mistaking that.
I pull off my headphones so fast that they snag painfully at my hair, but I hardly even notice. I push my chair backward, as if I could get away from the tape. From the tape, from Jake’s voice, from the single impossible fact that he just said my name. 
My head goes up, scanning the room suspiciously, my heart slamming against my ribcage. This is a prank. It has to be. Is that why Griffin asked me to go to lunch? To give Lara the chance to sneak in here and change the tape? Except that Jake’s voice sounds exactly the same as it did before. Except that Griffin had no way of knowing what tape I was on or where I’d paused it. Except, except, except— 
Except Jake can’t have heard my recording thirty years in the past.
I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. You get used to the idea of always being watched, between algorithms and social media and whatever, but that was never really me. I mean, it’s what I watch and buy and do, which sounds like a lot of important things when you say it like that, but everyone is being watched. I’m not special. I’ve never stood in a room where I was supposed to be alone and thought someone might be watching me, Grace Crain, specifically. For some reason.
But someone must be. It’s the only thing that makes sense.
I push myself to my feet and stand there for a moment, my hands hanging uselessly at my sides, completely lost as to what to do next. I should leave. Try to forget this even happened. Except I won’t forget, and I know that I won’t be able to sleep until I know what’s going on. So I’ll figure it out. Focus, focus. One foot in front of the other. 
If someone is watching me, probably filming some stupid TikTok prank, they have to be doing it somehow. 
I scour every inch of the archive room I can reach, until my hands are itchy from the dust and I’ve sneezed about a dozen times. Nothing. There are no cameras in the corners of the room, no microphones tucked between boxes. I even crack open the back of the tape player to see if someone’s bugged it, but all I find are the batteries, and the thing is too old and ingrained with dust to be capable of recording on anything but tape. The only other pieces of technology in the room are my phone and the desktop computer, which is so old I’m not sure it can be hacked. It’s not even connected to the internet. The only way someone could know what I recorded on that tape is if they listened to it. The only way Jake could know my name is if the tapes were fakes all along.
And why would anyone do that?
I’m left with less answers than I started with, staring at the tape player from across the room like it might reach out and bite me. There’s only one more thing to try.
The desk chair sighs softly as I sit in it hesitantly, my legs tucked underneath it, my shoes resting on the plastic spokes attached to the wheels. I want to listen to the tape again, but I already know what I’m going to hear. What I don’t know is what I’m going to say.
“Grace Crain, can you hear me?”
I flip the tape over to the B-side. Is there already something there, a message from my very near future that Jake’s already heard in his past? If I play it, will I hear myself? I’m too afraid to try, my palms already sweating, my heart beating unnaturally fast. I press record.
I lean forward, unnecessarily close.
“My name is Grace Crain,” I say slowly. “And I hear you, Jake.”
I hit the button again and exhale, letting my hand drop back to the desk. I actually find myself sitting there, shoulders tense and hands pressed flat against the desk, waiting for something to happen. I laugh a little at my own nervousness, but it doesn’t do much to actually dissipate it. 
“Okay,” I say to myself. “Only one way to find out.”
I take the last tape out of the player and click the next tape into place, taking a moment to consider the label. 7—1977 Utility Records. JCU. A boring one. Not related to the Hurricane Club, I mean. My heart drops and then rockets back up again, lodging in my throat. Does that mean he got my response or not? I’m already overthinking it.
“Audio description artifact number seven: 1977 Hermitage Utility Records. Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded November 19th, 1991.”
My shoulders relax a degree, and I can’t tell if it’s with relief or disappointment. It’s just another tape, but the last one had started with an artifact too. I ignore the desktop and my little collection of transcriptions. I hit the fast-forward button, toggling between fast-forward and play as I skip through the riveting history of Hermitage’s utility records. With fits and starts, I get to the end and let the tape play. The soft static is loud in my ears, my pulse thudding against the press of the headphones. 
“Holy shit,” Jake says, and I hit the stop button.
My fingertip trembles against it, my eyes locked on the tape player, innocuous and outdated and impossible. I don’t know how long I sit there, on the edge of a decision, before I force myself to hit play again.
“It happened again—I guess I don’t have to tell you. Do I, Grace? You’re probably listening to this too.” He’s excited. I can hear it in his voice, shaken but eager, and I almost imagine him leaning over a tape recorder (this same one?) before I remember I have no idea what he looks like. “How are you doing this? No one else comes in here. I didn’t think anyone was ever going to listen to these boring tapes either, but clearly you are. What’s that all about? I know it’s not really 2022. No way they’re still using cassette tapes thirty years from now. It’ll probably be all mindwaves by then. Or CDs. So if you’re one of Kelly Caradoc’s friends, you can tell her that was a stupid idea.” 
He pauses. “I guess I have to check the next tape, don’t I? Or the back of this one. Should I wait a little while?” he says. I hear him smile when he adds, “Maybe I’ll keep this tape with me, just in case. Good luck with that one, 2022 Girl.”
The tape ends.
I sit there for a long moment, unsure what to do with myself. I don’t have an explanation for this. Sixty seconds went by between the time I recorded my message and when I started playing the next tape. And he thinks I’m the one fucking with him. I don’t know how to tell him that I’m not.
I’m not sure I should say anything more to him at all. 



SEVEN
“THAT’S NICE YOU’RE GETTING TO KNOW GRIFFIN Caradoc,” Uncle Aaron says that evening at dinner, which is at least at five rather than four thirty today. Pop hasn’t seemed to notice the difference, though he’s had a lot to say about Uncle Aaron changing the brand of mac ’n’ cheese he buys. 
“Oh. Yeah,” I say uselessly. I feel like I learned more about Uncle Aaron and Lara than I did Griffin, but I decide not to mention that either. Mom always said not to borrow other people’s problems, and I have enough of my own without sticking my nose into their business. But something tells me that Uncle Aaron hasn’t even realized that Lara is mad at him.
Which is probably just part of the problem—but again, not my business. 
“He was just showing me around a bit,” I say, and I move broccoli around my plate aimlessly with my fork. “I didn’t know his family owned the marina.” 
“Oh yeah, Griffin’s grandpa started the place,” Uncle Aaron says. He gestures circuitously. “I mean, there was a marina before, but it was pretty rinky-dink, especially after it got hit by a couple of storms. He’s the one who built the new one and really made it what it is. Gave me the job there too, when things fell through with the pool business.”
So there was something with pools. “That was cool of him,” I say, clearly distracted. How am I supposed to be anything else? There’s a boy talking to me on cassette tapes. That would be a little bit weird even if he wasn’t inexplicably thirty years in the past. I push the thought out of my mind and search for something else to talk about, but unfortunately the marina is the closest thing at hand. Jake. The marina. It’s impossible not to keep coming back around to the Hurricane Club somehow. I think about the pictures on the marina wall and the ones that were missing. “I came across a name at the marina I recognized from the Historical Society stuff actually. Have you ever heard of Ray Underwood?”
“Ray?” Just the way Uncle Aaron says it makes me look up. “What did you hear about him?”
My curiosity twinges. What is there to hear? “I just saw a couple of fishing trophies,” I say, which isn’t actually answering his question. I hope he won’t notice. “I couldn’t find any pictures though.”
He looks uncomfortable. “Oh yeah, yeah. Ray died a while back. Back when your mom and I were teenagers.” Uncle Aaron scratches the back of his head uncomfortably and squints at the ceiling. “It was, you know. Shit happens.”
That’s not really how you talk about someone who died peacefully in their sleep. “What happened?” I ask before I can stop myself. 
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Pop says suddenly. “Ugly business. Ugly, ugly business.” My eyes dart to him, but Pop has already returned to fussing with his mac ’n’ cheese, having lost interest already. The dementia makes him irritable sometimes, but usually it’s about his food or the TV not working like he wants it to. My eyes flicker to Uncle Aaron instead, but he’s looking anywhere but me, apparently just as interested in his plate as Pop is. 
“Yeah, well, you know,” he says awkwardly. “It was a long time ago.” He clears his throat and changes the subject, delving into a story about one of the boats he was working on today.
I bite the tip of my tongue. The unspoken questions sour where I keep them trapped behind my teeth. I hadn’t realized it would be such a sore subject. 
Or maybe I did. There has to be a reason there are no photographs of him up on the marina walls. Hermitage is the kind of place that holds on to the past with both hands—the marina and its walls, the Historical Society in its entirety, shoddy organization aside. If they decided not to have any pictures of Ray Underwood, it’s because they didn’t want to look at him. Maybe because it’s too sad a story to remember.
Weird, considering Charley is the one who died in the storm. 
The thought dogs me as I help clean up the kitchen. Nothing about this town lines up quite right. The pictures. The tapes. The Hurricane Club.
Why everyone seems to love Mom, even though she left and never came back. Not once. It’s threatening to give me a headache. 
I put the last plate in the dishwasher and retreat to my borrowed room. Uncle Aaron catches me in the hall.
“Sorry about that,” he says, his voice pitched in a sheepish undertone. “Ray was one of Pop’s friends, once. It’s not easy for him to talk about, especially with the dementia. I think it makes all the emotions, you know”—he gestures vaguely around his heart—“worse.”
A pang of guilt runs through me. “That makes sense,” I say, but it doesn’t, not entirely. I know how people talk about dead people, and this isn’t quite it. “What do you mean, once? Were they not friends when he died?”
He wishes I hadn’t asked that. I can see the conflict on his face, the uncomfortable twist of his lips. Uncle Aaron throws a glance over his shoulder, but Pop is back in the living room, in his own world again. “Something like that,” he says. “Ray was kind of like, the town drifter a bit. He did odd jobs, that sort of thing. Bummed money. Kids at school used to give him a hard time, you know, for fun. Kids are assholes,” he says a little defensively, shaking his head. “The story was that him and his brother went out during a hurricane when they were in high school. Ray survived. Charley didn’t.” He shrugs uncomfortably. “There was talk about . . . well, y’know. It’s a small town. People talk.”
No, I don’t know. But I’m starting to get an idea. “About what?” I ask a little too sharply.
“People blamed him,” Uncle Aaron says. “A lot of people. Hell, he probably blamed himself. It was bad, Gracie. There’s a reason Pop doesn’t want to talk about it.”
Jake hadn’t mentioned that, but Uncle Aaron didn’t mention the Hurricane Club either. No one wants to tell the whole story. 
My eyes drift past him, to where I can see the light from Pop’s TV dancing against the wall. Pop might know, but he’s the one person who isn’t likely to tell me.
“Oh wow,” I say distantly. 
“Yeah,” he says. He puffs out his cheeks. “Ugly business.”
Uncle Aaron goes back into the living room and I close the bedroom door behind me, left with more thoughts than I was expecting to have. But like a cycle, thoughts about the Hurricane Club just circle right back around to Jake. I pull out my laptop and sit cross-legged on the bed. I wonder if I should Google him, but I don’t. It feels too weird. If I really am somehow talking to Jake Underwood in 1991, I don’t want to do that while knowing he goes on to be a fifty-year-old dentist in Miami. 
I get why Jake doesn’t believe me. I don’t want to believe me either, but I had the advantage. It’s easy to prove that I’m from the future when I have the entirety of the past at my fingertips. I pull up the Wikipedia page for 1991 in the United States and scroll down to November. Jake’s last tape had been dated November 19th, 1991. I’m not sure how time works on his end, if there’s some sort of ratio to time passed in my life and time passed in his, but that’s okay. I have a few options.

“It’s Grace,” I say, once again in my little archive room, curled up in the desk chair with my knees to my chest. I came in early today, meeting Miss Vicki as she unlocked the front door with a lie that I’m a morning person. She offered to get me my own key and I accepted without questioning the wisdom of that. I guess there’s only so much trouble you can get up to in Hermitage, and no one is expecting it from me. The girl who loves transcribing so much she shows up at 8:30 a.m. to do it. It’s not the best reputation to have, but it could be far worse. 
I’m nervous about recording another tape, my palms sweaty despite the air-conditioning. I’m not sure if I had to be in the archive room for . . . whatever this is to work, but I don’t have my own tape player anyway, because why would I. The archive room, with its painted cinder block walls and dreary little window, makes me feel like I’m the only person in the world. 
Me, and Jake.
“Hi,” I say, stalling awkwardly, abruptly feeling stupid. I don’t know how to actually talk to him. I didn’t talk to a ton of people at school in the first place, and since the accident, even the people I considered my friends evaporated quickly. At least half my fault, I guess, but I didn’t really have it in me to care, which is why I stopped talking to them in the first place. “I don’t really know how I’m doing this . . . or how you’re doing this. But it is 2022 here. I can prove it.”
I clear my throat and shift in my seat, wrapping my hands around my thermos of coffee. The Uncle Aaron’s Kitchen special. Turns out there’s no Starbucks in Hermitage. Or Dunkin’. Because of course there isn’t. “On the evening of November 24th, 1991, Freddie Mercury will die from bronchial pneumonia resulting from AIDS. You probably won’t know until the 25th.” Not exactly good news, but it serves my purposes. Everyone knows Queen, and Freddie Mercury didn’t announce the diagnosis until the day before he died. This isn’t the sort of thing someone could just guess at. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news. Um. If that doesn’t work, the U.S. will win the FIFA Women’s World Cup on the 30th. Yay?” 
Well, I think that was pretty damn convincing. I still sit there for a moment, feeling like there should be something else to say. About myself? No, him first. If there’s still any chance this is an elaborate prank, I want a little more to work with before I start talking about anything not readily available on Wikipedia. 
“Um, that’s all I’ve got. I guess we’ll see if it works,” I say. “Bye.” I hit stop and exhale shakily, leaning forward to rest my forehead against the desk. I’m losing my mind. I’m definitely, definitely losing my mind. 
I lift my head and glance back at the door, but it’s too early for anyone to think about bothering me, even Miss Vicki, who already told me she’s balancing the Historical Society’s books today. I wonder if I can convince her to use a bit of that grant money on a computer from this century. I give it another moment, as if letting the impossible steep a little, before I reach back into the Underwood Tapes box.
8—Hermitage High School Yearbook, 1972—JCU.
“Audio description artifact number eight: 1972 Hermitage High School Yearbook. Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded November 27th, 1991.”
November 27th. Two days after the world found out that Freddie died. My heart lodges in my throat. I wonder if I should be transcribing this after all, but my hands are curled into fists, my fingernails pressed into the meat of my palm. I’ll go back later. I just need to hear what he says.
“Artifact is a stapled booklet, eight and a half by eleven inches. The front is navy blue with white text that reads: ‘Hermitage High
Reflections, 1972.’ Inside is a title page that reads the same, with black text on a white page. The next page says ‘Seniors’ in all capital letters over a four-by-four grid of black-and-white photographs.
“The first reads: Ginger Anderson. The photograph is of a young woman with pale skin and long, pale hair that curls up at the ends. She wears a white sweater with a high collar. Bit of a queen bee, I think. She looks at the camera like she thinks she’s better than you, but with a little smile, like she has a secret. The secret might just be that she’s better than you. The second reads . . .”
Jake trails off. I lift my finger off the stop button, as if I could’ve pressed the clunky key without realizing, but the tape is still spinning, the player whirring gently. I frown.
“Sorry,” Jake says, and I startle, my fingers jumping off the button. “I figured I should at least pretend to be doing this whole archiving thing, in case anyone else listens to them . . . so if this isn’t Grace Crain, buzz off. And if you are . . .
“If you know so much about Queen, what’s your favorite song?”
I don’t mean to laugh—it jumps out of me, until I slap my hand over my mouth, all at once shocked and excited and a little guilty. A man did just die. Thirty years ago.
“I’m kidding, I’m kidding! I don’t think Freddie would want to be a buzzkill, do you? Sorry, I’m rambling. I’m—yeah. I don’t know how this is possible, Grace. I mean—how did you know that? No one should have been able to know that.”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” I mumble to the tape player. More laughter bubbles up in my chest. He thinks that I’m the magic one. All I have is Wikipedia and a box of tapes. He’s the one hearing me somehow. 
He goes on. “Wow, I mean—what do you say to a magic future girl? What are the winning lotto numbers? What am I like in 2022? Do I still have hair?” I hear him grin. “I guess I should tell you who I am, huh? Um. My name is Jake Charley Underwood. Charley, not Charles, you heard that right. And that’s Charley with an ey, not that you can tell the difference here. Let’s see . . . I’m seventeen. Eighteen in May. I like sunsets and long walks on the beach, yadda, yadda, yadda . . . I was born and raised in Hermitage. You are in Hermitage, aren’t you? I guess you said you were, didn’t you? Sorry for your luck.

“I’m, uh . . . yeah. I guess I’m just here, describing pieces of paper into a tape recorder after school. Cool, right? Speaking of crappy luck. I guess there’s not that much interesting about me. Except for you, now. Ha. I don’t know how you’re doing this. Maybe give me a hint? 

“I’ve got to keep up recording these or else Miss V might notice. Just listen to the end, all right? I’ll be there. If you’re not tired of me yet.”
A long pause, like he’s trying to figure out how to end a conversation that isn’t a conversation. I know the feeling. It’s like leaving a voicemail knowing that you’ll never get a return call. Or at least not one you’ll ever be able to pick up. 
Jake smiles. “See ya, Grace.”
The tape clicks off. 



EIGHT
SO. THIS IS HAPPENING.
I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, curling a lock of hair around my fingertip until it’s trained into a loose coil. What is happening, exactly? I still don’t know. Maybe I’m losing my mind. Maybe I’m talking to a boy from the past. The options are limitless. But I am curious enough that I know I’ll leave a message for him again, if only to see what happens. Which leaves me with a big question.
What does happen next?
I keep doing my job, I guess. I force myself to stay and transcribe the tape I skipped, even though waiting makes it feel like there are ants under my skin. I want to do something, but what is there to do? I need time to think most of all, and Jake is right. We need to keep up appearances. If someone asks to see how my transcribing is going, I don’t want to have to tell them that I’ve been dicking around talking to a kid from the past. I came here to feel more normal again, not less. 
And it’s going great so far.
Finally it’s late enough to justify it being time for lunch. I leave my Word document up like some sort of tableau to productivity and slip out of the archive room. Lara and Griffin are stationed behind the front desk, their heads bent over a phone again, like the first time I saw them here, conferring quietly with the gravity of two delegates at the United Nations. I’m ambushed by a spike of annoyance when Lara glances up at me and then back down again. Is she really going to make this a problem too?
“Hey, Griffin,” I say breezily. I turn toward the doors, waiting a heartbeat before I add, “Hey, Lara. I’m going to pick up lunch, do you want anything?” I jangle my car keys in one hand, not breaking stride. 
There’s a palpable pause. “We’re good,” Griffin answers. “Thanks though.” I can almost hear the question in his voice. Is this what “over it” looks like . . . ?
“Cool. I’ll be back soon.” I let the door swing shut behind me without looking back.
I am over Lara’s issues, except I’m not, I guess. Because it’s annoying that her problem is with Uncle Aaron but she’s taking it out on me, and it’s annoying that Griffin thinks he can talk me out of being annoyed. I don’t have to dance around her feelings. No one is dancing around mine. I’ve got too much to deal with right now to worry about her too. I puff out my breath as I cross the parking lot. Or maybe the Jake thing has my nerves more rattled than I thought. 
I’m lucky: against all odds, Hermitage has a single, elderly McDonald’s. It’s clearly a popular place for the same reason I’m there, the strange oasis of capitalism among the small-town insularity that is Hermitage, Florida. High school kids perch on top of the mold-stained old picnic tables next to the parking lot and pick at french fries, so glad to be free for the summer that they don’t even seem to mind the heat. Their eyes track my car curiously as I pull through the drive-through, but none of them knew my mom, and I doubt any of them care about me. The kid who takes my credit card at the window doesn’t either. I don’t realize until I drive away how tense I’d been, waiting for another conversation that I don’t want.
I’m not sticking around to join the kids on the benches, so I take my food and drive out to the beach instead. I’m glad that no one took me up on the offer to grab them lunch—I don’t want to go back to the archive room just yet, and I don’t want to awkwardly eat chicken nuggets with Lara and Griffin around the front desk either. I need time to think. I need space for it too. 
I never cared much about the beach before the accident. It’s a place we went to every summer as kids, but less since we started growing up, and in the last couple of years, I usually only went to drop Maisie off to hang out with her friends. But everything has been different since the accident, including the Gulf. At home I would go to the beach at night and sit on the sand, watching the dark waves ripple and pull, until Dad would call and insist I come home. 
Hermitage has a different kind of beach, still facing the Gulf of Mexico but farther south, nearly to the Keys. If the beaches were nicer they would have built condos here already, but instead they’re narrow and choked with mangroves that spider out into the water. I pull into a little row of parking spots—barely more than packed dirt and a couple of logs set in place—looking out onto one of the strips of beach preserved as a small park. It’s too hot at this time of day, the sun at its peak and glaring, even through the trees, but I stuff the McDonald’s bag under my arm and get out of the car anyway, to where I can hear the murmur of the waves. 
The beach is empty, long, and jagged enough that it nearly disappears in one direction, but I can tell that it’s secluded, boxed in by mangroves and where the sand gives way to rocky tide pools. I leave my lunch by a piece of driftwood that’s been repurposed into a bench, its sides carved with sloppy initials and hearts and a couple of swear words. Just a minute with the water, to get my head on straight again. I’m not very hungry anyway. 
I walk out to the water. If I don’t take off my shoes, it means I’m not staying long, or so I tell myself as my sneakers sink a little into the sand. It’s a windless sort of day, the air like the inside of an oven, thick and baking. I wish I’d braided my hair back. It curtains on either side of my face as I crouch at the edge of the water, nearly long enough that the tips brush the wet sand. I lean against my knees, my arm forward and my hand drooping, so that my fingertips hover above water as it sidles up to me and then ebbs back again. My skin looks paper white in the sun, my scars nearly red. 
I wonder if I should let my hand dip into the water. I still need to eat. I wonder if it would make it cleaner or dirtier, to wash it in ocean water. These days, probably dirtier. Almost certainly dirtier. But there’s still something purifying about the idea of salt, and something so much bigger than myself. 
A laugh startles me, my hand splashing in the water and my head going up. I push back my hair—impatiently, already sticky with sweat—and squint against the light. I thought I was alone, but there’s a figure in the distance, so far down the beach I can hardly make out the shape of it. I stand up, embarrassed, and wipe my wet hand against my shorts. I wouldn’t have had my thoughtful sad girl moment if I’d known anyone was around to see it. 
A breeze stirs the air, and even that’s warm, but it carries the murmur of a voice on it. I can’t quite make out the words, just the cadence of the voice. I squint, my mouth turning down in a frown. The figure is talking, laughing, but she’s alone.
She?
I shiver crawls up my spine, sudden and violent and improbably cold, given that it’s ninety degrees out. How did I know that? The figure is barely more than a shadow. 
My pocket buzzes and I jump. It’s only my phone. Obviously it’s my phone. I pull it out of my pocket and the caller ID says DAD, which is enough to make me want to ignore it. But I know that if I do, he’ll just call back until I pick up. When I look up again, the figure on the beach is gone. 
Great. Great, great, great. I really am going crazy.
My heart pounds as I pick up the phone. “Hey, Dad,” I say. Static bursts from the other line. “Can you hear me?” I walk back up the beach, throwing one last look over my shoulder—nothing but the swaying mangroves and the too-blue sky. “Dad?”
“Grace?” His voice still crackles when I reach the carved log bench. I stoop to grab my McDonald’s bag. It’s too hot to eat outside anyway.
“Hold on, the service is bad here,” I say, and I trudge back to the car. I have the presence of mind to kick the sand out of the treads of my shoes before I climb into the driver’s seat. “Is that better?”
“That’s better,” Dad says. “Are you in the car?”
There’s still a burr of static at the end of his voice, but he’d kill me if I started driving on the phone. As if Mom had even been talking on the phone during the accident. “It’s parked,” I say, smothering a spark of annoyance. “What’s up?” 
“Just checking in.” He’s annoyed with me too; I can hear it in his voice. Or maybe he heard the annoyance in my voice and that annoyed him right back. It feels like we do that a lot, turning in the same circles, chasing each other’s tails. I thought it would be easier to stop once there was a little more distance between us than the length of the house, but I can’t stop him from calling. “You were supposed to call me.”
I texted him, didn’t I? Clearly I haven’t starved to death, no matter what he might think of Uncle Aaron. “Everything’s going fine. I’m just working at the Historical Society, transcribing tapes. Nothing really that exciting to talk about.” Except for the boy from 1991 who talks to me through them. Oh, and I might be having hallucinations on the beach. Cool, right? 
“Interesting,” Dad lies. “How is the house?”
“Fine,” I say. I shrug, even if he can’t see me. “It’s a house.” I have to sit at the table and hope Pop doesn’t mistake me for his daughter every night, but it could be worse. At least I’m not paying rent. I dig my thumbnail into the seam in the steering wheel. If I let him, he’ll keep going, breaking down the last several days into mundane little pieces, even though my answer for all of them will be the same. Fine, fine, absolutely, positively fine. So I blurt out the first thing I think of: “Did Mom ever know someone named Jake Underwood? Did he ever come up to visit? Or anything?” 
There’s an uncomfortable pause, the way there always is when Mom comes up. It’s the reason she doesn’t very often, despite the memory of her occupying such a large space between us. “Not that I know of. Who is that?” Dad asks. Then, awkwardly, “Have you been talking to boys?”
Jesus, Dad. “If he was someone Mom knew, he wouldn’t be a boy anymore, would he?” I say impatiently. He’d be my dad’s age, which is weird enough to think about that I’m happy to change the subject again. Clearly he doesn’t know. “Also I’m eighteen, not fourteen. Worry about Maisie.” He absolutely doesn’t have to worry about Maisie talking to boys, but he’s not ready to know that yet. 
He pauses for a long moment, long enough to make me dig my thumbnail into the steering wheel a little harder. It aches, warning me to lighten up before it breaks. “I just worry about you,” he says.
Great, the guilt trip. The worst part is that it works. “Well, don’t,” I say, sullen but still backing off a degree. Enough for him to know he’s won. “I’m—”
“Fine, I know.” Now it’s his turn to sound impatient. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 
An unsubtle reminder that I should call him more. “Okay,” I say, resisting the urge to tack on another fine. “Love you.”
“Love you too.” I’m not sure which of us hangs up first.
I sigh and rest the top of my phone against my forehead. He’s just worried about me. I know he’s just worried about me. I also know that he might be less worried if he wasn’t convinced that I’m an idiot who’s going to get herself hurt in a town the size of a postage stamp. 
I sigh again. “Whatever,” I mutter to myself, as if I can convince myself that I don’t really care and I’m not stressed about it. I have better things to worry about.
My french fries and chicken nuggets are cold by now, but I shove a couple in my mouth anyway, turning my attention back to my phone. I hadn’t meant to ask about Jake, but the words just sort of leapt out of me, and now it’s too late to reel back my curiosity. Mom must have known him. She and Uncle Aaron would have been around the same age as him, and Hermitage is Hermitage. Maybe it’s that reminder that makes me itch. Uncle Aaron might be able to tell me, but after talking about Ray Underwood went so well last night, he’s not the person I want to ask.
Just a quick search to see if I can find him. Just to see.
SEARCH: Jake Underwood.
A bunch of LinkedIn profiles. Okay, obviously Jake is a nickname. It’s got to be short for Jacob.
SEARCH: Jacob Underwood.
This time it brings up a musician, and for a surreal moment I imagine a world where Jake Underwood goes from talking to me via time-rending cassette tapes on to a successful career in music. But no, the profile tells me when this Jacob Underwood was born, and the years don’t match up. My Jake was seventeen in 1991. I can’t prove he’s not lying, but I’m pretty confident he’s not actually twelve. 
SEARCH: Jacob Underwood Hermitage Florida.
More LinkedIn. Facebook pages, obituaries. A dentist in Jacksonville who, again, is the wrong age. One last semi-desperate attempt.
SEARCH: Jacob Charley Underwood.
Charley not Charles. Charley with an ey. It’s as specific as it gets, but my search results are just a salad of Jacobs, Underwoods, and Charleses as Google desperately tries to figure out some result that might make me happy. My heart sinks. Much like my soggy fries, it’s a disappointment, and it’s my own fault. Google can do a lot, but it’s a tool not a miracle worker, and I clearly don’t know what I’m doing. I shouldn’t have expected it to be that easy. Maybe I’m not supposed to know.
But there are too many little things nagging at the back of my mind. The Hurricane Club. Ray Underwood and his brother, Charley. Jake. I don’t understand it all, but I can see the through line that runs between them. They’re all related. If I were fate handing out time-traveling tapes, I’d probably pick Jake Charley Underwood too.
But why me? 



NINE
“HEY, GRACE,” LARA SAYS.
I look up, a little deer in the headlights. All the way back to the Municipal Building all I could think of was Jake and voices on the beach and an unhealthy dose of Dad’s well-placed guilt. I forgot that Lara and Griffin are even there. I wish I could say that I was giving Lara the cold shoulder on purpose, but that would have required a level of attention I don’t think I’m capable of right now. 
They’ve changed their configuration somewhat since I’ve been gone. Now Griffin slouches in the office chair behind the desk, his long legs kicked out and his chin resting on his chest, eyes on his phone. Lara seems to be refolding the Hermitage T-shirts for sale. Or maybe they buy new ones every so often, when the old ones get too dusty. Her back is to me as she works on the low counter against the wall behind the desk.
“Yeah?” I say, a beat too late to be normal. 
Lara glances back over her shoulder, and I’m waiting for her to tell me the toilet is clogged or something. She says, “What would you do if a boy texted you a picture of a fish?”
I have to hand it to her: for a moment, all thoughts of tapes and hurricanes and ghosts on a beach leave my mind entirely. 
“Lara!” Griffin squawks before I get the chance to emotionally process the question. He glares at her, using one arm to awkwardly shove himself up to sit straighter in his chair. “Grace, you don’t have to answer that.”
“You do have to answer that,” Lara counters. 
“You don’t. She’s just terrorizing me,” Griffin huffs. 
Lara looks back over her shoulder. For a moment I’m frozen. Is this some sort of joke at my expense? Is there a wrong answer? But then Lara’s mouth twitches upward in a shy smile. She winks. 
I stare at her a moment longer, my mouth hanging open a fraction of an inch. Maybe this is her olive branch? It still feels like we’re street cats eyeballing each other from different ends of an alley, but it’s progress. We can at least make fun of Griffin.
My own smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. “Griffin,” I say slowly. “Has a boy texted you a picture of a fish?”
He gives me a look of pure, incredulous betrayal and Lara cackles, accidentally knocking a T-shirt to the floor. “Yes, a boy texted me a picture of a fish,” he says impatiently, clearly not happy to be having this conversation at all. “And I have no idea what I’m going to do about it, so if you have any useful advice, please share with the class.”
“A boy he likes, for the record,” Lara adds. “Not just, like, a random one.”
I step closer to the desk, one hand hooked around the strap of my bag. “Can I see the fish?”
Griffin rolls his eyes, but he slides his phone across the desk, and suddenly all their huddles here make a little more sense. There’s a text conversation with someone named Oliver.
“He has an Android,” I remark lightly, noting the green text bubbles.
“You’re as bad as she is,” he sighs. “Just look at the fish.”
It is definitely a fish, all right, glassy-eyed on a dock. “He did send you a fish,” I say. “Does he . . . like fishing?”
Griffin looks a little baffled. “I guess,” he says defensively. “But what do I say to that? It’s a fish.”
I squint. “Say . . . nice fish?” I shrug.
“That’s what I’m saying,” Lara calls over her shoulder again. “Just text him back!”
“I don’t even know what kind of fish it is.”
We’ve determined that it’s a sheepshead (Archosargus probatocephalus) and that Griffin should pretend to already know this to impress him when Mr. Caradoc comes down the hall with a man who I think might be in charge of IT. Griffin and Lara abruptly and without speaking decide that it’s time to look busy. I take the hint and duck away into the Historical Society to do the same thing. 
I linger in the museum for a minute before going back to the archive room, pretending to look at one of the displays about the town’s founding. My heart feels a little lighter, like I’ve taken a knot and loosened it. It was nice, joking around with Lara and Griffin. Like a satisfied tourist to friendship, if not actually a part of it. 
The archive room seems a little smaller than I left it, a little more gray, though not in a bad way. It reminds me of rain clouds after a long drought, the sky gray and the breeze soft and cool after weeks of blue, blue, painfully blue skies. It’s comforting to be alone again. 
If I can really think of myself as alone here. I stand over the Underwood Tapes box and run my fingertips down the tapes, taking up a layer of dust as I do. I count them for the first time. There are thirty-one tapes, the last row wedged tightly to account for the uneven number. I’ve listened to six, leaving twenty-five. My fingers rest against the seventh one. My heart unexpectedly squeezes. Are these the only tapes Jake recorded? I don’t know why this box would be labeled Underwood specifically if they weren’t. That didn’t really matter before, but now that I’ve spoken to him—unevenly, like pen pals across the ocean of time—I don’t like it. Normally you can’t know when a friendship will end, it just happens when you move or the conversation fades away. Now I can see the very last time I’ll speak to Jake Underwood, sitting right in front of me. 
Are we friends? Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. 
But I don’t look away from the next tape. If I listen to it now, will Jake be responding to a message I haven’t recorded yet? The B-side of the sixth tape is still blank. Or is it—if I played it now, would I hear myself talking back to me? What if I listen to any of the others? Jake’s end of the conversation happened a long time ago. It’s already been committed to tape, nothing can change it now. So what’s to stop me from listening ahead?
My hand drifts to the side, to the last row of tapes, who knows how far in Jake’s future. I pick one at random, my fingertips resting on top of the hard plastic case.
And my hand spasms away again, a violent shiver rippling up my arm and down my spine. It feels wrong. Wrong in a way where I could grab the tape anyway, but I don’t want to. Just the thought makes my heart beat rabbit-fast, like any prey animal in the face of something greater than itself. Like the feeling on the beach, except sharper. It feels like a warning shot, just above my head, still ringing in my ears. Don’t fuck with time.

Or you’ll regret it. 
“Okay,” I say breathlessly, not sure who I’m talking to. “Okay. I get it. I didn’t ask for this, you know.” I flex my hand and try to shake the shiver out of it. 
I wasn’t sure if I wanted to respond to Jake just yet, but something about seeing the tapes all in a row convinces me. If I have to record my responses to these tapes for him to get them—and how else could this possibly work?—I only have so many tapes left to do it. I don’t exactly know what I want to say, but I don’t want to waste the opportunity to say it either.
How often do you get to talk to someone through time? 
I click record before I can be tempted to listen and see if I hear my own voice. I don’t think that’s what I’m supposed to do. “Hi,” I say, and it’s silly how shy I sound. What am I embarrassed about? “My name is Grace Marie Crain. Crain, but not like the bird. I’m not from Hermitage, but my mom is. I’m just here for the summer. It’s a little more exciting than I thought it would be.” I find myself grinning, like we’re sharing a joke just between the two of us. “I like the beach, kind of ambivalent about long walks on it. Sunsets are nice. Um. There’s not much exciting about me, I guess.” I laugh softly to hide my nerves. “I turned eighteen not that long ago. My favorite color is green. Forest green. In case you wanted to get me a birthday present.”
I hesitate, feeling like I’ve run out of things to say but don’t want to hang up. “See ya, Jake.”
Time clearly doesn’t mean anything between the two of us, but I give it a minute anyway, putting away tape six before I slide the next one into the tape player. Finally I hit play, my fingertips tingling with anticipation.
“Audio description artifact number nine, 1985 Library Audit—”
Not a Hurricane Club tape, not interesting. I give in to instant gratification and fast-forward again with the promise I’ll go back and actually transcribe later. I toggle the buttons, catching snatches of his voice as I blitz through the tape, trying to find the end of it. Finally I hit the long stretch of silence that I’m beginning to think of as for me, a signal that there’s more to come, and I sink down into the desk chair, my heart hammering in my throat. 
“Hi, Grace Marie Crain, not like the bird.” If I sounded shy, Jake is practically giddy. I can almost hear him leaning toward the tape player, grinning slyly at his own joke. “I think there are a lot of interesting things about you.
“I want to try something,” Jake says. “There’s a beach near here. Sand Crab Beach. Ask around if you can’t find it—everyone knows it.” One corner of my lips twitch. He doesn’t know that in 2022 it’s a lot easier than that. “There’s a big tree there, a little ways in from the beach, that everyone carves into. You can’t miss it. There’s a hollow in it too. Like a cartoon tree, I swear to God. I left something there for you. I want to see if it’s still there in your time.”
My almost-smile sinks back into a frown and my eyebrows come together. We’re already pushing our luck with the rules of reality here. What could he have possibly left in a tree that would have stayed there for thirty years?
“Let me know what you think,” he says. And then, with another grin I can hear through the crackle of the tape: “Trust me.” 
So much for transcribing another tape today. Maybe I should, but hey, I’m not getting paid that much for this. I leave the tape in the player without rewinding—I’ll worry about it tomorrow. Today I throw my bag over my shoulder and all but run out of the Municipal Building, pausing only to throw a wave at Griffin and Lara on my way out the door.
“Forgot something,” I say breathlessly, and I’m gone before they can question what. As if whatever has waited thirty years can’t wait ten minutes more. If it has waited. 
My phone’s map takes me to Sand Crab Beach, which really is close to the Municipal Building, but by the time I pull into the little parking lot, my stomach is at my feet. I was just here. It’s the same little beach I failed to eat lunch at, where I saw the indistinct figure in the distance. A shiver sits on top of my skin—nerves, but not the same wrongness that I felt when I tried to skip ahead in the tapes. Not a sign from the universe this time, I guess. Just my own trepidation. 
For anyone else I might have turned back, but I can’t call up Jake and tell him no. I turn off the car and slam the door behind me before I can think better of it.
The beach is quiet except for the lapping of the waves and the distant call of seagulls circling more popular spots. I look carefully for the figure this time, but she’s not here any more than she had been earlier. I rub at my arms to banish the chill at odds with the sweltering heat. It’s just a beach. I may believe in magic cassette tapes, but I’m not ready to buy into ghost beaches just yet. There’s still a lot of summer to go for that. 
I set off across the top of the beach, where the white sand gives way to sand that’s almost dirt, just enough for the saw palmettos to grow, their spiky green fans keeping me from getting too close. Not to mention the snakes and bugs living inside them. I give them a healthy distance, my eyes cast up again, looking for a tree worthy enough to be remembered. 
It’s actually a little farther past the tree line than I’m expecting, visible from the beach, but only because it’s so big. It’s an old live oak, sprawling with age, with great limbs that dip downward, one of them so close that it nearly brushes the ground. It’s a climbing tree if there ever was one, and as I get closer, it’s clear that it’s been well-loved by the locals. Initials, symbols, and names have been carved all over the trunk and some of the lower-hanging branches over decades. I step closer, running my fingers over the ridges of carved wood. GR + FC in a lopsided heart. GULLS for the local high school mascot. A smiley face carved over the initials AW. I step over gnarled roots, my fingertips ghosting across the trunk as I go around it.
There, on the side facing away from the beach—a hollow in the tree. This side is clearly less popular, but the kids of Hermitage still haven’t let the prime real estate go uncarved. But there’s only one I’m looking for. JCU, carved right over the hollow, like a sign post. 
The problem is I don’t really want to stick my hand inside a tree hollow. I make a face at it. Why couldn’t he have buried the thing? There are no spiders in the dirt. Probably. 
“Fine,” I mutter, as if he could hear me. I hunt down a stick long enough to jab inside the hollow and give it a good shake around the whole thing, giving any spiders all the warning they need to get the hell out. The stick rattles against what must be beer cans, confirming my suspicions that this is the local party spot. I guess a tree hollow looks a bit like a garbage can when you’re drunk on stolen liquor and shitty beer. 
Satisfied that the spiders have had sufficient time to vacate the premises, I shine my cell phone flashlight into the hollow. 
The hollow is about a foot wide and a foot deep, big enough to house an unhealthy collection of trash. At least one crumpled box of cigarettes is half melted to the bottom where the rain’s come in, and there are a few band stickers stuck to the walls in the most guerilla form of marketing I’ve ever seen. My heart dips. Whatever Jake left here in 1991, someone must have taken it. I can hardly be surprised. 
I shift my flashlight and the light catches on something shoved all the way at the back of the hollow, where the wood forms deep crevices. I bite the tip of my tongue. I’m still going to have to stick my hand somewhere mysterious, but I can’t help the way my heart jumps back up again. I fumble with my phone, my hands trembling, and stick my hand into the hollow before I can think too much about the spiders again.
My fingertips bump against old wood and moss, but I find what I’m looking for quickly, the plastic familiar against my skin. Even before I pull it out, wiggling it to get it to come loose from where it’s been wedged into the wood, I know it’s a ziplock baggie. 
Two ziplock baggies, actually. I stumble backward away from the hollow, holding my prize in a death grip and looking like half a Halloween monster, my forearm covered in cobwebs and streaks of dirt. I shove my phone into my pocket without bothering to turn off the flashlight and switch hands so I can brush the cobwebs off against my pants, but I don’t even tear my eyes away from the bags.
It’s been double bagged, a piece of paper placed between the two. Moisture must have gotten in the first bag at some point, because the paper is melted to the side of the bag, the pen streaked and blurry, but I can still make out the words. TIME CAPSULE. ONLY OPEN IN 2022.
OR ELSE.
A smile twists my lips and I almost laugh. I recognize Jake’s scrawling handwriting, though he’s written this in all caps and thrown three underlines under the or else.

I throw a look over my shoulder, but I’m still alone, unaccompanied by either beachgoers or laughing ghosts. I crouch at the foot of the tree, sitting awkwardly against one of the gnarled roots, and open the bags. 
Despite his best efforts, some moisture has gotten into the second bag too, though it’s long since evaporated again. Still, I can see the effect it had on the items inside the bag, which at first glance appear entirely random. A pencil. An eraser shaped like a frog. A little plastic toy, like you’d get from McDonald’s. A plastic ring with a fake emerald that looks like it came out of a prize machine. I frown. I’m not sure what I expected, but it’s not this. 
Then I realize: they’re all green.
There’s a note tucked in there too, a piece of notebook paper folded into fourths. It crinkles when I pull it out, the paper warped and yellowed from time, but still lets me unfold it, even if it complains. Jake’s handwriting is fuzzy where the moisture made it bleed through the page.
G—

Happy 18th birthday. It’s not much, but hey, I tried, right?

—J 

Forest green. My birthday. I’d just been making a stupid joke, but he’d listened. He listened, and his gift waited thirty years to get to me. Holy shit. 
I look down at the bag of gifts with new eyes. They’re all green in one shade or another, but only two are what I’d call forest. The pencil, which suffers from bald patches where the green wood flaked off over time. And a little square settled at the bottom. I pick it out and turn it over in my hand. It’s true forest green with gold script on the front that says THE HERMITAGE MARINA over the image of a jumping marlin. I realize it’s a matchbook. I bet they don’t give these out anymore. 
There’s a laugh, and it takes me a heart-stopping moment to realize it came from me. I’m laughing, a wild sound bubbling up in my throat, shaking my shoulders, taking my heart and giving it a firm and energetic little shake. This isn’t just a voice on a tape. This is real. Plastic toys and a matchbook, but real. 
And it’s strange—really, really strange—to know that someone is out there listening. Even thirty years behind me.



TEN
THE FIRST THING I DO IS ORDER A TAPE PLAYER off Amazon and pay for one-day shipping. I know I’m going to get a confused text from Dad in T-minus ten minutes, but he’ll let it go if I tell him it’s for the Historical Society. It doesn’t matter that it was my thirty dollars—it’s his Amazon account, so he’ll notice, and if he notices, he’ll have something to say about it. 
But it’s worth it not to be stuck in the archive room, where I run the risk of someone overhearing me talking to Jake. The Historical Society isn’t exactly bustling with activity, but there are enough people in the building that might drop in to check on me to make it dangerous.
I sit on my bed and spread out the eighteen little gifts on the bedspread in front of me, warding off Tiberius’s curious nose. I pick up one of them, a little frog eraser, and turn it between my fingers. It grins up at me with cartoonishly squinting eyes. It’s real, I think, pressing the pad of my thumb against the eraser. It’s all really, undeniably real. Just looking at it makes me want to bury my face in my pillow, somehow nervous, yet I keep wanting to press my face into my pillow and laugh. It’s an embarrassing reaction, definitely not how you’re supposed to react to reality-altering events, but when I write my memoir someday I’ll be sure to leave it out. 
Maybe not a memoir, exactly. I guess it’ll have to be science fiction.
I stay up late that night, watching the ceiling fan revolve, slightly crooked so that I can see when one revolution ends and another begins. I’ve had a hard time getting to sleep ever since the accident, but for different reasons. Usually it’s because the night is too quiet and my mind too wide open, letting in all the thoughts and memories I push away during the day. Sometimes I try music, sometimes I try sleeping pills, and sometimes they work. Jake is something new, something different, something exciting, even if it’s a little terrifying too. He’s something for my brain to hold on to with both hands and dig my fingers into the possibilities. I don’t realize why I’m so giddy with it until I realize that it’s been six months since I felt an emotion that wasn’t bad. I’d kind of forgotten that I could.
I get up early the next morning and leave while Uncle Aaron is still getting ready for work. Pop is already in his chair, watching I Love Lucy for a change of pace. 
“Do you need anything before I leave, Pop?” I ask, hesitating next to his chair. I feel bad that I don’t do more to help out with taking care of him, but I don’t feel like I’m qualified to either. 
“Hmm?” Pop glances up at me. “No,” he hums. “No, I don’t think so.” His eyes drift back toward the TV screen.
He’s not paying attention to me. I don’t have to pretend like I’m not relieved. 
I get to the Municipal Building just as it opens and run into Mr. Caradoc unlocking the door. I’m not sure if that’s normally the mayor’s job or if he just likes to get an early start to things. He looks surprised to see me. 
“Good morning, Grace,” he says. “You’re here early.”
I don’t know what it is about Mr. Caradoc, but he always makes me feel a little too seen, and not in a good way. The matchbook, forest green and gold, sits in my pocket, right where my fingers can rest against the little bump. I feel like he notices somehow. I move my hand and adjust my backpack strap self-consciously. “I like an early start,” I lie. 
He nods. “That’s a good habit to have,” he says, holding the door open for me. “Maybe you could teach Griffin a thing or two.”
I force a little heh and duck in. The lobby is still dark, though the sunlight through the glass doors goes a long way. Mr. Caradoc flips on the lights behind me.
“Oh, and Grace?” he says, and I stop, already halfway to the Historical Society museum. My mind is already way ahead of me in the archive room, picking out the next tape.
I turn back. “Yeah?”
“If you’re ever sick of those tapes, just tell Vicki that.” He smiles. “We’re not here to torture you.”
Right.
I escape into the dark museum, turning on lights as I go, but I don’t relax my shoulders until I’m back in the archive room. The archive room is like another world when the door is closed, cramped and dimly lit and mostly silent, except for when the daily afternoon storm taps against the little window. That and the whirl and click of the tapes. 
I force myself to go back and transcribe tape number seven first. If I start letting myself skip to the end on all of them, I’ll lose even the appearance of caring about transcribing them. Finally, when I get to the end of the A-side, I flip it over to the B-side. My side.
“I like regular green too.” The words slip out of my mouth, chased by a grin. “But thank you. Eighteen thank-yous.”
I should say more than that, there’s still plenty of room on the tape and too few tapes in the box to waste them, but I want to hear his reaction more. It worked. If I’m this excited, he’s going to lose his mind when he finds out. 
I put in the eighth tape—10—Hermitage Free Library Checkout Records, 1928 JCU—and this time I do skip to the end. We’re almost a third of the way through the tapes now and it’s hard not to just tear right through them. Except for the fact that then this would be over. Maybe everything will happen exactly when it’s meant to.
The thought strikes me strangely. Something crawls up my spine, not quite dread and not quite anticipation, but something without a name yet. Everything will happen when it’s meant to, whether I want it to or not.
“. . . Well, you didn’t say regular green, you said forest green. Luckily I like a challenge,” Jake says at the end of the silence. He grins. “But you’re welcome, Grace. I’m glad you liked them. Or at least pretended to. That’s the part that matters.”
“Shut up,” I scoff under my breath. I’ve got to stop responding to him, even if I’m quiet. People are going to start catching me talking to myself, and there isn’t an explanation that doesn’t make me look at least a little weird. 
“I can’t believe that worked. Were they gross? I thought the double bag would help but, you know. Humidity and whatever.” He’s not as excited as I expected he would be. He sounds distracted, like his mind is somewhere else entirely. 
“I want to try something else,” he says, answering my question. He’s already thinking ahead, onto the next thing before the last miracle has worn out its welcome. I get the feeling that he’s always like this. Curious and bright-eyed, leaning close to the tape recorder. Eager to peel the world apart and see what’s underneath it. “I’ve been thinking about how this works. Like, a lot. A lot, a lot. I don’t get out much.”
The point, Jake. I bite my bottom lip until it hurts, and I still barely contain a smile. I expect him to say And for my next trick . . .
“I don’t think time works the same for us as it does for everyone else,” he says. “I can send stuff to you, that’s easy. And you’ve got my tapes. But I’m getting your tapes too, and I have no idea how. I checked all my blank tapes. They’re still empty, until I’m ready for them. And then there you are.” Oh, so he gets to listen ahead? I guess because there’s not much to listen to yet. He shifts his weight, his chair squeaking in the background, and it’s a strange reminder that he’s taking up physical space and not just a voice on a magnetic strip. “I think there are rules to it. We’re not breaking the rules of time, Grace, we’re just playing by different ones, for some reason. And if we can understand those rules . . .” There’s a grin in his voice. “Then we can make them work for us.”
I shift in my seat, glancing backward at the closed door. Time has rules—I got that lesson. I still don’t entirely understand it, but if I think about it too long, I can feel the phantom shiver in my arm again, like a spark of electricity trapped in my bones. I’m not really following what he means by making them work for us though. 
“Actually, it might be easier to just do it than to try to explain it. Either it works or it doesn’t.” He laughs under his breath. “I’m going to skip to the next tape. Record on the B-side of this one as you’re listening to me on the next one, okay? You’ll need another tape player. I hope you can still get those. Annoying, I know, but trust me. And wear headphones, would you? It’s bad enough you have to hear me, I don’t want to hear me too.
“Okay . . . I’ll see you there.”
I hit pause, my finger trembling a little. What he’s really saying sinks in slowly, like a chill burrowing down beneath my skin. He wants to talk. Actually talk, like on the phone, as if there isn’t thirty years between us. My eyes dart to my cell phone, lying face down on the desk, as if I’m expecting it to ring. It’s as quiet as the rest of the room, except for the hum of the air conditioner and the scrape of my own breathing. That’s impossible, but so is all the rest of it. 
I stand suddenly, banging my knee on the other side of the desk and almost pulling the tape player down by the headphone cord I’m not used to having. I pull them off, not caring how they snag painfully on my hair, buzzing with adrenaline that I can’t do anything with. I check the time. It didn’t take me that long to transcribe the last tape this morning—there’s still another thirty minutes before Miss Vicki is supposed to show up. I still poke my head out of the archive room and stare into the museum, checking for signs of life, but it’s entirely dead. I’m alone, except for Mr. Caradoc in his office and whoever else works out of the Municipal Building, but they’re not thinking about me. I’m alone, or at least close enough to it. If this works—if we can talk—
Well, like Jake said. Either it works or it doesn’t.
I tear apart the archive room, searching through a box and then summarily shoving it aside when it doesn’t yield what I want it to. Two tape recorders. If I need two, it means Jake did too, and what are the chances that they’re both still here? Nothing else seems to have been cleaned out of the place since 1991. 
I find it buried in a plastic tub of tangled wires and outdated chargers. The tape player I’ve been using is built like a flat plastic brick. This one is smaller and isn’t all that different than the one I ordered, except for the dust caked into the seams. It’ll work. Probably. 
My palms are sweating by the time I sit back in the desk chair and pull the big headphones back over my ears. My water bottle stands sentry next to the desktop computer, which has long since gone to sleep, in case my mouth gets dry. I lean forward and the tape stares back with two empty black eyes from behind its clear plastic shield. 
Why am I nervous? 
I put the tape into the smaller player, flipped over to my side, and take out the next one. Tape nine. I click it into place and hesitate just one more time before hitting play. 
I expect Jake to go through the motions of recording another artifact first, but he must be as eager as I am. “Hi, Grace,” he says, and I can hear the thread of nerves in his voice too. “Okay, I’m going to start playing your tape. One, two, three. . .” I hear a faint click. “Okay, just . . . say anything, I guess.”
Easier said than done. I hold the tape player up to my mouth, closer than necessary, and hit the record button. Abruptly, I lose my entire mastery of the English language. “Uh,” I say gracelessly. “Hello. Hi.” Why do I sound like that? I don’t normally sound like that. He’s definitely not going to want to talk to someone who sounds like that.
“Hello.”
My heart stops. That’s my voice. Distant and scratchy, distorted by the limits of the tape twice over and strange in the way hearing your own voice always is. But it’s sure as hell stranger than he’s hearing it right now, thirty years in the past, seconds after I said it myself.
I look down at my tape recorder, my palms sweaty all over again. The recording is still going, the tape whirring gently. 
“How did you—”
“Oh my God, it worked—”
“This is—”
“I can’t believe it—”
Our voices overlap each other, mine repeated through the recording, until we’re reduced to indecipherable babbling. Jake laughs, delighted. 
“Hold on, hold on. I didn’t follow my own advice. I know I’ve got headphones around here somewhere.” Laughter still bubbles in Jake’s voice as he rustles around again, followed by a distinctive click of the headphone’s giant jack being plugged into the player. I wonder if they’re the same headphones I’m wearing now, and for a moment reality slips a little bit. “Okay, there we go. That should be better. I’ve got to be real with you—I didn’t really expect it to work.”
It’s my turn to laugh, the sound high and breathless in my chest. “How is this working?” I ask. 
There’s a slight delay. Maybe our timing is slightly off, or maybe time-traveling tape recorders aren’t the most effective form of communication. But I hear Jake grin. “Okay, well, it doesn’t exactly make a lot of sense. Except that it does, but only if you bend your brain a little, so stay with me here.” He pauses. “This is going to sound weird, but have you ever seen Doctor Who? It’s this British show.”
I laugh. “This is not like Doctor Who.”
“So you have seen it? Really?” 
“More than you have.”
“You—okay, you’re definitely going to tell me more about that later. If you tell me they made more Doctor Who I’m going to freak out. But anyway. Like I said, it’s not that there are no rules to what’s going on here. Just different ones.” He’s talking fast now, and I can imagine him gesticulating. Does he talk with his hands? Sitting here, listening to him talk to me directly, it’s easy to forget how much I don’t know about him. I know he’s a Doctor Who fan, but not his eye color. It’s almost like meeting someone online, if Tumblr were obsolete technology. “So I got to thinking—what if we made those rules work for us? Forced its hand? Make it play by its own impossible rules?” 
“I’m not exactly sure what that means,” I say.
“The tape I’m recording right now can’t exist without yours to respond to, and yours can’t exist without mine existing in the first place, telling you to record it.”
Oh. Oh. Realization dawns on me bright and clear, and I’m not sure I ever would have realized it myself, but now that he’s put the pieces in front of me, they’re starting to line up. He’s right, it is impossible. But by impossible standards, it makes sense. “They force each other to exist,” I say slowly.
“Exactly.” 
“That’s impossible,” I say, but I’m liking the word more and more. Impossible, impossible, impossible. For a breathless moment, I can’t think of anything else. I don’t forget about Mom, or the scars on my arm, or the ache of the break that’s still a seam across my bone, across my life, but the hurt feels a little further away. Like a shadow pushed back by the sunlight. “You’re a genius.” 
Jake scoffs. “I did a logic puzzle. Trust me, it’s not that impressive. I’ve got a lot of free time. Besides, I had good motivation.” He pauses for a moment and when he speaks again, he sounds uncharacteristically shy. “What I really meant to say is . . . hi, Grace.”
I smile and duck my head, one hand pressed against my headphones as if to hold them there, as if not to miss a single word. Impossible, impossible words. “Hi, Jake.”



ELEVEN
I STEAL THE TAPE PLAYER.
The smaller one. Not that it matters—no one uses either of them but me, but at least the smaller one was forgotten in a box for the last few decades. I need two to have our conversations, and I couldn’t have foreseen that when I ordered my own. No one will miss the tapes I tuck into my bag either. This is all too new—too fragile, too daring, too impossible—to do in the archive room, where anyone could walk right in on our conversation. 
My tape player has arrived by the time I get back to Uncle Aaron’s house, waiting for me in a little box Uncle Aaron set on the bed. It’s mint green and tries a little too hard to look retro, but it has all the right parts, and a jack for the cheap wired earbuds I bought with it. I open the tape slot and close it again a couple times just to feel it click and try not to be annoyed that the plastic is clearly flimsier than Jake’s.
I don’t want to wait, but I don’t want Uncle Aaron to overhear me talking either. Maybe he’d assume I was talking to one of my friends on the phone, at least until I started talking about time-bending cassette tapes. I consider making an excuse and driving somewhere else, but I don’t really want to lie. I want him to trust me, I realize with a little twist around my heart.
I end up holing myself up in the closet, which is objectively weirder, but feels more secure, like the archive room in miniature. A place outside of time, small and dusty and just for me. The closet is long and narrow, filled with a few coats that never get used and a couple towers of boxes I awkwardly shift to one side. It leaves me with half of the closet to tuck myself into, enough space to shove a pillow behind my back and mostly stretch my legs out, one tape player in my lap and another in my hand, the little microphone held up to my mouth. It’s a pretty makeshift sound studio, but it’s mine.
It’s mine, and I realize that for the first time in a long time, I think I feel safe.
“. . . Wait,” Jake is saying in my ear. “There are how many Doctors now?”
“I’m not really caught up,” I admit. “Fourteen? Fifteen?”
He makes a strangled sound. 
I grin. “Well, it got a little complicated with some of the specials—”
“It’s Doctor Who, of course it got complicated,” he says wryly. “I can’t believe you’ve got so much more Doctor Who than me. That’s so totally unfair, Grace.”
“There’s a lot of stuff I know that you don’t,” I say smugly. I open my mouth—
And most of it is . . . not really worth bragging about. I make the conscious decision not to bring up COVID. Or 9/11. When did the Iraq War start? Probably better just not to mention any of it. If I were the one in the past, would I want to know how much the world gets worse?
“I even know some stuff about your Hurricane Club mystery,” I say instead. I don’t want to just tell him all about the future. Am I even allowed to? I don’t think Doctor Who will break the space-time continuum, but if anything is going to, I guess that’s appropriate. 
Jake laughs. “You’ve been paying attention to that stuff? Here I thought you were just skipping to the end.”
“No, unfortunately I’ve been typing out every single boring word. And then I have to listen to some weird guy named Jake at the end.” He makes an offended sound and I laugh, belatedly remembering to keep my voice down. I duck my head, tucking my chin closer to the tape player. “Can I ask you something about it?”
“Wow, you really were paying attention,” he says. “Shoot.”
“Ray Underwood is your dad’s name, isn’t it?” I ask. “Was he a member of the Hurricane Club?”
My heart beats a little too hard, my palms a little sweaty. It’s a normal question, except that I already know the answer. If CU was Charley Underwood in the first artifact, there’s no way that RU wasn’t Ray. The real question is why Jake hasn’t brought it up. 
He still doesn’t want to. The silence stretches a beat too long and I cringe. Why did I have to bring it up? Just because I’m curious? That’s my problem, not his.
“Yeah,” he says, and I can tell that he’s trying to still sound normal. “Yeah, I think so. I guess he has to be. How many other Rays
can there be in one town?” He laughs a little, but it’s not really convincing. “Did you hear about what happened?”
“Sort of.” I pinch the hem of my shirt, fiddling restlessly with the stitching. “I . . .” —shouldn’t have brought it up in the first place.
“You can say it.”
“Just that he and your Uncle Charley went out in the storm together,” I say weakly. “That’s what my uncle said. And that people blamed your dad when he died. But it wasn’t just them. The whole Hurricane Club had to be there. So why didn’t they ever say anything?”
Jake exhales softly. It sounds like it’s trying to be a laugh but can’t quite get there. He sounds almost relieved. “Yeah, I’ve been wondering that too,” he says. “Probably so they could blame my dad for it.”
My stomach twists. It worked. Fifty years after Charley died, and that’s still how the story goes. It’s not right. 
“But it’s not like I can ask them. I don’t even know who the rest of them are. I’ve been looking for more artifacts, but they’re not exactly easy to find in this mess.”
“We could probably figure it out,” I say a little too quickly. “We have their initials.”
“Okay, Detective Crain.” He says it wryly, and I’m glad to hear a little bit more color in his voice again. 
I roll my eyes. “I’ve already figured out one of them, Detective Underwood,” I say. “FC. Frank Caradoc. That one was easy.”
“Frank?” He sounds incredulous. Maybe even a little offended. It catches me off guard. “I don’t think so, Grace. My dad would not be friends with Frank Caradoc. Trust me. There’s no way that Frank would be friends with him either.”
But the first artifact said Frank. How many Franks can one small town have? He basically said it himself, but I bite my tongue to keep from arguing. I’ve already pushed too far today, and I’m starting to realize how I sound. How many times have people pushed me into a conversation about my mom, or the accident, when all I wanted was for them to let it drop? I back off.
“You must be right. It’s harder when I don’t actually know anyone here,” I say placatingly. “Anyway, what else do you want to know about 2022? I haven’t even started with all the Star Wars stuff.”
“Star Wars?” Jake repeats, just over-the-top enough I can tell he’s relieved to be off the subject. “I’m starting to think you’re just making stuff up. Shouldn’t you be living in Star Wars by 2022? You’re in the twenty-first century, Grace.”
I scoff. “And you’re living in 1991,” I counter. “It’s not exactly the stone age.” Pretty close, considering he’s recording this on a cassette tape, but I’m trying to make him feel better. 
“Almost 1992,” he says, and his voice changes again, a slight shift that might not be noticeable if I hadn’t spent so much time listening to him speak. Normally his voice is sunny, bright even when it’s bent toward sarcastic, but a shadow passes over him now. Flickering but dark.
I bite the tip of my tongue. No matter what I do, I’m saying the wrong thing. 
“What day is it there?” I ask, like I’m asking the weather in another city. He’d started this tape off with an artifact description, the way he does every one of them, in case someone decides to investigate, but I don’t think he said the date like he usually does. I hadn’t been transcribing it, so I hardly even noticed, eager to get to the part where we could sync up again, hardly daring to believe we’d be able to pull it off twice.
There’s a long pause, but I can still feel the tape playing underneath my hand.
“Aw, Grace, don’t make me make you sad,” he says, the tape rustling as he moves, probably rubbing the back of his neck or running his hand through his hair. Probably the neck. I keep forgetting he’s wearing the big headphones. He sighs. “It’s December 25th, 1991.” He says it like he’s embarrassed. 
I sit perfectly still, like I can close my fist around my heart and stop from feeling sad, just because he didn’t want me to. I look up, forcing my eyes to focus on the shadows falling on the popcorn ceiling. I say the only thing I can think of: “Are you Jewish?”
That stops him short. “What?”
“It’s not sad that you’re spending Christmas alone if you’re Jewish,” I say. “Or Buddhist. Maybe atheist. I could list a few options.” 
There’s a long pause and then he laughs. He laughs like the sound is being torn out of him, caught off guard before he could stop it. Jake has always been pretty quick to laugh, in the short time I’ve known him, but there’s a wild edge to this, genuine in a way I find it hard to find a word for.
“You don’t have to do that,” Jake says, wheezing. “I’m—shit, Grace, I’m crying. You made me cry on Christmas Day, thanks a lot. But no. I’m not really sure what I am, but whatever it is, it’s definitely sad that I’m spending Christmas at the Hermitage Historical Society.” He lapses into silence again, deeper than the last one. I know I’m supposed to ask why, but also that I’m not. That’s the trap of things like this, the double bind. Sometimes I want people to ask me about the accident and sometimes I don’t, and even I can’t always tell which feeling is which. Sometimes it feels like no matter what direction people choose, it’s the wrong one. 
I wonder if this is how those people feel too, when they don’t say anything. When they act like I’m made of cracked glass, handling me gently so as not to make it worse. I hate it. Sometimes I hate their fear more than mine. 
But Jake wouldn’t be spending Christmas alone if there wasn’t a reason. 
“You can talk about it,” I say, the words coming to my lips of their own accord, far enough away that they could almost be in someone else’s voice. “If you want.”
“Grace,” he says, this time like a sigh. I hear him lean against—something. The desk, maybe. “I told you I don’t want to make you sad,” he says again. 
“I’m in Hermitage because my mom died.” The words come out of me all at once, before I lose my nerve or listen to them too closely. “Six months ago. So I guess I beat you to it.”
What I really mean is, I get it. I understand. You can say or you can not, but I get it. I should say that, but I don’t think I can. I can only ever come at my grief sideways, like it might not notice me if I do. 
“Yeah,” Jake says, which doesn’t make sense, but I get it. Sometimes neither of you knows what to say. He clears his throat. “My dad died too.” He scoffs like it’s something casual, but it’s not. I bite the inside of my cheek. Fuck. I knew that. Uncle Aaron told me, but I’d been so caught up in the Hurricane Club that I hadn’t thought about when. At the time it hadn’t mattered. Now, my heart sinks. “About . . . yeah, six months ago too. Though
my six months and yours aren’t exactly the same,” he adds wryly, but the facade is thin now. Strained. “He was kinda all I had. But I’ll be eighteen soon, so Miss V’s been letting me stay here at the Municipal Building. I’ve just been doing the recording to earn my keep. Gives me something to do, I guess.”
“. . . You live there? In the archive room?”
“I told you I didn’t want to make you sad,” he says, exasperated. “It’s okay. It’s better here than anywhere else, right? A lot of kids have it a lot worse.”
I’ve told myself the same thing. I look at Maisie and think that at least I got seventeen years with a mom instead of fourteen. I think of all those little kids with cancer and think that all I had was a broken arm. It sounds less logical coming from someone else.  
“I didn’t want to go to someone else’s house for Christmas,” he says, not quite defensive, but close. “I didn’t want to pretend to feel normal. It’s okay, Grace. I decided this.”
“Yeah, all right,” I say unconvincingly, sensing that he wants to leave it there. What else am I going to do? Invite him to stay at Uncle Aaron’s house, thirty years in the future? Sometimes it just is what it is. “I’m not sad,” I declare, and it’s a joke, but maybe I’d like to believe it. 
Jake laughs. “Sure you’re not,” he says. “Hey, you and your mom makes me sad too. So we’re even.” He pauses. “My dad was . . . I don’t know. I don’t think he ever really figured it out after my Uncle Charley died. You heard the story, I guess. Everyone wanted someone to blame, so they blamed him. He was a messed-up dude, Grace.” A sniffle, followed sharply by him clearing his throat. “But he was my dad. We had . . . Doctor Who and he loved the Beatles. I think he
secretly wanted to be British. I know he wanted to get out of here. But he never did.” Jake goes quiet for a moment. “I guess I don’t know what I’m supposed to think now. All this Hurricane Club stuff . . . he had all these friends once, and no one ever watched out for him. That sucks. I hate it. But I still keep thinking . . . he was still supposed to watch out for me.”
“I think both can be true,” I say. “I think you can feel whatever you need to feel.” My therapist would have worded it better. 
“Maybe.” He doesn’t sound convinced. “But hey,” he says, more brightly this time, forcing sunshine back into his voice. “I just realized something that’s not sad. Wanna guess?”
I can’t begin to imagine what he could pull out to save a conversation about dead parents, but I’m as eager for the excuse to climb out of it as he is. I wrinkle my nose thoughtfully. “It’s not about Doctor Who again, is it? Because you’ve still got a while to wait.”
“No, but I’m still mad about that,” Jake says. “I just realized that I’m not alone on Christmas, because I’m with you.”
Oh. My lips part and I blink, caught off guard. The moonlight cuts through the slats in the closet door, striping the shadows and reminding me that I’m still wedged in the back of a closet like a kid, the summer heat pressing outside, even in the night. But somewhere, a long time ago, it’s Christmas Day and it might not be cold, exactly—it’s still Florida—but at least Jake Underwood isn’t alone. 
“So it doesn’t have to be sad,” I say, my voice coming out too faint to make it a real joke.
“So it doesn’t have to be sad,” he agrees decisively. “Not even a little bit.”
I look up at the ceiling, the lump in my throat still painful, tears threatening to prick at the corners of my eyes. But I’m not sad.
Not exactly. Not quite. Not as heavily as I am normally. I’m not sure of the name for the emotion swelling inside my chest, balmy like the water in the Gulf and salty like tears. But maybe just a part of it is something like happy. 
I swallow it, determined not to cry on the tape. One corner of my mouth twists in a wry smile. Not on Christmas. “Merry Christmas, Jake,” I say.
On the other end of the tapes, he smiles. “Merry Christmas, Grace.”



TWELVE
I WAKE UP TO THUNDER IN THE DARK.

I lurch upward and am yanked back down again, and it takes a long, disoriented moment to realize that my elbow is pinning down my braid. I pull it free again, my scalp already aching, and fumble in the dark for my phone. 11:27 p.m. I squint in the light from the screen, trying to sort my scattered coherent thoughts and pull them out past the familiar instinct to be afraid. 
“It’s June 10th,” I say out loud. Another trick I taught myself, like the braid I did and redid three times last night, trying to shake Jake’s voice out of my head. I used to wake up suddenly a lot the couple of months after I went home from the hospital, jolted awake by unformed, nameless terror. Sometimes I didn’t know where I was or when I was, caught in the darkness of my own fear. I didn’t want to tell myself You’re Grace Crain or Your mom is dead, so I told myself something else true instead. The date. The here and now.
It’s June 10th, 2022. 
I let my phone drop back onto the sheets, exhaling softly and rubbing at one eye. Lightning flashes in the window, but this time I’m ready for the crack of thunder that cuts through the heavy drum of the rain. It’s just a storm. The remnants of a dream nag at me—feet in cold water, gray skies eerily bright, dead air, and a building sense of anticipation, from the pit of my stomach and up my throat—but they’re too distant and fragmented, and grabbing at them only makes them disperse faster. There’s nothing to be afraid of, except for maybe the power going out and knocking out the air conditioner.
And then the yelling begins. 
I jump out of bed, kicking the sheets where they threaten to tangle around my legs. One moment I’m in bed and the next my feet are on the floor, the tile cold underneath my bare feet. It’s Pop, his wordless voice echoing through the house. I stop just short of the door and wait, my ear turned toward the door, listening for the sound of Uncle Aaron going to help him. 
I wait. And I wait. My heart, already in my throat, squeezes. Tiberius starts barking, his voice layering over Pop’s. 
What am I supposed to do? He could be hurt. Not that I know what to do about that either, but I could call someone—
Like Uncle Aaron. Where is he?
I open the door and creep into the hallway before I can think about it too much. Uncle Aaron’s room is the converted garage on the other side of the kitchen, so Pop has the master bedroom, right down the short hall from my guest room. I don’t have much room to drag my feet before I’m there, tapping my knuckles tentatively against the door. 
“Pop?” I call softly. He’s stopped yelling, but I can still hear the muffled sound of his voice, clearly distraught. Tiberius is still barking somewhere in the living room behind me, which isn’t helping. I shoot another look over my shoulder, waiting for Uncle Aaron to emerge from the garage, but he doesn’t. Okay. Okay, okay, okay. I turn back to the door, my forehead bent close to the wood. “I’m coming in to check on you, okay?”
I open the door slowly, like there’s a boogeyman on the other side of it instead of a scared old man. I wince preemptively, expecting to find him on the ground or bleeding, but he’s sitting up in bed, a shadowy lump under a tangle of blankets, one leg thrown out as if to get up but his hand braced against the nightstand like he thought better of it. He sits frozen there, half in movement, breathing heavily. His eyes are wide in the watery light from the window. 
I fumble for the light switch, chasing off blue shadows with gold light as the overhead light comes on. Pop looks up, dazed. “I don’t . . . I don’t . . . ,” he mumbles, shaking his head a little. He adjusts his grip on the nightstand and shifts his weight forward again.
“Hey, Pop. Hey. Why don’t you . . . not do that,” I say a little helplessly, rushing forward to meet him there. He’s frail, but not small—the best I can think is that he looks too small for his bones, the pieces of a younger man pressing at his skin at his cheeks and wrists, all veins and bones and soft, papery skin. If he fell, I don’t think I could catch him. “It’s okay. It’s just a storm.”
“A storm,” he repeats, dazed. Uncle Aaron said the dementia is worse at night. Being scared awake probably makes it twice as bad. 
“A storm. Just some rain,” I agree, still speaking softly. Maybe if I just keep talking. Like my trick with saying the date. It’s June 10th, someone is here with you, I’m here with you. The disease might tangle his memories and chew holes through the knots, but at least he can still feel my hand on his shoulder. I press back on it gently. “Why don’t you lie down, Pop? It’s still late. You don’t want to hurt yourself. The rain is kind of nice, actually. I think the thunder is moving away. There’s no rush. One step at a time.”
I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do, but Pop leans back into bed, lying crookedly into the nest of blankets. I tug on them, smoothing them back out over his middle. 
“Just—a little startled,” Pop mumbles. “Got a little startled.” He fusses with the edge of the blanket, his hands aimless, but he nods and settles back into the pillow. He looks at me, his eyes blue like Uncle Aaron’s but sunken into the tired lines of his face. He puts his hand on top of mine, his palm cool. “Thank you, Haley.”
I force a smile, my heart in my throat. “No problem, Pop,” I say. “Get some sleep.”
I slide my hand out from under his, fighting my urge to run away and not look back. I can be Haley for him, if that’s what it takes, at least right now. I know from pictures that Mom’s hair was shorter at my age, and I got my freckles from Dad, but without his glasses I’m sure we look the same. I’m sure when you’re frightened and confused, you see what you want to see. 
It’s not his fault. I wish my mom were here too.
I slowly retreat out of the room, afraid to startle him again, but as I reach for the light switch the dresser catches my eye. The top of it is covered in framed photographs clustered together. A portrait of Grandma smiling at the camera, a family photo at the beach, a curly-haired white dog with big eyes that, judging from the age of the photo, died a long time ago. An even older picture catches my eye, half hidden behind the dog one. It’s a group of teenagers standing on the beach. You can mostly just see the water behind them, but off to the left there’s a little outcropping tangled with vegetation. It takes me a second to realize why it seems so familiar. 
Sand Crab Beach.
I hear the front door open and Tiberius starts barking all over again. My head goes up and I glance behind me, but Pop has already settled down again. Heart in my mouth, I grab the photo and shove the frame under my arm.
“Tib, shut up,” Uncle Aaron hisses as he closes the front door behind him, clearly trying not to wake anyone. So much for that. I linger awkwardly in the hall, unsure how I’m supposed to let him know that I’m there. It’s too late to retreat to my room.
Turns out I don’t have to decide—Uncle Aaron moves farther into the house, shepherding Tiberius with his knees, and turns his head to spot me standing in the hall, caught like some sort of sasquatch in sweatpants. I stare back at him, too shaken from the last ten minutes to do anything but. 
He’s half drenched from the rain, his curly hair sticking up at odd angles and the shoulders of his colorful shirt darkened with rain, like he ran up the driveway. “Hey, Gracie,” he says quietly, softened, like he’s talking to a child. “Pop doesn’t like thunderstorms. I should probably check on him.”
“I know,” I say, and there’s a little tremble at the end of my voice. I don’t make a move to get out of his way, somehow taking up the entire narrow hallway. Or at least it feels that way. I realize my hands have curled up, my fingernails biting tense half-moons into the meat of my palm. “I calmed him down.”
I shouldn’t have had to. The knowledge is a blunt point against the quiet of the night, punctuated by the distant rumble of thunder. The chill of the too-cold air-conditioning sits against my skin, making me shiver, and somehow I’m too small as well as too big. I don’t want to confront him; I’m not a person that confronts. That had been Mom and, for better or worse, I’m not her. 
The question is still there, unspoken. Where were you?

Uncle Aaron hears it. “I just ran out to the bar,” he says, rubbing at the back of his neck. “I would’ve given you the heads up, but I didn’t want to wake you up. Usually Pop is fine, but the storm—I came right home.”
“Right home?” My voice pitches upward. I bite down on it again, aware of Pop’s door behind me. Something inside me quivers. “From the bar?”
It’s fucked up I had to settle Pop back down. It’s fucked up that was sprung on me without preparation. And it’s fucked up that if I hadn’t been here, no one would have been here, and Pop easily could have fallen and hurt himself. But I realize in that cold, sickly moment that those things weren’t what bothered me. I already knew where he was. It hangs off him, wet and oozing, a look in his eyes and a looseness to his shoulders.
He came right home. From the bar.
He’s drunk.
Uncle Aaron says nothing, just stares at me with wide eyes, a drop of rainwater sliding down his nose. It reaches the tip of it and trembles there, but he doesn’t reach to swat it away. 
“You’re kidding me, right?” I’m not a person that confronts, but the words rip out of me. Nausea crawls up my throat after them, and it’s not just inside of me that’s trembling. It’s all of me. “You drove home drunk?”
“Grace, it’s not—” He fumbles with the words. “It’s just down the road. I swear, it’s not far.”
“I don’t care.” I can’t do this right now. I shake my head and put my hand up. I don’t want him near me. My arm aches, and it’s probably the storm, working its way into the fault lines in the bone, but I can’t help but think it’s the scars. “I’m going back to bed,” I say abruptly, turning away so that my braid swings, thumping against my back. 
I don’t realize I’m waiting for him to stop me until he doesn’t. I’m not sure there’s anything he could’ve said to fix this anyway, but I wish there was. I wish for a lot of things. “Okay,” Uncle Aaron says weakly, and I close the door to my room without looking back.
I stand on the other side of it, my arms folded numbly against my chest, my fingernails biting into them to tighten my grip. There’s a soft scuffle on the other side of the door and the creak of hinges as Uncle Aaron checks on Pop. I swallow another wave of bitterness, but I can’t choke it all the way down.
I throw the picture on the bed without looking at it. Fuck. Fuck. I press the heels of my hands against my eyes but the tears still prick, hot and itchy, refusing to be physically pushed down. The rain is starting to slow down, coming in spattering bursts that soften into the remains dripping from the eaves, but I wish it would come back. My little borrowed room is too quiet, the silence bouncing off the white tile floor and reverberating around my head. It’s too much.
I dig out the tape player and hold it to my chest, the press of the hard plastic against my hand comforting, like I can use it to hold myself together. I hesitate, caught in the bars of watery moonlight through the blinds. My hidey-hole in the closet is still there. 
I feel like an idiot and like a child, but I crawl into the dark space anyway, curling myself up between the wall and the tower of boxes. I don’t want to hide from these feelings. I can’t hide from these feelings. But maybe I can block out just a little more of the world. 
I have to awkwardly hook my fingers through the slots in the white metal doors, but I manage to jimmy them most of the way closed from the inside. Light slants through the same slots, soft and blue-gray, but I’m mostly in the dark, my shoulder pressed against the cool wall. I exhale shakily. 
I pull my braid over my shoulder, but I just hold it, working my thumb through two of the sections and stroking it. I don’t want to cry. I’m so sick of crying and all the ugliness that comes after, the puffy eyes and the headache and the endless amounts of snot I’d have to wipe on my shirt. I lean my head back and stare at the darkened ceiling, my eyes fixed on a flake missing from the popcorn ceiling but not really seeing it. I don’t want to cry, but there’s still something inside me that needs to come out somehow. Like infection in a wound.
I turn the tape player over in my hands. Jake’s tape is still in it, the B-side empty. My side. Will he even listen to it or wait, thinking that I’ve left it waiting for one of our conversations? I only brought the two tapes with me. I don’t have the next one to talk to him right now. 
But I think there is something I need to say. I flip the tape over and click it back into place. 
“Hey, Jake,” I say, and there’s a tremor in my voice that I hate. I swallow thickly and try again. “Sorry, I’m kind of screwing things up here, but—” I laugh weakly, a shallow puff of breath. “I, um. I just needed to talk to someone.”
And I’m so pathetic that I don’t have anyone else to call except for a boy who’ll take thirty years to call me back. The laugh twists in my throat, doubling over and threatening to choke me. Even if it weren’t late at night, I don’t have any friends left that would want to take the call. When did I get so pathetic? When did I get so stupidly lonely?
My throat closes up and tears well in my eyes, hot and ugly. I press my lips together hard enough that they hurt.
“This was a bad idea. Sorry, I—Sorry. Um.” But I can’t stop right there. Maybe he never hears this. Or maybe he does and knows that I’m as useless as I feel right now. Can I really afford to lose my one friend, even if he’s in 1991? I clear my throat. “Sorry. I don’t want you to be sad either. But—you know.” I press my lips together and tilt my eyebrows at the ceiling. Yeah, it’s too late for us. “I thought I should tell you. About what happened to my mom. I know I don’t have to but—it feels like I should. Or maybe—I want to.”
I’m quiet for a long moment, sitting in the silence of the dark closet, wrapped up in it like a gauzy hug. Like an infection in a wound, I remind myself. Sometimes you have to push it out. Even when it hurts.
“I was in a car accident about six months ago. Late night, drunk driver—you know how it goes. My mom and I were out for, um, Taco Bell. Just her and me. Just—being silly, you know. We did that sometimes, after my dad and little sister went to bed. I don’t know why, it was just a thing.” I’m saying too much. Things that don’t matter. I can feel heat crawling up my neck and across my face, and I’m glad that no one’s here in the dark to see it. “The other driver ran a red light and hit her side. She—you know. Right away. All I did was break my arm, but they still kept me in the hospital for a bit. It was pretty bad. Pins in the bone and everything.”
I don’t want to say any more. I don’t want to think about broken glass and blood on the seats and the fact that I don’t remember anything before the hospital at all. I should remember. If there was a moment after the accident but before my mom left me, I should remember it. I made them show me the car after they released me from the hospital, so I could imagine it. My therapist said it would be good for me, but I’m not sure that it was.
I thought maybe people in Hermitage wouldn’t know. They didn’t go to the funeral. Only Uncle Aaron had been there, telling me how nice it would be if I came and spent the summer here. It was supposed to be safe from all my memories. But everyone knows and everyone is sad about it, and everyone looks at me like they expect something from me just because I’m Haley’s daughter, like I’m their second chance after she left such a long time ago. If they loved her so much, why didn’t they care like this when she was alive? Why didn’t they at least come to say goodbye once she was dead? I would have hated it if they’d been at the funeral, but they weren’t, so I hate them for that instead. 
Jake was the only one who didn’t know about the accident, and now I’ve screwed that up too. I hope he doesn’t say he’s sorry. Mostly I hope he doesn’t listen to this tape at all.
I shrug before realizing that he can’t hear that. “That’s why I’m in Hermitage. I just had to get out. Do something different. So here I am, talking to you. Somehow.” I rest the tape player against my chin for a moment, letting the silence stretch. It’s almost like he’s here, sitting on the opposite side of the closet, obscured by shadows. If I look long enough, I can almost imagine the shape of him in the ripples of light through the closet doors. I smile, and it comes out lopsided, but it’s still a smile. Impossible. But here we are.
“I’m hiding in a closet right now. Just so you can imagine it,” I say with a wry twist to my voice. Laughing at myself, just a little. “I started doing stuff like this after the accident. Just when I’m upset. My dad thinks I’m acting like a five-year-old.” He started watching me more carefully the first time he found me wedged in the corner of my room, the wall pressed comfortingly against my arm, cool and solid. It happens less now, but he acts like I was jumping off rooftops, not sitting in a dark corner and letting my rattled brain recalibrate. It’s like he thinks I’m going to break. Or maybe that I’m already broken.
“I like it. I makes me feels safe,” I confess quietly. “It’s like no one else exists here. Except me and you, I guess. It’s nice.” Alone in the quiet, with just Jake and the soft whir of the tape player. 
I’m not better, exactly, but it’s like the knot of panic in my chest has loosened by a degree, giving me a little more room to breathe. If being triggered makes me feel like my toes are hanging off the edge of a precipice, then I’ve taken a couple of steps back. I can still see the cliff, but I don’t think I’m going to tip off it.
“Thank you,” I say softly. “For listening.”
I stop recording, but I wait a little longer until I crawl out of my den, brushing tear tracks off my cheeks with the back of my hand. I hesitate, the tape player still curled in one hand. I forgot about the picture I took from Pop’s room, still waiting face up on my rumpled sheets. I sniffle and pick it up, looking at it closer. Despite the amount of time that has passed, Sand Crab Beach looks mostly the same, except for the people on it. I pick out Pop easily, the tallest of the group, with a shy smile. Next to him is a boy who can only be Frank Caradoc, the resemblance to Griffin even stronger than Griffin’s to his father. His arm is around a girl with blond hair and a catlike smile. There’s another girl next to her, short with a dark bob, and then two more boys. Boys with dark curly hair, one clearly a little older than the other. Boys who could be brothers.
I fumble with the frame as I flip it over, pushing open the tabs holding the back into the frame. It sticks a little, but I’m not surprised. I doubt it’s been opened in over a decade, maybe two. I set the back aside and pull the photograph away from the glass. It bends under the weight of its own thick, glossy paper, but I can see the back well enough in the light. There, in careful handwriting, someone’s written Hurricane Club, 1971. 



THIRTEEN
I DON’T REALLY SLEEP THE REST OF THE NIGHT. I doze a little, but even then I’m chased by my thoughts turning in circles, unable to stop thinking about that picture and feeling tense, waiting for thunder to crack and Pop to start yelling again, even though the rain has stopped. Pop was a member of the Hurricane Club. I should have guessed, maybe, but it’s hard to look at him now and imagine that he could ever have been the tall teenager standing on the beach. Not only was I right, Frank Caradoc knew the Underwoods, but Pop was there too. He knows what happened. 
But would he tell me, even if he could? 
The dementia doesn’t steal everything—Uncle Aaron said the past is clearer that the present—but it does make everything harder. Even if Pop remembers the Hurricane Club, would he be able to talk about it? Just the mention of Ray Underwood’s name had upset him, and I don’t want to do that. It’s not fair. 
Pop can’t tell me, and I know that both of the Underwoods are dead. That leaves three people unaccounted for. Lying in the dark, I make a list on my phone.
CU—Charley Underwood 
RU—Ray Underwood
FC—Frank Caradoc
JW—Pop
GA—??
VY—??
I stare at the bottom two initials, my bottom lip worried between my teeth. I know Frank is still alive, but if he’s anything like Mr. Caradoc, I’m not sure he’s the one I want to ask. But I have to know. It’s not just the incident with Pop and Uncle Aaron that’s keeping me from sleep. I can’t stop thinking about Jake alone on Christmas day, with only my voice on a tape and the knowledge that part of this town was lying to him. He seems to think that the answer lies in finding more Hurricane Club artifacts, but he’s not living in the future. I can’t help cure his grief any more than he can cure mine, but this is different. A mystery is something that can be solved. 
Come morning, I arrive at the Municipal Building to learn that the storm the night before had taken down a big branch off one of the laurel oaks that flank the building. Luckily it fell into the parking lot and not on the roof, but it also littered the grounds with loose branches and sticks similarly shaken loose by the winds.
“Better now than if we get a hurricane,” Miss Vicki says sagely, though the effect is somewhat mitigated by the faded T-shirt she’s wearing, a smug Earth wearing sunglasses that says PLANET-TUDE.
She also says, “My sciatica isn’t a fan of yard work anymore” and unleashes Lara, Griffin, and me with gardening gloves and trash cans to collect the smaller branches and debris while we wait for a truck to come out and cut up the big branch.
“So what are you doing in the archive room anyway?” Griffin asks, and I get the feeling it’s a strategic decision to cut off Lara before she can start interrogating him about Oliver and the fish situation again.
I push stray hair out of my face with the back of my hand and squint up at him from where I’m bundling sticks as best I can without snapping them and making more trouble. “Digitizing old cassette tapes,” I say opaquely. It’s already getting hot as the sun begins its climb, but today I’m grateful to have a reason to avoid the Underwood Tapes. I feel silly now, my grief an animal that briefly escaped its cage and ran rampant through the town. I don’t really want to face what Jake will say about it just yet. “It doesn’t really replace the original artifacts, but at least we’ll have a record of what’s on them when the tapes finally fall apart.”
“Sounds mind-numbing,” Lara says, dumping a branch into the garbage bin. “Griffin, get your ass in gear, you slacker.”
“I’m being politely curious,” he complains, but he stoops to pick up one of the bigger branches, with enough foliage left on that the whole thing rustles a little when he grabs it. “It does sound mind-numbing.”
“Eh.” I shrug. “You get used to it.” That’s one way of putting it. At least I’m not at any risk of Lara and Griffin wanting to switch duties. “Is watching the front desk much better?”
“Well, no,” Griffin says, “but it’s pretty easy for the money.”
“Who do you think she’ll get to do it once we leave?” Lara asks idly, picking a stray leaf from her hair. 
“You assume we’ll ever get to leave.”
I huff a soft laugh. “What, are you going to stick around and be the next mayor?”
The silent pause between Griffin and Lara can’t be described as anything but awkward. I look up from where I’m grabbing another bundle of sticks, the smile dying on my face. “Just a joke,” I say.
“You have no idea,” Griffin mutters darkly, and I get the feeling I stuck my foot into a trickier subject than I thought.
A truck pulls into the parking lot, preceded by the low rumble of the engine. My back complains as I straighten up and watch it, still holding a bundle of smaller sticks in one of my gardening gloves. It’s a white truck, but one of the expensive ones, built broad but slick, with a big cabin and a long bed. Mr. Caradoc jumps out of it, dressed down in jeans and a polo for the occasion. 
Lara frowns. “Where’s Mr. Lou?”
“His back is still messed up,” Griffin says, handing off his branch to Lara. “Dad didn’t want him making it worse.”
“Lucky you,” she says, just as Mr. Caradoc spots us across the parking lot and raises his hand.
“Griffin!” he calls.
“Yeah, lucky me,” Griffin agrees blandly. 
I squint, watching Griffin as he trots off to help his dad. It’s like watching him transform as he crosses the space between us and his dad, changing from a teenager into the perfect son. Somehow he even gets a little taller, his back straight and his shoulders squared.
“I’m not sure I trust Griffin with power tools,” I say, and then immediately bite my tongue, afraid I’ve misstepped again.
Lara laughs. “That makes two of us.” She throws the branch into the dented garbage bin that’s already starting to fill up. She gives it a shove down past the lattice of smaller branches building at the bottom. “But try telling Griffin’s dad that. Or anything.”
I give her a sideways look. “So we don’t like him?” I’m definitely pushing my luck with the we, but I’m trying to keep my voice light, like I’m not prying. Which I definitely am. 
The corners of her mouth pinch. “Griffin is my best friend,” she hedges, not quite answering the question, yet somehow I get the message loud and clear. “I want what’s best for him. And staying in Hermitage is not what’s best for him.” She looks over to where Miss Vicki has joined Griffin and his dad. “People don’t let you change here. They’ve known you your whole life, so they think they’ll always know you. Or they know you better than you know yourself. It’s annoying.”
I think annoying is a light word for it, but I just say, “Town-famous.”
Lara snorts. “Oh God, he told you about that?”
We have to wander in separate directions after that, following the path of the debris. By the time we meet up again the garbage bin is almost stuffed, spiky with sticks no matter how much we try to push them down to make more room. I pause there for a moment, my hands resting on the edge of the bin as I take a break. Across the parking lot, Miss Vicki is trying to explain something about the fallen branch with expansive hand gestures. I squint and wipe sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. How old is she anyway? At least as old as Pop. 
“Can I ask you a question?” I turn my head toward Lara.
“You already did,” she says, but she flashes me a smile to take the sting out of it. “But go ahead and ask another one.”
“What’s Miss Vicki’s last name?” I realize as the words leave my mouth how random that sounds. “Everyone just calls her Miss Vicki. Even Mr. Caradoc.”
Lara opens her mouth and then pauses with a frown. “What is her last name?” she asks herself, rubbing at an itch on her chin with the back of her gardening glove. “I know it. I know I know it.”
Across the parking lot, the chainsaw sputters to life. 
“Oh shit, right,” Lara says. “It’s Younger. Vicki Younger.” 
VY.
“Why?” Lara asks, but I’m saved by the roar of the chainsaw. 
It’s impossible to talk after that. Mr. Caradoc methodically cuts the branch into logs and Griffin carries them to the truck bed under Miss Vicki’s supervision. Miss Vicki Younger. She was part of the Hurricane Club. My shirt is sticking to my back with sweat and my bra is digging into my ribs, but I work a little faster, my heart racing. Is it really that easy? Pop is unlikely to tell me anything, and I don’t want to hunt down Frank Caradoc, but Miss Vicki has been right here all along, telling me to let her know if I have any questions. I don’t think this is what she had in mind, but hey, it is local history. 
I don’t find an opportunity to talk to Miss Vicki so much as one is sprung upon me. I step inside the Municipal Building to cool off a little in the air-conditioning, stripping off my gardening gloves as I do. My hands are sweaty and somehow dirty despite the gloves, the underneath of my fingernails black with dirt. There’s a break room down one of the halls, just a room with white linoleum and a few tables, but there’s a little dead-end kitchenette attached to it. I step inside to wash them off in the sink, letting the cool water run over them.
I’m still standing there when Miss Vicki bustles in, her hair frizzing in the humidity. “Oh, hello there,” she says cheerfully. She sidles past me toward the fridge. “I just thought I’d make us all some lemonade. How does that sound?”
Hermitage lemonade is made with water, ice, and powdered mix, but it’s so hot outside I’d drink anything so long as it has the ice. “Sounds great.”
“Perfect. Get that pitcher down from the cabinet on the left there, would you? You’re nice and tall.”
I dutifully get the plastic pitcher down and set it on the counter, lingering awkwardly as Miss Vicki bustles around the narrow kitchen assembling the lemonade. For all my anticipation, the words are stuck behind my teeth, glued to the roof of my mouth. The only way to speak them is to yank them out before I lose my nerve.
“Have you ever heard of the Hurricane Club?”
Miss Vicki’s hand slips and the jar of lemonade powder, thankfully still closed, clatters the ground.
I hurry to grab it and hand it back. “I just saw something about it in the archive room,” I explain quickly. “It sounded interesting.”
“Did you?” She gives me a strange look, and I abruptly wonder if I should have come at it from a more subtle angle. 
Too late for that. “Yeah,” I say with a shrug. “I don’t remember what it was on exactly. Is that something people do around here? Run around in hurricanes?” 
Miss Vicki scoffs. “Grace, you know better than that,” she says without looking up from where she’s measuring the lemonade powder. “We’ve all been here too long to mess around with hurricanes. And ever since poor Charley died in that storm—no, no one does anything like that.”
Ice crawls through my veins, slow and creeping, despite the heat outside. I know it’s her in the picture—I can see it now, even though she’s grown her hair out longer and is gray at the roots now. Why is she lying? I already know the answer.
Why does anyone lie? 
Because they have something to hide.
“Charley Underwood?” It’s easy to play stupid. “My Uncle Aaron mentioned him. I guess Pop was friends with him.” I pause. “He said his brother went out in the storm too. Maybe they were a part of the Hurricane Club.”
I’m pushing my luck now, but I want to know more, and she’s clearly not going to just tell me. I wish I had Pop’s picture with me so that I could shove it at her. I know the truth, I know you’re lying, stop acting like I’m stupid.

“Hm,” she says, feigning distraction. “Why would you think that?”
I shrug. “Why else would they be out in a storm?”
“It happened a long time ago,” Miss Vicki says briskly. “We could hardly guess why it happened then, and certainly not now. Sweetheart, can you go get the plastic cups from my office? They should just be in the bin in the corner. These ones in the cupboard are all dusty.”
“Sure,” I say a beat too late, and I turn down the hall to hide the disquiet flickering across my face. I thought I was going to get answers, but instead I’m walking away with more questions than before. One question in particular, one that’s been nagging. The gap in the puzzle pieces where they don’t quite line up. 
What really happened the day Charley Underwood died?

The Municipal Building closes early on Saturdays anyway, but Miss Vicki insists that I take the rest of the day off once we’re done with the cleanup.
“Thanks,” I say, and I try to mean it. It’s not just Jake—after last night, I’m not really eager to be back at Uncle Aaron’s house either. “I just need to grab something I forgot in the archive room.”
I duck into the archive room just long enough to grab the next tape. I still don’t want to think about my sad backstory confession to Jake last night, but I have to know his response. If I have to wait another day I’ll probably stop braiding and start just tearing my hair out. It’s probably fine. Right? Jake is my friend. More importantly, he knows what this grief shit is like. He won’t make a big deal about it.
I hesitate, my fingertips on the next tape. Tape eleven, at the top of the next row tucked neatly into the box. How am I already a third of the way through the box? What happens when I get to the end?
My throat closes up a little and I shove the thought aside. There’s nothing I can do about it. I can’t make more tapes appear. I’ll figure it out when we get there. I take the eleventh tape and shove it into my bag. I leave behind the Historical Society’s tape player, leaving just the one in my bag. I need to know what Jake said, but I’m not sure I’m up to having a whole conversation. 
I drive to the strip mall with the Ace Hardware to listen to the tape, but the parking lot is narrow and mostly empty, and I catch a lady in the hair salon lean over to peer at my car through the storefront. It makes my nerves crawl, like her eyes are pressed directly against me, so I pull through the parking lot and back out onto the road without stopping. My hands are tight against the wheel, and I bite down on budding, irrational panic. Uncle Aaron’s house, the Municipal Building, Sand Crab Beach. Hermitage’s borders feel like a noose around my neck, tightening just a little at a time. Can’t I go anywhere without someone noticing? 
The beach, maybe, but I don’t want to go there. I turn toward the marina instead. The busiest place in Hermitage means that it’s the place people are least likely to notice a car they don’t recognize. It sits squat and sprawling, so white it glows under the relentless afternoon sun. The parking lot is just as big and more than half-full. Mostly with locals, but this time of year Hermitage must have a handful of tourists as well. 
I park in the back corner and slip the tape into the player. I have my thumb on the fast-forward button to skip to the end, but I hesitate just long enough for Jake’s recording to catch my interest.
“Audio description artifact number eleven: an article from the Hermitage Gazette, dated September 30th, 1972. Recorded by Jake Underwood. Recorded January 3rd, 1992.”
1972. The year Charley Underwood died. It’s another Hurricane Club artifact. I let the tape play. 
The article begins with a summary of events. Hurricane Dawn struck but caused minimal damage to the town, except for Charley Underwood, who went missing during the storm. Now, over a week later and after search and rescue efforts, they’ve declared him presumed dead. 
“Questions persist as to why Underwood was out during such a dangerous storm. Underwood’s elder brother, Raymond Underwood, was questioned by the Collier County Sheriff’s Office under the suspicion of foul play but was released without arrest. The Sheriff’s Office has declined to comment on the matter, as it’s still an open investigation.

“‘Charley was a good guy,’ says Frank Caradoc, Hermitage High School graduate and former classmate of Underwood’s. ‘He was just here to have fun. It’s a small school, we all knew one another. I hate to say it, but knowing Ray . . . I just keep thinking this must have been some sort of tragic accident. Charley really looked up to his brother, he would have followed him off a cliff. He was just that kind of guy. Really trusting.’”
“Why are you lying?” The words come out of my mouth of their own accord, so unexpected that they make me jump. But it’s all I can think about. It’s a lie. He’s lying. Frank Caradoc knew exactly why Charley would be out in a storm, but all he’s doing is acting like he followed Ray out into a hurricane like a loyal puppy. 
Unless he did, and Frank is trying to hint at the truth. Or maybe he didn’t, and Frank is trying to shift the blame. My head spins, the tangled web only tying itself into more knots, but suspicion sits in my gut like a rock. Miss Vicki lied. Frank lied.
And lying isn’t something innocent people do.
The article ends and it’s only the shift in Jake’s voice that brings me back to the present. I look down at the tape player, still in my hand, as if remembering that’s it’s there. 
“Thank you for telling me that, Grace,” Jake says, his voice abnormally subdued. I wonder what he thinks of the Hurricane Club artifact, but he doesn’t sound like he’s going to mention it. Probably because of my stupid-ass tape. Goddammit. “It’s a really shitty story. I wish it hadn’t happened to you. But I’m glad you’re here talking to me. Somehow.” A smile tilts the end of the word, and I realize he’s mirroring my own wording back at me. “But don’t thank me. Jesus. I’ll always be here to listen. You know where to find me. Just on the other side of the tape. No matter what the world decides to throw at us next.”
He’s quiet for a moment. “It’s you and me, Grace,” he says. “You and me.”



FOURTEEN
“HEY, GRACIE,” UNCLE AARON SAYS THE NEXT morning. “What’s the plan for today?” 
Another olive branch. No one in Hermitage just says what they mean, I guess. It’s not an apology, but more of a please don’t be mad at me. He owes me an apology, I know that, but what I don’t know is how to demand one. Or, if I did, what it might change. 
“I don’t know,” I say, rummaging through his collection of sugary cereals. “I might check out the library. The Historical Society is closed today.”
Casual, like I don’t even care. Like I would be up and dressed this early if I wasn’t on a mission, but Uncle Aaron doesn’t know me well enough to be able to tell. I went to bed late last night, the Hurricane Club heavy on my mind. I dreamed it was Christmas morning and Mom and Jake were there. I don’t know what Jake looks like, but in the dream I knew it was him, laughing at the misshapen sugar cookies I’d made while Mom pointed out that I’ve never been much of a baker. I went to the closet to get the presents out, but Ray Underwood waited for me, sitting on the edge of my bed. 
“Why was he lying?” he asked, and he was holding Pop’s framed picture in one hand. But he was looking at me. “Why would he lie?”
I woke up feeling like there was a hole in my chest. This isn’t just an interesting mystery anymore. Something isn’t right. 
“That’s great!” Uncle Aaron says with frankly more enthusiasm than the plan deserves. “Say hi to Julian for me. I think he’s still working there.” He doesn’t bother explaining who Julian is or how he knows him, but everyone in Hermitage knows one another, and half of them are related in one way or another.
The Hermitage Public Library is a small oblong building at the other end of town, set opposite a stretch of scrubby coast and plunked next to a cracked-pavement parking lot. It’s not unlike the Municipal Building, in that it’s outdated and under-loved, made from the same painted cinder block and general aura of the eighties. But even for a Sunday there’s a small collection of cars in the parking lot. I almost hesitate to go in. This is the sort of library where people remember you.
But if I’m only going to go places where I won’t be noticed, I’d have to leave Hermitage entirely. And only Hermitage is going to have the kind of answers I’m looking for. 
Automated doors sit under a faded blue awning, the glass papered with printed-out declarations of the library’s hours and a few posters with curling corners about different resources and events. The doors slide open as I approach, greeting me with a puff of air-conditioning and the smell of carpet cleaner and dust. I haven’t spent a lot of time considering library architecture before now, but I like that this one is old. It’s weird to think that Jake might have gone here too, but in a good way. It feels like the space between time is thinner here, like the future crawled into the lap of the past. 
I hesitate just inside the doors, suddenly self-conscious. I’ve never had to go to the library for actual research before, at least not anything I couldn’t just look up myself. I’ve never had to ask for help, and definitely never about my friend’s dead dad. Because I think that’s where I need to start. I’m the one in the future. I have the luxury of being able to work backward.
There’s a half circle of a desk at one end of the library, facing two rows of desktop computers in the center and rows of bookshelves lining either side of the rectangular building. A librarian sits at the front desk, a man maybe a little younger than Uncle Aaron with dark hair that threatens to make a curtain over his face and a disinterested expression. Julian, probably, though his name tag is conspicuously half covered by his jacket, almost like he doesn’t want anyone to actually read it. 
His eyes slide over, past his computer screen, and meet mine. They slide back again. 
Maybe I should have asked Uncle Aaron to go with me. Or maybe that would have made it worse. 
“Hiii,” I say, hating how it comes out as I step up to the front desk. When he doesn’t pull out a hearty How can I help you, intrepid young lady? I decide to forge on bravely. “I was wondering if I could get some help finding an old obituary?” Is it insulting to call it old? Am I calling him old? Which, I mean, he kind of is. 
Julian hums without entirely looking up from his computer screen. “There’s an obituary look-up request form on our website,” he says.
“Okay.” I pause, waiting for more. Still nothing. “How long does that take?”
He clicks his mouse a couple of times. “Two to three weeks.”
My heart sinks. I don’t have that kind of time. Or maybe I do—time moves differently for Jake than for me, and I’m here for the rest of the summer—but I don’t want to wait. What am I supposed to do in the meantime? There’s only twenty more tapes. 
The impatience cuts through my nerves. “Is there something I could do now?” I press. “I just need someone to point me in the right direction.” At the Historical Society I’d be able to figure it out myself, even if it meant flying under Miss Vicki’s radar, but they don’t have old newspapers. Something about not always having the staff available if the public wants to look at them. I imagine the Municipal Building is only overflowing with teenagers during the summer. 
Julian’s eyes finally slide back toward me again. They’re dark brown in a way that’s unnervingly familiar, and I can only guess that he’s a Caradoc. Or at least related to one, like everyone else, including me, seems to be. He looks like if Griffin spent the next twenty-five years growing his hair out, joining a rock band, and then becoming a librarian anyway. 
“Well,” he says, “there’s the microfilm machine.”
I don’t like how he says it like there should be a crack of thunder after the word. 
“All right,” I say, all plucky and full of courage. “That’s fine.”
He looks morose at the idea of having to get up, but he does it anyway, jangling a set of keys at the end of a lanyard in one hand as he does. “This way,” he says dispassionately, and he leads to the back of the library. “Do you know what day you’re looking for?”
“Um.” On Christmas Day 1991, Jake said it had been about six months since his dad died. I can do math. “June 1991.” 
“Specific.” I can’t tell if he’s joking or not. 
The microfilm machine lives in a dusty corner at the back of the library, which I should be used to by now. Dusty corners is the definition of my summer. This one, at least, isn’t a closet. Instead it’s wedged between a row of beige metal drawers and a couple of tables paired with the outlets in the wall.
The machine itself isn’t as terrible as what I expected. In the movies it’s more like a projector. This is just a desktop computer with a brutal looking machine next to it, with spokes where the microfilm reel sits. Julian turns it on with the click of a switch and a light comes on, but otherwise he ignores it as he unlocks the metal drawers. 
“The Hermitage Sun was the local newspaper from 1921 to 1998,” he explains. He pulls the long middle drawer open, the entire thing rattling as he does. “Most issues were able to be converted to microfilm, though we’re missing a few of the oldest ones. I assume you’re looking for a local. If not, I’m not really sure why you’re here and not a bigger library. You’re lucky we have this at all.” He pulls a cardboard carton, yellowed with age, out of the drawer.
HERM.
SUN—JUNE
1991 is written in sloppy Sharpie on the side. “I keep trying to convince the Historical Society to take them, but Vicki says it’s too loud. All the city employees complain.”
It doesn’t take long for me to understand what Miss Vicki means. Julian shows me how to feed the film strip through the machine—well, he does it and I watch over his shoulder—and navigate the program and then disappears back to haunt the front desk. I sit in the hard wooden chair, taking stock of the situation and trying not to wonder, not for the first time, what the hell I’m doing. 
The microfilm machine is pretty straightforward once the film is actually loaded. It’s just like an old-timey film strip, except instead of being projected onto a wall, it’s pressed between a glass panel, where light shines through the film and is read by the computer, which enlarges it on the computer screen and allows me to navigate back and forth through the reel. The only problem is that I have no idea what day Jake’s dad died, much less what day the obituary would have been printed. I’m going to have to scroll through the entire month’s worth of issues and hope Jake was being more or less literal about the six months thing. Which isn’t that bad, actually. I have all afternoon.
The only real problem is that it’s really, really loud. Particularly in a Monday-morning quiet library.
I cringe softly every time I scroll forward through the reel, the machine rattling enthusiastically. But I keep my eyes forward, pretending like I don’t notice the guy at one of the tables throwing me dirty looks. The Hermitage Sun is surprisingly robust for a small-town newspaper, or at least it feels that way by the time I’ve made it through June 10th. Some of it is local news—the new Municipal Building being built, a picture of the nearly finished construction making the front-page news on June 13th, 1991. Other times national news takes over the front page. On June 10th a girl in California was kidnapped. On June 27th Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall announced his retirement. 
On June 29th, 1991, Raymond Underwood’s obituary.
I find Jake’s dad at the very end of the roll of microfilm. There aren’t enough obituaries to take up even half a page, so they’re relegated to the space under personal ads, tucked at the bottom of the page like an afterthought. Like the end of a story. Ray is the only one for the June 29th issue, which makes sense for a town so small, but he still looks lonely down there, underneath an ad selling a used boat and next to one advertising cocker spaniel puppies. 
We are deeply saddened to announce the passing of Raymond Arthur Underwood on Saturday, June 15th, 1991. He was 38 years old, and leaves behind his son, Jacob Underwood. A service will be held at the Hermitage Marina on July 1st at 12:00 p.m. He will be deeply missed.

Ray Underwood’s obituary reads like a police report, the facts laid out in black and white and the sentiment ringing hollow. A grainy picture is beside it, just as black and white. It was a bad choice for the limitations of the newsprint, but I maybe see why they picked it anyway. It’s a man on a boat, twisted at the waist to face the camera and holding on to the motor, his curly hair a dark blot of ink above his smile. I reach out and touch the screen with my fingertip. 
I stop, frowning. My finger slides sideways, back to the text. He died June 15th, 1991. I’d assumed it was the 29th—I don’t know how long it takes to put an obituary in, maybe that gap is normal. But something crawls up my spine, leaving the hair on the back of my neck to prickle. Jake didn’t say how his dad died. Neither did the obituary. A lot of things can happen at thirty-eight, but none of them are old age.
I scroll backward again, too fast. I end up on June 10th and have to go forward again, my fingers clumsy on the mouse. The guy at the table clears his throat pointedly, and I resist the urge to shoot him a dirty look.
June 15th. No. I scroll a little farther. The 16th. This isn’t 2022, the news isn’t instant and 24/7, right at our fingertips. It would have taken a day to make it in print, if it’s anything worth mentioning at all, outside of the little obituary. Trepidation crawls up my throat as I scan the headlines. The top story is about the local animal shelter, a dog grinning under the headline. 
I find it at the bottom of the first page. 
SAND CRAB BEACH CLOSED FOR POLICE INVESTIGATION
Sand Crab Beach will be closed to the public indefinitely pending the police investigation after the remains of an adult male were found on the beach early Saturday morning. The man was found with a single gunshot wound to the chin. Police do not suspect there’s a wider danger to the public at this time.

Oh, fuck. I push myself backward, the wooden chair skidding against the thin carpet, like I can physically distance myself from the truth. Jake’s dad didn’t just die. There’s a reason the obituary didn’t say how he died. That’s why Jake didn’t say it either, though thinking back I can see the weight of it now, hidden between the lines. He was a messed-up dude, Grace.
He killed himself.
“Grace?”
“What?” I look behind me, still halfway disconnected to reality, part of me still on the beach. Sand Crab Beach. That’s where Jake sent me to find his gift. On purpose? No, that would be weird. I don’t think he was thinking about his dad at all. 
Julian stands there between the wall and the stacks. He’s wearing various shades of black, making him look like a ghoul against the beige-ness of the library. “Did you see a bug?” He’s clutching a can of Raid. 
I stare at him for a moment longer, my mouth hanging open a little. “Oh,” I say distantly. I would’ve pushed away from the computer if I’d seen a roach too, but not today. “I . . . thought I did. But it was just a shadow. How do you know my name?”
He frowns at me, but he hasn’t stopped frowning since I met him. “You’re Haley’s daughter,” he says, like it’s obvious. Shit. Right. Of course it is. Julian nods at the computer. “Did you find what you were looking for?”
“I—not really. It’s okay.” I stand, grabbing my bag, before I realize the machine is still on, the microfilm still threaded underneath the glass plate. “I have to go, but I can shut this down. Real quick.”
“You’ll get your fingerprints on the glass,” he says, and maybe he’s doing me a favor. It’s hard to tell. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Thanks. Thank you.” I shoulder my bag and escape the library, escape the past, back into the glare of the sunlight and the ripple of the waves across the cracked-asphalt highway that remind me where and when I am.



FIFTEEN
I DRIVE DOWN THE ROAD, MY HANDS TREMBLING a little on the steering wheel and my eyes fixed forward. I want to get away from the library, away from Julian and what he thinks he knows about me and his outdated memories of my mom. Away from the microfilm machine too, and what happened to Jake’s dad, but that’s harder to run away from. The truth chases after me, reminding me that I’m the one who went looking. What had I expected? No one loses their dad and ends up living in an archive room because anything good happened. I knew it wasn’t going to be a happy story. 
I pull off the road, into a row of sandy parking spaces underneath the trees, but keep the air-conditioning running. I didn’t turn on any music when I got in, so there’s only silence undercut by the rumble of the engine. I hang my fingers off the bottom edge of the steering wheel, staring at the way my knuckles stretch under the pale skin. I don’t know why it’s jarred me this badly. Shit happens. People—people struggle. It happens. 
Except Jake said that his dad was never the same after his brother died. Charley Underwood. Charley and Ray and an ill-fated storm.
Except it wasn’t just them, was it?
Frank Caradoc lied for a reason. 
Ray Underwood killed himself for a reason. Because he didn’t see another option. 
I shake my head as if to dispel the thoughts, but more only rush to take their places. I wonder how Jake found out. I wonder if someone told him. I wonder if they softened the words, padded them in implication and hesitation and gentle uneasiness, or if they just said it. 
I wonder if he’s the one who found him.
Jesus. I lean forward and press my head against the steering wheel, closing my eyes against the nausea that swims in my throat. That’s why I’m so fucked up. Grief is all different yet all the same, so much like looking in a mirror that it hurts. Sometimes being triggered is so stupid. It feels like I should be able to talk myself out of it—be reasonable, it’s about Ray Underwood, not about Mom, it wasn’t even the same—but I can’t, even when I try. It’s like there’s a storm inside my chest, and if I open my mouth it’ll all come spilling out and choke me. All I can do is hold it tight, hold it in, my teeth clenched, and dig my fingernails into the seams of the steering wheel to keep from pressing them into my skin. 
I’m sorry. I keep the word locked behind my lips, even though I could say it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to live with that. I wish
things were easier for the both of us. It’s you and me, Jake, just you and me.

I know that bad things happen all the time, most often to people who don’t deserve it, but in that moment it feels like it’s just the two of us, the strange tether between us through time the only thing I have to hold on to. I wanted the truth and I found it, at least part of it. What I hadn’t considered was that sometimes the truth has teeth.
Maybe I should stop looking. I feel tender now; once bitten, twice shy. It’s an ugly thing, what happened to Jake’s dad, and I didn’t even know him. Jake, who is funny and lonely and sad even when he won’t admit it—Jake is my friend.
I don’t want to know what happened to him.
The thought hits me like a hammer. 
“Nothing happened to him,” I say out loud, forcing the words out of my head and into reality. I don’t know where Jake is now, but that doesn’t mean that he’s not anywhere. People leave their hometowns all the time. Not Hermitage, maybe, but they should.
I don’t want to think about how much can happen in thirty years.
I peel my eyes open, staring at the scuffs on my steering wheel for a long moment before I take a deep breath and force my head up again. I stop. The trees are green and gray, dripping with Spanish moss and tangled with underbrush, but through them I can see the glint of the sun off the waves. In between here and there, there’s a sign bent at a slight angle, sun-faded enough that it should have been replaced a long time ago. My heart lodges in my throat and stays there. I didn’t notice when I pulled in, too shaken by my own nerves, but I’ve been here before. Twice. Three times now. 
Sand Crab Beach. 
I’m not really a religious person. Grandma was. Pop is, I assume. Dad goes through the motions, but Mom didn’t except to go to church on Easter and Christmas, so there was never much reason to be. I’m not sure I believe in God. Since losing Mom, I’ve been putting off deciding. 
But I think I’m starting to believe in omens.

I go to the Historical Society on Monday and put the tape player back on the table where it’s meant to be, sitting on the desk a little crookedly, the big headphones perched on top of it. I put the eleventh tape in the empty slot it left behind, nestled at the top of the row. I let my fingers linger there, pressed against the hard plastic, and I wonder what would happen if I listened to one of the tapes before it. I’d just hear half a conversation, I guess, the way anyone else would have, if they ever listened that far. I wonder if they ever did, or what they thought about it. Probably that Jake Underwood was an exceptionally weird kid.
I leave it there and I leave the next tape too. I try not to feel guilty about it. I’m not avoiding him. Jake doesn’t even know what I’m doing, so no harm, no foul. I’m not sure if time passing on my end affects his at all, or if the rules of time bend to whenever I choose to listen to the tapes. With how things have gone so far, a creeping suspicion, like fingers up my spine, tells me that if I was meant to listen to the tapes at a certain point, I would. Maybe I already am.
But after my misadventure at the library, I think I need to take a step back, just to catch my breath. It’s been a single week since I started listening to the Underwood Tapes, and it feels like it’s been a year. I look down at the box and hold the end of my braid against my lips, the hair tickling my nose. I can feel myself getting obsessive, the mystery sinking into my skin like the roots of an algae bloom. It had been fun before. Special. Most importantly, distracting. But suddenly, sharply, it’s all a little too real. Something happened in Hermitage, something that’s stayed a secret for fifty years. 
And no one seems interested in digging at those old scars. I don’t know if I should be either. 
Miss Vicki laughs when I tell her that I need a break from the archive room.
“Why do you think no one’s done any of that before now?” she says, pulling me into a one-armed side hug that nearly swamps me in the folds of her T-shirt. Today it’s a faded green T-shirt that says PUBLIX VOLUNTEERS across the shoulders in cracked white lettering. “Nate said I might need to give you a break. I’m sure we can find something else to keep you busy. We don’t need any more interns running screaming from the building.” 
There’s really not that much else to do. By Wednesday I’ve already dusted all the museum displays and wiped down the glass cases of antique fish hooks and remnants of old signs—twice, when Griffin archly pointed out that I left streaks. I could point out that I don’t really need them to help me, but admittedly they’re a welcome distraction. Up close, the Historical Society is even less impressive than it looked as I cut through it on my way to archive room. Miss Vicki clearly put a lot of effort into making it look like a real museum, with printed information plaques with old photos framed next to them. There’s even a row of tall display boards that zigzag across one end of the room, giving the space the illusion of being bigger than it is. But when you actually read them, it’s clear that there’s really not that much to say about Hermitage. There’s a whole display about the old marina and the construction of the new one, including the familiar picture of the Caradoc family. 
“All right, lazies,” Miss Vicki says on Wednesday afternoon, making shooing gestures at us where we’re clustered around the front desk for lack of anything better to do. “You look like you’re about to unionize when you do that. Let’s find somewhere else for you to take up space.”
She requisitions Lara and me and gifts us with a digital photo scanner, still in the box. Purchased with money from a grant, we’re told with no uncertain amount of pride, though I can’t help but think that she could have used at least a couple of dollars to cover the holes in the door displays. But what do I know? 
“We can do it in here,” I say, trying not to sound awkward as I push open the door to the archive room. Miss Vicki doesn’t want us doing it in the museum, and I don’t really want to do it in the break room, where the rest of the Municipal Building employees can see us. That, and the photos she wants us to scan are already in there, waiting patiently on the industrial metal shelving. 
There’s no reason to feel weird about it, even though the tape player is still out and the Underwood Tapes box still next to it, the lid ajar. The whole tableau carefully constructed to look carefree and casual, like it means nothing at all. 
Which is weird. Trying so hard to look casual is . . . definitely, definitely weird. 
“I can move this stuff off the desk,” I say, already moving for the tape player. Trying not to lunge, more accurately. I’m at least halfway successful in that I avoid running into the desk chair. 
“It’s okay,” Lara says, not paying attention to my grab at the back of the chair. “The floor is fine. We’ll have more room anyway. That computer is, like, gigantic.”
The scanner is pretty easy to set up, making a small production line in the middle of the smooth concrete floor that’s pretty efficient. It leaves Lara with her back against the door and me crammed between the scanner and a stack of boxes that shifts precariously every time I forget not to lean back against it. I handle the box of photos, each of them glossy and curled against one another, so they stick a little when I peel them apart, while Lara feeds them through the scanner. 
A lot of them are unremarkable. Trees in the park, looking not much different from how they do now, except for a difference in the light. Local businesses, some of their signs less faded, some just the same. A copy of the Caradoc family photo from the marina again, Frank Caradoc standing next to the brand-new sign.
There’s a long stretch of pictures from around the marina, but they seem to be moving forward in time, more organized than the artifacts in the tapes are. I jot down the dates on a clipboard so we can name the digital files later, but when I pull out the next picture, I pause. Too long to pass it off as normal, but it doesn’t really matter. Lara will see the picture too.
“Look at this one,” I say as I hand her the photo. Better to get out ahead of it.
It’s my mom and her dad, maybe thirteen years old. They stand on one of the docks at the marina, their faces scrunched in sunny grins, their noses and shoulders sunburned from a long summer. Uncle Aaron crouches next to a bucket, holding a crab in one hand, while Mom stands over him, one hand planted on his head like she’s leaning against him. They really look like twins here, their hair sun-bleached even blonder than blond and freckles on their arms like someone splattered them with a paint brush. 
“Huh,” Lara says, taking it. The photo curls, the glossy surface catching the fluorescent lights and obscuring our parents’ faces. “I’ve never seen this one before. What a dweeb.” She slides it into the photo scanner. 
I pull out the next photo—a close-up of the same crab, now in the bucket—and wobble it restlessly between my fingers. “Why don’t people leave here?” I ask, the words tripping out of me before I can stop them. “Everyone acts like my mom went to a different planet. But leaving your hometown is normal. People do it all the time.” I don’t ask And why didn’t she come back?, even though it’s on my mind. 
“Not in Hermitage they don’t,” Lara says without looking up from her work 
“Everyone just seems . . . weird about Hermitage,” I say. Ray Underwood never left, did he? Even though the town hated him. He died before he left this place. 
Lara laughs, making my knee twitch. “You noticed?” she says wryly. “Wow, that’s pretty bad. It hasn’t even been, like, two weeks.”
I force a laugh, but it comes out more like a flat heh. For a moment she’s quiet, focusing on feeding the next photo into the scanner and putting the last one in the finished stack, all a little more carefully than necessary. 
“I can’t explain it,” Lara says, tossing her curls out of her eyes as she finally looks up again. “I’ve been here my whole life too and I don’t get it, but you’re right. People are weird about Hermitage. It’s like they can’t imagine anyplace else. It’s kind of a whole thing with me and my dad, honestly.” Lara rolls her eyes, but it’s not at me. “He doesn’t want me to leave.”
“He doesn’t?” It’s not exactly what I was trying to dig up. After what Griffin told me about Lara and Uncle Aaron, I’m kind of surprised she’s telling me. Things have been easy between us lately, but not exactly heart-to-heart territory. “Why not?”
“Because he didn’t.” She shrugs. “Because your mom did. He always wanted her to come back. I’ve heard him on the phone before, years ago, trying to convince her. Usually when he was drunk,” she adds quickly. “I think he just missed her.”
I miss her too. The thought slides through me like a knife, the edge so sharp that it doesn’t even hurt until it’s already passed. I’m starting to get used to it. 
I hand her another picture.
“He was already weird about it. It’s something we’ve fought about. A lot,” Lara says with a humorless little puff of laughter. “And then you came here and I think he’s got it in his head that it’s like Aunt Haley came back, in some fucked up kind of way, and now we’re all some big happy family, just like it was before we were even born.”
My hand goes up to the end of my braid again. “I’m not staying here forever.”
“I know. And you shouldn’t. What is there to stay for?” She sounds incredulous. “But they all stayed here, except for your mom. Everyone, even their parents too. It’s like they don’t know how to leave this place but don’t know why they’re staying either.” She shakes her head. “Not me. And not Griffin either, no matter what his dad says. I’ll carry his ass out of here.”
Somehow, I can believe that.
Lara pulls the photograph out of the bottom tray of the scanner and flips it around to show me. “Here, you can see our parents here. They were all really close growing up.”
It’s six teenagers, maybe sixteen or seventeen, though some are clearly a little younger. They stand on the beach, all smiling at the camera with varying degrees of orderliness, their bare feet dug into the sand. “That’s Griffin’s dad, Nathaniel, and his uncle Julian,” Lara says, pointing to two boys, looking like opposites of each other. Nathaniel is wearing a polo shirt on the beach and Julian looks just as proto-goth as when I saw him in the library, just lankier and more awkward. “That’s his aunt Kelly. She’s an optometrist.” She’s tall and pretty, clearly the eldest of the bunch, with long dark hair that falls almost down to her waist. 
“My dad and your mom. Obviously.” Uncle Aaron is stretched on the sand in front of everyone, grinning like a fool with his head propped up in one hand and the other thrown upward. His shaggy blond hair makes him look like a Labrador retriever. Mom stands behind him, one foot planted on his back as if to shove him playfully. She’s leaning sideways, her elbow propped on another boy’s shoulder, her head half turned like the camera caught her mid-joke. She looks young, but lighter too, her smile easier. I wonder if I ever looked like that, even before the accident. I don’t think so. Maybe life was just simpler back then, caught between the salt air and the waves and friends that it feels like you’ll have forever. 
I follow her eyes to the boy standing between her and Nathaniel Caradoc.
He’s shorter than both of them, but Mom was always tall, something she passed down to me. His hair is dark and parted down the middle. It curls at the ends, giving it a shaggy edge that goes with the slightly too-big T-shirt that hangs off of him. Everything about him is a little worn around the edges, shabby next to the put-together Caradocs (because even Julian is carefully pieced together, even if it’s in the opposite direction of his brother and sister) and faded next to the blond energy of Mom and Uncle Aaron. But he’s happy. The picture caught him mid-laugh, his head tilted back and his eyes scrunched above his smile. One hand is thrown out as if to playfully shove Mom away, but the moment was frozen in time before he ever got to complete the motion. 
“I’m not sure who that is,” Lara says, oblivious to the ringing in my ears and the way it feels like the ground is about to slide out underneath me. The concrete is hard against my ankles, but I don’t feel it. In that moment, I’m standing on Sand Crab Beach, the sand hot under my feet and a girl’s phantom laughter floating on the wind, watching as six friends haphazardly pose for a photo. 
“Jake.”
“What?”
I look up and swallow, my lips feeling numb. I hadn’t meant to say that, but it’s too late now. Lara is watching me curiously. “Jake Underwood,” I say, setting the photo back into the done pile before I can get lost in it again. Be normal. Why is that so fucking hard lately? “I mean—it might be. He’s the one who recorded all the tapes I’m transcribing. He used to volunteer here too. It would make sense. With the time frame.” I’m babbling now, trying to make it sound like it makes sense. 
“Huh. I’ve never heard of him.” She wiggles her bottom lip between her teeth thoughtfully before she shrugs and sets the photo back. “Weird. But I guess we already figured that out about this place.” She wrinkles her nose. “Too bad weird isn’t the same as interesting, or maybe I wouldn’t want to leave so bad.”
I force a laugh. “You should tell your dad that.”
The conversation slips on, carried by the current of the way things are supposed to be, where we complain about our dads and our boring hometowns and idly pick at what we’re planning to do for college. I think I do a pretty good job of letting it carry me—it helps that Lara has a lot to say about her volleyball scholarship—but my mind is still in the middle of the stack of scanned photos, even as it grows taller.
Jake, happy and laughing on the beach, surrounded by his friends. I’ve never seen his face before, even though by now I know his voice so well I could hear it if I closed my eyes and reached for it. He’s real. Real, standing next to my mom. Real, laughing in my headphones. Real on Christmas Day 1991, talking to me because he had no one else in the world. I knew that before, and it scared me when I found out about his dad. Because if he’s real, I can miss him. If he’s real, he can hurt me, the way the emptiness Mom left behind hurts me, the wound they couldn’t put metal pins in.
Jake, who Lara has never heard of, in a town that no one leaves. 



SIXTEEN
“. . . CAN I TALK TO YOU AGAIN?”
JAKE ASKS AT the end of the tape. 
Relief unspools in my chest, even though I knew he’d be there, one way or another. They’re the Underwood Tapes, they wouldn’t be in the box if he hadn’t recorded them. 
He promised anyway. That he’d always be here to listen. I know that’s not true; I can see the remaining tapes in the box, one less now, but I’m still just less than halfway through them. Still far enough from the end that I can pretend I won’t ever run out.
I told myself we shouldn’t have our conversations—I can’t help but think of them as phone calls—in the archive room, where anyone could walk in on us, but I’m too impatient to wait. I pull the extra tape player out of my bag and click the tapes into place. 
“Hi,” I say, strangely shy again, as if we haven’t done this twice already. Not since I found out about his dad. I wish I hadn’t looked now. It feels like a bitter pill sitting on my tongue, a small betrayal. If he wanted me to know, he would have told me.
“Hi, Grace,” Jake says. “You weren’t busy, were you?”
I laugh softly. “I’m in the future, I can pause you whenever I want.”
“Hey!” he complains. “You’d better not pause me!”
“Keep talking like that and you’re gonna get paused.”
“Girls in the future are so rude.” He sighs dramatically.
I grin. Ten seconds, and all the thoughts that had been dogging me are suddenly further away. “Fine, fine, I won’t pause you,” I say. “Besides, listening to you is kind of my job anyway.” 
“Are you getting paid for it?” 
“A little.”
“Gotcha,” Jake says. “I can’t be too annoying then, or you might decide to throw all my tapes out.”
I snort and lean back in the desk chair, the old plastic creaking. “You’re already annoying,” I remind him, my eyes up, tracing the faults in the ceiling. I fiddle with the end of my ponytail, not braided today, curling the ends around my thumb. “I had a thought the other day.”
“Dangerous, I like it. What thought?”
I press the tip of my tongue against the back of my teeth. “I’m not sure you should look for any more Hurricane Club stuff,” I say casually, like my heart isn’t beating too fast. I curl my hair around my finger a little tighter, until I can feel it pull at the roots. “I know it’s pretty personal, with your uncle and everything, but I’m just not sure it’s a good idea.”
Jake is quiet for a moment, and I hate that I brought it up at all. Why couldn’t we just hang out, like normal people do? “What
made you think of that?” Jake says, and he doesn’t sound angry. He doesn’t even sound annoyed. Worse than that, he sounds curious. “Did you find something?”
Fuck. Am I just that obvious, or does he just know me that well? I hesitate.
“Grace, I’m fine,” he says. “You can tell me. It has to do with my family. I want to know.”
Yeah, that’s the problem. I’ve already learned that just because you want to know something doesn’t mean you should. I exhale softly and lean my head back against the chair. “I found a picture,” I say. “It was labeled Hurricane Club on the back, and I think it was all of them. Your dad was there, and your uncle Charley. Miss Vicki too, I think you know her.” I decide not to mention Pop, afraid of giving away who I am, now that he knows Mom died. It’s more about the future than he needs to know. “Frank Caradoc was there too. I know you didn’t think it could be him, but it was. I’m sure of it.”
“I don’t—” Jake doesn’t seem to know what to say. “That doesn’t make any sense. Frank hated my dad. He didn’t even want me to be friends with Nate, I know he didn’t. He thinks we’re trash.” I wince. I can already hear it in his voice, spiraling upward. 
“Jake—”
“He only let us have the funeral at the marina because Haley’s mom made him,” he spits. “I wish they hadn’t even bothered. It was so fucking bad, Grace. You have no idea. They all just wanted to gawk. They all talk about us, all the time. But I don’t care. I don’t give a single shit what they think about me, or my dad, or anything.”
He goes quiet abruptly, like he’s run out of words. I let him breathe, the sound soft through the headphones.
“Sorry,” he says in a small voice. 
“You don’t have to be.”
“No, I should,” he says. “You did try to warn me.” He swallows loudly. “Is that why you think I should stop? Because it might upset me? I’m fine, really. People get upset. It’s not dangerous.”
“But what if it is?” I ask in a rush, before I can stop myself. “They blamed your dad for what happened, right? Because they didn’t want anyone to know that they were there. But why?” I pause, letting the question speak for itself for a moment. “What if they were hiding something worse?”
Jake laughs, but the sound comes out hollow. “Like what if they killed him?”
My cheeks burn. I’m starting to sound like I watch too much true crime. “Maybe,” I say. Or maybe I’m letting my imagination get away from me, but that doesn’t change the point. I’ve already been burned by looking where I shouldn’t have been once. I’m not sure that finding out more about the Hurricane Club will be good for either of us. 
Maybe some things stay secret for a reason.
Jake scoffs. “I don’t think Hermitage could be that exciting if it tried,” he says. “Don’t worry about me, Grace. Nothing bad is going to happen. I think I’ve run out of all my bad luck by now.” There’s a little more color to it when he laughs this time, but it doesn’t do much to make me feel better. I frown at the tape player, but he can’t see it. “It’s my family shit, not yours. It shouldn’t be your problem too. This whole thing we have, it’s amazing. Absolutely amazing and impossible and I’m just happy to talk to you. Really. Really, really. My shitty life doesn’t need to factor into the equation.”
It’s like he took my heart and twisted it, the pain sharp and pinching. Suddenly I’m not thinking about the Hurricane Club anymore. 
“Jake,” I say. “Will you shut up?”
I can almost hear him blink, caught off guard. “Uh,” he says. “I guess?”
“Well, good.” I’m surprised how angry I am, my cheeks warm. I lean forward in the chair and rest my elbows on my knees, the tape player held between them. “Because you were saying a lot of stupid things. If it matters to you, it matters to me. You can tell me anything. Sound familiar?” I bite my bottom lip. “We’re in this together. It’s you and me.”
“Yeah,” Jake says faintly. “You and me.” 
We’re quiet for a moment, sitting in that. Jake is far away, farther than I ever knew possible, but maybe this is the only way for us to talk like this. It’s hard to show your wounds to someone right in front of you, with nothing to hide the blood. Here, with the gently whirring tapes between us, we can be honest. We can be honest in a way I never thought I’d be brave enough to do. 
“One thing,” Jakes says. “If I can tell you anything, how come you told me to shut up? Doesn’t make sense, Grace.”
I laugh, and the terrible knife’s edge moment of seriousness is broken. “Asshole.”
“It was a serious question!” 
“I said I would listen. Not that I wouldn’t tell you to shut up afterward,” I point out. “Don’t tell me not to care about you, and I won’t have to tell you to shut up. That’s the deal. You should have read the fine print.”
“I may not be from the future, but something tells me you’re going to be a lawyer someday.” 
“God, I hope not.” I roll my eyes. “Speaking of the future—there’s another picture I found. Can you guess what it was?” 
“What? Me? Wait, was it really a picture of me?!” I hear him scrunch up his nose. “And you still want to be friends with me?”
“Well, the hair makes it a little hard, to be honest, but I’m trying to forget about it.” We’re normal again, slipping out of the current of emotion and back into easy familiarity. 
“My hair? My hair is perfectly cool.” He pauses. “Probably. When was it?”
“I’m not sure.” I bite the tip of my tongue. “It was you with some other kids on a beach.” As if I don’t know perfectly well who they are.
“Probably Haley and Nate,” he muses. “Still doesn’t narrow down when. I stand on beaches a lot, Grace. What else do you think there is to do around here?”
I snort. “All right, hold on. I think I can find it again.” We didn’t even finish scanning one box of photographs yesterday. Currently the one box lives in two boxes, both of them tucked up on the industrial shelving next to the photo scanner to wait until the next day we’re bored enough to work on them. That seems to be how a lot of things get done around here. 
I pull off my headphones and set them gingerly on top of the tape player. “The box is all the way on the top shelf,” I complain for his benefit, pitching my voice so it carries back to my phone on the desk. With my back turned I can almost imagine Jake sitting there instead, though even after seeing the picture, I have a hard time imagining his face. “I hope you’re happy.” 
I’m tall enough that I can pull the box off the top shelf with my fingertips without having to get a stool or stand on my tiptoes like a toddler. I prop it up between the shelving and my chest, my chin tucked down as I flip through the photographs we already scanned yesterday, going through the years in fast-forward. There. 
“Found it,” I say, and I wiggle the photograph out from between its neighbors, using my pinky finger to hold the place. I still have to input all the dates in the scanned files later, and if half of them are one off it’ll screw up the whole thing. Not that anyone here really cares about archives and preservation that much, as evidenced by the slight warping to all the photographs, but I can at least make an attempt. 
I flip the photograph over. Someone has scrawled 5/18/91 on the back. The start of the summer before he met me. Not that long before his dad died on that same beach. The Jake in the photograph grins back at me, still careworn around the edges, like I think he might have been from the beginning, but caught forever in a simpler time.
There’s a sharp knock at the door. I freeze.
My eyes dart to the two tape players across the room, one set on top of the other, both tapes still spinning. Some people wait after knocking. Lara isn’t one of those people. 
“Hey,” she says, leaning into the room, one hand still on the doorknob. “I thought I’d find you in here.”
“Yeah, I—”
“I asked my mom last night about that guy. Jake Underwood, right? I guess she knew him.”
My heart stops. No, no, no. Not right now. “Lara—”
“He went missing in Hurricane Andrew. Not super long after that picture, I don’t think. I mean, they say missing, but if they never find you again . . .”
They mean died. 
I stare at her, my mouth hanging open a fraction of an inch. “Oh wow.” Across the room, the tapes are still spinning. I see the movement out of the corner of my eye. 
“Yeah, pretty crazy, right? I knew Andrew was bad, but I didn’t know people from here died or anything.” Lara pushes her curls back from her face. “Anyway, I’ve got to go dust real quick, some lady’s group is supposed to come in to the museum today. But I figured you wanted to know. Since you’re so big on local history.” She smirks. 
“Yeah. Wow. Thanks.” I can’t talk like a normal person. Each word I force out sounds like the shadow of what it’s supposed to be. “That’s one mystery solved.”
Lara closes the door behind her. I wait there, the photograph still pinched between my fingers. One heartbeat. Two. She’s gone, but not far. The museum is only on the other side of the door.
I want to drop the box entirely but I set it down on the floor instead, the photograph left on top of the others, its correct place lost. It doesn’t matter anymore. 
“Jake,” I say softly, but I think the tape player will pick it up. Or maybe it didn’t. Maybe he didn’t hear any of that. My hands are trembling when I pick up the headphones and I don’t even bother to put them back on. I hold one of them up to my ear. Static hisses back at me. “Jake, can you hear me?”
Nothing. My heart lodges in my throat. 
“Jake, that was—”
Bad. Bad, bad, bad. How do you come back from that? I’m in shock, but I think part of me knew this was coming, knew it like a calcified piece of me lodged right up against my heart. I’m in shock, but he’s—
He’s dead. 
“Jake.” My voice is shaking with the need to keep quiet, with the effort it takes to gather the emotion boiling in my chest and contain it with both hands. Nothing to give Lara a reason to open that door again. She can’t see my eyes right now, stinging with tears that I keep furiously blinking back. “It’s okay. It’s okay, we’re going to figure it out. Jake, listen to me. It’s me, okay, it’s Grace. We can figure out what’s going on toge—”
The tape clicks off. 
I stare down at it, the motionless tape staring back at me, the holes at its center like two empty black eyes. Belatedly, I hit the stop button on my own player. He’s not listening anyway. And why should he? He already heard more than he was meant to.
Fuck. Fuck. I press the heel of my hand against my forehead and grind it until the bones start to protest. This is beyond braiding my stupid hair. This is beyond anything I’ve ever faced before. This is a terminal diagnosis overheard in the hallway. This is a funeral, come thirty years after the fact. It took me weeks to really understand that Mom was gone. Gone gone, gone in a way you didn’t come back from, to a place that wasn’t a place. I kept imagining her just around the corner, waiting in familiar places, where I’d seen her a thousand times before. I kept waiting for her to come back.
And she didn’t. I think my brain finally realized that she would have, by now, if she could. 
This is different. I can still talk to Jake. When was Hurricane Andrew? I don’t know—soon. There are only so many tapes left, each of them representing the time Jake has left. We have—what? Months? Hurricane season doesn’t peak until September. Right now the winds aren’t even in the right places to start thinking about pressing together and becoming something catastrophic. Not a terminal diagnosis, that’s not right. Even then, there’s still something to hope for. Doctors, medicine, miracles. A chance. Jake doesn’t have any of those things, and we both know it. 
Jake Underwood died long before I met him.



SEVENTEEN
“GRACE? WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”
“Forgot something,” I say, rushing through the lobby and out the door to the thick, swampy heat without looking back at Lara’s confusion. I want to listen to more tapes, one after another until Jake speaks to me again, really speaks to me and listens to what I have to say. But what do I have to say? I’d hated the people at Mom’s funeral, most especially the way they all wanted to say something to me and I had to let them do it. It had been useless. Platitudes and questions, stories and carefully picked words. I’d hated it, but I’m starting to understand why they did it. There’s nothing you can actually say that will put the world back together again when it’s fallen apart.
I get in my car and peel out of the parking lot without even turning on any music. Jake doesn’t want to talk to me, that’s fine. I need time anyway. Time to think, and to get this awful buzzing out of my head.
Most importantly, I need to know what happens to him. 
The Hermitage Public Library isn’t open for another two hours, but there’s a shabby black SUV in the parking lot and I know it must be Julian’s. Or I hope so. There’s only so many librarians one small town can sustain. I park next to it and slide out of my car, my backpack thumping against my back as I hit the ground. The water across the street glitters prettily, the gentle ripples catching the sunlight, but thunder mumbles half-heartedly to the south. It’s early in the day for rain, but I think the dark clouds will break soon. You can taste it in the air. 
The library’s glass sliding doors don’t open to welcome me, the sign reminding me pointedly that they’re not open yet, but I can see the lights on beyond the little tile lobby. The very fiber of my being resists the idea of being the person who tries to get in before opening, but this isn’t exactly a normal situation. Summoning every inch of boldness I have in my body, I rap my knuckles against the glass. 
Nothing. 
“I know you’re there,” I mutter, and it’s good, probably, that Julian is ignoring me. Now I’m more annoyed than anxious. I hit the door with the flat of my fist, twice. “Come on.”
Another long moment passes, and I think I’m going to have to make a decision to wait it out in front of the doors like a freak or try to snoop around for a staff entrance like an even bigger freak, when there’s movement from inside the library.
Julian steps into the lobby, looking much the same as the last time I saw him, except he’s traded the black jacket for a black cardigan, still strategically folded to dissuade anyone from reading his name tag. He holds a ring of keys in one hand and is jangling them idly as he comes right up to where the glass doors separate us.
He looks down at me and, without expression, slowly shakes his head. He points to the printed-out sign with the hours on it.
I narrow my eyes. I could point out that it’s unbecoming of someone old enough to be my dad to be this petty, but I don’t need to. I already have what I need—or at least, I think I do. Julian hasn’t exactly been overwhelmed by the spirit to help me so far, but he has helped me, if only because it’s his job. After Miss Vicki’s awkward avoidance and Uncle Aaron just being Uncle Aaron, he’s the best lead I have.
I slap the photograph against the glass. 
I keep my eyes on his face, staring with cold determination. There’s not much to see. He keeps his expression carefully composed—bored, disinterested, a little annoyed—but his eyes still go to the photograph, where his younger self stares back at him from Sand Crab Beach. Maybe he doesn’t care. Maybe it’s been too long, maybe it never meant that much to him in the first place. Except that he’s still here, in Hermitage, like nearly everybody else, and that means something, even if it’s something I can’t quite put into words. I don’t think it means he lets go easily, at the very least.
And as I’ve learned recently, the past can haunt you. 
After a beat, his eyes slide away from the photograph again. I can hear the keys jingle faintly through the glass as he shakes them out and unlocks the doors.
He has to slide them open manually, just far enough to stand inside the gap. It’s his turn to narrow his eyes. “What do you want?”
Nausea swims up my throat and I’m sweating, the humidity making my shirt stick to my back. Thunder rumbles again, a little closer this time, and I wish the storm would just break already, even if it means I get caught in the middle of it. It’s always hotter after it rains, the rain steaming the wet concrete like the inside of a statewide sauna. But at least for a minute, as it rains, the world is cool.
Say it. Just say it. You already know the worst. 
“I want to know what happened to Jake Underwood.”

The library looks smaller without anyone in it, the old fluorescent lighting making the furniture look even older. Julian leads me through it toward the back office hiding behind the front desk. Not enthusiastically, but at least I’m here and not still banging on the glass door. It’s progress. The back room is cramped and just as outdated as the rest of the building, the back wall dominated by two stacks of red plastic boxes that look like they’ve been through a couple of wars. A cart with books and DVDs to be shelved waits near the door. Another employee, maybe in her twenties, leans against it as if she means to go shelve them but is scrolling on her phone. She looks up when we come in, her eyebrow twitching upward in a silent question.
Julian waves dismissively. “One of my nephew’s friends,” he says without stopping. “Last minute summer school project. She’s an aspiring librarian, would you believe?”
The eyebrow goes up a little farther. “Uh-huh,” the girl says with a crooked little smile that makes it feel like they’re sharing a joke I’m not in on. “If she wants some on the job training, we could use some help sorting Summer Reading prizes before Saturday.”
Julian scoffs. “Because you don’t want to do it.” 
“That sounds like a good reason to me.” She pockets her phone with a shrug and pushes the cart out onto the library floor. 
Julian, meanwhile, leads me ten steps into a little office off to one side. He waves me in before clearing the singular chair, moving the box claiming it to the top of his desk instead, crunching several papers in the process. I eye it dubiously.
“I’ve already graduated,” I complain. “I can’t be in summer school. And I don’t want to be a librarian.”
“Good,” Julian says cheerfully. He rolls his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I just don’t need Jennifer knowing I’m being bullied by a teenager. She gives me enough crap as it is.” He takes a seat on the corner of the desk, and I would think he was going for a sort of cool substitute teacher look, except I don’t think he’s paying much attention to what I think at all. He’s holding the photograph, looking down at it like he’s trying to puzzle something out. I want to snatch it back so badly my hands itch, but it hadn’t felt right to refuse when he held out his hand for it when I walked through the door. He’s the one in it, after all.
And he is doing me a favor. 
“What do you care about Jake?” he asks, finally setting the photo aside. He leans back and folds his arms across his chest. 
That’s always the question, isn’t it? I take a seat after all, also taking the excuse not to answer right away. “He recorded these tapes at the Historical Society, preserving a bunch of documents. I’m transcribing them,” I say, and it sounds weak when I put it like that. “I just—First I find out his uncle died. Then his dad. Now I learn that Jake died too. But every time I mention the Underwoods, no one wants to talk about them.”
Maybe in another world it would be a quirk of the town I hardly even noticed, but this isn’t a world where I uncovered a strange little mystery one summer.
In this world, Jake is my friend.
“I tried to Google him, but I couldn’t find anything,” I go on. “There’s a lot of Jacob Underwoods.” 
“Hm,” Julian says, looking away. He studies a poster across the office with undue interest. “Did you use quotation marks?”
“What?”
“In your Google search. Did you use quotation marks?”
“I—no.”
“Might want to try that next time. Don’t they teach you kids anything in school these days?” He sighs and scratches the side of his nose, casual despite the way I’m staring at him incredulously. 
“Well, thanks for the lesson,” I say impatiently. “But I figured since you knew him maybe you could—”
“Of course I could,” he butts in. “But do you think I want to? Why do you think no one will talk about it? Because it was fucking awful.”
My mouth closes so quickly I hear my teeth click. 
I must look bad—I feel pale, my hands sweaty where they rest uselessly in my lap—because Julian seems to regret it. He sighs and shakes his head, raking back his overlong hair with one hand. “Listen, I’m going to tell you, so you can just leave it alone before you ask someone less nice about it. Honestly, there’s really not that much to tell.
“Jake mostly hung out with Nate, Haley, and Aaron—I was two years younger, so they let me tag along sometimes, but not always. I thought they were cool, they thought they were too cool. You know how it is.” Julian waves off the backstory. “So I don’t know the whole story. But I know things weren’t great with Jake’s dad. People talked. About the Charley Underwood thing. It was hard for Jake, but it got harder after his dad shot himself. You know about that, don’t you?”
He saw the page the microfilm was stopped on when he put it away—on the story about the suicide, not the obituary. Did he already suspect I was looking into it then, or did he only just realize? I nod faintly. 
Julian nods back. “Well, he wasn’t the same after that. Not right away, but he got . . . I don’t know. Obsessive. I think he was trying to wrap his head around why his dad would do that, but the thing is, no one was surprised. Even Jake wasn’t surprised. Nothing was ever easy for the Underwoods. Nate tried to help. Our dad tried to help, but some things you just . . . you can only help someone as much as they’ll let you.” I can’t tell if he’s talking about Jake or his dad. “And there was baggage there. A lot of baggage.”
Julian is quiet for a moment, his chin tipped downward and his eyes studying the thin industrial carpeting. “For whatever reason, Jake was out during Hurricane Andrew. And it was bad.” He looks up now and I can see that he means it. “I mean, bad. Miami and Homestead got it worse, but I’ve never seen a storm like that before or since. I was never scared of a storm before that either. You don’t know what it was like before, but Andrew changed things.”
I unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth. “And they never found him?”
He shrugs. “We looked,” he says. “Haley knew where he’d gone somehow, he must have said something to her, or we never would have known to even look. Her and Nate, they organized these search parties. I went too. Up and down the coast. No power in the whole town. We had to walk everywhere, because of all the debris in the roads. We kept looking, even when we knew it was for a body. Haley kept talking about . . . currents. Currents washing things back. She couldn’t accept it. It was like none of it was real until she actually saw him, and she was driving herself crazy with it.
“Then Aaron found this shark’s-tooth necklace Jake always wore. That sort of thing was popular back then. Just kitschy, gift store shit, but he always wore it. Now that got to Aaron. He had a hard time with that one.” Julian shrugs again, his eyes drifting back to the carpet. His lips pull back in that what-can-you-do kind of non-smile, the kind that has never helped anyone. “That was it. Everyone just sort of accepted it, even the people who thought he might have run away. And now no one likes to talk about it, even after all this time, because it was ugly and shitty and happened for no good reason.” He shakes his head. “Hell, your mom left and never came back.”
I blink as if coming out of a dream. “That’s why she left Hermitage?”
“Jake was her best friend,” Julian says. “It’s hard to come back from that sort of thing.” He hesitates, the corners of his mouth pinched like something’s on the tip of his tongue. 
“What is it?” I’ve already pried too much, and Julian has already given me more than I think he meant to. I don’t think he’s even thinking about it anymore, carried by momentum and memory. 
“There’s another reason no one talks about Jake,” he says reluctantly, and now his eyes dart toward the door. “I think . . . People in a town like Hermitage, we all know one another. We all grew up together, and so did our parents, and so did our grandparents. I think we all feel guilty. We all know we should have done something sooner. But we didn’t.” He huffs a humorless laugh. “Or if we don’t, maybe we should.” 
I feel small, sitting in a stout wooden chair, my hands curled around each other. Hollowed out, my insides smarting from where the spoon scraped against them for every last scrap. “Thank you,” I say finally. “For telling me.”
One corner of his mouth quirks, but I wouldn’t call it a smile. “You knew it wasn’t going to be a happy story.” He pushes himself off the desk to stand. “But it happened a long time ago.”
“Yeah,” I agree softly, and I don’t quite look him in the eye.



EIGHTEEN
I DRIVE TO SAND CRAB BEACH ON PURPOSE this time. I need to go somewhere, and there doesn’t seem to be a more fitting place to go.
The storm is rolling in now. I can see it stretching out over the water, sweeping in on some wind I don’t have a name for. It’s the strange dichotomy of Florida in the summer. To one side the sky is blue and cloudless. To the other, it’s choked with thick, black clouds, borderline apocalyptic. It doesn’t feel possible that they should both be allowed to exist at the same time, split so evenly down the middle as if God took a knife to the sky. 
I take my shoes off and leave them in the car, wincing my way from the little parking lot to where the sandy dirt gives way to dirty sand. The sand is gritty and littered with sharp little pebbles, not like the white sand they show in the brochures, but at least once I’m past the trees there are no sticks to stab the bottoms of my feet. I hold my breath and look down the length of the beach.
Alone again, like no one else in the world has ever been here, even though I have it on good authority that they have. If you take it out and look at it, cut it into pieces with a scalpel, Julian didn’t tell me anything that mattered. Jake is dead. Jake died a long time ago. That’s the long and the short of it. 
But I still feel cold, even standing with the sun baking the sweat already beading on my forehead, standing where they stood. I can feel it. The desperation and the fear—the old, tired fear, getting older by the minute, as they looked and looked and looked. How fucked up must it be to know that you’re looking for a body? How do you keep going, knowing that the best possible outcome is your worst nightmare? Why do you do it?
Because you love him, I guess. 
“Hello?” My voice is somehow both too small and too loud on the quiet beach, jarring against the lap of the waves and the blustery rustle of the wind jerking on the trees, warning them of the storm approaching. I step farther onto the beach, letting my bare feet carry me almost to the water. “Is anyone there?”
There had been the girl, the figure that never got closer but never farther away either, her laugh bright but distant on the wind. I don’t think she was real, but also I do. I think real and not real are words too small for whatever is going on here.  
The water laps against my feet, still blue but restless with the storm. There’s no reason not to step into it, just up to my ankles, the sand and sea grass soft and slimy under my feet. The storm is coming in faster than I expected, the sky turning soft gray as the wind picks up, speckling me with the first tentative drops of rain. Another dichotomy, another borderline impossibility. The Gulf is warm like bathwater around my ankles, but the air is wet and almost chilly, coaxing gooseflesh on my bare arms as it starts to whip through the trees.
I look down the beach, toward the southward storm, and all I can think about is the Hurricane Club. This is just a summer storm, nothing like a hurricane, but I think I understand why they called themselves that. Why they went out in storms. There’s something about the energy in the air, not quite like lightning but something close, something you breathe in and hold in your lungs. There’s something about looking at a force bigger than yourself and feeling small and helpless and very painfully alive.
For a moment, time slips. It’s Charley’s beach. It’s Jake’s beach. It’s my beach. Nothing changes, not the ripple of the water or the roll of the storm clouds, the approaching haze of rain like a smudge on the horizon. But I feel it. Like I could reach out and touch the fabric of time, firm enough to bend it, to feel the shape of what’s on the other side.
“Mom?” I whisper. And I think: please.
Shame ripples through me an instant later, feverish and prickly. This isn’t about me. I shouldn’t be thinking about—
“Grace?”
I startle, my hands jerking upward as I spin around, nearly slipping in the sea grass. It’s not my mom standing at the top of the beach. It was never going to be my mom, but my heart still twists despite myself, so sudden and violent that I can almost hear it crack. It’s Mr. Caradoc, his shoulders speckled dark with the first of the rain. His hulking white truck just visible through the scraggly trees.
Shit.
“Grace, get out of there,” Mr. Caradoc says, beckoning me forward with one hand. He has the sort of dad-like presence that makes me feel ten years old again, caught horsing around by someone who isn’t my dad but is adult enough to tell me what to do.
Maybe that’s why I slink up onto the beach, abruptly wet and cold as I step out of the warm seawater, the rain picking up at the same moment with the first rustling wave of the storm. I fold my arms across my chest, my hands holding my own wet, clammy skin as I jog the rest of the way up the beach, half squinting as I bow my head, as if that’ll stop the rain from hitting me.
I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say. “Mr. Caradoc—”
“Come on, let’s get out of the rain.” He ushers me forward, and I have no choice but to go along with it, feeling smaller by the moment. My wet feet are already crusted with sand and pick up a layer of leaves and dirt as I tromp over to our cars, parked next to each other. I can hardly feel the sticks poking at the softest parts of my feet, dulled by all the layer of debris stuck to them.
The truck’s lights flash as he unlocks it and I stop abruptly, my grip on my arms tightening until it hurts when I realize that he expects me to get in it. “I’ll—I have my car—” I stammer, gesturing half-heartedly toward my car. “My shoes—”
“You can pick it up later,” Mr. Caradoc says firmly. “Get in the car, Grace. I’m taking you home.”
I don’t want to. I don’t want to get in the car with anyone, not if I can’t be in control of it. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t. But I don’t have a choice. Do I? I do. I’m eighteen, I’m not a kid anymore. He’s a guy. He was just my mom’s friend. What does it even matter that he’s the mayor when it’s only of Hermitage?
I get in the truck anyway.
The truck is about a mile off the ground, the interior all light leather and little things that light up. He’s already got it started when I climb into the passenger’s seat, my heart quivering like a prey animal and nausea swimming up my throat. The air-conditioning blows cold and my wet legs immediately stick to the leather, but he reaches over and adjusts the dial, turning on the heat on a low setting. I’d appreciate it if it didn’t feel so much like I was being arrested.
I can actually hear the rain sweep over us, as if someone pulled back the gate and let it all pour out, the heavy drops staccato against the truck’s roof and blurring the windows. I sneak a glance over at Mr. Caradoc. The Caradoc family resemblance is so strong that there’s a moment of surreality imagining the three of them overlapping—older and younger and older again, son to father to uncle—but it’s just the beach still in my head, throwing me out of balance. I blink hard, trying to right it again. 
Mr. Caradoc puts the car into reverse and my breath hitches. “I—” I start to protest, but the truck is already pulling out of the little dirt parking lot, rocking gently as it rolls back over the lip of the asphalt. My hands fumble with my seat belt, clumsy with the fact that all I want to do is grab the door and jump out into the rain. I haven’t been the passenger in a car since the first few weeks after the accident. When Dad tried to drive me home from the hospital I cried so hard that he turned around and brought me back, thinking something must be wrong.
Something is wrong. Or something certainly isn’t right. But usually I can avoid it—most people are happy to let me drive, or else understand why I might want to drive myself, if they know about the accident. I’m not sure if Mr. Caradoc even notices the way I hold the car door so tightly my knuckles have turned white.
Be cool. Be cool, be cool. I keep my eyes forward, focused on the rhythmic sweep of the windshield wipers through the rain, and I keep my thoughts on the very surface of my mind. The drum of the rain, the hard molded plastic under my hand, the wet squish of my socks between my toes. Real things, things grounded in this moment and not the other one, the one I’m afraid of. My heart picks up speed, animal panic seeping into my veins, but I don’t think about that. 
“You shouldn’t have been out there,” Mr. Caradoc says, his voice layered over my knife’s edge balance with sanity. I don’t want him to lecture me, but I have to admit it kind of helps to have something else to focus on. “You could have been struck by lightning.” He shoots me a glance and a frown. “It’s not a joke.”
“Sorry.” I smother my little twisted smile, swallowing a bubble of not-quite-hysteria. Lightning is a real threat, especially here, but—just imagine. All this and I get struck by fucking lightning. It would almost be funny. “Am I in trouble?”
Am I too old to be in trouble? Something about him tells me no, probably not.
Mr. Caradoc shoots me another sideways glance and then looks back to the road—good, I want him to focus, the streets of Hermitage are small and dinky but it’s raining pretty hard and— 
“You’re not in trouble,” he says unconvincingly. Or maybe that’s just always his tone of voice. Or maybe I’m so used to my own dad’s disappointment that I can’t help but hear it. He sounds like that too when he finds me someplace he doesn’t want me to be, when he’s wishing that I would handle all this better but knows he can’t say that. God, I need to get out of this car. “I just want you to be safe. What would you mother have said about standing out in the water during a thunderstorm?”
It was stupid. Why do I need my dead mom to tell me that? “You said you were good friends with her, right? You grew up together.”
A note of discomfort fills the truck cabin. “Yes,” he says. “I was.”
“I didn’t see you at the funeral,” I say. 
There’s a pause, stuffy silence filled with the hard drum of rain. “I don’t think she would have wanted me there,” he says with a weight to it that spans decades. He knows I’m about to say why, so this time he’s the one who beats me to the punch. “I think you know why. Or you’re getting the idea.”
I can’t hide my reaction. I look over at him sharply, my hand going to the end of my hair.
Mr. Caradoc’s thin smile twitches. “Julian called me and told me you’ve been by the library. He thought you might go to the beach. He was worried about you.”
The stab of betrayal that goes through me is purely irrational. He’s a librarian, not a priest. I had no reason to assume he’d keep his mouth shut. “He didn’t need to be worried about me,” I say stiffly. I drop my hands to my lap and curl them there, my fingernails digging lightly into the skin beneath the hem of my shorts. 
Mr. Caradoc sighs impatiently, but quiet enough I don’t think I was meant to hear it. “Grace, what happened to Jake was a tragedy—”
“If you’re going to be so worried about someone, maybe you should have been worried about him,” I snap. I don’t know where this anger is coming from, but it’s bubbling up, past the fear, past the discomfort, bubbling up hot and sticky despite the chill still clinging to my skin. They were there. Julian and Mr. Caradoc and even my mom. They were with Jake, every day, as close as only a small town like Hermitage could make them, and they still weren’t really there. Meanwhile I’m so far away and so stupidly helpless that all I can do with my own hands is hurt myself. 
“Maybe then he’d still be here,” I say. 
“Grace.” He’s not patient anymore. He stares at me, his brow furrowed, and I realize that he’s stopped the car. Somehow in the time that’s passed, we made it to Uncle Aaron’s driveway. “What’s gotten into you?”
It’s a good question, but he doesn’t deserve the real answer. I’m not sure any of them do. “Maybe I’m just like this,” I counter. “You don’t know me.”
And I’m sick of people here acting like they do.
I shove the car door open like I’ve wanted to all along and hop out into the rain. It pelts me, icy against my already clammy skin and snaking down the back of my neck and stinging my eyes. I ignore it, and I ignore the way Mr. Caradoc calls after me too, holding my arms across my chest as I march across the wet lawn with my bare feet, only narrowly avoiding the ant hill that lives along the path. Tiberius barks in the window and the screen door slams behind me and the world is too loud and wet and cold and I wonder why I ever wished away the heat.
“Gracie?” Uncle Aaron calls from the living room.
“It’s nothing.” I try not to snap, but it comes out that way anyway. My wet feet slap against the cold tile as I push past Tiberius’s curious nose. I know Mr. Caradoc is right behind me, I can hear him at the screen door, but I don’t want to see him. The last thing I need right now is a lecture. 
I duck into the one place I can be safe. The only place neither of them will follow me is the bathroom. 
The door nearly slams behind me, and I lean against it, cold and wet and shivering, a lump in my throat and tears stinging my eyes. Tiberius whines softly on the other side of it, but I can barely hear over the slam of my own pulse. I’m too aware of my own body, a live wire of raw emotion, and I’m not sure if I should blame the car or Mr. Caradoc or Jake. Jake for dying, for being so far away from me, for making me go through this again, only in slow-motion this time. I don’t remember when the other car hit ours. My brain won’t let me, and I think that’s a good thing, even when I wish it would. Some things you’re better off not seeing.
This I have to watch with my eyes wide open. 
I hear Mr. Caradoc come in, his voice deep enough to rumble through the door even if I can’t make out the words, but I might if I really tried to listen. I don’t want to. I lurch across the little bathroom, teal and white like my grandmother left it, with porcelain sand dollars hanging on the walls. I turn on the shower and the hiss covers any other sound—Mr. Caradoc and Uncle Aaron and M*A*S*H all competing to be heard—like white noise. 
I peel off my soaked clothes and step under the hot water, ensconcing myself in steam and white tile. The hot water chases away the cold and works life back into my limbs, but there’s not much it can do for the shiver trapped deeper inside me. I held it back in Mr. Caradoc’s car. I kept my composure. But my hands are too small to hold all the pieces together as the fractures race across familiar fault lines in my composure. I let Dad see the cracks and I regretted it, because then he couldn’t stop seeing them. He couldn’t stop seeing me as something broken instead of something put back together, and I couldn’t stop wishing that he would say the right thing to make me feel whole again. I decided I wouldn’t let myself be in that position again.
But here it’s just me and the hot water and the white tile, glossy with moisture. I stare at it, a hitch caught in my throat. Mom is dead. Jake is dead. 
And I’m alone.
“I’m sorry.” It escapes me like a hiccup, scraped raw, pulled out of my mouth like it was never supposed to be there. My eyes burn and I press the flat of my fist against my mouth, crushing my lips, wishing it hurt worse. I want to go grab my phone. I want to tell him. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I mumble against my fist and hot tears slip out, undeniable again with all this water. 
So far away, so long ago, Jake doesn’t hear me. It’s probably better that he doesn’t. 



NINETEEN
UNCLE AARON TRIES TO TALK ABOUT IT, BUT luckily I’m better at avoiding things than he is at confronting them. I scrub away any evidence of crying and make sure that my eyes are clear and my nose isn’t red by the time I leave the bathroom wrapped in a towel, and luckily Mr. Caradoc is no longer there. 
“Is everything okay?” Uncle Aaron says when I help him set the table for dinner later. He’s adopted a little frown and big, concerned eyes that make him look like Tiberius begging under the table. 
“Why wouldn’t it be?” I ask, focusing intently on making sure I get the chipped plate instead of Pop. 
Uncle Aaron doesn’t deserve it, but maybe I blame him a little bit too. He was there. He could have done something. Any of them could have, but instead Jake was alone and all he had was—
Me, I guess. My heart twists painfully. 
Uncle Aaron scratches the back of his head awkwardly. “Nate just said some stuff—”
“Mr. Caradoc needs to mind his own business,” I snap, and I look up for the first time since I slunk out of my room again. Uncle Aaron is on the other side of the table, setting a pan of some baked broccoli and cheese concoction on the table. He’s leaning forward, so that his necklace hangs loose from his shirt collar. I’ve noticed that Uncle Aaron wears a lot of jewelry—leather bracelets and little gold stud earrings. I didn’t think much of it before. I figured it was just his thing.
This is a shark’s-tooth necklace. What did Julian call it? Kitschy, gift store shit?
Uncle Aaron looks up to find me staring. The concerned lines on his forehead deepen. “What is it?”
My mouth closes so quickly my teeth click. “Nothing. I just saw a picture at the Historical Society. Of Mom. It was just hard.” Not strictly a lie. Close enough to get him off my back without entirely feeling like a dick, at least. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
“Okay,” he says, and I’m grateful to find out he actually means it.
The next morning I wake up and realize my car is still parked in front of Sand Crab Beach. For a moment I feel trapped, the feeling grabbing me by the throat, but I exhale slowly and talk myself out of it. It’s fine. I’ll figure it out. 
Tiberius barks by the front door, but I don’t pay a lot of attention as I force myself to get up and get dressed. Tiberius barks at a lot of things, up to and including squirrels across the street, it doesn’t really mean anything. But when I come out of my room, Lara is standing at the kitchen table with a box of donuts, cutting one of them in half. 
“Good morning, sunshine,” she says without looking up. “Dad said you might need a ride. Donut?”
“Sure,” I say, still caught off guard. Maybe it’s ungenerous, but it’s not the kind of forethought I expected from Uncle Aaron. Maybe he really is worried about me. I can hear the shower in Pop’s room going. Uncle Aaron’s room doesn’t have a bathroom attached, so he’s been using Pop’s and leaving the one in the hall for me.
“Help yourself,” she says, putting half a donut on a plastic plate. “I’m not gonna cut yours too. Here you go, Pop.” She takes the plate and disappears into the living room, where Pop is already installed in his chair. 
I find a Boston cream and put it on a napkin, already wondering if the chocolate icing is a good idea as it sticks to my fingers. “You didn’t have to come pick me up,” I say. “I would’ve figured it out.” How? I’ve got no idea, but it feels like the right thing to say.
Lara comes back and shrugs. “I need to go in early today anyway. I’ve got a facility tour with the volleyball coach at UCF tomorrow.”
“UCF?” Uncle Aaron says as he emerges from Pop’s room, his hair still wet from the shower but combed mostly into place. “You’re not going to school all the way in Orlando, are you?”
Lara fusses with the donuts. “I’m going to go wherever they give me the best scholarship, Dad.” 
“I’d just like it if you thought about sticking closer,” he says. “Wouldn’t want you forgetting about dear old dad, huh?”
“Yeah, I’ll think about it,” Lara says flatly. “Are you ready, Grace?”
She leaves a glazed donut for Uncle Aaron and then takes the rest of the box, ushering me out of the house so abruptly I almost forget my bag.
“I swear to God,” Lara mutters as we walk down the driveway. “It’s like talking to a brick wall sometimes.” 
The last thing I want is to let someone else drive me, but after that awkward exchange and Lara’s obvious annoyance, I don’t want to ask to drive her car either. I wrap my hands tight around the strap of my backpack, my thumbnail pressed into the crease of my knuckle so I can focus on the press of discomfort instead of the rumble of the car. 
“You don’t think I’m the crazy one, do you?” Lara asks abruptly. “For wanting to leave?”
I blink, halfway pulled out of my own tangled thoughts. “Why would I think that?”
She looks straight out at the road—thank God—her mouth twisted down at the corners. “That’s how everyone acts,” she says. “Sometimes I start to wonder if it’s true.”
I look out the window, at the trees lining the road, dripping with Spanish moss, their shadows pressing against the road in front of us. They’re beautiful in their own way, but hands can be beautiful too, even as they’re dragging you down. “No,” I say. “I think you’ve got the right idea.”
Lara drops me off at the beach, where my car is waiting right where I left it. I exhale softly as I settle into the driver’s seat, my hands resting on the bottom of the wheel. I just sit there for a moment and try to center myself. I don’t know what that means exactly, it’s just something my therapist told me, but by the time I start the car, I think it’s helped. 
I’m halfway to the Municipal Building before I realize that I don’t really want to be there. I didn’t really want to be at home after Mom died, but also I did. It’s weird when a place is a safe place but also a reminder of everything that’s wrong. I want to sit in the little archive room and hear Jake’s voice just as much as I’m afraid of what he’ll say.
Lara beats me there. She’s already at the front desk with Miss Vicki, who is pouring over some sort of notebook. Her glasses slip a little down her nose.
My heart squeezes in a new way. I wonder if Mr. Caradoc told her about my snooping too. My hand wraps around my backpack strap tight enough to strangle it. Will he try to keep me away from the tapes too? No, why would he? He probably really was just worried about the lightning on the beach. Hermitage may not like to talk about its ugly past, but that doesn’t mean I can’t. The Historical Society is Jake. Or at least this is where the rest of him lives, packed away in tidy little cassette tapes. I can’t leave him now.
Miss Vicki smiles and the knot of tension in my chest unravels just a little. “Morning!”
I smile weakly. “Morning.” I pull my backpack strap a little higher up my shoulder and try to slip away into the museum.
“Oh, honey.” Miss Vicki doesn’t even have to raise her voice to call across the lobby. “Julian Caradoc over at the library asked if you’d be able to help him tomorrow with this cute little kiddie event they’re putting on. You don’t mind, do you? Lara won’t be able to make it.”
I grimace at the door to the museum. Fucking Julian. As if he hasn’t caused me enough problems. Clearly I was worried about the wrong Caradoc. “Sure,” I say, forcing my voice to go light and breezy, carefree. “Happy to help.”
I slip away to the archive room before she can think of any more creative assignments to give me, and this time I leave my backpack slumped against the door. It won’t stop anyone, but if it buys me even half a second to avert disaster next time, I’ll take it. 
Not that it can get much worse than it already has. I sigh gustily as I drop into the office chair, facing my desk like a battlefield. It’s waiting just like I left it yesterday, the ancient computer still on, though asleep. The headphones are on the ground, still connected to the tape player by a thick, spiraled cord. They must have fallen off the desk when I closed the door. My arms are weighed down with lead as I lean down and pick them up off the floor. I want to talk to Jake, but also I don’t. I want to, but I don’t know what to say. 
I swap out the tapes, holding the last one in my hand for a minute, pressed hard against my palm until the old plastic starts to creak dangerously. If I could go back in time—
Well, stopping Lara from spilling the beans wouldn’t be the first thing I’d do. But it would be an option.
I flip over Jake’s last tape and put it in B-side up. My side. I need to say something, anything at all, if only because he’ll be expecting it. I hit play, the way I always do, just to make sure it’s empty and I’m not recording over him. 
Then Jake starts talking. 
“Audio description artifact number—”
My heart trips. Why would he record on my side? He knows better than that. The date on the recording is January 10th, 1992, it’s not like it got sorted out of order. I skip forward in bursts, catching snatches of the city council meeting minutes Jake diligently reads off. I should be grateful to hear him at all, his voice steady and in its usual reading cadence, as if nothing life-changing happened at all, but my heart is in my throat as I get to the end. There must be some reason he chose to record on this side. The tape goes into his typical period of silence before the slice of time reserved just for me . . . and then stops. 
He doesn’t say anything to me.
Icy shock cuts through me and for a moment I just sit there, my lips parted, feeling a little like I went to take a step and missed. That can’t be right. 
I fumble with the tape as I pull it out of the player and hastily flip it over to the next side. Maybe there was a mistake. Maybe he got confused. There’s a lot going on, and we both know the archive room isn’t well organized. 
I hit record. “Jake,” I say, my voice low. “I know you’re not ignoring me.”
Suspicion tickles at the back of my mind. I hit play. The tape runs in silence for a moment, and then Jake speaks.
“Audio description—”
Not taped over by my message but starting after it. He heard it, he just really is ignoring me. 
“Come on.” I can’t help the pleading note in my voice, strained and a little embarrassing. My palm is sweaty against the tape player, one hand tangled in my hair that I haven’t even been able to braid yet. I’ve been too busy toggling the tape player’s keys back and forth, caught between wanting to fast-forward through all the stupid bullshit and needing to hear the sound of his voice. He’s okay. I mean, he’s not okay, but he’s alive. For the moment, his moment in time, he’s alive. I don’t need to—
I don’t need to freak out like this. 
The next tape. More city council meeting minutes, from an entirely different year. Recorded January 12th, 1992.
Nothing. 
“Please, just talk to me.” Another B-side. I press my lips together firmly, holding back all the blubbery, half-panicked things I want to say. Does he hate me for letting him overhear Lara? Maybe he should. Maybe I hate me too, for ever digging up any of this shit. The past belongs in the past, but I had to bring it into the future and it’s all a mess now and nothing is as it should be. “I just want to know you’re okay. Please. I’m asking nicely.”
I pause for a long moment, still recording, as if the tape might answer on its own. I try to swallow the lump in my throat but it keeps bobbing back up to the surface, distorting my voice with unshed tears. Goddammit. 
“You’re not alone, Jake,” I whisper. “Just—remember that, okay?” I swallow whatever else I might say before I’m brave enough to say it. 
I hit play again, steeling myself for the sound of another artifact.
“Hey, Grace,” Jake says, and I release the breath I’d been holding all at once. “I know I’m being a dick. I know, I just . . . I need a little time to figure this out. It’s not you, I swear it’s not you. I know you didn’t mean for . . . any of that. It’s not your fault, I mean. But . . .” He trails off for a moment. “I just need time to think by myself. Without thinking about the future. Is that okay?”
He pauses. “I guess I shouldn’t ask that. I hope it’s okay. I hope you’re okay, Grace. I’m not sure I am, if we’re being honest.” He sighs and there’s a shuffle of movement that I imagine is him rubbing a hand down his face. “But I’ve been thinking. A lot. A lot, a lot. I’ve been thinking about my dad and just . . . everything about him. And my uncle Charley. He died in a hurricane too—fuck. Sorry. I—yeah.” He laughs nervously. 
Jake pauses, and when he speaks again, his voice comes out heavier. “I’ve been thinking about what you said. About the Hurricane Club. I don’t think I can just let this go, Grace. It’s not that simple. It’s not just in the past—no one ever forgave my dad for what happened to my uncle Charley. You could feel it. I could feel it in the way they looked at him. Even when I was a little kid.
“But the Hurricane Club . . .”
He’s quiet for a long moment and so is the archive room, except for the steady whirr of the tape. He can’t hear me, but I’m quiet with him, my heart in my throat and one leg pulled up to my chest, my chin resting against my knee. I’m not sure when it got there, only that at some point I started shrinking in on myself. 
“I need to know why they did it. I need to know the whole truth. Does that make sense, Grace? I need to understand why they ruined my dad’s life.” He hesitates. “And then maybe I’ll understand what happens to me.”
“Don’t.” The word tears itself out of me, louder than is prudent, dropped like a stone at my feet. I leave it there, icy fear settling on my skin and crawling up my throat. I remember what Julian told me. Obsessive. Jake got obsessed with his dad’s death shortly before he disappeared himself. Julian didn’t know the connection, but I do. Jake wants to understand, because Jake thinks he’s going to kill himself too. 
“I need to do this, Grace,” he says quietly, and I want to reach through the tape and shake him. Or pull him through it, unspooling like black magnetic tape until he’s here right in front of me, a real boy come to life and not one long dead. “We’ll talk again soon. I promise.”
He hesitates and I think he’s about to say something else, but he doesn’t. The tape whirs for a moment longer, as if saying its own goodbyes, and then ends with a click.
A tear slips down my cheek, salt burning the skin, and I smack it away. “Goddammit,” I murmur. The Underwood Tapes box sits next to me, where it always does. The tapes are halfway gone now. I could listen to ten tapes in a row if I wanted to, hunt him through months of his time in minutes, but I won’t. I know what it’s like, to want people to back off and give you room to breathe. I get it, even if I’m realizing how helpless it feels, being on this side of it.
Time. I have time, it’s the one thing I do have. Time to learn what really did happen to Charley Underwood. If he wants answers, he’ll get answers. I think I’d like some too. 
I don’t know if you can save someone who already died. I think you probably can’t. But I have to try. Don’t I?
Jake deserves that much.



TWENTY
“YOU TOO?” GRIFFIN SQUINTS AT ME, THE SUNLIGHT already glaring, even though it’s not quite noon yet. I get that we’re forced to follow the constraints of the rest of the country. I get that in other, non-Florida places, summer is a time for fun and sunshine. I get that the kids are out of school. 
What I don’t get is why you’d plan an event here outside, in the middle of June, right when the sun has reached its peak.
“I got volunteered,” I say, trying not to sound entirely miserable about it as I survey our kingdom for the afternoon. The library’s Summer Reading Extravaganza could probably use a little more extravagance to it, but it’s surprisingly well-appointed for a library as small as Hermitage’s. There’s a bouncy slide, at least, which is impressive in my book. I’m just grateful not to be supervising it. 
“You get used to it,” Griffin sighs. 
“Stop looking like you’re under house arrest, it scares the kids. Did you put sunscreen on?” Julian breezes by, still dressed entirely in black, as if it’s not ninety degrees out. He shoves a Hermitage Public Library baseball cap onto Griffin’s head and pushes another one into my hands. I guess we’re not at a hat-pushing level of familiarity yet. In fact, Julian has avoided making eye contact with me ever since I showed up, probably because he senses the okay, traitor vibe I put off whenever he gets too close. Maybe if the ride with Mr. Caradoc had been less awful, I’d be more inclined to forgive him.
Griffin scowls and pushes the bill of the hat up from over his eyes. “Thanks,” he says flatly. “Where do you want us?”
The Extravaganza takes up the entirety of the field behind the library, dominated by the bouncy slide and a small fleet of cornhole games. They’ve set up a couple of tents against the relentless sun beating down on the otherwise shadeless field. One of them has a water bottle station to try to keep kids from passing out on city property, while the other has a long table of books to give away. Some sort of raffle ticket situation is going on at the opposite end, but I can’t see it past the trembling inflatable slide. 
Julian scratches his neck and looks out at the event, already starting to fill up with families wandering over from the parking lot. “Let me check with Jennifer, see where she wants you—”
“Actually, we’ll help with the water,” Griffin says abruptly. “It’s fine. Come on, Grace.”
He all but herds me away, gesturing like he’s shooing a cat out of a room. Julian and I lock eyes just long enough to trade confused frowns, and I still haven’t forgiven him for ratting on me, but for the moment Griffin’s behavior is even weirder. 
“What are you doing?” I say incredulously, shooing back at him with my new hat. Still, I go along with it. I’m here for three hours in the heat and sticking my hand in the coolers to hand out water bottles actually sounds like the best possible way to spend it.
“Oliver is at the cornhole station,” Griffin says stiffly, his eyes anywhere but. Except for when they dart sideways, as obviously as possible. He huffs. “Don’t look.”
“It’s not a secret.” As if the weedy kid handing out beanbags could be a secret. He’s wearing a big floppy jungle hat with a confidence I’ve never seen before, smiling sweetly at the little girl he’s explaining the game to. “I thought you liked him.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Lara said that.”
“Lara says a lot of things.” 
How did she get out of this exercise in torture anyway? I roll my eyes. “He showed you his fish.”
“Grace,” Griffin hisses between gritted teeth. “Please never say that again.” 
“Fine, fine,” I say. “We’re handing out water bottles and pretending like he doesn’t exist.”
“Thank you,” he says, as if that were a perfectly reasonable plan. Maybe it is. I’m realizing that maybe I’m not the best person to be casting judgment on what’s normal or not. 
The squadron of volunteers at the water tent doesn’t question our presence, probably because it’s the most popular part of the event, short of the bouncy slide. I spend the next hour and a half up to my elbows in ice water, handing out mini water bottles to red-faced kids and their sweating parents. Eventually I follow the lead of one of the adult volunteers and dunk my baseball cap in the half-melted ice sloshing in one of the empty coolers and then put it on my head, ice-cold water dripping into my hair and mercifully down my neck. 
“You should do it,” I tell Griffin. “It’s worth it.”
He looks skeptical, but also starting to sunburn despite the tent. Clearly he didn’t actually put on sunscreen. “You look like a drowned rat.” It might be insulting if he didn’t look so distressed about it. 
“A cool rat,” I point out. “C’mon.” I pull the hat off his head, and I don’t know if we’re friends enough for this, but it’s relentlessly hot and he doesn’t protest when I stick it in the ice water. I slap the sodden hat back on his head like a lopsided crown and water trickles down every side, wetting his hair and sliding down his wrinkled nose. “Better?”
He adjusts it gingerly, straightening it out. “Something like that.”
“Hey, Griffin.”
Uh-oh.
Griffin’s eyes go comically wide under the brim of his hat and the pink on his cheeks is abruptly deeper than his sunburn. We lock eyes as a drop of water slides excruciatingly down his forehead. 
Well. Someone has to say something.
I lean sideways to look past him. “Hi,” I say with all the good cheer I have in my body. “Oliver, right? I’m Grace, Griffin’s friend.” Maybe. At least I think I was before I convinced him to splash ice water on his head in front of his crush. “I’m here for the summer.”
Oliver grins at me, and I see why Griffin likes him. He has a sunshiny kind of way about him, in a good way, warm instead of blistering. He has brown skin and brown eyes and hair that looks like it wants to flop in every direction but has been temporarily corralled under his jungle hat, which actually has a string hanging loose around his chin, in case he wants to let it hang off of his back. He looks like someone built the perfect summer camp counselor in a lab and sent him to the library Summer Reading event to give him a test run. 
“Hey, Grace,” he says with a blinding smile. “Hi, sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you guys.”
“Oh, we’re not busy.” The event is starting to wind down, especially as the heat of the day comes to a head. “Right, Griffin?”
“What? Yeah.” He finally turns around, though he manages to make even that look entirely unnatural somehow. I almost expect him to lean sideways against the folding table, but he opts for standing as stiff as a board. “What is it? I mean, do you want a water bottle?” Another drip of water slides down his face, but he elects to pretend like it isn’t happening.
God, this is bad. This is so bad. 
“Oh, no thanks,” Oliver says, waving away the offer. “I was just talking to Savannah over at the slide, and she was telling me there’s going to be this bonfire party at the beach on Friday night, if you wanted to go. And, y’know, I’m sure you’d be welcome too, Grace,” he adds belatedly. 
“A party?” Griffin sounds incredulous. 
“On Friday,” Oliver says again, which was not what Griffin was asking. He rubs at his elbow. “So, y’know, if you need to think about—”
“The beach?” I repeat. “Which beach?” My heart shivers in my chest.
Oliver blinks. “Oh, it’s called Sand Crab Beach. It’s not that great, but only the locals go there and there’s this big tree—”
“Sounds great,” I say too quickly. “We’ll be there.”
“We will?” Griffin sounds even more incredulous now. 
“I will. And you will. We all will.” Now I’m the one who sounds like a freak, but I can’t help the way my heart is pounding, the heat of the day suddenly feeling feverish. I need to go back to Sand Crab Beach—too much has happened there for it to be unimportant, and the strange electricity to time I feel there can’t mean nothing. But I don’t think Mr. Caradoc was only worried about the storm. Hermitage has too many prying eyes in too small a space, and I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that somehow he’ll know if I go back there. 
A party is the perfect cover. Teenagers go to parties. It’s a normal thing to do.
That and I’m pretty sure Oliver is kind of, sort of asking Griffin out and I’m not sure he’s getting that part. Or maybe he is and his brain has short-circuited entirely. 
“We will,” Griffin tries again, sounding marginally more confident. 
Olive grins. “Cool,” he says, and then someone calls his name from across the field. “I’ve gotta go help break down the cornhole boards, but I’ll text you!” He waves and jogs back over to his station. 
Griffin frowns faintly, watching him go. “I don’t like parties,” he protests.
“Yeah, but you like Oliver.” 
He narrows his eyes.
I roll mine. “Whatever,” I say, exasperated. “Listen, I need to go to that party. So I need you to go with me. Please.” I hesitate, abruptly feeling as stupid as he does in my wet baseball cap, my hair sticking to my damp forehead. “I’m . . . investigating something.”
Griffin’s expression turns incredulous again. “Investigating?” he repeats. “Investigating what?”
Good question. “I . . . don’t exactly know yet.”
“Oh well,” he says blandly. “Sounds like the investigation is going great.” 
God, this is—there’s no way to make any of this sound normal. “Just—it has to do with the beach. Sand Crab Beach,” I say. “It’s at the center of something that happened here, I think. Before we were even born. But now your dad knows I’m investigating it and he doesn’t want me going there, so I need a good reason to be there. Some sort of cover.” I pause. I wonder if I’ve said too much. Did he tell Griffin to keep an eye on me too? “I’m really not trying to sound like a spy here.”
Griffin slipped into something more guarded as soon as I mentioned his dad, and now he’s watching me warily, his eyebrows pulled together. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Grace. If my dad doesn’t want you there, it’s probably for a reason.” 
“A good reason?” I press. 
“He’s my dad,” he says. “It doesn’t have to be a good reason.”
I get the feeling he hears that a lot. I get the feeling the rest of the town thinks that too. It’s the reason Griffin looks like I’m asking him to stick his hand in a lion’s mouth or why Julian reports to him despite his cool, counterculture librarian act. Even I did what he told me to, shivering in his truck. I wonder if he has anything to do with Griffin’s embarrassment around Oliver. Parents like that aren’t known for being open-minded, especially around here. No wonder Lara wants Griffin to leave. 
“Please,” I say. “I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.” I pause. “And I think Oliver likes you too.”
He narrows his eyes at me again, but I can tell he’s thinking about it this time. “Do you think so?”
“The man showed you his fish.”
“Oh my God.” He throws up his hands in exasperation. “Fine, fine. But Lara’s coming too.”
“Well, yeah.” I assumed that Griffin didn’t go most places without his emotional support Lara, and I’m inclined to agree with him there. She seems more equipped to deal with parties than either of us. “And one more thing—don’t tell Julian. He tells your dad everything.”
Griffin surprises me by scoffing. He pulls off the wet ball cap and smooths back his hair, flicking water off his forehead. “Yeah,” he says. “I could have told you that.”

I’m in the back room of the library, helping haul event supplies back inside, when I realize that I have an opportunity. 
I need to find out more about the Hurricane Club, but Miss Vicki won’t talk to me, Pop won’t either, if he even can. I’m afraid to look for Frank Caradoc, and I still don’t know who GA is, though experience has taught me they probably wouldn’t be any more forthcoming. The documents Jake is reading off were destroyed in the flooding from Hurricane Andrew around the same time he died. Much like him, they’re beyond my reach now. That doesn’t leave a lot of options.
But I’m in a library, a source for information. Julian has already proved his willingness to report back on me, and the Hermitage library is too small to go unnoticed in, except for right now. I won’t be able to get away with combing through the microfilms of old newspapers, but the Hurricane Club members were teenagers when they started going out in storms, and when Charley died. 
So I need to get to know them as teenagers. 
The cleanup is organized chaos, Julian and his coworker herding sweaty volunteers as they collapse tents and bring in crates of supplies before the dark clouds lurking in the distance can threaten us with a chance of lightning. The air-conditioning in the library is an icy shock every time I step inside, trailing humidity behind me. Mostly we’re just shoving crates to one side of the workroom for the librarians to deal with later, but there’s enough in and out that no one notices when I slip into the actual library rather than out through the back entrance again. 
Hermitage Public Library is small enough they just closed the rest of it for the event, and the library is cool and gray, lit only by the sunlight through the glass doors and the row of narrow windows that line the top of the walls, lighting up the dust in the air. I feel like a criminal sneaking through the rows of sleeping computers and blocky wooden study tables, looking for the reference section. 
There, on a low shelf sitting opposite the front desk. The three shelves are filled with dictionaries and atlases on one side, the dust around them making it clear how often they’re touched. I slip around the other side and find it—all three shelves are dedicated to yearbooks from Hermitage High School. 
“Gotcha,” I whisper. The spines stare back at me, a gradient of how Hermitage High decided to print their yearbooks over the past five decades. Most of them are stapled together, probably because the school was never big enough to afford something more expensive. In the last fifteen years or so they upgraded to a soft binding, but still not as fancy as the expensive hardcover ones I got from my school. 
I brush my hand along their spines and pull out a couple before I find the right one: Hermitage High Reflections, 1972. REF
YBOOK 72 according to the spine label. I’m hoping that this collection is as unpopular as the one on the opposite side of the shelf. I can’t check out reference material, but I can hardly look at it under Julian’s nose either. I don’t exactly want to steal from the library, of all places, but he hasn’t left me a lot of choice. Now is the only time I’ll be able to smuggle it out the back without the gate system going off and telling on me.
I hesitate, the 1972 yearbook shoved under my armpit for safekeeping but my fingertips still lingering on the spines in front of me. This is the only one I need. It’s Jake’s dad and his uncle and everyone else I’m trying to understand. Not—
Goddammit. I take 1992 as well, shoving it under my arm next to the other one. In his time, Jake hasn’t even graduated yet. 
I’m just borrowing them, and not for long. It’s just a place to start. Eventually I’ll figure out where all this ends too. 



TWENTY-ONE
“HEY,” UNCLE AARON SAYS ON SUNDAY AFTERNOON. The Municipal Building is closed today so I spend the morning sleeping in, and then call my Dad to verbally assure him I’m still alive. It feels strange, answering his questions about how the summer is going while omitting all the interesting parts, but easier than I expect. I don’t want to talk about Jake with anyone else, and only partly because it would make me sound like I’m losing my mind. He’s my friend, my secret, and now that I know I’ve already lost him, I want to hold the secret closer to my chest than ever.
“Hey,” I say, looking up from my laptop at Uncle Aaron. I’ve tried Julian’s trick with using quotation marks in my searches, but so far I haven’t learned anything I don’t already know. I guess if what happened to Jake was published in the newspaper, it wouldn’t exactly be a mystery. 
Uncle Aaron rubs the back of his neck and leans against the doorframe to my room. “I just have a favor to ask you,” he says awkwardly. He holds out his hand. “It’s okay if you say no.”
Well, that’s not giving me the best feeling. “Sure,” I say, just as awkward. “I mean, sure you can ask. What is it?” God.
“Well,” he says, drawing out the agony just a little bit more. He inspects the paint job on the doorframe and criticizes it idly with his thumbnail. “I was wondering if you’d be willing to keep an eye on Pop for the evening. Just for a few hours,” he adds quickly. “I’d be back before ten. Ten thirty. Absolutely.”
“Oh.” I blink. 
He misinterprets my surprise. “I would ask Annie next door.” He fumbles with the words. Miss Annie usually watches Pop during the day when Uncle Aaron can’t. “But, well. You see. I’m trying to take her out, you know, just somewhere a little nicer—”
“Oh.” Oh God, my uncle is going on a date. 
“But seriously, we can always postpone—or something—really it’s no biggie.” A blush is crawling up his neck, and I wish he would stop talking for both our sakes. 
“No, I can do it—it’s fine.” I hold up both hands as if to ward off his rambling. I want to say Thanks for asking but it feels a little too pointed after my blow-up over him leaving the night it stormed. I’m not used to people actually learning from their mistakes. And honestly, Uncle Aaron isn’t who I would have guessed would start doing it. “Is there anything I should . . . know? About Pop,” I add quickly. I don’t really want to know anything about Uncle Aaron and Miss Annie.
“It should be easy. I’ll help him get all set up for bed before I leave. Other than that, it’s just, y’know, hanging out with him. Helping him if he needs anything.” Uncle Aaron’s shoulders sag with relief. “Thanks, Gracie. You’re doing me a big favor.”
I shrug, awkward under the weight of his gratitude. “You are letting me live here,” I say weakly. “It’s the least I can do.”
What I don’t say is that it’s a good time to explore the yearbooks I have tucked away inside my backpack. Uncle Aaron is pretty respectful of the guest room being my territory, but after Lara’s interruption went as disastrously as possible, I don’t trust closed doors like I used to. So I wait until that night, when I see Uncle Aaron off with a smile, noting that his date wear is a lot like his everyday wear, except with a Hawaiian shirt thrown over the top of it. 
“Do you need anything, Pop?” I ask, retreating into the house after Uncle Aaron has pulled out of the driveway. Pop goes to sleep early, but it’s too early even for him, especially with the summer sun waiting until close to nine to set. Uncle Aaron has helped him into his pajamas and he’s brushed his teeth already, but in the meantime Pop is stationed in his chair in the living room, the TV turned to the omnipresent M*A*S*H reruns. 
“Hm?” Pop blinks and half looks at me but doesn’t take his attention away from the TV. “Just fine, dear.” I’m not sure if he really heard the question, but if he changes his mind I don’t think he’ll be shy about asking. 
I retrieve the yearbooks and my laptop and set up on the clear half of the kitchen table. You can see the two decades between the yearbooks. The one from 1972 was dark blue once but it’s faded now, probably because no one in this town knows how to properly preserve anything. By 1992 they switched to a glossy white cover instead with a blue seagull across the front. Interesting choice for a school mascot, but I don’t think Hermitage High is winning many football games anyway. I hesitate, brushing my hands over them. I know where I should start. At the beginning, right? 
But we’re already doing things more than a little out of order. There’s no harm in opening Hermitage High Reflections, 1992 first. I don’t bother pretending like I’m here just to browse. I flip to the senior class. Nathaniel Caradoc stares out at me from the first page, smiling senatorially from a few rows under a bold headline that declares SENIORS
RULE. He looks like Griffin’s blockier twin brother, except that his hair is a little longer and his style different. Even teenage Mr. Caradoc was still a creature of the nineties. 
I flip past him, toward the end of the seniors. U for Under-wood is—
Right next to W for Wright. My stomach drops, even though I should have expected it. Wright was my mom’s maiden name, and there’s not enough kids in the senior class of 1992 for there to be a name between them. Jacob Underwood, Aaron Wright, and Haley Wright all smile back, one right after the other.
It’s like choosing which bruise to press on, so of course my eyes slip to the one that hurts the deepest. Mom smiles from the thick, glossy paper, looking more like me than I thought possible. I can see why Pop mistakes us and why everyone in Hermitage can see her in my face. Her face is a little rounder, and she doesn’t have the freckles that I got from my dad, but we have the same hair, pale blond and long, hers hanging in glossy waves that I know she must have straightened that morning. Her eyes crinkle at the corners when she smiles, and I know that she really meant it. 
The corners of my mouth seem heavier, the resemblance thinner, like a clouded mirror. Everything feels heavier since the accident. I’m not sure if I can look like that anymore. 
I bite the inside of my cheek gently, just hard enough to force myself to drag my eyes away. Uncle Aaron is easier to look at. He hasn’t changed all that much, except for a little weight in his face and broader shoulders. His hair looks exactly the same, sun-bleached blond curls that go in every direction, like he never considered that hairstyles might change a little every decade or so. His cheeks are red with sunburn and his nose is peeling, and I can only imagine what Grandma had to say about that, but he grins at the camera like he’s just happy to be there. A pang of fondness runs through me. I hope he’s having a good time on his date. 
And there’s Jake, which makes my stomach twist, and I can’t tell if it’s in a good way or a bad one. I think this picture must have been taken before we started talking. At least before he found out about his disappearance. I think I’d be able to see it in his face if he knew. As it is I can still see the weight of his father’s death in the set of his shoulders and the tilt of his smile, half upturned like he’s brushing it off as a joke he doesn’t quite believe. He’s wearing the shark’s-tooth necklace I didn’t notice in the last picture, hanging around his neck from a leather cord. This close, I can see that his eyes are brown, or maybe hazel, and he has two dark moles on the right side of his neck, next to each other like a vampire’s bite. He’s both familiar and a stranger, a face I can almost imagine behind the voice I know much better.
Aw, Grace, don’t tell me I look that bad?

I flip the yearbook closed again, my cheeks warm. Okay, I can’t start imagining what he’d say now. We’re rapidly leaving any territory even close to normal far behind. 
I force myself to put the 1972 yearbook on top of it. The paper is thick and sturdy but soft at the corners, the navy blue faded where too many hands and too many decades started wearing away the hold of the ink. This is both harder and easier all at once. I have the names, all except for one. I write them out in a notebook, with space next to them for the next generation. Everyone who lives in Hermitage might know one another, but I still need a map. 
Frank Caradoc—Nathaniel, Julian, Kelly 
Vicki Younger—?
Ray Underwood—Jake
Charley Underwood—none 
John Paul Wright—Haley, Aaron
That leaves GA, but I find her more easily than I expected. There’s only one GA in the graduating class of 1972, and as soon as I see who it is, I know that I’ve found her. Ginger Anderson, right there at the top of the page of seniors, smiling confidently at the camera. My grandmother, decades earlier. Of course it was. 
More surprising is a picture of her and Frank posing for their Best Girl and Best Boy superlatives, Frank’s arm around her waist and Ginger coyly kissing his cheek, one leg kicked up to show off her white platform boots. But I guess no one said you have to marry your high school sweetheart. There are a few other photos of small groups, including Frank and John Paul, and I remember they were cousins. Or still are, I guess. I trail my fingers through the pictures, finding different members of the Hurricane Club scattered among them, all of them except Ray, who must have already graduated. 
All of them, including Charley, who was a junior at the time. He looks young, his head a little too big for his neck and framed by the big seventies waves of his hair. Even through the black and white of the photograph his eyes sparkle, focused just a little off-center, and his mouth twisted with a goofy edge that makes me think of Jake if he looked less sad. Just looking at him makes my mouth twist in a little smile.
But I can’t help but notice that none of the pictures feature all of them together. Even in the class photo, they’re scattered. All this time, all those storms, and no one else knew they were friends. It must have felt like being part of a secret society, sneaking out in storms together like that.
“I’m thirsty,” Pop says from the living room, and I jump a little, as if I were doing something wrong. 
“One sec, Pop.” My chair scrapes against the tile as I push it back. I get him a cup of water and set it on the tray table that lives next to his chair. “Here you go.”
He looks over at it, the TV light flashing in the reflection in his eyes. “A straw?” he asks in his creaking voice. 
I bite back a sigh. “Right. Sorry, hold on.” He doesn’t mean to be rude, but I still have to make an effort to hold on carefully to my patience. I grab one of the disposable straws from the bag Uncle Aaron keeps next to the fridge and pause by the kitchen table, the yearbook still open. 
“Hey, Pop,” I say, holding the yearbook open with one hand as I come up beside him. I put the straw in his cup but linger there, unsure if this is a good idea. “Do you want to see something cool?” I lean over the folding table so I can hold out the yearbook in front of him. “I was looking through old Hermitage High yearbooks and found Grandma.”
This definitely isn’t ethical. I’m definitely a scumbag for this one, but after a heart-stopping moment, Pop’s mouth curls in a smile. He takes the yearbook from me slowly, his hands gnarled and veiny but gentle as they hold it open. “There’s my girl,” he says with a molasses warmth to his voice that I’ve never heard before, like the years have dropped away and his mind is clear again. I don’t think it is. I don’t think it’s ever that easy, but I do think that it’s easier for him to understand, looking back instead of forward. “Ginger Anderson, the prettiest girl in school. Can you believe she married a little shit like me?” He huffs a thin laugh. 
I smile, encouraged. “I found you too.” I reach over and gently turn the page. There’s a picture of the Newspaper Club, which only had four people on it. A much younger Pop stands on one end of the line, his shag haircut falling in his eyes, his smile a little shy. 
And to his left is Charley Underwood. I hesitate, but only for a moment. 
“And you knew Charley, right?”
Pop’s thumb lingers over him, holding the yearbook open but holding Charley too, the pad of his thumb pressed against the underside of Charley’s chin. “We went to school together,” he says.
“You were friends,” I remind him.
“Very good friends,” he says. “Yes. We were.” 
“Do you remember what happened to him?” Now I’m definitely the asshole. It doesn’t matter how gently I ask it. “Out in that storm. Do you remember why you were there?” 
Pop frowns, the movement pulling the deep wrinkles of his soft skin. “We don’t talk about it,” he says distantly. His thumb strokes the page. 
“Why don’t you talk about it?” I press. I put my hand on the back of the chair, trying to ignore my heart in my throat. He’s not glowing anymore. If he understands the past better, this isn’t one he wants to be in.
“Huh!” It’s not quite a laugh, but it startles me. It comes out bitter. “Ask Frank.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Pop drops the yearbook into his lap and gestures dismissively, agitated now. “I’m thirsty.”
I swallow my pounding heart and lean over to tug the yearbook back out of his lap. “Here you go, Pop,” I say, and I hand him the cup of water. He’s already forgotten the yearbook entirely, except for the irritated crease to his eyebrows. 
I beat a hasty retreat, the yearbook held open to the senior class with my thumb. When I open it again Charley and Pop are still there, frozen in time. Charley doesn’t hold the same careworn weight in his eyes that Jake does, but he’s just as oblivious to the fact that he only has a few more months to live. They look like shadows of each other, trapped living in parallel lives. 
No one talks about Charley. Or Ray. They don’t talk about Jake either.
No one talks about the Underwoods.
Except for the Caradocs. I flip back to the front page, where Frank Caradoc sits for his senior portrait, perfectly all-American in black and white. He looks too big for this town, too bold, but maybe there’s a reason for that. There’s something to be said about being a big fish in a small pond. Why would he ever want to leave when he has a whole kingdom in Hermitage? Mr. Caradoc walks around like he owns the place, and who else would have made him that way? I don’t think the apple falls very far from the tree.
Why would he leave, when all his secrets are buried right here? 



TWENTY-TWO
“HEY, GRACE,”
JAKE SAYS, A LITTLE SHYLY. MY fingers pause on the keyboard, still finishing the transcription of the library audit from 1952 he just read me, and I feel as if I’ve gone back in time, listening to those first few tapes, anticipating his voice at the end like a new gift each time. 
It’s Thursday when I hear from him again, but for him it’s the beginning of March. The time that’s passed is both our faults. I’ve been trying to give Jake his space and he hasn’t spoken to me again for the last few tapes, both sides taken up with whatever boring artifact he’s dug up next. But I’ve been stretching the tapes out too, hesitating every time I put a new one in and my heart dropping every time it’s another without a message for me. Jake doesn’t know there’s a finite amount of tapes, but I can see the number rapidly dwindling. By the time he speaks to me, we’re on tape number twenty. The gap at the top of the last row stares back at me, warning me how little time we have left. 
“Um. Do you want to talk?” he asks. “I know it’s been a while, but . . . well, you’re not gonna make me say I miss you, are you? C’mon, be nice to the dead guy.” He laughs shortly. “Sorry, that—yeah. Not funny. Don’t let that change your mind okay?”
I hit pause, trapping him there, frozen in the moment of time where I decide if I’m going to talk to him.
Which I am, obviously. Just not here. I glance at the time. It’s late enough in the afternoon that I can probably get away with leaving a little early. I pack up the tape players and leave the archive room. Lara and Griffin look up from where they’re holding court at the front desk, as usual. 
“What are you wearing to the party?” Griffin demands as I make for the doors.
I shrug and heft my backpack strap up a little self-consciously. “I don’t know,” I say distracted. “A T-shirt?”
“A T-shirt,” he repeats, rounding on Lara again, arguing a point that I’ve mercifully been left out of.
Lara rolls her eyes. “Would you let it go?”
I text Uncle Aaron and tell him that I’m running some errands so he doesn’t worry, but I’m already thinking about Jake. It feels like it’s been an eternity since he last spoke to me, and even if I have all the time in the world, I don’t want to waste it. I want to hear his voice, his real voice, and not the one that’s been reading artifacts back to me all week.
I just don’t know where to go to do it. I drive past the McDonald’s, still flocked with bored teenagers like seagulls hunting for french fries, and don’t slow down. Yeah, Hermitage isn’t an option. 
I realize, abruptly, that I can leave. I have a car and almost a full tank of gas, and Hermitage may be small, but it’s not in the middle of nowhere. There’s nothing to stop me from going to the next town over except for time, and I have plenty of that. I don’t know what it is about Hermitage that convinces you somehow it’s the last place on earth. 
So I drive twenty minutes to the next closest McDonald’s, which might as well not exist to the population of Hermitage. It doesn’t matter who sees me here. 
I park in the back, where I can watch people leave the drive-through, and sit in the driver’s seat with the engine on to keep the air-conditioning blowing but the radio off, my knees pulled up to my chest and outdated headphones heavy where the band rests against the crown of my head. I fidget with my tape players, my mint-green Amazon one looking incongruous next to the smaller black one I’ve been borrowing from the Historical Society. I feel stupidly conspicuous. Well, this isn’t the weirdest thing anyone has ever done in a McDonald’s parking lot.  
“Hey, Jake,” I say. And then, “Are you gonna say it?”
I pretend like I’m not nervous. Like I’m not worried he might change his mind or that the tapes will suddenly stop working. I didn’t realize how much I’ve come to depend on him until I didn’t have him this week and honestly, that makes me nervous too. I watch the tapes rolling behind the plastic. Ten more tapes after this.
“Say what?” Jake asks warily. 
My lips twist, a sly smile fighting to the surface no matter how firmly I bite down on it. “That you missed me.”
There’s a pause, and then a sharp exhale of laughter. “Grace,” he chides me. “I told you not to make me say it!”
I laugh and my shoulders relax, my nerves flitting away. Not gone, exactly, but sent somewhere else for the winter. “You wanted me to.”
Fat raindrops splatter against the windshield of my car, not a true storm but one of the fleeting bands of summer rain that tend to sweep through and then away again, lingering just long enough to soak you.
“Yeah, maybe I did,” Jake says wryly. “Is that rain? Where are you?” 
“Sitting in my car outside a McDonald’s,” I say, adjusting my headphones. The rain picks up abruptly, turning my windows textured, so I can only see the distorted idea of the golden arches through the thick waves of water. “I thought it was a better idea than in the archive room.” Just mentioning it is already dancing too close to the elephant in the room. I shy away again. “Very glamorous.”
Jake lets me pretend it didn’t happen. “You know how to live,” he says. “I wish it would rain here. Now, I mean. I guess we’re in the same place.”
“What month is it?” I ask, even though he said at the top of the tape.
“March.”
We’re really talking about the weather, of all things. It feels safe. “It’s still June here,” I say. “It hasn’t really been that long. Time is weird.”
“Time is weird,” Jake agrees. He pauses. “It’s been, like, a week, and you still missed me? That’s embarrassing for you.”
I grin. “I never said I missed you. Don’t assume.”
“Yeah, yeah. Sure, Future Girl.” He sighs and his chair creaks as he leans back in it. “I wanted to talk to you earlier, but . . . I don’t know. Things have been weird. I think people can tell I’m kind of fucked up, but I was kind of fucked up before, so maybe not.” He laughs shortly. “I don’t know . . . I thought about dropping out of school. But what else would I even do, y’know? Besides sit in this room even more than I already do. And Miss V would probably be pissed. Doesn’t really seem worth it.” 
He’s quiet for a moment and I bite my bottom lip, letting the rain smooth out the silence. I wonder if I should say something, but I don’t think I should. I think this is a more thoughtful kind of silence, a pause to recalibrate and regroup. All we have are words and silence, their own binary pattern of meaning. I’m starting to be able to read them as easily as I might his face. Or at least I think I can.
I was right. When Jake starts talking again, it sounds like he’s grappling with the words. “I just thought . . . maybe if I stopped talking to you it would feel less real, and I could just forget about it and move on and be normal. Until, y’know, I died. I’ve always wanted to die oblivious and happy. Kinda a dream of mine.” He’s rambling. He’s nervous, and I don’t think it’s because of the word die. I frown at the steering wheel and press the tips of my hair against my lips. “But I wasn’t happy. Because I missed you, which is stupid, because it’s not like I don’t have friends. Don’t think I don’t have friends. There’s Haley and Nate, and Aaron too. But it’s different for them. Not that it’s not hard—Nate’s dad is a dick and I know Haley’s mom is always on her case—but it’s like—they don’t . . .”
“Get it,” I say softly, almost softer than the rain. I’m not sure he could hear me, but I’m not sure I really meant to be heard. I clear my throat. “They don’t get it.”
“They don’t get it,” he repeats, and he sounds relieved, as if the right words let out something he’d been holding back. “And now it’s like, whenever they complain about their parents—I think, well, at least you have them. Which is ugly but . . . well, you know. You get it.”
“I get it,” I agree, and it’s like being in an echo chamber. You understand, you know what it’s like. There’s nothing else we can really say, but the difference is we already know that. There are no words to scab over our wounds, but we know better than to bother trying. Sometimes all there is is knowing that someone else sees you, and that has to be enough. “It just doesn’t seem fair sometimes, that we have to go through this stuff and they don’t. It’s not their fault, but . . . it’s not ours either.” It’s not my fault that my mom died. It’s not Lara’s fault that her relationship with Uncle Aaron is so awkward. It’s definitely not Jake’s fault that his dad killed himself. Maybe it’s not anyone’s fault. Things just happen, like they have for millennia, and we’re stuck playing the roles they put us in. 
It takes me a moment to realize that Jake has gone quiet. “Jake?”
“Hmm?” he says. 
“You know it’s not your fault, right?” Something about his silence is telling, brushing my nerves the wrong way and making them prickle. “What happened to your dad. None of it is.”
The silence changes, like a pitch shift I can’t quite hear, the kind reserved for dogs to tilt their heads at. The rain is all but passed, slowing to an uneven drizzle. 
“Do you know what happened?”
My heart skips a beat. I hadn’t expected him to ask that, but he already knows I know, I can tell by the sound of his voice. I must have given it away in the way I said it. It’s not your fault. No one says that when your mom dies in a car crash. Even when I wished they would. 
Now it’s my turn to steep in the silence. I force my mouth to open again. “Yes. I . . . I looked it up,” I say, my mouth dry. “In the newspaper.”
Another long silence. “Did you look me up too?”
There’s no reason to lie. “Yeah, I did.” 
“Oh.”
“I didn’t—”
“No, it’s just—”
“I’m sorry—”
“No, I just forget—”
“Jake.”
“Grace.” I hear him roll his eyes. “Really. It’s fine. I just . . . I forget that you’re so far away sometimes. That you can just do that, I mean. It’s weird to think about. You might know things about me that I don’t even know yet.”
“No, listen.” I’m not sure if I’m in the right or wrong, but I do know that I feel like shit about it. All I did was look up an old newspaper article, but it feels as though I’ve read his diary. Maybe if his dad’s death was less fucked up, maybe if Jake didn’t have his own mortality to worry about, it wouldn’t be such a big deal, but I feel the need to explain why I went looking at all. “I didn’t mean to snoop or anything. I just . . . I care about you. I’m worried about you. I’m worried about you because I care about you.” I tilt my head back and stare at the ceiling of my car, resisting the urge to smack my forehead against the steering wheel. Why can’t I put any of these words in the right order? “I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay,” he says softly, and I think he means it. “Can I tell you something?”
I huff a laugh, a little nervous. “Well, it’s kind of scary when you say it like that, but sure.”
“Nooo, it’s not—” He groans and his chair squeaks as he leans back in it. “I care about you too. A lot. I miss you, and you’ve never even really been here. I’ve never—I’ve never been able to talk to anyone like this. People don’t talk here. If something is ugly, they just pretend that it’s not there.” 
“It’s not so different in my time,” I say softly.
“I think I should have done something,” Jake says abruptly. “Maybe I could have stopped him, if I’d known about the Hurricane Club earlier, this big secret Dad lived with so long. Or I would have been nicer or helped him more or . . . done something.”
“Jake.” My heart aches, lodged in my throat. “You’re only eighteen.”
“Yeah,” he agrees, but it sounds rote, like he knows he has to agree with me but doesn’t really. I want to take him by the shoulders and shake him, or maybe just hold him, but as always, he’s too far away for me to reach. 
“It’s not our fault,” I say. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”
“No,” Jake says softly. “But we still have to live with it.”
There’s nothing I can say to that. 
We sit in silence for another moment—the rain has petered off already, the raindrops left behind to bead on my windshield. I almost forgot where I am, lost in the sound of his voice and the helplessness that aches like a hole in my heart. 
“Tell me more about Doctor Who, Grace,” he says abruptly, breaking the spell. “I’m still mad about that one.”
I puff out a soft laugh. “Sure,” I say. There’s a lot I can’t do—but that, at least, isn’t one of them. “I bet you can’t even guess what number Doctor we’re on now.”

We say goodbye and I sit in my car and listen to the whir of the tape even after Jake’s recording has stopped, reluctant to let him go. Ten more tapes. I should probably tell him that, but I don’t have the heart to. Because I’m a coward, mostly, but I’m hoping it’s a little bit kind too. We don’t know how much time each tape means. I don’t want him trying to guess. 
“Hey, Grace.”
My head jerks up, startled by Jake’s voice again. He’s talking quickly, his voice in an undertone.
“I don’t have a lot of time left on this tape, but I wanted to tell you about something I found. I’ve been looking for more Hurricane Club stuff in the archives. Like, really, really looking. And get this. I found a diary entry. At least I’m pretty sure that’s what it is. It looks like it’s been ripped out of a journal. Listen to this:
“September 23rd, 1972
“I knew the Hurricane Club was a mistake. Not in the beginning, though I’d like to say that I did. It would make me sound smarter, more grown-up, on the right side of history, or something like that. But I loved it as much as the rest of them. I loved the rest of them. Frank, Ginger, Charley, Ray, Vicki. All of them. I do love them. I know what Frank would say if I ever said it out loud, like it’s embarrassing to love your friends. That’s why I never have. I wish I had. I wish I’d done a lot of things, but all I can do is say it now: I love them, I’ll
always love them, but I don’t know how we’re going to get through this.

“It’s my fault. I should have talked Frank out of it. I know that. But how could I? You don’t tell Frank he’s wrong. Maybe I just should’ve been a stronger person. It’s too late for that now.

“If I could turn back time I would. If I could go back to the beach and stop us, I would. I’d stop the whole storm.

“I’m sorry, Charley. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
I sit in stunned silence, my lips parted a fraction of an inch, my eyes staring through the windshield. Frank, Ginger, Charley, Ray, Vicki. Who does that leave?
Pop. This was Pop’s diary. 
“It’s ripped at the bottom. I’m not sure where the rest is. I don’t think it’s here,” Jake says. “It was Frank’s idea to go out in the storm. What do you want to bet it was Frank’s idea to blame it on my dad too? Anyone but him. The Caradocs are so fucking obsessed with being important. Even Nate—” 
The tape clicks as it abruptly runs out.
A cold weight sits in the pit of my stomach. Anyone but him. In a town this small, your reputation is everything. Frank betrayed his friend to protect his. If someone found out about that . . .
What else would he do?



TWENTY-THREE
I’M NOT SURE WHAT YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO WEAR to a party. I’m doubly not sure what you’re supposed to wear to a party on a haunted beach. I told Griffin that I’d wear a T-shirt, so that seems like as good an idea as any. I end up feeling more like I’m going on a hike than to a party. I put on a baseball cap twice before I decide to leave it behind. 
“What Friday night excitement are you up to?” Uncle Aaron asks when I come out of the room. His date with Miss Annie must’ve gone well, because he’s been in a good mood ever since. Not that Uncle Aaron is ever really in a bad one, as far as I’ve seen. He and Tiberius seem to be a lot alike. They’re both looking at me with mirrored expressions, though Tiberius quickly turns to stare longingly at Uncle Aaron’s bag of Doritos. 
“Just going to”—Should I lie? I’d have to lie if it were Dad, but I never went to the kinds of parties I’d actually have to lie about—“a party with Lara and Griffin.”
“A party?” For an instant I think I’ve made a mistake, but in the next Uncle Aaron grins. “That’s awesome! I used to . . .” He goes on to enthusiastically describe the Hermitage party scene of days past, but I’m only half listening. My eyes keep straying to the shark’s-tooth necklace hanging over the top of his faded red tank top. Jake wore it every day, according to Julian, and I have no reason not to believe him. I don’t want it—that’s kind of weird, and it clearly means more to Uncle Aaron—but the strangeness around Sand Crab Beach has been haunting me all week. I feel like I should have something of Jake’s with me there to—I don’t know. Remind fate of what I’m a part of, and that I deserve a response from it, even if it’s not an answer. So I have the last tape we spoke on in my back pocket. It’s not his like the necklace was, but there’s a piece of him on it. 
Lara texts me that they’re waiting outside, and I extricate myself from Uncle Aaron’s reminiscing. “I’ve gotta run. Don’t want to keep Lara and Griffin waiting.”
“Right! Okay. I’m really glad to see you guys becoming friends,” he says, and it catches me off guard. I guess we are friends. We’re going to a party together, and we see each other all the time at the Municipal Building, even on the days when I skulk back to the archive room for most of the day. I like them, and that surprises me a little. It’s been a while since I’ve made a friend who doesn’t live in a cassette tape. 
It’s a little glow of warmth that Uncle Aaron inadvertently steps on immediately. “Just do me a favor and steer clear of Sand Crab Beach, okay?” he says, already distracted by his phone. “Nate doesn’t want you kids hanging out there anymore. Something about red tide.”
It cuts through my warm feelings about friendship like a cold knife. “Sure,” I lie, and I leave before I can feel bad about it.
I’m surprised to find Lara and Griffin already waiting by my car, and it’s another little pinch of unexpected warmth that they knew I needed to drive without making me ask. Griffin must have told Lara about it, and my smile quirks as I imagine how that conversation went. Lara is dressed in a slouchy T-shirt that’s stylishly too big, her curls pulled up into a bun nearly at the top of her head, fussing over the buttons on Griffin’s shirt. 
“How did you mess it up this badly?” she grouses. “You look like a kindergartener.” 
“I got nervous!” Griffin says. He tries to brush her hands away. “I can do it!”
“Clearly not. Oliver is going to think you got dressed in the dark.”
“Oh my God—”
I struggle to smother a smile. Maybe we are kind of friends. “All right, figure it out in the car,” I say, jingling my keys. “Or else Oliver is going to just think we’re late.”
Griffin looks beseechingly up at the sky, which is still bright with summer even in the evening. “Please stop saying his name.”
“That’s going to be a little harder when we pick him up,” Lara says, yanking his collar into place one last time. “Drama queen.”
It doesn’t take long to get anywhere in Hermitage, where the roads are all quiet, even if the actual places are spread out like someone threw them carelessly along the scrubbiest bit of coastline in Florida. We pick Oliver up in a little neighborhood on the north end of town, where the sun-faded houses sit closer to the water. His house is pale blue with an old truck outside of it, a much more lovingly cared for boat hitched to the back. 
“Hey, guys,” Oliver says, sliding into the back seat next to Griffin. Lara gives me a sideways look and a little tip of her chin, like we committed some great scheme in making sure Griffin had to sit back there, and not just my neurosis and Lara’s foresight to call shotgun working in tandem. “Thanks for driving, Grace. The less cars, the better. These things aren’t like, secret secret, but that doesn’t mean we have to push our luck, y’know?”
My nerves spike, already a little rattled by Uncle Aaron’s warning. “But they are kind of a secret?”
“Weeeeell,” Oliver says, and I see him tilt his head noncommittally in the rearview mirror. “The beach is technically a county park, so we’re not supposed to be having parties there. But everyone does and everyone’s parents did, so they mostly just let it slide.” He pauses. “As long as we clean up the next day.”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Griffin blurts out, suddenly more invested in this party than he was all the rest of the week. 
“Yeah,” I agree, and I tamp down the nagging uncertainty. My eyes flicker to the rearview mirror and meet Griffin’s for half a second before he looks away again, but it’s enough for me to know that his dad talked to him about the beach too. If he can keep his mouth shut, so can I. It’ll probably be fine, and both of us have reasons we don’t want to lose our nerve now. 
Oliver directs me away from the usual little parking lot outside the beach, to an empty lot on the other side of the park. There are already a handful of cars parked on the scrubby grass, but more people must have carpooled or walked, because I can see people through the trees and their lengthening shadows. I hesitate when we get out of the car, lingering by the driver’s side. My hand brushes my back pocket self-consciously, feeling the comforting shape of the tape.
“You all right?” Lara asks, coming up beside me. She’s adjusting her bun, her hair already fraying in the humidity. Even with the sun starting to set, the air is as thick and heavy as walking through soup. The cicadas scream in the trees, making the orange dusk seem to vibrate even beyond the low pulse of music from deeper in the trees. 
“I’m all right,” I say, despite the regret already creeping up my spine. “Just more people than I expected.” Hermitage is small, but I guess I should’ve expected there’d be more people than the ones I ran into between Uncle Aaron’s house and the Municipal Building. Or at least the people who are here would be loud enough to make up the difference. 
Lara bumps me with her elbow. “Just stick with me,” she says. “Most of the volleyball team is here. I’ll introduce you.”
“What about Griffin?”
Lara waves me off and tilts her hand toward Griffin and Oliver already walking ahead of us, Griffin showing him something on his phone. “He’ll figure it out.”
The leaves crunch under our feet and the heat of the summer coalesces around us as the music swells along with the chatter of the party. I think the entirety of Hermitage High must be here, which says more about the size of the school than the party, but the trees make everyone seem closer, sheltering us under the shadows of sprawling live-oak canopies. Someone’s driven a pickup truck in and lined the bed with coolers, lorded over by a guy wearing a camo baseball hat and wraparound mirrored sunglasses even though it’s fully dusk now. Country Top 40 rumbles from speakers on top of the truck’s toolbox. Jake’s oak looms next to it, the knothole facing away from the party while a group of girls carve their initials on its face, like everyone has for decades.
“Laraaa!” someone calls from across the clearing, echoed by a small chorus of other voices punched through with laughter. 
“C’mon,” she says, grabbing me by the elbow and steering me toward the beach. Someone’s built a bonfire at the top of the beach, just beyond where the scrubby bushes and palmettos keep back the leaf litter, which sounds like a terrible idea for the middle of summer, but if you ignore the shimmering heat it does look pretty against the orange-streaked water. 
The next hour is a haze of tall girls, a lot of them with their hair pulled back into ponytails and wearing T-shirts that say some variation of HERMITAGE GULLS VOLLEYBALL. Sarah and Marisol and Heather. Their names blur into one another, interchangeable along with their laughing voices. I let myself be pulled along by the tide of conversation until Lara puts a plastic cup in my hands just as darkness starts to swoop in and the mosquitos start harrying us.
“I drove,” I shout over the music, shaking my head with an apologetic smile. 
She grins and shakes her head back at me. “It’s just one,” she insists. “Here, give me your keys. I promise I won’t let you drive until you’re stone-cold sober.”
She really wants me to have a good time. It’s easier to hand over the car keys than it is to argue. I press the edge of the cup against my lips and give her a thumbs-up and she’s satisfied enough to look away. I’m not about to drink it, no matter what she says, but I hold on to the cup like a lifeline. I lose Lara after that. The party isn’t that big, despite the noise and the heat of the bonfire and the way it all seems to pulse in time with my heartbeat. I haven’t even had a sip, but somehow I feel almost drunk, my heart in my throat and the edges of my vision fuzzy. I couldn’t even go to school after the accident. It was all too much, between the people and the coffin-like walls, all cold and beige. I don’t know why I thought I could do this, except that I was doing it for Jake. 
I need to go. Time keeps slipping through my hands, not like sand but like a bag of jelly, sliding away and then back again, less cooperative the more I try to grab hold of it. It’s been hours. We just got here. It’s a hot day at the end of June, where even after dark everything feels like it’s baking slowly. It’s September and it’s still hot but like a broken fever, the kind of heat that promises it’ll end someday. I’m small and standing at the edge of a pool, wet and shivering, looking across the white concrete for my mom. I’m not small anymore but I still feel that way, and my arm is stitched together with scars. The world blurs. My feet sink and trip against the sand.
Someone catches me by the elbow. 
“Haley?”
I turn and for a moment I don’t know what’s going on. And then the world sharpens, painfully sudden, and it’s Jake standing in front of me. I hardly recognize him in three dimensions, his face cast in light and shadow from the bonfire, but it’s him. His dark hair is curling in the humidity and thrown across his forehead by the breeze. He stares at me, his eyes wide and his lips parted, confusion twisting across his expression.
It’s like I’m in a wind tunnel, my heartbeat crashing against my ears, but I can still hear his voice, so familiar that I could just as easily have imagined it. “. . . Grace?”
And then he’s gone again and it’s not wind in my ears or my heartbeat or anything so small. It’s the waves crashing over me, pulling me down with their enormity, the Gulf like a massive hand wrapped around my body. I’m falling backward, my heels slipping on the sand beneath my feet, helpless. I expect to fall forever, into the darkness, into the ocean, but I don’t. Something stops me, something sharp and unyielding, and I don’t feel myself hit it so much as I see the shivers through the universe around me. I float, stunned, an astronaut untethered, lost in a place beyond the Earth I know. 
“. . . shut up . . .”
The voice is distorted and far away, through water through wind through time. Red ribbons wind through the water in front of my eyes and all I can think of is a Christmas present, torn open and thrown into the air. Salt water burns down my throat.
Blood. They’re ribbons of blood. 
“. . . I said shut up!”
Jake on the tapes. Jake on the beach. Jake lost in the throes of time, too far away for me to touch, only to watch as he floats on the tide, suddenly a body separate from mine, those red ribbons streaking the water around his head. I’m free to swim away but I don’t. I reach forward and try to grab him, but the Gulf tightens her grip and I’m being pulled, yanked, toward the surface, seawater, and tears indistinguishable on my tongue and I think—
They killed him.



TWENTY-FOUR
“GRACE!”
The world is blurry and dark and far away, colors bleeding into one another like an oil slick. I can feel my feet underneath me and the sand underneath them, slipping out from under me as the tide drags backward again, the water warm like bathwater against my thighs. Strong enough to nudge me forward but not enough to pull me with it. It’s like a dream. The stars glitter down at me like holes punched through the dark sky.
The tide comes back abruptly, sooner than I’m expecting it, the waves slapping my middle and shoving me backward. I stagger and the world sharpens, and I realize that I’m not alone. Nathaniel Caradoc stands in front of me, his face pale against the darkness. A ragged gasp tears out of my throat.
“Grace!” he says.
No, not Nate. Mr. Caradoc, I mean. It’s Griffin, his face clearing like my eyes adjusting to the dark, the hard angles of his father melting away into something gentler and frightened. It’s enough for me to seize hold of the present, the distortion of time and reality finally settling into something solid. Griffin stares at me like I’m something he’s never seen before, his eyes wide and his face pale, his shirt clinging to his shoulders and his dark hair stuck to his forehead from the spray of the waves.
I blink and unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth. “Griffin?” I ask, and as awareness comes back to me in bits and pieces, I realize I probably look just as bad. I’m soaked from the waist down, my shorts and the hem of my shirt heavy with water, and the Gulf is still swirling around my legs, as dark as the night sky and as warm as the night around us. I don’t know how I got here. I look down suddenly, expecting to see unspooling ribbons of blood, but the water is only black.
“Is she okay?” Oliver’s voice is somewhere behind me, hanging back. Probably because I look crazy. Probably because I am crazy. I want to throw up. 
“I think so,” Griffin says, but I don’t think he believes it. He looks scared. He looks like I scare him. He holds his hand out, hovering above my elbow, not quite touching me. “Come on. Let’s go back to the beach, Grace. Please.”
“I . . . Yeah. Okay,” I say weakly, still dazed. I don’t know what else to say. Does admitting I don’t know how I got out into the water make me sound more crazy or less? I can’t tell him that time is like the tide here, ebbing and flowing, caught around my legs like a net, only entangling me worse the more I thrash. I let Griffin turn me around and gently herd me back toward the beach, where Oliver stands in the water up to his calves, worried and uncertain, backlit by the bonfire in the distance. If anyone else has noticed me missing, they’re hanging back. I don’t know where Lara is. 
I need to find Jake, I think, and just the thought rips horror down my heart, a gaping chasm between then and now. There’s no Jake left to find. 
“Is she okay?” Oliver asks again in an undertone when we get back to the beach, the sand still damp but solid under our feet. I don’t know where my shoes went. The little shells prick at the soft bottoms of my feet before being pushed harmlessly into the sand. 
“I think so,” Griffin says. “Maybe she just had too much to drink.” He sounds doubtful.
“I can hear you,” I say, but without venom. I’m exhausted, my limbs weighed down as if they were holding on to seawater instead of my clothes. “I’m okay. I just—need a minute.”
I can practically hear Griffin and Oliver exchange a look, and I want to snap that I’m glad that they’re taking this opportunity to get closer, but I don’t get the chance. The whoop of a siren cuts through the party and red-and-blue lights flash through the trees, making their shadows jump. 
“Oh, fuck,” Oliver swears. “Are you serious? C’mon, let’s go. Cody’s truck isn’t going anywhere, they’ll be busy with him for a while. We might be able to get out of here.” 
Griffin holds me by the arm, his grip tight enough to hurt, not authoritative or guiding but terrified, like he thinks I’m going to wander off back into the ocean. I stumble trying to keep up with him, my feet catching clumsily in the sand and my heart hammering. People stream all around us, shouting to one another and swearing, the music turned up even louder in protest, so the whole park shudders with it. 
Sticks stab at my bare feet as we run toward the field, leaving the beach and dodging through the trees. 
“Do you have your car keys?” Oliver asks over his shoulder, shouting over the bass.
I shake my head, my hair whipping in my face. “Lara has them,” I gasp, my lungs already burning. I need to throw up. Maybe if I do it’ll get this awful seasick burning out from inside me, like poison purged from a wound, but I’m afraid that it won’t. I’m afraid it’s a part of me.
“Hopefully we have Lara,” he says. 
I hope so too. The woods are dark and loud, and everyone looks more or less the same, reckless shadows kicking up leaves, some laughing and some running and some just trying to get the hell out of there. Maybe I can call her. It’s not the sort of thought that makes sense, but I still reach for my back pocket, my shorts soaked through and cold with seawater, and abruptly realize that my phone isn’t there. Icy realization cuts through me. I grab for the other pocket with my opposite hand.
The tape is gone.
My heart stops and so do my legs, digging my heels into the dirt only to be yanked forward again. “Grace!” Griffin’s voice is strained to the point of breaking and he still manages to sound annoyed. 
“Sorry,” I gasp, and I get my feet moving again of my own volition, but my mind is far behind us, still caught in the ripple of the tide. How are both my phone and the tape gone? Did they both fall out of my pockets in the water? If they did, they’re gone now, destroyed even if they do wash up. My heart constricts and crawls up into my throat. I need my phone. Of course I need my phone. But all I can think about is the magnetic tape unspooling, as dark as the ocean and tangled as the salt water eats away one of the last pieces of Jake Underwood left behind. 
“Guys!” Lara is already waiting by the car, another girl at her elbow. “We’ve got to go!” 
“Oh, really?” Griffin snaps. 
“Yeah, rea—What happened to her?” Lara has my car keys in her hand as if to hold them out, but Griffin shoves them back at her.
“She’s okay, but you’ve got to drive,” he says. “Can everyone just—get in the car?”
I end up squashed between Griffin and Oliver in the back seat. I can’t drive, I know I can’t drive, but I’m grateful that Lara’s friend is in the passenger seat and I’m back here, where at least the vantage point is different. My hands shake on my seat belt buckle even as Lara throws the car into reverse, missing twice before it finally clicks into place. I can feel Oliver watching me, his hands hovering, waiting to offer me help, but he lets me do it. He’s a good guy. I like him. I should tell Griffin that, when I don’t want to throw up so badly. 
Lara drives like she actually does want me to vomit all over the back seat of my own car, and it’s hard to say if that’s her usual style or just the chaos of the disbanding party. Either Hermitage could only muster one cop to break up the party or breaking it up was the only intention, because no one tries to stop us from leaving. Once we’re out of the tangle of people and cars doing the same thing and on the road again, Lara turns onto a dizzying series of side streets without even thinking. In minutes, we’re on the dark road alone, and it’s almost as if it never even happened. 
Except for the silence in the car, underlaid by the whirr of the AC, making goose bumps stand out on my clammy legs. My shorts squish uncomfortably, the seat already damp beneath me, and Griffin and Oliver on either side of me, awkwardly trying not to bump knees with me but not altogether succeeding. Lara’s friend in the front seat laughs nervously. 
“I’m so sorry,” Oliver says. “That’s never happened before. Usually they just pretend it’s not happening.” 
“It’s okay,” Griffin says after too long a pause, when it’s clear that no one else knows what to say. “They probably just wanted to . . . crack down.” It comes out awkward and doesn’t entirely make sense, but no one is motivated to point it out. At least he tried.
We drop off Lara’s friend and then Oliver. Griffin gets out of the car and halfway walks him to his door, where they stop and clearly talk about something for a minute, and Lara and I pretend like that something isn’t me. 
Griffin slides into the passenger side and glances behind him. I meet his eyes.
“I’m okay,” I say for the hundredth time, or maybe it just feels that way. My fear has started to turn into nerves, spiked up like a cat’s fur brushed the wrong way every time that someone looks at me. 
“Never said you weren’t,” he says, but he looks at Lara and she looks at him, and I want to be alone so badly I could pull my skin off with my fingernails.
It doesn’t take long to get back to Uncle Aaron’s house, but it lasts a lifetime. Uncle Aaron has left the porch light on for me, mosquitos visible around the halo of yellow light. The night is balmy and windless when we get out of my car, coalescing like soup around us. Lara and Griffin linger uncertainly, Lara toying with her own car keys now, a crease between her eyebrows.
“Grace—” she starts.
“I just freaked out,” I say before she can say the word okay. If no one ever asks if I’m okay ever again, it’ll be too soon. “Sorry, I just—I don’t do well in crowds. I thought I was better, but I’m not, and I freaked out, and . . . I don’t know. I didn’t mean to scare anybody.” 
“It’s okay,” Lara says, despite all my efforts to avoid it. “I’m sorry I didn’t notice. I told you I’d stick around.”
Guilt flutters in my heart, mirroring Lara’s. It’s not her fault any of this happened. I knew why I was going to the beach, even if I had no idea that would happen. Even the crowd thing isn’t entirely a lie, though walking into the ocean has never actually been a side effect. I shake my head. “Thank you for taking care of me,” I say softly. 
Griffin forces his lips to pull into a smile, but I can tell that his heart isn’t in it. He’s pale still, more so than normal, his eyes wide and a little sad. I try to say Sorry for ruining your date, but the words trip before they can make it out and I leave them there. I don’t think any of us are in a joking mood. 
We say good night and I trudge up to the house, careful not to let the screen door bang behind me. I was hoping to go unnoticed, but Tiberius woofs groggily from behind the door, more curious than protective at this time of night. I herd him back with my knees as I step inside the house, the chill from the overactive air conditioner instantly clinging to my damp legs even as Tiberius prods them experimentally with his nose. My heart trips when I see the light from the TV playing in the living room, and for a moment I think it’s Pop.
But the figure in his chair shifts and stands more confidently than Pop can anymore, and I realize it’s Uncle Aaron. He must have fallen asleep in front of the TV, because now the local news plays, the anchors’ soft voices steady and methodical as they talk about the highway construction in the next town over.
“Hey, Gracie,” he says sleepily, one hand on the back of Pop’s chair. He yawns. “Did you have fun?”
My heart twists. “You didn’t have to stay up for me,” I say, even though he didn’t really succeed, but he tried to and that meant something.
“Oh.” He laughs a little, softly. “Just wanted to make sure you came home okay.”
My heart twists a little more, threatening to snap. When someone goes out and doesn’t come back again, you realize it can happen to anyone. For the first month and a half after the accident I hated it when Dad left to go to work. I obsessed constantly if he wasn’t home when he was supposed to be, certain that it meant he wasn’t going to make it home at all. I never said anything, because there was nothing to say. I just held it between my teeth and tried not to bite down so hard that I could taste the poison. 
It didn’t occur to me that Uncle Aaron might worry about me too. I wonder if that’s part of why he doesn’t want Lara to leave. I don’t think it would change anything if he said it, but maybe he should. 
“All good,” I lie with a weak smile. “We didn’t even make it to the party. We got pizza with Griffin’s friend Oliver instead.” I’ll have to text Lara in case he mentions it. That thought lasts exactly ten seconds before I remember: no phone. Shit. I edge toward the hall, trusting the dark and the shifting shadows from the TV light to hide the damp on my clothes. “Good night.”
“Night, Gracie,” he says with another yawn.
My room is dark and quiet, lit only by the competing glow of moonlight and the streetlamp outside the house. I strip out of my sodden clothes and leave them in a pile in the corner. I’d like to take a shower and push the cold chill out of my skin, but it can take hours for my hair to dry completely and I don’t want to sleep on a wet pillow. Instead I crawl into my pajamas and try not to think about the salt still dried to my skin. 
I feel like I’ve been hollowed out and left with only raw, scraped nerves to show for what was once inside of me, but I remember the beach too well for me to crawl into bed and let myself feel safe there. No tape. No phone. No Jake. 
Panic crawls up my throat, not frantic this time, but insidious and unstoppable. All I can think is I need to find him, I need to save him, I need to make sure he’s safe, no matter how many times I tell myself that it’s too late. I pace the length of the space between my bed and the closet, unable to do anything else with the restless exhaustion weighing me down. No phone. No tape. How am I supposed to talk to Jake without a cassette tape? I can’t just pick one up at the Walgreens. I can’t wait until tomorrow either. 
No—I can. It’s all already happened, a long time ago. One night won’t change anything, but I can’t stand the thought.
I stop in front of the closet and pull it open. There’s a stack of boxes to one side of it, leaving the other side empty for my little hiding place. I ignore the dark nook this time and pull down the box on the top. I’ve avoided them all this time, ever since Uncle Aaron told me that it was some of Mom’s old stuff. I didn’t want to think about it. I most definitely didn’t want to see it.
But Mom left here not long after Jake died and she never came back. It’s all stuff from when she was a teenager, packed up and put away when Grandma turned this into a guest room. It feels like a metaphor for something about Hermitage, all the painful things packed away and put someplace where no one has to look at them. Dust coats my hands as I pull the folded cardboard open for the first time in decades. 
It’s neat and tidy, like everything else Grandma did. Big T-shirts carefully folded into stacks with pale denim jackets and baggy jeans. I hesitate for a moment, my fingers resting against the T-shirt at the top of the stack, the faded cotton pinched between my fingertips. These were Mom’s. Not the Mom I knew, not even a Mom I ever imagined really. It feels strange to think of her so young once, standing right here in front of this same closet, considering what to wear to a bonfire on the beach. I pull out the stack of clothes and set them aside. I’ll go through them later. I promise, though I don’t know who exactly I’m promising to.
Underneath them are rows of cassette tapes in hard plastic cases, familiar enough now to make my heart trip. Most of them are bands—Guns N’ Roses, Bon Jovi, Queen—but some of them are custom-made, their labels written in smeared Sharpie. SUMMER ’91 and SLEEP TUNES. Mixtapes with their song lists written in cramped handwriting to fit on the label. I recognize Jake’s handwriting on one of them, boldly proclaiming BEST SONGS
EVER
(FOR NOW). My mouth twists in a bittersweet smile. 
But I found what I’m looking for. A tape player made from matte black plastic sits tucked in next to the tapes, the T-shirts that lovingly hid it for decades having saved it from collecting dust. 
There are blank tapes waiting in the box, still in the plastic, for whatever mixtapes Mom never got around to making. Will that work? Is it those specific tapes that let us communicate or just the fact that it’s us and the universe has put us together for reasons only it understands? Maybe, but would Jake ever listen to them? Probably not. 
I grab one of the other tapes. Best songs ever. That could be something Jake and my mom listened to together. It’s a tenuous maybe hanging by a string of possibly, but it’s all I have. I shove it into the player. 
“This message is for Jake,” I say tentatively, my breath shivering, my throat tightening up. I don’t even know for sure that he can hear me, only that I need to try. I won’t be able to sleep until I do, if I’m able to sleep at all. “I don’t have a lot of time. I’ll talk to you later. I’ll explain . . . what I can. But I need you to do something for me. Jake, whatever you do . . .”
Red, red ribbons of blood carried out onto the water, turning the sea-foam pink. Water all around me, relentless and unending, the enormity of the world wrapped around my small, helpless figure. I’ll never ever forget it. I won’t forget the way the world had rippled when my head—when Jake’s head—hit that rock. They killed him. No, Frank Caradoc killed him. I can’t know it for sure, but I can feel it, ringing in my chest like the aftermath of a gong. He killed him, and I know where.
“. . . don’t go to Sand Crab Beach.”



TWENTY-FIVE
THE LAST THING I WANT TO DO IN THE MORNING is go in to the Historical Society, but I don’t have my phone to tell Miss Vicki that I won’t be in, and after the disaster at the party last night, it feels suspicious to ask Uncle Aaron to text her for me. But most of all, more than anything else, I need to know if Jake heard me. I need to know he won’t go to Sand Crab Beach.
So I crawl out of bed and braid my hair for its sake rather than my own this time. It’s still frizzy from humidity and salt, unwashed and starting to show it, but braided it looks more or less presentable, at least for a small audience. I don’t know if Lara or Griffin plan to come in today, but I hope not. Their eyes are too watchful and concerned, and I still don’t have answers for them that make any kind of sense. I doubt I ever will.
I notice the extra car in the parking lot at the Municipal Building, but I don’t think about it until I’m at the door. Most of the municipal offices are closed on Saturday, but the building is still open until 2 p.m., just in case someone wants to spend their day off looking at old pictures of when the town was founded or antique baby shoes. I was only expecting to see Miss Vicki’s modest sedan this early. 
I pause in the doorway, but Miss Vicki has already spotted me from behind the front desk. It’s hard not to—the lobby doesn’t leave many places to hide. So I can’t miss the fact there’s a man standing on the opposite side of the desk. “Oh, there she is,” she says. “Early as always.”
I fake a smile at the dubious honor of my punctuality and try not to look wary. They were waiting for me? The man opposite her is around her age, maybe in his late sixties, though his skin is weathered and bronzed from spending probably every one of those years out in the sun. It’s disarming how different he is from Pop, standing tall and strong in a wiry sort of way, his hair silver and slicked back and his wrinkles deep, but in a way that wears age like a badge of honor rather than a burden. I wonder if that’s what Pop would look like if the dementia hadn’t eaten him up from the inside out. I wonder if that’s why he’s so strangely familiar.
The man turns and smiles at me, holding out his hand. “Hello,” he says. “Grace, right?”
He looks like a Caradoc. 
I stare for a beat too long, my mouth hanging just a little bit open. Frank Caradoc. It has to be him. I don’t just recognize Griffin in his grandfather’s face. I recognize him. I saw his yearbook photo, smiling and all-American. This is Frank Caradoc almost a lifetime later. I didn’t realize how legendary I’ve made him in my head until just now, shocked to see him standing here made from flesh and bone and not just other peoples’ stories. 
Standing here, as if nothing happened. As if three people weren’t dead. I guess for him it all happened a long time ago. Meanwhile I feel like I can see Jake’s blood on his hands. 
I can’t just stand here staring. Say something.
“Uh. Yeah,” I say awkwardly, shaking his hand. His handshake is firm and businesslike and makes my skin crawl. “Hi.”
My heart sits in my throat, beating too fast to swallow. This is the moment I’ve been avoiding, too afraid to find out who he really is. It feels like I’m coming to the end of a spiral, reaching some sort of inevitable conclusion that I’m not ready for. All of this uncertainty, all of this mystery—it’s about the Underwoods. But Frank Caradoc is at the very center of it.
What did you do?

“Frank,” he says. “I hear you’re friends with my grandson Griffin.”
“Oh yeah.” I’ve got to stop just saying yeah. “We met here, actually. I guess we’re like”—I scrape my brain for information—“third cousins or something.”
Frank laughs, and I’m not sure if he’s amused by my attempt to know something or just charmed that I knew at all. It makes me feel like a child. I hate it. “That’s right,” he says indulgently. “Your grandfather and I are cousins. It’s a shame your mom never brought you down here. You and your sister would have loved the marina.” His smile dims. “I am very sorry for what happened, Grace. She was an amazing girl, your mother.”
She wasn’t a girl, she was a woman. She was my mom. I don’t like that he’s remembering someone that I never knew. I don’t like him, but I’m too afraid to show it. Why? He’s just someone’s grandfather, except that he’s not. Hermitage is so small that everyone inside it seems bigger, and Frank Caradoc is the biggest figure of them all, his shadow cast through decades. I’ve been here too long. I’m starting to forget that there’s a world outside of Hermitage.
I don’t want to look at him anymore. Nausea swims in my throat, threatening to choke me. I have to get out of here.  
“Thank you,” I say stiffly, and I shift my weight, trying to creep out of the conversation. “I should probably get to the—”
“Well, actually I came here looking for you this morning,” Frank says, and he fishes something out of his pocket. “Griffin said he thinks this might belong to you.”
I freeze. It’s my phone, the screen dark—the battery must have run out of charge—but I recognize the crack in the bottom corner of the screen protector and the case, teal and glittery and semitransparent. That must have been what Griffin recognized too. I can see sand worked under the case, but it doesn’t seem water damaged. I must have lost it on the beach before I walked into the water, or else no one would have ever found it again. 
“Oh,” I say because I have to do something. “Yeah. Thanks, I must’ve lost it.” As if I hadn’t noticed I didn’t have it. God.
I take it back and Frank smiles like we’re sharing a secret. We both know I was at the beach party. We both know I shouldn’t have been. Does Mr. Caradoc? Probably. I wonder if Griffin got in trouble for it. I wonder if that’s why Frank is here with my phone instead of Griffin, to let me know that I’m in trouble too. 
I wait for him to say something about it. Mr. Caradoc would, and we’re all connected to that stupid beach now. I feel like my head is still underwater, watching ribbons of blood trail out into the dark. The past and the present, tethered together but tangled, moving with the rhythm of the tide. I think we’re all caught in it now, even when we can’t feel it. I know more than I was ever meant to. 
But Frank only looks amused. 
“Annoying things, aren’t they? But sometimes I forget how we ever got by without them,” he says. “It was good to get the chance to finally meet you, at least.”
“Grace has been working on finally getting all those old cassette tapes transcribed,” Miss Vicki says. She asks something else, but I can’t hear it. Or I do hear it, but I can’t process the sounds into words. All I can think about is the rumble of the air conditioner and the fluorescent lights against the linoleum flooring, so perfectly mundane that we could be standing anywhere in the entire world. But instead we’re standing here, making small talk about phones and cassette tapes and meanwhile Jake is dead. Jake, Ray, Charley Underwood. They’re all dead, one after another like dominos falling in a line, and at least one person here knows what it is that tipped them over. And he’s not saying anything.
He’s never said anything. 
Anger flares inside my chest like a Roman candle, so hot and bright that I can’t control what I say next. “Actually, I’ve been wanting to ask you about that. I have to write an article for a summer class I’m taking.” Liar. “I’m thinking about writing about what happened to Charley Underwood. Especially since it’s the fiftieth anniversary this year. I was wondering if I could interview you.”
The room goes entirely still. Frank’s smile doesn’t waver, but I can’t read his eyes. “Charley Underwood,” he says. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. Did your uncle tell you about that?”
“Not really.” I don’t blink. “Charley’s kind of everywhere, if you know where to look.”
Photographs, yearbooks, tapes. The gaps in conversations where people don’t mention him, or any of the Underwoods, where they shy away like the emptiness they left behind is something ugly. Is that what I sound like when I avoid talking about Mom? The thought cuts a hole out of me. 
“Regardless. I’m not sure that would be appropriate,” Frank says mildly. 
“Why not?” I push. 
“Because it’s not your story to tell.”
“Grace,” Miss Vicki tries to interject. 
But I can’t stop. “But someone should tell it,” I say. “No one ever knew the full story about what happened to him, did they? Jake didn’t.”
I bite my tongue a moment too late, so hard that I taste blood. I didn’t mean to say that. I didn’t mean to talk about Jake like he isn’t—
Like he isn’t dead too. Like he wasn’t killed for looking. 
Frank smells blood in the water. “Jake Underwood?” he says with a frown. “How do you know that?”
“I—he recorded the tapes,” I stammer. “He talks about it sometimes.”
Fuck, fuck, fuck. I shouldn’t have said anything. I was just so angry and helpless and now I’ve gone and showed my hand. No one can know how much I know about Jake. 
“Never mind,” I say, too quick to be anything close to natural. “It was stupid. Forget that I asked. I should—I should probably get to work anyway.” I hold up my phone. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” Frank says, but I feel his eyes on me as I make my escape across the lobby. He waits until I’ve made it to the Historical Society museum to stop me. “But, Grace,” he adds, his voice echoing off the linoleum, “just remember—sometimes the past is left there for a reason.”
I flash a weak smile and disappear into the museum, an ugly shiver crawling up my back. He knows. He knows everything.  
I sequester myself in the archive room and just breathe for a moment, sitting in the desk chair with my knees pulled up to my chest. I watch the door with one eye, my heart still beating too fast to be natural. I don’t know what I think either of them is going to do. I haven’t done anything wrong, aside from being a little rude and a lot weird. I’m mostly afraid that Miss Vicki will come and try to talk to me about it, but by the time my heartbeat has settled again, the door hasn’t opened. 
I shake my head, trying to clear the way my nerves buzz in my ears and trail down to my fingertips. I came here for Jake, no one else. I need to know he’s okay. I need to know he doesn’t go to that beach. 
I take the next tape without daring to look at the number of them left, but I already know. Nine left. The single digit makes me want to throw up.
I force my hands to steady as I put the headphones on, holding them tight to my ears. I sit in the silence for a moment, and then reach out to hit play.
“I saw you, Grace,” Jake says after a long moment of silence, his voice soft and low. “On the beach. I don’t even usually go to those parties, but Haley and Nate made me go. I think they’re worried about me, cooped up in here all day. They already know I’m not going
to college. There’s not really a point considering . . . anyway.” I think he cuts off that thought for my sake more than for his own. “I saw you. Right there in front of me. I thought you . . . I thought you were Haley. But your hair is too long.”
We sit in that a moment, and I’m glad that he can’t hear me. I’m glad that he hasn’t asked me to start recording, however badly I want to talk to him. I should have known that he’d connect the dots—I know I look like my mom, it’s not a surprise—but it’s the last place my mind went during the chaos of last night. My stomach sinks, twisting itself into sickly knots. He knows that my mom died. He knows.
Fuck. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, even if he can’t hear me. It’s not something else he needs to carry with him, the burdens of the future should be mine, not his. But he’s forced to carry them all while I’m forced just to watch. If I could reach through the tape and take them, I would. 
Instead, I listen. It’s all I can do.
“How did I see you?” he says, his voice nearly a whisper now. “How are we doing any of this, I guess. That beach. It’s all about that beach, isn’t it? I’ve felt it there before. Nothing like seeing you last night, but . . . every time I stand on that beach I’m so fucking sad.”
My heart clenches. He didn’t get my message. It might not have ever even appeared in his time—I broke the rules using a different tape, and not in a way that the universe could tolerate.
“I’m sorry we can’t talk right now, but it’s because I know you’re just going to tell me not to go back there. But I have to, Grace. You know that, right? Seeing you there . . . it just proves that whatever is going on with us, is going on there too. Time is different.”
Stupid. Stupid. Why did I ever go to that party in the first place? What did I really think I was going to find there? Everything I found, I only wish I could put back. 
“But it has rules. Remember, Grace? We just need to learn how to bend them.” I hear him smile and I imagine it crooked, like the boy from the photographs. “My dad went there for a reason. I think that’s where this all started. I think it’s where I’ll find answers too. I think the universe wants me to find them. Why else would it bring us together?”
Don’t. Don’t, don’t, please don’t. Julian said that he was obsessed with the beach and now I know why. It’s because of me. 
“We’ll talk again soon,” he says quietly, a little tender and a little regretful. “I promise.”
I shake my head even though he can’t see me. Too little, too late. Much, much too late.
The tape hisses in the silence left behind, still running. I sigh and press my knuckles against my forehead, trying to push back the headache that’s threatening to bloom there. What am I supposed to do? Helplessness rises in my throat like a sob, and I press my lips together hard to keep it from bursting out of me. I hardly even realize that my hand is shifting and I’m digging the edge of my fingernails into my forehead. I’m tired of being trapped. I’m tired of losing people. I’m—
A whimper bubbles out of me, forcing itself out from between my lips. I squeeze my eyes tighter. I’m just tired. 
“Hello?”
My heart catches in my throat. The tape is still running. But that’s not Jake’s voice. 
“I know you’re listening to this.”
Even across decades, I’d know my mom’s voice anywhere.



TWENTY-SIX
“I HEARD YOUR TAPE. AND WHOEVER YOU ARE, whatever reason you’re doing this . . .”
Time moves slower than her voice, like amber that hasn’t quite crystalized yet, creeping forward inch by inch but thick enough that I can’t move. She sounds younger. I don’t know what that means, sounding younger—is her voice lighter, with less years weighing it down? Does she sound happier? I imagine her in my place, tan from the summer and her hair pulled up, bangs curled over her eyes, leaning over the tape player to glare at it.
“Leave Jake alone. I mean it. This isn’t funny anymore.”
The tape ends with a click but I’m still left sitting there, stunned as certainly as if she’d come and hit me over the head. But she didn’t, because my mom is gone. She’s dead. She’s not coming back, except as a ghost, yelling at me through a cassette tape. 
Jake didn’t hear my warning for him to stay away, but Mom did. Haley, I mean. The Haley before she was my mom, who I know was real once but feels like an entirely different ghost. How did she know I was talking to him through the tapes? Did he tell her, or did she go and listen, following a hunch? That sounds like Mom—she wouldn’t have let it go so easily, not if Jake was her best friend. I think he said that once. She would do anything for him. That’s just how she is.
Is. Was. I don’t know. I thought I’d gotten used to talking about her in the past tense, at least enough that I didn’t choke on it, but I don’t even know which makes sense right now.
I stand abruptly, pushing the desk chair back against the bare concrete floor. I can’t do this anymore. It’s too much and it’s too little. It’s sitting on the sidewalk and watching a car crash happen in slow-motion. Or sitting in the passenger seat.
I don’t want to wait anymore. 
My hands are shaking as I push through the tapes in the Underwood Tapes box, pushing past the handful of tapes still waiting for me. The last one. A sense of wrongness ripples up my skin in cold, rolling waves but I ignore it. I have to know how this ends. Pull the trigger, rip the Band-Aid off. I can go back to where I left off later, the virtue of being at this end of time. I don’t care if the universe is telling me that this isn’t how things are supposed to go. There’s so much that’s happened that I’ve disagreed with, and the universe didn’t give a shit. Mom is dead. Jake is dead. Fate has done enough.
It doesn’t get to watch me suffer too.
I tear the previous tape out of its slot, and I don’t care about the way my fingernails catch painfully on the hard plastic. I shove the final tape in its place and adjust the headphones. I tug at the stray hair caught under them, but I can’t seem to pull them all free so I leave it to tickle at my nose. Now that I’m here, now that I’m doing it, there’s no time to waste. I need to know.
I hit the play button and the tape spins to life. White noise hisses in my ears—and then distorts. The strange sound isn’t just coming from the headphones. It’s coming from the tape itself.
“No, no, no,” I mutter, fumbling with the tape player. My hand dances uselessly over the keys before I smash the stop button and the tape stops spinning. It’s too late. When I open the plastic face and pull the tape out again, no matter how gingerly, an exposed strip of magnetic tape comes with it, dark and snarled. Every time I move the tape, the tangle catches on pieces of the machine and its own loops, feeding itself into a mess that only grows worse. It makes me think of intestines spilling out of a split gut, tangles of shiny black tape outside of their protective plastic case, facing the world in a way they were never meant to. And me, the hapless surgeon, rushing to the end.
Red ribbons through the water. Black ribbon tangling in my hands. Either way, I’m so fucking helpless. Why am I even here? 
Finally I just drop the tape, my hands trembling as they hover above it, as if the plastic might burn if I dare to touch it again. My heart thunders in my chest and tears spring to my eyes. I tried to help and I just made it worse. Again and again and again. I tried to help, I tried to seize control of the narrative and now—and now—
And now it’s ruined. One last piece of Jake. The very last piece of Jake. A sob rips out of my chest before I can stop it, raw and painful, and I slap a hand over my mouth as if I could still choke it down. I squeeze my eyes closed and a hot tear slides down my nose. I can’t do this. I can’t—
“Grace?”
My head jerks up and I drop my hand, as if I could pretend to be normal that easily. It’s Lara, standing beside me but a little to the back, like she didn’t want to get too close, her fingertips resting against my shoulder but only barely. I know that I look like a mess, my hair stuck to my face and my nose as red and puffy as my eyes. I pull at the headphones but only succeed in pulling them down to hang around my neck like an oversize necklace, my hair bunched underneath them like a makeshift lion’s mane.
I clear my throat wetly. “Sorry,” I say, not sure what I’m apologizing for. For her having to see me like this, I guess, but she’s the one who opened the door. Could she hear me from the other side? Horror drops my stomach to my feet.
She looks down at me, a concerned crease between her eyebrows. “I wanted to make sure you were okay after last night,” Lara says gently. She’s generous enough not to add, Clearly you’re not. “What happened?”
For a moment I’m overwhelmed by the enormity of that answer. But Lara is looking past me at the tangled mess on the desk. Oh. She means the tape. “I don’t know,” I say, a little pathetically. “All I did was try to play it and it just . . . freaked out.” More words—more truthful words—crowd behind my teeth, demanding I say something, so I pick the least damning of them. “The original documents were destroyed”—in Hurricane Andrew, I remember with a sickly little shock—“so these tapes are all we have left. Now this one’s just . . . gone.”
Forever.
The depth of the loss is starting to creep in again when Lara says, “Well, maybe not.”
She steps closer, waving one hand until I scooch sideways, rolling the desk chair out of her way. I pull the headphones off for real this time and set them on the desktop’s keyboard so I don’t end up yanking the tape player off the desk by the spiral cord. 
“Here,” Lara says, picking up the cassette tape. My hands twitch to stop her before she can make the tangle even worse, but she handles it gently. “I don’t think any of the tape has snapped. We just need to respool it. Can I have the chair?”
“Oh. Yeah. Here.” I all but trip out of the desk chair and push it toward her. She takes a seat on the edge, her legs folded back underneath as she leans over the desk. 
“I had, like, a really big cassette phase in freshman year,” she says. “I know, most people at least do vinyl if they want to be cool, but I just had to be special. My dad had a bunch of them still anyway.” She huffs a laugh at herself and pushes a curl off her forehead. There’s a pencil holder next to the desktop computer with all the cast-off writing utensils that I guess didn’t make the cut for the front desk. She riffles through them a moment before taking out a dull pencil with a worn-down eraser. “This happened a lot. It’s not hard, really, you’ve just got to be patient.”
Lara puts the flat end of the once-eraser into one of the cassette tape’s empty eyes and rotates it slowly. The spaghetti of magnetic tape shifts in response, the end gradually retracting back into the case. When the tangle starts to shift, she gently picks it up and shakes it a little between both hands, loosely urging the loops to pull apart rather than tighten into knots. I stand next to the chair and try not to hover, but I think I do anyway, my heart in my throat and my cheeks itching where tears left salt there. Lara doesn’t seem to notice. She works slowly but surely, focused on twisting her pencil and coaxing the tape free of itself.
Or so I thought. I’m surprised when she speaks up, because her eyes don’t leave her work. “I’m sorry that we didn’t get to really know each other, Grace,” she says, and luckily she doesn’t wait for a response, because I have no idea what to say. I’m not looking at her hands anymore, but her face, her eyes focused and that stray curl falling across her forehead again. “I secretly wanted to, y’know? When we were growing up. Things with my mom and dad—I don’t know. I never felt like I had much of a family. But Mom was never going to trust Dad to take me up to you guys and everyone knew that Aunt Haley wouldn’t come here so . . . it just didn’t happen.”
She hits a length of untangled tape and it spools smoothly, but she still doesn’t look up. She’s almost got it. There’s just one more big tangle for her to ease apart. “I know we can never get that time back. It’s too late to just be kids again.” The knot untangles and the rest of the magnetic tape slides back into place, as naturally as if it had never spilled its guts in the first place. Lara looks up at me, her face composed in perfect sincerity. “But I’m glad you’re here now. I know it’s . . . I don’t know, actually. I don’t know what you must be going through, but I know it’s not easy. We’re here for you, me and Griffin. I mean it.”
Lara hands me the tape and smiles. “See?” she says. “Some things can be fixed.”
I take it from her, the plastic cool and comforting in my hands, but all I can do is hold it. “Thank you,” I say softly, and I feel fresh tears pricking at my eyes. I try to say something else, but the lump in my throat won’t let me, so all I do is nod. 
I don’t know who initiates the hug, only that Lara stands and we’re holding each other, the tape pressed against my middle with one hand and the other wrapped around her back. She’s shorter than me, but her hair makes up for it, tickling my nose. It makes me smile despite the hole in my chest and the tape in my hand. 
Lara must feel it somehow, because she scoffs. “Don’t you complain too,” she says. “I already hear it from Griffin. If you don’t want hair in your face, then stop being so tall.”

I leave early, feeling hollowed out and scraped down. Lara promises to tell Miss Vicki that I’m not feeling well, but Miss Vicki seems just as distracted as I am, and I doubt that she’ll particularly care. I escape with mumbled goodbyes and averted eyes, my bag held close. Jake’s final tape is inside it, tucked carefully in one of the inside pockets. I get it, for real this time: listening out of order isn’t an option. But I came so close to losing it already, I can’t bear to leave it behind. I’ll call it a piece of Jake to carry around with me, a promise that it’s him and me, no matter what. I try not to think of it as a memento. 
I think I’m still worn out from the chaos of the party the night before, because as soon as I’ve plugged my phone in to resuscitate it, I lie down on the bed and don’t get up for the next several hours. I don’t even mean to nap until I’m already crashing, exhaustion—emotional, physical, all of it—pulling me down like a dark wave. 
I don’t mean to think of Mom either, but I don’t think it can be helped. I wake up when it’s starting to get dark outside, too restless to just go back to sleep again. Pop has already gone to bed and Uncle Aaron retreats to his room, giving me space. I sit cross-legged on my rumpled duvet and stare across the room, unsure what to do except think. I’m toying with the last tape between my hands, tapping it against my fingers without daring to risk unspooling it again, but what I’m really doing is looking at the closet. What I’m really thinking is about the boxes inside it, filled with memories of Mom that I wasn’t even around for. 
The past feels thin here, closer than it should be. Not like on the beach, but in a normal way, I think. The way you’re supposed to feel when you think about someone you love who’s far away now.
I slip off the bed and steal across the room, where the box waits in the closet right where I left it. It’s like I think that if I’m quiet enough, I can peek into the past without my own grief hearing me and rushing to demand my attention. She’s my mom. I should be able to think about her without being sad. It’s not fair to have everything we ever had distilled to the worst moment of our lives. 
Just a quick look then. I pull the box off the pile and set it on the floor, the tape holding my desperate message to Jake still at the top of it. Even with everything that’s happening—that’s already happened—I can’t help but crack a smile. My mom knew who I was ten years before I was even born. And all she did was yell at me. 
God, I can’t believe this is my life. She would probably think it was funny though. 
I take out the tape player and set it aside. I unfold the shirt it had been sitting on, a faded black Guns N’ Roses T-shirt with as many guns and roses on it as you’d expect, not to mention skulls and a stitched-together heart for good measure. I hold it against my nose and breathe in. It smells like . . . a thrift store, mostly. Laundry detergent and a dark closet and dust. Not bad, but not like my mom either. I doubt she wore the same perfume when she was my age anyway. 
I put the shirt on and smooth my hand over the design on the front before tangling my fingers in the folds at the bottom loosely, as if holding on to a hand. The cicadas scream outside the window and the air-conditioning whirrs but otherwise I sit in the silence, holding on to it as surely as I do the shirt. 
I give myself a little shake and shift back into the present, unsticking my feet from the quiet layer of grief that runs underneath everything. At least the box means I have something to do with my hands, idly sorting through Mom’s old things and setting aside the things I want to look at more closely. A couple of issues of Seventeen magazine from the nineties; a glossy photograph of a wide-eyed black cat with a pink collar that’s long dead; a binder full of old homework and what appears to be World History notes. A snapshot of a life not entirely unlike mine, only a few decades earlier. 
I look through the cassette tapes more carefully, flipping them over to read the track lists and making a note of which songs I should look up on Spotify later. The mixtapes I’ll have to listen to in the tape player, but not right now. Later, when I’m ready for it. Another smile creeps up the corners of my lips. They’re like little time capsules, not unlike Jake himself. Someone else’s summer captured on magnetic tape. 
I collect the custom tapes in a stack to one side. It’s only by a stroke of luck that I flip the last one over, idly curious to know its title. I stop, the tape still held between my finger and my thumb. The label sticker stares back at me, kept white from where it was tucked away in the box for so many years, preserved by the icy levels of air-conditioning Pop and Uncle Aaron seem to like. I recognize my mom’s handwriting, tall and a little loopy, but that’s not possible. Because she wrote this label in 1992. 
Because it says: For Grace.
My stomach feels cold but my skin feels hot. What else can I do?
What else can I do but play it? 
I dig my tape player out of my backpack. I have headphones, so I don’t need to muffle the sound, but I crawl into the little nook I made in the closet and hunch in the shadowy light, my knees pulled up and my back pressed uncomfortably against the wall. My palms are sweaty as I hit play, so much so that my finger slips off the button. I’m not sure what I’m expecting to hear, but it’s not my own voice. 
“Hi, Haley. It’s . . . Jake’s friend. It’s Grace,” I say from . . . I don’t know when. I haven’t recorded this yet. I would absolutely remember if I had. My head spins and I have to close my eyes to the stuffy, muted light through the blankets, but I can still hear my voice. “I know this doesn’t make any sense. I know. But I need you to trust me. Jake is my friend, just like he’s yours. I wouldn’t hurt him. Ever.
“I just need one thing. If you find this tape . . . I need you to keep it for me. Take it home, put it away, and forget about it. That’s all. And stop listening right here, but I know that you won’t.” There’s a soft note of fondness at the end that makes my temples pulse. This is impossible, even during a summer of impossibilities. 
There’s a pause, like the pause between when Jake is describing an artifact and when he’s talking to me. 
“Hi, Grace,” I say softly. “I know exactly how you feel, because it’s already happened to me. To us. I wish I could remember exactly what I said, maybe this would be easier, but . . . yeah. Probably better not to think about it too much.
“Things aren’t going to be easy. They’re not. I’m sorry. But I need you to know . . .
“We’re okay,” I whisper. “You’ll be okay. I promise. Just remember . . . one foot in front of the other.
“Okay, Grace?”
And that’s it. The tape ends with a click but I keep staring down at it long after—I can’t even remember opening my eyes. One foot in front of the other. It’s what Mom told me my entire life. When things got hard. When things got impossible. Keep moving forward.
One foot in front of the other.



TWENTY-SEVEN
HOW BAD DO THINGS HAVE TO BE THAT YOU have to manipulate space, time, and your teenage mother, just to assure yourself that you’ll survive it after all? 
The question hounds me, snapping at my feet and chasing me into my dreams. I’m at the public swimming pool. I’m at the beach. I’m in the Gulf, my head underwater and salt stinging my eyes. I’m small. I’m my own mother. I’m utterly, devastatingly alone. 
But I’m alive. 
It’s stupid how much I almost resent it, like it’s just one more shackle time has put on my wrists. I know that I’m the lucky one. I should be grateful to have survived the accident. It’s what Mom would have wanted, if she’d been given even half a moment to choose, and I should honor that somehow, even in the echo chamber of my own mind. I shouldn’t think about how everyone gets to leave me—my mom, Jake—and how I have to keep going on and on and on, no matter how tired my legs grow. It’s not fair.
None of it is fair.
I stay in bed late on Sunday, awake but curled up in bed, listlessly scrolling on my phone or just staring at the pattern the light makes against the wall, almost thinking but not quite. I don’t want to think. The very last thing I want to do is think.
Uncle Aaron spends the day finding excuses to check in on me. Vacuuming, dusting, asking if I want anything from McDonald’s. By the afternoon I think the house is cleaner than it’s ever been before. I should say something to make him worry less, but I don’t really have anything in me right now, so I let him worry and settle for feeling guilty about it. I’m not sure what I could do to make him think I’m normal anyway. What do normal kids do on a free Sunday in Hermitage? Go to the beach? At this rate, that would only make things worse. 
Not that things can get worse, can they? The thought is strangely encouraging, and by the time I lie down to go to sleep, I’m looking forward to going into the Historical Society tomorrow. There are still nine tapes left. That’s nine opportunities to talk Jake out of it, to convince him to let it be. Maybe he still goes missing in Hurricane Andrew, but there are a lot of ways to go missing. Maybe he leaves before Frank can realize what he knows. Maybe he’s okay after all. I have to believe it’s possible. Anything is.
One foot in front of the other. 
I don’t waste any time getting to the Municipal Building on Monday. Late June has turned the summer from hot to baking and the humidity swamps me just on the walk from the car into the building. 
Griffin is here today, sitting at the front desk with his phone, looking just as intent as he always does when he’s trying to text Oliver. The difference is that there’s a little smile on his face this time, and I’m glad my supernatural breakdown didn’t totally ruin the party for them. Optimistically, it might have even helped. 
I wave to him and to Miss Vicki, who is restocking the pamphlet display in the corner. Maybe I’ll ask her if she needs any help later. It’ll be a peace offering after being so weird with Frank the other day. After I talk to Jake. I need to hear his voice first, to remind myself that there’s still time to figure this out. He’s still there.  
I slump my bag in the corner where it always lives and, on instinct, turn toward the desk. I haven’t lost my grip so badly that I actually wave at it as if saying hi to Jake too, but that’s kind of what it feels like. Except he’s not there.
What I mean is—the box is gone.
I freeze, my heart skipping a beat and my stomach dropping to my feet. I’m expecting my vital organs to realign themselves a moment later—I’m expecting the missed-a-step feeling, the icy shock and then realization that it’s just in a different place—but they don’t. The desk is still dominated by the ancient desktop computer, the tape player sitting next to it, the clunky over-the-ear headphones still plugged in and left on top of it. But the box of tapes is gone. 
Except it can’t be gone. No one else comes in here, much less touches the tapes. They’re old technology, miraculously still intact after being ignored in a room that hasn’t even heard of the word preservation, much less considered it. The only reason anyone ever thought of them before me was that someone should transcribe them so they could finally be thrown out. It can’t—
I lurch forward, my feet belonging to someone else as I stumble across the little room. I run my hands over the desk as if the Underwood Tapes box might be hiding somehow. Underneath the desk—nothing. The industrial metal shelving—nothing, nothing. I shove the boxes this way and that, angling them to see the sides and even pushing open the tops, just to be sure the tapes haven’t been put inside them out of some misplaced sense of organization. Nothing, nothing, nothing. My breath comes out in shallow pants and my nose itches furiously from all the dust in the air, but I still look twice, desperate to find something I missed the first time. 
By the time I give up, I’m full-blown panicking. 
I throw open the door to the lobby. “Where are they?” I try desperately, harder than I’ve ever tried to do anything, to keep my voice sounding normal, but it still trembles in time with my racing heart. Griffin looks up owlishly from his phone and Miss Vicki turns, a bundle of pamphlets still in her hands. “Where are they?” I demand when no one says anything. “The Underwood Tapes box. It’s not where I left it.”
Griffin’s eyes dart to Miss Vicki, who hesitates. “I . . . ,” she says. “I don’t know, honey. Did you look on the shelves?”
Liar. Blood rushes to my face, and I can feel the furious heat crawling up my neck and my pulse pounding in my throat. She’s lying, like she lied before. She knows about the Hurricane Club and what happened to Charley Underwood, and about Jake’s tapes too. But she still stares back at me, all wide-eyed innocence, looking like someone’s careworn grandmother. 
“How do you not know?” I push. “How many people go in there?” Sure as hell not the custodians. 
Her mouth hangs open a fraction of an inch, trembling slightly. Griffin is still holding his phone but it’s gone limp in his hand, his eyes wide.
“Is everything . . . ,” he starts. 
I round on him. “Do you know?” I demand. “Because I bet anything it was your fucking grandfather who did it.”
Now he’s shocked, but I can’t stop. Furious panic crawls up my throat and strangles me, adrenaline rushing through my limbs, making them all shake like I’m about to fall apart. It’s not Griffin’s fault, it’s not, but it is hers. Somehow. “They’re hiding something,” I say, and I know how I sound, but I also know that it needs to be said. It’s been too fucking long and no one has said it. Jake tried and they—
I don’t know. I don’t know.

“They’re all hiding something,” I say again, my voice strained right up to the point of breaking. I jab a finger at Miss Vicki from across the lobby. “She knows it. But you won’t say anything, will you? No one ever says anything around here. Nothing that matters.”
Miss Vicki just stares, pale-faced and big-eyed. 
I make a disgusted sound low in my throat. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” I march back into the archive room and grab my bag. I sling it over my shoulder, heedless of when it smacks carelessly against the wall. “Well, I’m going to find out,” I say stiffly as I march back with long strides. “Whether you like it or not.” I throw open the door. 
“Grace—” 
It’s like Griffin hadn’t spoken at all as I let the door rattle shut behind me.
I fumble with my keys three times before I manage to yank them out of my bag, and it’s not until I’m sitting in the driver’s seat that it really hits me what’s just happened. They’re gone. Jake’s gone. Nine tapes left. Few enough that I’d been dreading the way each one was another step in the slow crawl toward the end. I knew it was too late for Jake a long time ago—even before I’d known, a piece of me had felt it, a truth I hadn’t been ready to confront yet. But I thought I still had time. I thought that so long as I had those nine—eight, seven, six—tapes, he would wait for me.
And now he’s gone. 
My hands are sweaty and pale against the steering wheel and it’s like my body belongs to someone else—I’m just the puppeteer, pulling the strings from far away, putting the car in reverse and pulling sloppily out of the parking lot. Frank took the tapes. I know he must have, because I’m the idiot who told him about them first place. I should have known better than to mention Jake. I should have known just by the fact he’s a Caradoc that he’d do something about it. The Underwoods are Hermitage’s dirty secret, and the Caradocs are the ones who keep it. Why else would Mr. Caradoc want to keep me away from Sand Crab Beach? It’s what they do. They hide the truth, no matter what it costs. 
I don’t know if Frank hid the tapes or destroyed them or if he’s listening to them somewhere, stealing all the moments that were supposed to only be mine. It doesn’t really matter. I’m not a spy. I can’t get them back. I’m just a stupid little girl who can’t be trusted on her own, just like Dad tried to warn me. Not that he knew any of this about Hermitage. He just thought that anyway. 
I hate that he was right, but that doesn’t stop it from being true. I should never have come here. I should have stayed home. I should have died in the accident instead and then maybe this would all be—
I slam on the brakes and a big black truck goes roaring past the nose of my car, laying on the horn. I sit where the momentum threw me forward only to be caught by my seat belt, my hands on the wheel as I stare out at the cross street that’s empty now, the truck having gone on its way. The stop sign I failed to heed is level with my window. My breath is caught in my throat. 
And then I burst into tears. 
I never really understood that turn of phrase before, but since the accident, I’ve figured it out. The movies show grief as being sad all the time, swelling musical motifs and lingering looks and staying in bed all day. Mine isn’t, and I don’t know if that means I’m wrong or that they are, only that I think I’m fine until I very abruptly am not. I’m fine until, like a cap on a bottle of soda, I’m shaken until I just can’t contain the pressure anymore. And it all comes fizzing out. 
There’s no stopping it. Hot tears go running down my face and suddenly I’m gasping, ragged sobs torn from my body, first small like a hiccup, half swallowed, but deeper the more the grief and the fear feed into each other. All of it’s there. All of it. The shock of nearly being in an accident tears up every single stitch from the first accident—the real accident, the only one that’ll ever matter. If my arm hadn’t healed into scars already it would be bleeding now, my bones rebroken along the familiar fault lines, as battered as the night it happened. My mom. Jake. I lean foward and squeeze my eyes shut, my hands in a death grip on the steering wheel, and I sob so hard that I want to throw up. If only I could, I know that everything inside me would come out and I’d be empty inside, scraped raw and hollow, finally purified, but at a cost. And maybe it would be worth it. Jake had been pulling me out of the haze I’d been in ever since the accident, the enduring monotony of survival that I’d fallen into, but now he’s gone and I’m right back where I started, only worse. Jake had brought color back into the world but now they’re so bright they’re painful to look at. I’m not sure there’s anything left that doesn’t hurt. 
In a movie this is where it would cut away, but if I’ve learned anything, it’s that real life doesn’t work like that. It’s uglier and longer and you have to sit through every second of it. The director doesn’t get to cut away when it gets boring. 
So eventually I stop crying. My breathing goes less ragged, each breath slower and deeper as the trembling thing inside my chest gradually goes still again. I wipe at the tears and mess of snot on my face with the back of my hand, and the salt stings my cheeks but new tears don’t replace them. I sniffle, waiting for the next wave to come and rip open the tentative scab again, but it doesn’t. Not that I’m done. Not that it’s over. But the tight knot of grief and fear and anxiety has loosened a little inside me again, satisfied in whatever way it needs to be that I looked it in the face and gave it my attention.
One foot in front of the other.

I ignore the little voice that sounds just like mine in the back of my head and push hair off my wet cheeks. Checking both ways first, I drive away. 



TWENTY-EIGHT
I STOP THE CAR DOWN THE STREET FROM Uncle Aaron’s house and clean up my face the best I can with the napkins I keep in the glove compartment. I still look like I’ve been crying. The problem with being pale is that I only look paler, my red nose and swollen eyes all the more obvious. There’s not much I can do about it. What I really want to do is scrub my face with a wet washcloth, but I can’t do that without braving the front door first.
Uncle Aaron is at work, his car missing from the driveway, and I get out of my car before I decide if that’s a good thing or a bad one. I don’t want Uncle Aaron to know I’ve been crying, but if he’s gone, it means Miss Annie is here watching Pop, and I don’t particularly want her to know either.
Luckily she pays no attention to me when I slip inside the front door. Tiberius is immediately sticking his nose into the palm of my hand, but Miss Annie is on the phone, sitting behind her laptop at the dining room table. She waves distractedly at me but I’m able to disappear into the bathroom, leaving my bag against the wall. 
I feel a little more human by the time I slink out again, my face pink where I scrubbed the tears away but my nose less red and my sinuses clearer than before. I’ve unbraided my hair and brushed it over my shoulder like a curtain that I’m hoping I can hide behind as I steal across the short distance between the bathroom and my temporary bedroom.
I don’t make it. “Grace?” Miss Annie says from the other room.
Damn. I clear my throat, still not quite trusting my voice not to come out rusty. “Yeah?”
“Do you mind staying with Pop for a bit?” she asks. “My sister just called and my niece needs to go home sick. I’ve got to go pick her up from school. Just for a bit. Aaron should be back in a couple of hours.”
He’s my grandfather and her neighbor, so I can’t exactly say no. I wasn’t planning on going anywhere anyway. “Oh. Yeah. Of course,” I say, feeling awkward that she had to ask at all. Should I have been offering before now? Am I a member of the household or an interloper in their routine? “It’s no problem.”
Miss Annie thanks me profusely as she packs up her computer and bustles out of the house, saying goodbye to Pop before assuring me that he’s already had lunch. I linger by the table and watch her go. 
The door clicks shut behind her but I don’t move, thoughts rolling back to me like a slow-moving storm. Hurricane Club. Even here, I can’t escape it. Pop’s sitting in his chair, like he always is, M*A*S*H playing on the TV a little too loud, so that their voices echo off the tile. He’s been here the whole time, the past locked behind his dementia, and I’ve been avoiding him. I can recognize it now, the world a little clearer, a little crueler, than it was before. I sit at the dinner table with him and Uncle Aaron, but I don’t look him in the eye. I don’t try to talk to him, afraid of what he might say. That he’ll mistake me for my mom again, on the surface, but it’s more than that. It’s hard to look at someone and see the marks where time and dementia have carved pieces of them away. Harder finding the fingerprints of his whole self still left behind. 
My fingers twitch as if shocked. Pop can’t tell me anything now, but maybe he already did. How does a diary entry end up in the archives of the local historical society? Pictures, okay, sure, that’s local history. But a diary? All the Hurricane Club artifacts, actually, each of them unusual enough that Jake had been able to find them and link them together. Were they donated on accident? A lot can get mixed up when you’re cleaning. I’m sure it’s happened before.
Or maybe Pop was trying to say something. 
I throw one last glance over my shoulder, but Pop hasn’t moved. The artifacts Jake had were lost in Hurricane Andrew, the same storm he was lost in, but that doesn’t mean that everything made it to the Historical Society in the first place. The diary entry he’d read was ripped.
I don’t like this, but I still walk slowly down the hall, my footsteps lighter than they have to be. Pop probably doesn’t even realize I’m here, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling like a burglar. I press my fingertips against the door to his room. The hinges protest softly as I ease it open.
I haven’t been in Pop’s room since the night of the thunderstorm, but nothing has changed except for the fact that he’s not in it. It’s clean, the bed made and all his clothes neatly put away, but there’s a musty smell to it, cut with a sour hint of old urine that the little air freshener on the dresser can’t quite mask. The heavy curtains have been pulled back from the window, but the blinds are still down, filling the room with barred light that only makes it look older, the wood paneling on the walls more outdated and the quilt starting to fray along the seams. I hesitate there in the doorway for a long moment, certain that I’m not doing the right thing. I feel like I’m going through Pop’s stuff after his funeral, looking to see what to keep and what to throw away, only he’s still alive in the living room not far behind me. It feels weird. Disrespectful. But I’m not sure what else to do.
So at least I do it gently, as I carefully start to pick through his things like a particularly unambitious thief. I start with the closet, but it’s mostly clothes. There are a few boxes in the corner, but when I pry their flaps open and peer inside, they’re just old framed photographs or Grandma’s clothes, folded up and put away where they can be kept like a little piece of her. I know what I hope to find, but I think I’m afraid to actually find it. A diary. 
I turn away and sneeze into my elbow, dust tickling my nose. My eyes land on Pop’s nightstand. 
I pause. If I had a secret—the kind of secret spanning decades, nearly a lifetime—I’d keep it close to me too. 
It makes me feel worse, but also pulls me forward, a fish on a line. The top drawer is just junk—knickknacks and empty pill bottles and old tissues. The bottom drawer isn’t used as frequently. It sticks when I pull on it, and I have to wiggle it to coax it open. Like the nightstand itself doesn’t want to give up Pop’s secrets. 
Because I think I’ve found what I’ve been looking for. A photo album sits in the drawer, the red-brown leather cover cracked at the corners and the gold border stamped on its face flaking off against my hands. I sink back onto the carpet and pull the album into my lap. The binding crackles when I flip it open.
I’ve seen them all in photos a few times now, including the Hermitage High yearbook, but it’s different seeing them together like this, each photo tucked away like a bit of stolen time. The first photo is a group picture, all of them on a boat. Frank and Ginger at the helm. Ray and Charley wrestling with fishing poles. Vicki leaning against the side. Pop—John Paul, it feels weird calling him Pop when he’s so young and different—in the foreground, one hand resting against the dock. They’re all young and grinning, lit up bright by the summer sun and the dreamlike fuzziness that lies over all photographs from before the days of HD and 4K. I’ve always liked old photographs like that, where the colors aren’t quite right and the shapes a little soft. It makes them look like memories. 
The rest of the photographs are similar. The plastic protective sheeting sticks to itself and forces me to peel each page apart, but the photos are still perfectly preserved. Almost all of them are members of the Hurricane Club in various places around Hermitage, most of them on the beach or a boat, but there are a few at a school, betraying their age. In one group picture Frank and Ginger wear blue graduation robes, sweating but grinning with their caps held up into the air. The photos are less frequent after that, the larger gaps in time between them quiet but obvious, until I turn the page to Charley Underwood’s obituary. His yearbook photo sits above a brutally short paragraph about his life and details about the funeral. There’s a crease across the middle where the newspaper was folded, but years ago Pop carefully taped it to the page to hold it straight. The tape is old and browned now but still holds it there. 
There’s still half a photo album after that, but even as I flip through it, I can tell that it’s different. Charley’s absence is like a missing tooth, bloody and sore, and even once it’s healed there’s still a gap left behind. I flip through decades. I can’t tell when Frank and Ginger break up, but there are photos from Ginger and John’s wedding that segue into Mom and Uncle Aaron as fat, pink-cheeked babies. 
They’re toddlers when the album ends. Before Ray died, before Jake started trying to solve the mystery of his uncle Charley’s death. I puff my cheeks out with a sigh, my fingers resting on the last photograph, a family portrait of Pop and Grandma in their Sunday best, Pop holding Mom and Grandma holding Uncle Aaron, the twins only maybe three years old. It’s a trip down memory lane, like walking through a part of what Pop’s lost, but it’s not what I was looking for. I start to flip the album closed again when the final page comes unstuck from the back cover. 
There’s a pocket there, made from the same cracked leather as the cover. I pause, the back cover still half-closed. It’s bent slightly out of shape, the contents straining against the pocket. It makes the open mouth of it gape slightly. My heart trips as I stick my fingers inside and gently nudge it out. Even before I see it, I know what it is.
A diary.
A little one, the kind you might carry around in a bag or maybe your pocket. The cover is made from flexible black leather with a clasp on the front that holds it closed, though the metal tarnished a long time ago. It takes me a second to get my thumbnail under it and pop it open, the metal reluctant to part with its companion after so many years.
I settle the album back into my lap and open the diary—slowly, carefully, afraid that it might rip or fall apart all at once, like it’s realized that it was never meant to be seen. The spine creaks unhappily, but the paper is still in relatively good condition, protected in the darkness of the album pocket, where not even the moths could find it. I flip through the pages carefully, my eyes scanning the needlelike penmanship until I find the words I’m looking for.
Hurricane Club.
June 1st, 1972
It’s the first day of our last Hurricane Club. June 1st. June 2nd, if I’m being honest, but I haven’t slept and it’s still dark, so it’s still the 1st to me. When I go to sleep, then today will end, and maybe I don’t want it to end. Maybe I’m a little sloshed too, but Frank brought the whiskey from Uncle Mike’s liquor cabinet again.

We agreed to keep Hurricane Club a secret, but this is my journal and I’m writing so I can remember these days when we’re all grown-up and moved on to bigger and better things. Or some of us. Frank thinks I’ll be here forever, but Frank is probably the future president of the United States, so I don’t know why he can’t put me up in the Lincoln Bedroom
for a bit. Ginger will be First Lady, and I’m sure Vicki and Charley and Ray can find something to do up there. I don’t think they have many hurricanes in Washington D.C., but I’m sure we can find some of those too.

We’re the Hurricane Club. We weather any storm.

I think it was Charley’s idea. I don’t remember exactly, but I do remember it was Hurricane Dolly, who wasn’t even a hurricane at the time, according to the radio, but we called it that anyway. We rode our bikes down to the mangroves because no one could drive except Ray, and he didn’t have a car. We stood on the beach and watched the storm roll in. There’s something different about a hurricane, even one that hasn’t strengthened yet, different from a thunderstorm. It’s like the whole Earth knows something is different, like it’s holding its breath, waiting for a giant to walk past. It’s amazing. Otherworldly.
So that’s what we do. Hurricane Club. Sometimes we just go down for storms, but we’re always waiting for a big one. A real one, capital H Hurricane. June 1st is the start of the season, so every year we go down to the mangroves and we celebrate and take bets on how many storms we’ll get this season, though most of them will pass us by. A Hurricane Club Holiday. I think it’s my favorite day of the year, maybe even better than the storms themselves, because it feels like anything might be possible still, all of us together and the whole summer ahead of us. At school no one would guess that the six of us are all friends, we’re so different now than when we were just kids, but on the beach, in a storm, it’s like nothing has ever changed at all.

That’s why I don’t want it to be over now. This is our last June 1st, our last season of Hurricane Club. Ginger and Frank have graduated, and I don’t think they’ll stick around Hermitage like Ray did. Definitely not Frank. He’s already gotten a scholarship to the University of Miami, and I know he won’t even wait for the end of the season. I guess he can’t, with school starting, but it’s not like it’s that far of a drive. He keeps reminding us that we can’t do a storm without him. It’s all of us or none of us, like we’re in the army or something. I wonder if he’d say the same thing if it had been one of us that moved away. I guess we’ll never have to know.

Anyway.

Cheers to us. Cheers to Hurricane Club. Cheers to one last summer.

I hope we get a big one.
—JP
June 1972. I flip faster, my fingers clumsy, looking for September.
There.
September 14th, 1972
Of course we go all summer without a good storm, only for one to show up in September. Frank keeps reminding me that’s how hurricanes work, there are always more at the end of the summer. I know that, I’m not stupid, but we can’t pretend like things aren’t more complicated now than they were before. We had our last summer and it’s over now, even if hurricane season isn’t.

It’s weird, Frank being gone in Miami for school. He went early to get settled before classes start, but it’s still only been a few weeks. We had a going-away party on the beach, kind of a last hoorah for all of us. We all agreed it would be easier to call Hurricane Club over, now that Frank won’t be here. It’s not that long of a drive, but it’s hard to predict when a storm will really hit. It’s just easier this way. Put it to bed.
That’s what I thought anyway. But now there’s a big storm in the Gulf, and Frank keeps saying he’s going to come home for it. I think it’s weird for him, being in a big city at a big college. Hell, maybe he just misses us. I’m a little surprised. He’s the one who wanted to get out of here so bad.
It’s weird for me too, but I can’t say that. Hurricane Club was supposed to be over. We gave it an ending and it was a good one, or at least I thought so. I don’t think it’s going to be the same now, trying to bring it back from the dead just one more time. But Frank asked and everyone else said yes. So I said yes. Of course we did. No one ever tells Frank no, except maybe Ginger. Ray and Charley were supposed to drive up to see their aunt in Jacksonville, but even Ray agreed to postpone it, and he’s only ever put up with Hurricane Club for Charley.

I don’t know. Maybe I’m overthinking it. I think it’s just something about Hermitage. Frank left, and even he seems to be having trouble with it. Ray graduated high school before any of us and he just works at Waldo’s. I think we’re all afraid of that too. Of getting stuck. The problem is we all want to move forward, but no one wants to be the one to let go first.
One last storm. Maybe Frank is right. Maybe this is exactly what we need.

—JP
I turn a few more pages, my eyes scanning the words so fast that I hardly read them, except to tell they’re not important. I turn another page and— 
Stop. There’s a jagged tear across the top of the page, cutting into some of the words.
. . . could have saved him, even if we’d tried. But no one can know. Frank’s already decided, and when Frank decides something, it’s final. Vicki doesn’t like it. She won’t stop crying—I thought Ginger was going to slap her, but they’re both just afraid. I’m afraid too. It feels like shit, pretending that we don’t know what happened to him.

Ray says he won’t. That’s all he said: he won’t. Maybe he’ll tell the whole truth, but I don’t think he will. He knows—we all know—that if Ray Underwood says one thing and Frank Caradoc says another, no one will believe Ray. It’ll only look worse, like he’s trying to shift the blame. 

Frank says that if everyone knows we were out there too, they’ll blame us. They’ll think that we got him killed.

I’m not sure that we didn’t.

—JP
I try to swallow the lump in my throat, but it won’t go away. They weren’t even supposed to be out there. I try to imagine a different world. If Frank had stayed in Miami, if Ray and Charley had gone on their road trip. If no one had gone out in that storm. But they did. 
What happened, exactly? An accident, by the way John Paul talks about it, but Hermitage would never know exactly how it happened, because no one would ever admit that they were there. It’s the secret that Frank Caradoc’s been hiding, that Jake’s been chasing, that drove Ray Underwood to kill himself, so many years later. To anyone else it must have been incomprehensible, a tragedy on more than one axis, distorted every time Frank pushed the narrative away from himself and toward Ray. A boy who took his younger brother out in the storm and could never say why, could never even try to defend himself, for fear of looking worse. What must their parents have thought? How impossible must it be to lose someone and not even know why?
How impossible, to lose someone and never be able to tell the truth? 
I slip the diary into my pocket and replace the album into the drawer. I mean to retreat to my room and take my spinning thoughts with me, but something stops me at the end of the hall. Pop is just where I left him. 
“Pop,” I say softly. I come up behind him slowly and crouch beside his chair, one hand resting on the upholstered arm. 
He blinks and looks away from the TV a little impatiently. “Hmm?”
My mouth is dry. “I read your diary,” I say. “I know about Charley. That’s why you gave them to the Historical Society, isn’t it? So someone would know.” JP would never contradict Frank’s decision to stay quiet—but there’s more than one way to speak. I start to wonder why he didn’t donate the entire diary, but I already know. He kept the secret too, even if he didn’t want to. He was ashamed. 
They all were. 
Pop looks at me for a long moment, and it’s almost as if the dementia isn’t there. For a heartbeat his eyes are sharp and clear again and they cut right through me. “The truth is like a poison,” he murmurs, his lips hardly parting around the words. “If you keep swallowing it for too long, it’ll kill you.” His mouth twitches softly in some secret joke. 
Then he looks away again, back toward the TV screen. “You’re a good girl,” he says, and he pats my hand absently. 



TWENTY-NINE
ALL I WANT TO DO IS TALK TO JAKE.
But I can’t. No more tapes, no more Jake, no more conversations in the archive room. Before, he was dying. Now, abruptly, before I was ready for it, he’s dead, really dead, and there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s my mom all over again. A collision out of nowhere and then—it’s over.
I sit on my bed with the last tape in my lap. The only one left, staring up at me, the plastic hard but unbearably breakable. I press my thumbs against it just to hear the plastic creak, to remind myself that it’s real. I could try to play it again, but I’m afraid to. It’s not my fault that I’m forced to listen to it out of order, but does the universe know that? Does it care? I already almost lost this tape once. I can’t lose it for real, even if it means never listening to it. I can’t. 
After Mom died, my therapist said it was okay to still talk to her. That maybe it would help release all the unspoken words I still have trapped inside me with nowhere to go and no one to listen to them. I tried it a little bit, and I guess it helped, a little bit. I haven’t done it in a while, but it’s the only thing I can do right now. 
So I hold Jake’s last tape and I tell him about the diary, my voice low and quiet. I imagine him sitting at the end of the bed, listening, his eyes watching the ceiling fan turn. 
“That’s what happened. Frank couldn’t admit that it was his fault they were out there, so he let your dad take the blame. They all did. That’s all there is,” I say softly. I wish I had more to tell him. “The rest of the tapes are . . . They’re gone. I think someone took them.” I swallow painfully and press my forehead against my knees, the tape cradled beneath them. “I can’t hear you anymore, Jake. But I hope you can still hear me.” 
Somehow, like a prayer. I don’t know if I believe in God or Heaven or anything to do with the afterlife. I want to. I want to believe he can hear me, but for a while now I’ve wanted to believe that this could end any other way too. But Jake died a long time ago, and time doesn’t work that way. For all he talked about bending the rules and making them work for us, for as much as they allowed us at least to talk to each other, I don’t think they can be broken. Allowed. It was a gift the universe gave us, not something we stole for ourselves. We’ve been playing a game with time, and the house always wins. 
Things happen. People die. There’s nothing new about that, except it’s a lesson that I’m still learning. Maybe that’s the real reason I don’t try to listen to the last tape. 
I don’t want this to be over. I don’t want Jake to die. I’m not ready yet. 
“I love you, Jake,” I say softly, because it’s true. I don’t think it’s romantic or platonic or anything else. I don’t think there’s a word for the depth of what I’m feeling, so I don’t try to give it one. It is what it is, and it’s a better word than sorry. I am sorry for what happened to him—happened, happens, is happening. But I love him more than that. “I love you. I really, really do.”
I put the tape away before I can let myself cry.
I skip dinner that night, promising Uncle Aaron that I had a late lunch, even though I can’t really remember the last time I ate a whole meal. Maybe I’d feel better if I tried, but the idea of eating anything makes me feel like my mouth is full of cardboard. I’m restless but stuck in place, every so often getting up to pace around the room, going nowhere. I realize that I feel like I’m waiting for something, only I can’t say what. For Jake to die? For this to all end? It ended a long time ago. It’s already happened. There’s nothing to wait for. 
I’m just in the audience and the projector’s gone out. I know how the movie ends, but I’ll never get to see it. I should be grateful, probably, but instead I feel like a hunting dog that’s lost the scent. That can’t just be it. It can’t just be over.
So it’s not. I say that it’s not. There’s still one more thing I can do. 
I shove my sneakers on and fish my car keys out of my bag, leaving the rest of it behind. 
“Where are you off to?” Uncle Aaron asks from the kitchen table, pretending not to be concerned. I’m distracted, focused, single-minded, but even I notice the way his eyebrows pull together. “I think a storm is rolling in.”
Thunder has been grumbling in the distance for the last half hour, but that doesn’t mean anything. Just as many storms go by like trucks on the highway, with a lot of noise but not much else. “Going to see Lara about something,” I say, which is a vague lie, and a bad one, but I don’t care. I scratch Tiberius between the ears and keep him back with one foot as I open the front door. “I’ll be back later.”
If he protests, I don’t hear him. I let the screen door bang shut behind me as I step out into the muggy dusk. The sun has already started to set, turning the sky orange and fiery and tinged with night at the edges. The air is so humid that it feels like walking through soup, thick and buzzing with the screams of cicadas that seem to make the whole world vibrate a little. Or maybe that’s just my racing heart. I clench my jaw. I’m not nervous. I’m purposeful. I’m not scared.
I’m desperate.
I don’t even have to think about the route to Sand Crab Beach. Past the library, past the marina, past the Municipal Building. It’s like time is a railroad track and I’m on it, unable to do anything except forge tirelessly forward. I might be going crazy. I think I am going crazy. But I swear I can feel it, the satisfied press of time, like the universe itself is happy and as smug as a cat to see me falling into line with what it wants from me. Trying to listen to the tape out of order had been a wrong thing. This is a right one. 
The dirt crunches under my tires as I pull into the little parking lot, entirely deserted except for the mosquitos and shadows coalescing under the trees. I hold Jake’s last tape in a death grip. I’m terrified to lose it to the water like I did the last one, but I’m just as certain that I need it. Last time I was on the beach it seemed to pull the fabric of time together like thread pulled through the folds, a piece of Jake now calling to Jake then. Maybe it’s his voice preserved on the magnetic strip or maybe it’s just the fact that he held it once, his fingerprints pressed invisibly into the plastic cover, but it worked once. I hope it will work again. I don’t need silhouettes in the distance or a spooky feeling up my spine from the beach tonight. I need to see him.
Uncle Aaron was right, there is a storm coming in. I stumble onto the beach, my sneakers sinking awkwardly into the sand. The sky here looks like a wildfire, streaked with orange and red against the sharp line of the horizon but the sky above it is black with storm clouds. It changes the pressure in the air, tapping against ancient animal instincts like fingers on piano keys. I can feel it in the way the breeze stutters and gusts, making the leaves on the trees behind me shiver against one another and the sand skip across itself. The air is still thick with humidity—even thicker than before, like the storm is pulling all the moisture in on itself—but the temperature has dipped just a little. If it weren’t for the distant roll of thunder, it would be a relief. 
The beach itself is entirely empty, curving into the distance like a white crescent until it disappears into a scraggly stand of trees. The wind shivers across the water, making the dark surface ripple. I’ve never felt so alone before. Not in a lonely way, but in a small one, dwarfed by the expanse of the Gulf in front of me and the storm above it. I feel like I’m standing at the edge of the world. 
I understand how they felt, I think. Hurricane Club. I’ve only experienced one hurricane that I remember. Hurricane Irma, back when I was in middle school. I remember the way the wind howled through the night, but mostly I remember the day before. The way it had been gray and soft and, more than that, it had been quiet. Like the whole world was holding its breath. 
Not like the edge of the world but the end of it. 
I pull off my shoes mechanically, then my socks. The sand is soft underneath my feet as I step into the water, and the Gulf eagerly laps against my ankles, warm with summer, welcoming me back into it. I watch the foam swirl on top of the eddying tide, my breath caught in my throat.
“Go farther!”
My head goes up, my mouth hanging open a fraction of an inch, salt on my lips just from the air alone. A girl laughs from where she stands farther out in the water, up to her hips, but the waves are kicking up, rolling high enough to wet her white crocheted bikini top. She looks back at me, grinning. 
My heart skips a beat. Ginger. Grandma. A suntanned shadow of Mom, with her blond hair still curled at the ends but frizzing in the humidity, no older than I am now. 
“Ginger, stop teasing them,” a voice calls from behind me, and I realize that Ginger isn’t looking at me at all. It’s as if I’m not even here, though I can still feel the strength of the waves picking up and pulling at the sand under my feet. To them, I’m only a ghost, but the water knows that I’m here. 
Vicki stands on the beach, not even getting her toes wet, standing barefoot in a much more modest one-piece. Ray is behind her, farther up on the beach, hanging back and not even dressed to swim at all. 
“This is why we’re here, isn’t it?” Ginger calls back, and the wind whips, tossing her hair. It’s not dusk anymore, but I can’t tell what time it is. The entire sky is gray and amorphous, the clouds a solid thing stretched across the sky. The world glows with gray light, muted yet so bright it nearly hurts to look at. “One last time?”
“I guess,” Vicki mutters, too softly for anyone but me to hear.
The rest of the boys are farther out than Ginger, far enough that they bob like wave markers as the waves swell. JP lingers closest to her, though he’s hard to distinguish from Frank with their hair wet and plastered to their heads, except for the fact that Frank is laughing, the sound floating over the water. He splashes Charley, swamping him under a wave of water. Charley bobs back to the surface, sputtering and laughing, his dark curls slicked back. 
“I bet I could go farther,” Frank challenges. 
Charley laughs. “To where? Mexico?”
“C’mon, what are you? A chicken?”
“The storm surge is starting to pick up,” JP says, raising his voice above the slosh of the water. “We should probably head back.”
“We have time,” Frank counters. “Are you all chickens? Come on!”
“Guys—” Vicki starts.
“Let’s go then!” Frank dives forward and Charley follows him with an indignant squawk, splashing as they swim farther out into the water only to be pushed back again by the swell of a wave, two steps forward and one step back. They still make pretty good distance. Why wouldn’t they? They were both born and raised on the water, made to swim. They don’t see a reason to be afraid of the ocean, even when they should. It’s an easy mistake to make.
But the Gulf isn’t your mother. It won’t take care of you. It doesn’t care if you drown.
Frank pulls up first, his head bobbing like a pale piece of driftwood in the distance. “You’re almost there!” he calls, breathless. Charley has pulled past him, but he still shouts, “A little farther!” He’s laughing again.
Charley is still swimming, his head down, against the waves that are only growing stronger. I don’t think he’s even heard Frank egging him on, he’s just swimming with everything he’s got, trying to win. The mood shifts almost imperceptibly, the barometric pressure of the Hurricane Club changing as they realize how far out he’s gotten.
“Come on, Charley!” Ginger calls, her hands around her mouth. Her voice betrays her concern despite the way she tries to keep it lighthearted. “We should go! I’m getting cold!”
I’m not sure he hears her. She isn’t either. Her hands hang in front of her uncertainly, half curled as if to hold up to her mouth and shout again. Charley finally stops and looks back, and he’s too far away to see his grin, but he waves triumphantly. The undisputed winner. 
The wind turns, making the tree branches at the top of the beach bend and sway. The feeling in the air winds a little tighter. 
“Let’s go, Charley!” JP calls this time, floating out a little farther. “You’re too far!”
I’m not sure if he can hear them. A wave swells, larger than the ones before it, and swamps Charley first before rolling on to Frank. They both go under and then both pop back out again, but Charley is farther than he was before. He’s not waving anymore, but his arms are still moving, working to keep his head above water. My heart turns into a fist. 
“It’s too late,” I whisper, and my lips taste like salt from the spray of the waves, but I don’t feel the water on my clothes. A light, misting rain has started, bringing goose bumps up and down my arms. 
“He’s too far out,” Vicki says behind me. 
The others have realized it too. Frank has drifted closer to Ginger and JP, but they’re all looking out at the horizon, where Charley’s head is just visible over the water. They’re calling his name like he’s doing this on purpose. Like he wouldn’t have come back already if he could. 
“Charley!” Now it’s Ray, surging forward from the top of the beach, fully clothed into the water. “What are you doing? He needs help! Charley! Goddammit.” 
“Ray, you can’t—” Ginger tries to catch him by the arm, but he jerks out of her grasp and keeps going. When he runs out of land under his feet he throws himself into the water to swim. 
“The waves will push him back, Ray,” Frank calls, but fear has robbed his voice of confidence even as it calls out over the water. He holds on to Ginger’s shoulders now, as if she might go out there too. “Just give him a minute!”
But they’re not. The waves only work against them, pushing Ray back every time he tries to swim forward, like a massive hand holding back a wayward child. The same pull and shove of the tide draws Charley backward, the waves growing taller, more forceful. A huge surge of water pushes them both under. Ray comes back up, gasping.
Charley doesn’t.
“What about your dad’s boat?” Ginger’s voice is pitched high with fear. “Could we get it?”
“Charley!” Ray’s voice is strained with water. He keeps trying and the waves keep pushing him back.
It takes both Frank and JP to drag him back, one of them around each arm, the water briefly submerging them with every wave as they crawl back to shore. “He’ll come back! Ray, he will!” Frank shouts over the crashing water, and I’m not sure if he believes it or if he just wants to. JP doesn’t say a word, his face pale like a ghost and his eyes wide and white all the way around the iris. He doesn’t believe it, and neither does Ray.
“He’s not coming back!” Ray spits, thrashing against their grip, except they’re both taller and stronger and he’s half drowned from his attempts already. Pink blood streams down his chin from where he must have bitten his tongue, but his eyes don’t leave the horizon where he last saw his brother. “Let me go! Charley!”
I turn to watch them drag themselves back onto the beach, where Ginger and Vicki meet them, but their voices are all white noise, lost to the crash of the waves and the sound of my heart thundering in my ears. Rain clings to my eyelashes and dusts my hair, and I realize that even as a ghost, I’m not alone. I turn my head slowly.
Jake stands in the water beside me, knee-deep but similarly untouched except for the rain in his hair and darkening the shoulders of his shirt. He turns to look at me at the same time, his eyes wide and his curls thrown across his forehead. He doesn’t look surprised to see me there. I’m not surprised to see him either. I think we’re beyond that now. We’re already someplace no one was meant to go. 
“They let him die, Grace,” he says, his face stony, without expression. Like he never expected anything different. “And they lied about it for their entire fucking lives.”



THIRTY
“JAKE—” I REACH OUT FOR HIM, BUT I STAGGER forward as the world shifts under my feet. I fall forward onto my knees, but I’m not in the water anymore. I’m still on the beach, but now there’s sand underneath me. I scramble to my feet, my hair in my eyes, stringy and wet. 
I push it away impatiently, flipping my braid over my shoulder as I scan the beach. It’s different now. The sky is just as gray, the pressure of a storm in the air, pressing down on the world like the flat palm of a great hand. It’s not here yet, but it’s coming, and it’s not the same as the storm I just left. The landscape is slightly different, like flipping between one photograph and another and seeing the trees shift with the simulation of movement. 
“Jake!” I call again. He’s farther down the beach, rooted in place, his hand fisted around something. A diary entry, I realize with a cold shot of adrenaline. I still clutch Jake’s tape in my other hand, pressed against my chest, as if someone is going to try to pry my fingers off it. The diary brought him to the Hurricane Club and the tape brought me to him. Time is like a tide here, pulling us along with it and finally, finally pushing us together. Here, at the end. 
Jake looks up at me, his eyes wild and his lips pressed into a shaking, bloodless line. His entire body is shaking, as if he were cold despite the heavy warmth in the air. “They killed him, Grace,” he says. He’s looking at me. I know that he knows I’m here, but I don’t know how much he’s really seeing me. He’s still looking at the past, caught in the truth like a snare around his neck. 
I shake my head and step forward, trying to close the gap between us. For the first time, it’s feet and not years. Decades. “It was an accident,” I say softly, my heart constricting, and I can hear my dad’s voice. You were in an accident. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault.”
“Wasn’t it?” Jake counters savagely. “You saw it, didn’t you? They didn’t go after him. They didn’t even try.”
I stare at him, helpless. “They were scared.” 
I don’t know if they could have saved Charley, even if they’d let Ray go after him. Maybe Ray would have died too. I don’t know. We’ll never know. 
“So was he.” He’s breathing heavily, his hands trembling at his sides. “And they knew it too, because they lied about it. Innocent people don’t lie! Innocent people don’t—” He looks away and presses the heels of his hands against his forehead, shaking his head. “They ruined my life, Grace! My entire life!” He looks up and his face is streaked with tears, but his expression speaks more to fury than sadness. Or maybe something in between. Something like grief. “His brother died and my dad couldn’t say a thing about it. He saw it happen and he couldn’t say a goddamn thing. It was so easy for everyone to blame him. Not Frank, never a Caradoc, but Ray Underwood? Everyone could believe that he was a fuckup. And it ate at him. It ate at him and it didn’t leave anything behind. If it hadn’t—maybe we could have been happy. Maybe he wouldn’t have—” His voice cuts off with a ragged sob and he presses his palm against his mouth, as if to swallow it. He shakes his head again, his eyes squeezed tight. The tears still come. 
“I know.” I almost choke on the words as I reach out to touch him. I half expect my hands to go right through him, like one of us really is a ghost, but when I grip his shoulders he’s real and warm beneath the palms of my hands. “Jake, I know. It’s not right. But it’s already happened. There’s nothing we can do about it.” There are tears in my eyes too, threatening to blur my vision, but I blink them away, my eyes on him. Jake, real and there and alive, without time and a photograph between us. Without the dreamlike haze and magnetic scratch of old technology. Real and whole and only for a moment. My hands go to his face, cradling it. “Please. Please, it wasn’t your fault. This all happened before you were even born. What were you supposed to do?”
He’s shaking his head. “I should have known earlier. I should have made him listen.”
I can’t stop the tears. My mouth twists with the effort it takes to hold back an ugly sob, and it lodges inside my chest like an open wound. “Please, Jake,” I whisper, running my thumbs across his cheekbones. He feels so real, salt water and tears indistinguishable from each other against his skin. “Please, don’t let this kill you too.”
Jake looks at me like he’s opening his eyes for his first time, the tears stopped but a tremble going through his entire body. He opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but he can’t. Like whatever it is is bigger than words, or maybe he just doesn’t have it in him to say it. He looks tired, his eyes soft and the circles under them dark. He swallows and his Adam’s apple bobs. “Grace,” he says softly. He leans forward and rests his forehead against mine and I know it’s not good. I know that funeral way of saying things, quiet and soft and inevitable. I close my eyes and hold him there, our foreheads pressed together, one hand tangled in his hair. Like I can keep him there forever, even as rain, heavy and cold, ripples across the beach. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I don’t think I can.”
You can’t, or you won’t? You can’t let it go, or time won’t let go of you? Now I’m the one who can’t speak. I feel his head turn, distracted by something I can’t see. He steps away from me and there’s nothing I can do but let him go.
“Jake. Come on. You shouldn’t be out here.”
I don’t want to look. I want to go home. Not my room back at Uncle Aaron’s house, but my real one, where I can crawl under the covers and pretend like nothing ever changed. I can close my eyes and turn off the lights and pretend that I can hear my mom down the hall on a Sunday morning when I’ve slept in late and woken up to the morning painted gold with sunlight. But it’s too late now. Dull shock pulses through me. I expect to hear Frank’s voice, but I don’t. Close, but not quite. 
Even decades younger, I recognize Nathaniel Caradoc’s voice. 
“Leave me alone, Nate.” Jake is still close, half turned toward the water, which is growing choppier, as gray as the sky above it, only darker. 
Nathaniel walks down the beach, his sneakers sinking into the sand and his dark hair whipped by the wind. He doesn’t seem to even notice the rain as it comes in brief, shivering bursts that skate down the beach. He was his friend, I think distantly, my mind scrambling to make sense of what’s unfolding in front of me. He was supposed to be Jake’s friend. 
My head swims, disconnected from the rest of my body. Maybe he was. But he’s a Caradoc first. 
“There’s a storm coming, c’mon,” Nathaniel says impatiently. “Everyone’s evacuated to the school already. Haley is looking for you.”
I see on Jake’s face the way it threaten to break him, the way Mom’s name cracks his expression, just a little. He can’t change his mind for me, we both know it’s already too late. He’s already dead. But Haley is his best friend and Haley is from his present. It almost, almost feels like maybe he could change it for her. 
But he doesn’t. 
“You knew, didn’t you?” Jake says, turning toward him, his voice heavy and wooden. “You knew what really happened. That’s why you tried so hard to get me to drop it.”
Nathaniel stops in his tracks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Liar. 
“Liar,” Jake echoes me, spitting the word. “Jesus Christ, dude. Be honest for once in your life, would you? Tell me the truth.” He advances on him a step. “Your dad told you to get me to drop it, didn’t he? And you always do what Daddy tells you, don’t you, Nate?”
“Shut the fuck up,” Nathaniel snaps. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Then tell me!” Jake shoves him and Nathaniel stumbles back a step, his teeth bared. “Tell me what happened to my uncle Charley! Tell me what your dad did to mine! Or do you not even know? Did he not even tell you?” He makes a disgusted sound, not quite a laugh. “Your dad is a fucking liar, Nate.”
“At least he’s not some fucking loser!” Nathaniel surges forward, shoving Jake back once, twice, forcing him backward without giving him time to really recover. “Your dad was a loser, Jake! That was no one’s fault but his own! Just like it’s your fault you’re a fucking loser too—”
Jake throws himself forward with a snarl, tackling Nathaniel into the sand. Once again I’m rooted in place, frozen as I watch them roll across the beach, scrabbling at each other like they want to tear the other apart. They don’t even seem to notice when they hit the water, even as the shoreline starts to swell farther up the beach, compelled by the oncoming storm. 
“I’m going to tell everyone,” Jake spits as Nathaniel holds the collar of his shirt in his fist. Jake’s fingernails dig into his hand but don’t break his grip. I can see the shark’s-tooth necklace twisted halfway around his neck in the chaos. “I’m going to tell them the truth, and everyone will know it. Your dad’s a coward. He’s a liar.”
“Shut up!”
“He’s a fucking liar, Nate. They’re all gonna know!”
“I said shut up!” Nathaniel pushes him into the water, his hand still fisted around his shirt, his face contorted. “Why can’t you just shut up?” He shoves him backward.
I can’t do it anymore. I look away before Jake can hit the water. 
I do more than that. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I put my hands over my ears, the hard plastic of the tape digging into my cheek where I still hold it in one hand, but I let it. I think about the accident, about the way I was awake when the car hit us and probably for a bit after that, but I don’t remember a thing until I woke up in the hospital. The human mind can endure a lot, can compress it into bite-size pieces so we don’t choke on it, but it knows what it can’t handle too. So it protects us.
Sometimes you have to protect yourself too. Watching Jake’s head hit the rock hidden under the waves won’t change what happened. I can already see it well enough in my memory, more real than I ever wanted it to be. Red ribbons, stretching out toward the horizon. Churned by the storm-tossed waves. 
I don’t know when I curl into a ball, only that I find myself there, my knees pressed against my chest and my arms wrapped around my head. The Gulf is warm against my legs and the rain is cold against my back, pelting me, soaking me to the bone. I let it. I don’t want to do this anymore. I want the tide to come in and wash over me, to close over my head and muffle the world, which is too big and too bright and too loud. Too much. It’s all too much, and I’m too small and too desperately, achingly alone. 
If I can’t admit it now, I’m not sure I ever will: a part of me really thought I could save him.
“Grace?” 
I come back to myself in bits and pieces, as gradual as the tide coming in. I lift my head and my hair hangs in my eyes, waterlogged and heavy, but I can still see Lara crouched in front of me, just as wet. Griffin stands behind her, half leaned over, one hand on his knee and the other holding his phone, worry etched onto his face. Lara looks about the same. I stare at them. 
“You’re all wet,” I say hoarsely. 
Lara’s mouth twists in what’s almost a smile. “Yeah?” Her voice hiccups a little, and I realize that she’s not just worried. She’s scared. “You too. Funny how that works.”
It doesn’t make sense that they’re here. They’re here, standing in the rain. For me? “Why are you here?” I can’t help but sound confused. 
“My dad called,” she says. “He said you were supposed to be with me. Griffin thought you might be here.” Behind her, Griffin nods unnecessarily. 
“Oh.” It takes me a moment to swallow that. “You came looking for me? In the rain?”
“In the rain, yeah.” Lara laughs softly, and I realize another thing: she’s crying. A tear slips down her cheek, almost lost in the rain. “We were really worried about you, Grace.” 
“Did you find her?” A voice floats down the beach, louder than the rain. 
Every nerve I have lights up. My head whips around and I look at Griffin like a deer in the headlights. “Did you tell your dad?”
Griffin blinks, looking a little lost. “He was with me when Lara called,” he says. “He wanted to help.”
No. No, no, no. I’m shaking my head before I even realize what I’m doing, clumsily pushing myself to my feet. I can’t look at Nathaniel Caradoc right now. All I can see are red ribbons of blood in the water and Jake’s shirt in his fist, and all I can think is You were his friend. All I want to do is run and run and never look back.
I jerk backward as Mr. Caradoc makes his way down the beach, my hands coming up as if to defend myself somehow. Lara’s eyes whip between us, her lips parted.
“Grace, what—”
“I don’t want to see him,” I say, taking another step back. The water sloshes around my calves. “I—please. I don’t want to.”
“Grace,” Mr. Caradoc says, and his voice around my name makes me want to crawl out of my own skin. He squints in the rain. “What are you doing? Come out of the water.”
No, no, no. I shake my head.
“She needs some space,” Lara says, even though she puts a hand on my upper arm. I let her. She stands between us, almost like a shield. “Give her a minute.”
I can sense his annoyance from here. “Kids,” he says. “This isn’t a game. Get up here, now.”
“She just needs—”
“Grace—”
“She doesn’t want to see you!” Griffin snaps, and it takes us all by surprise. For a moment I’m even startled out of my panic, looking up at him, dumbfounded. He stands between us, stiff-backed, his hands balled into fists at his sides. He looks terrified, his hair slicked back from the rain and his face too pale, but he stands firm, even if I can see his hands shaking. “You don’t need to be here. So just . . . leave!” 
I didn’t know Griffin could talk to his father that way. I don’t know if he thought he could either. He looks back at me, and for a moment I see the shadow of his teenage father standing there, his face contorted with fear, rage, desperation. But then the rain shivers and I just see Griffin, soaked to the bone and his hair plastered across his forehead, who came out in the rain to look for me. Who stood up to his dad for me. And Lara, who looks back at me not with Uncle Aaron’s eyes, friendly and blue, but her own. Just us. Here and now.
I think that Hermitage has been like this beach for a long time. Stuck in its own cycles, in the endless push and pull of the tide. But it doesn’t have to be. Maybe it can be different. 
Maybe we already are. 
“It’s okay,” I say, my lips numb around the words. “There’s something I want to ask him.”
I can’t explain any of this to them, but at least for the moment, they don’t ask me too. Griffin and Lara hang back reluctantly as I make it up the beach, the tape still gripped in one hand and my clothes heavy with water. The beach looks eerie in the half-light, the sun nearly set and the storm choking the sky. But I can see Mr. Caradoc’s face and the strange expression that twists across it as I step closer. 
I wonder what he sees when he goes to Sand Crab Beach. I wonder what he hears. 
I stop in front of him, my expression even but my heart beating rabbit-fast. I force myself to look him in the eye. He won’t confess to anything. He’s too smart for that, and it’s been too long. No one will believe a girl’s delusions about a crime that happened before she was even born. A crime that no one even thinks is a crime. Just a tragedy.
But I want him to know that I know. I think he already does. 
“It wasn’t Jake’s necklace, was it?” I ask. With the rain, Griffin and Lara are too far back to hear us. “The one Uncle Aaron found here.”
Mr. Caradoc stares at me for a long moment, his eyes dark against his pale face, his jaw tight and his expression unreadable. “No,” he says finally, the word bitten off. “I bought it.”
Kitschy gift store shit, Julian had called it. The kind of thing you can get anywhere around here. Easy to plant in the sand to be found, indistinguishable from the one around Jake’s neck as the water took him, his body lost to the storm. 
“Aaron couldn’t tell the difference,” he says.
“But my mom could,” I say quietly. 
Another long pause. “Yes,” he admits. “She could.”
And she never forgave him for it. 
Grief threatens to tear a hole through me. She knew he had something to do with Jake’s disappearance, but she could never prove it. Who would believe her over a Caradoc? Who would believe a hunch? So she left. She left and she never came back. 
I turn to leave.
“Grace,” Mr. Caradoc says, stopping me with the strain of desperation in his voice, almost too faint to be heard. “It was an accident.”
The way that Charley Underwood’s death was an accident too, even if all Jake could see was the fact that they’d failed to try to save him. Maybe they couldn’t be blamed for that, but they’d lied about it. They’d hidden the truth and thought that meant it stopped existing, but it hadn’t. It killed Ray Underwood, and it killed Jake too, just like it made Nathaniel Caradoc a killer. They built this town on a foundation of lies and wondered how they’d seeped into the groundwater. Lara, Griffin, me—it’s not our fault.
No, Jake told me once. But we still have to live with it.
Maybe we do. But we can decide what happens next.
“I don’t care,” I say simply, and I turn my back to him.
Lara and Griffin are waiting for me, their eyes watchful and their shoulders tense. As soon as I get close enough, Lara puts her arm around my shoulder, warm when the rest of me is chilled to the bone. 
“Let’s go home,” I say quietly. 
“Yeah,” Lara agrees, squeezing my shoulder. “I think that’s a good idea.”



THIRTY-ONE
“I’M SORRY,” GRIFFIN SAYS. “I STILL DON’T GET IT.”
“It’s classic,” Lara says, pinching her fingers together to stress the word. “I don’t know what’s not clicking.” 
“It’s cool,” Oliver says reasonably. 
“I think it’s pretty cool,” I chime in.
“It’s a 1992 Chevy Corvette,” Lara explains patiently, one hand resting possessively on her new car, which gleams, freshly washed, in Uncle Aaron’s driveway. New being a subjective word. “It’s . . . Griffin, it’s red.” She sounds entirely baffled how that isn’t the ultimate selling point.
Griffin stares at her for a long moment, squinting slightly. “It’s . . . old,” he says finally, and Lara and Oliver groan theatrically enough that I have to laugh. Griffin rolls his eyes and shakes his head, exasperated. “Whatever! I’m okay with being the stick in the mud here. I don’t get it.”
“We know you are,” Oliver says with a grin. 
“We hope, at least,” I add. “You sure do it a lot.”
“Would you look what you guys have done to her?” Griffin says, throwing an arm toward me. “Grace used to be nice!”
It’s approximately a thousand degrees, July like a pressure cooker and Lara’s new car gleaming molten bright under the Florida sun, but I feel light underneath all the sweat. Or lighter, at least. Lighter than I have in a long time, like I’ve eased some of the weight out of my chest and set it aside for later. Grief doesn’t go away that easily—I don’t think it ever really goes away at all—but it can be put on a shelf, just for a while, until you’re ready for it again. It helps when you have people to help you lift it. 
Everything has changed, and yet nothing at all. There’s nothing that I can tell anyone that they’d actually believe. I’m the outsider here and Mr. Caradoc is the mayor, Frank the beloved founder of the Hermitage Marina. No one wants to know the truth about what happened to the Underwoods. It’s easier not to. It’s easier to look away, to leave the bruise untouched, to pretend like nothing ever went wrong. 
But I don’t want to do that. Not anymore. 
I asked Miss Vicki if we could put up a memorial plaque for Jake Underwood. For all the work he did archiving with the tapes. Unsurprisingly, Mr. Caradoc approved the idea without saying a word to me. Miss Vicki wanted to put it outside the Historical Society museum, but I chose the tree on Sand Crab Beach. The one with the hole in it, like a cartoon tree. The same place Jake left my eighteen years’ worth of forest-green birthday presents a lifetime ago. Just thinking about it makes me smile. 
It’s not satisfaction or justice or anything close. But it means something to me. I think that might be something close to healing.
I haven’t been back to the Municipal Building since. Julian said I could work shelving books at the library for the rest of the summer if I want to. I think it’ll be good for me, having something to do with my hands. Oliver works there too, and I think that maybe it might even be fun.
Baby steps. One foot in front of the other.
“Do you want to give it a try?”
I blink, coming back to the present. This time, at least, I was living in the future. I’ve been trying not to get lost in the past anymore. I find Lara looking at me, her keys dangling from one hand, including the red dice on the keychain it came with. “What?”
“Do you want to give it a try?” Lara says again, holding the keys out. “You didn’t get to go on the test drive. I thought you might like to drive it yourself.”
“Oh.” I’m still not ready to ride in the passenger seat if I can help it. I’d waited behind while they drove it around the block. “Are you sure?” I’m not really dying to drive it any more than Griffin is, but I’m touched enough that she’d think to ask that I don’t want to say no either. 
“Yeah. Do it.” Lara tosses me the keys and grins. “Then you’ll get it. They don’t make them like this anymore.” She pauses. “Don’t worry, it’s an automatic.”
Lara and Griffin are already bickering again by the time I slide into the driver’s seat, Oliver playing equal parts referee and devil’s advocate. The engine rumbles like a big cat as I back out of the driveway, slowly and carefully so as not to give Lara a heart attack. I give them a jaunty wave as I drive away.
It doesn’t escape my notice that it has a cassette player. 
I wait until I’m out of sight, pulling up to a stop sign. I don’t carry Jake’s last tape with me every day, but sometimes I like to keep it in my pocket, where I can reach back and touch the plastic, just to remind me that it was all real. It happened. It mattered. And it’s over now.
But I still haven’t listened to the last tape. 
I throw a glance over my shoulder, feeling strangely guilty. I could listen to it on my tape player, back at the house, but I’ve been too afraid to. It hasn’t escaped my notice either that the car is a 1992. I’m not sure if I believe in signs, but I can’t prove that it’s not one either.
I slip the tape into the cassette player and bite my tongue, praying that the tape doesn’t snag again. But I’m not playing games with time anymore. The tape plays just like it’s meant to.
Jake’s voice comes to life and my heart constricts, suddenly afraid of what he might say. Did he know it would be the last tape? Did he try to say goodbye? Or is it just another artifact, lost to the storm not long after he recorded it?
“This is a mixtape for Grace Crain,” Jake says, a grin in his voice. “So she can always remember that she’s the coolest girl in the world.”
I press my knuckles to my mouth, but I’m smiling against them, even as I press down so hard that it hurts. 
“You’re so fucking corny,” I mumble. 
“You never did tell me your favorite Queen song, Grace,” he says. “This one is mine.”
Synthesized keyboard swells through the Corvette’s speakers, breaking into a guitar riff, and I know this song. “I Want to Break Free” by Queen plays, the first part of Jake’s last gift. I grin and take my foot off the brake. Forward, forward, forward. Into the future.
I turn the music up. 
THE END
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