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Everyone surges toward the gate as the ferry bumps against the dock, spicing the air with diesel. Teenagers wearing sunglasses and shorts cleat off the lines. Everyone has too many bags and smells like sunscreen, and this could be the start of any summer on Jeckle Island. Those kids down at the end with “Espresso” pumping out the Bluetooth speaker clipped to their cart could be playing “Watermelon Sugar” or “Uptown Funk” or even—god, that summer we bought the house—“Happy.” You couldn’t escape “Happy” that year.

“Stop pushing,” Callum whines.

“I can’t help it,” Zee says. “People are pushing me.”

Cal juggles his bag, and a tote, and a backpack, and what he knows is the last phone he’s getting this year, and I can just see it slipping out of his hand and into the water, but it always needs to be a suggestion with him.

“Cal,” I suggest, “you might want to leave your phone in your pocket while we get on the ferry?”

I’m relieved to see him do the smart thing and slip it in his pocket.

“I’m sweating,” he complains.

Zee can put up with anything, but Callum still whines, expecting someone to fix all the unfixable things for him. But I get it. He wants to be settled in the house. We all do.

“Daddy’s going to meet us with the cart,” I say as we shuffle into the bright sunlight, lugging our duffels and rollie bags and overstuffed backpacks that keep knocking into everyone.

All we have to do is survive the ferry ride, meet Steven at the pier, get to the house, unpack, I’ll do a grocery run, and that’s the last thing we have to do for eight weeks. We don’t even have to come back to the mainland.

“Is that Mrs. Litvak?” Zee asks, and I see where she’s looking.

Sherry Litvak stands by the ferry gate, but a Safety Volunteer in his hi-vis orange vest blocks her way, thank god. We can’t expect the kids checking tickets to handle Sherry Litvak. The SaVo stands in front of her, shifting his body to keep her from joining the mass of us shuffling by.

“But why can’t I get on the ferry?” Sherry asks, projecting so everyone can hear. “I bought a ticket.”

We pass her as fast as we can. Her eyes are too bright, and she’s smiling too hard.

“My friends are waiting for me on the pier,” she says, laughing too loudly, like she can’t believe this inconvenience. “They’re expecting me.”

And that’s definitely not true. No one in Wood Breeze wants to see Sherry Litvak this year. Then she’s behind us and we’re stepping onto the ferry.

“So awkward,” Callum says, and I couldn’t agree more.
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“That’s what men do,” Tom Docks says, sitting under the string lights on our back deck, shucking oysters with a flathead screwdriver. “Something goes wrong with the car, and they pop the hood and look at the engine. They don’t know what they’re looking at or what to do about it, but they feel that caveman compulsion to stand there and scrutinize.”

He rocks the screwdriver, trying to split the hinge on the oyster he’s holding. I get ready for him to stab himself in the hand.

“You can’t even see the engine in a car anymore,” Steven says, bringing out a tray of frozen margaritas. “We rented a car to go to a wedding upstate, and I popped the hood to show Callum, and there’s a shroud over the whole thing.”

“It’s performative masculinity,” Tom Docks says, tight voice releasing as the oyster cracks open with a wet, hollow split.

He hands it to me. “My daddy did it—careful, that one’s gritty—his daddy did it, probably his daddy did it too.”

Steven hands out margaritas, virgin ones for the kids. All Tom Docks drinks is IPA, and Steven gives him a fresh one.

“So did mine,” Steven says. “Like a tax lawyer from Chicago knows anything about cars.”

Tom Docks slugs back beer and wipes his muddy hand on his cargo shorts.

“Probably all the way back to when there were horse and buggies,” he says, swallowing a belch. “I don’t know what they did with horses. Stared up their asses, I guess.”

At the word “asses,” Callum suddenly looks up to see what we’ll say. He’s at that age when they study us like homework, looking for clues. I laugh. Steven laughs. Even Zee laughs. Callum gives a relieved smile, noting it down for future use: “Ass” is okay. The oyster tastes like the Atlantic, and it’s as gritty as promised. Of course it is. Tom Docks said so.

Steven’s dad died when Zee was barely a toddler. He kept telling me everything was okay, but I could feel him drifting further away every day. Then Tom Docks showed up at our screen door one morning and asked Steven to go for a walk on the beach. Every morning their walks got longer while I fed Zee, and I don’t know what they talked about, but one day Steven came back to us. Tom Docks is good people.

He stays for Uno. After he leaves, Callum asks, “Do you really think he knows Elon Musk?”

“Who said that?” Steven asks.

“Everyone says he was, like, the first investor in Uber.”

Callum is very into how people make their money these days.

“I think he made his money in chip manufacturing,” I say.

“Rare earth metals,” Steven says. He’s sipping a red vermouth. I hate the way it makes his mouth taste, but he has one almost every night when we’re on the island. “That’s how he can afford his house.”

Everyone knows about Tom Docks’s house—the first McMansion in Wood Breeze. It looks too big, too air-conditioned, too much like it belongs on the mainland. Everyone’s been moaning that it’s a sign things have changed forever.

“He said we could come swimming tomorrow,” Callum says.

“He did?” Zee asks, suddenly activated, because of course the kids all love Tom Docks’s house because of course it has a pool.

I love Tom Docks, but I don’t know why you need a pool if you live on the beach.

After the kids go to bed, Steven and I sit up, looking at the stars. You don’t see stars like this in Brooklyn.

I grew up in Jersey, near the Shore, so to me beach towns were always hard scoops of overpriced ice cream on a boardwalk packed with angry sunburned parents and their screaming sunburned kids. It was expensive parking and aggressive tourist traps that smelled like fried dough. Then we started coming out here. This place is real.

“How was Jerry?” I ask.

Steven came out last night so he could meet Jerry the Plumber at the crack of dawn to get the water turned on.

“Still Jerry,” Steven says. “He thinks we have rocks in our heads for living on this end of the island, where the internet’s crap and no cars are allowed, but he likes our money.”

A few hundred year-rounders live in Oyster Bay, on the southern end, where they have the big hotel and two whole grocery stores. You could follow the boardwalk to Oyster Bay from here if you were up for a hike, but it’s easier to take the ferry. Between us are Pine Dunes and Harborside, where most of the rentals are, along with an ever-increasing amount of new construction. No one builds anything new down at our end of the island, although more and more people are renting to families I’ve never seen before, which makes me sad.

Wood Breeze used to be the best-kept secret in New York. Everyone who bought places out here knew each other from Brooklyn Heights and Cobble Hill, through those webs of connections that form in a city. Your pediatrician had a neighbor on Jeckle who was selling; a playground mom invited you out to their summer rental; you met a friend of a friend at a party who invited you to stay with them for the Fourth of July. That’s how Steven and I wound up here the first time. And the second. Then we rented our own place the third year because out here with no cars, fewer screens, and slower schedules, everyone was their best self.

There were those couple of years when we stopped coming, but that was just a wobble. By the time Zee was two, we were coming back again, and by the time she was three, we were buying. The kids love it here. Back in the city, their classmates have panic attacks and social anxiety. They have eating disorders and self-harm. But every summer, Zee and Callum and our neighbors’ kids run free with sand in their hair and sunburn on their noses, and they go back to the city with a force field of self-confidence and independence that keeps them safe.

It was so good for sixteen years. Until the Litvaks.
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“Sherry Litvak was on the dock this morning,” I say, leaning into Steven’s shoulder.

We weren’t able to afford a beach view, but through the thicket of pitch pine and sassafras pressing against our deck, I can hear the ocean. One wave, two waves, three waves . . .

“What was she doing?” he asks.

“I guess she wanted to come out and see people,” I say. “She just looked so sad.”

“They shouldn’t have stayed out here past the end of the season,” Steven says. “Not with John drinking like he was.”

Our back deck is bigger than the entire first floor of our apartment, but I’m suddenly worried the breeze is blowing our words up through Callum and Zee’s window. “Let’s talk about something else,” I say.

“Let’s not talk at all,” Steven says, and I feel the muscles in his shoulders shift as he comes closer, and it’s so easy to love him.

Everything that’s hard in our marriage is easy out here. We don’t need to talk everything to death. We don’t always need to be somewhere. I use my hands to show Steven how much I love him. He uses his mouth to show me back.
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The next morning, I do a sunrise HIIT class on the beach. It’s full of moms I don’t know and lean yoga dads with carefully trimmed goatees. I feel like more and more people are discovering our secret every summer. Well, good luck to them. Once the kids graduate from college, these are the people we’ll sell our house to.

I hose the sand off at our gate, and we get the cart and roll down the boardwalk to stake out our usual place on the beach.

“Is that the Farbers’ cart?” Steven asks.

Everyone’s low-key excited for our first Farber sighting. We live on the same block in the city, but out here it feels like we see each other more. In Wood Breeze, there are Drinks on the Deck Friends, Grill Friends, and Sit Down for Dinner Inside Friends. The Farbers are our Hang Out on Rainy Days Friends, which is totally next level. They’re who invited us out here before we even had Zee. I was pregnant with Callum when Jenn was pregnant with Ezra. Jenn and Allan are the ones who got us to start coming back after we stopped.

“They got a new dog,” Zee informs us.

Then Steven and I are trudging through the soft sand with our umbrellas and beach chairs while Zee and Callum go looking for the Farbers and their rumored new wonder dog.

We find the Farbers and do sunscreen hugs, and Chapel and Zee bodysurf while Ezra and Cal search for something that Ezra’s excited about in the sand. Steven splits off from the group to build a huge sandcastle with Joey Stannard, who’s younger than most of the kids in Wood Breeze this year. I feel a surge of affection for Steven. He saw Joey looking lonely and made the time for him without even thinking about it. Fathering comes naturally to him.

The shadows shrink, and we huddle under our umbrellas, Jenn Farber pouring me a Solo cup of Whispering Angel with a fistful of sandy ice.

“We saw Sherry Litvak at the ferry,” I say.

“Let’s talk about nice things,” Jenn says in a Disney-princess voice.

We both watch Ezra chase the new dog into the water as Cal goes piling in after him.

“I’m glad you guys didn’t get a purebred,” I say.

“The last thing I need is another neurotic in the house,” Jenn says. “And I’ll tell you: this dog is staying inside at night. Who knew deer could be so aggressive?”

“Poor Cosmo,” I say. “He was a good dog.”

We have a moment of sadness for Cosmo.

“When did you guys come out?” Jenn asks.

“Yesterday,” I say. “You guys?”

“Wednesday,” Jenn says. “We saw Sherry too.”

“Jesus,” I say. “Do you think she tried to get on the ferry for three days?”

Jenn watches our kids play in the water, then takes a long drag from her cup.

“I felt bad for John, but he was drinking too much,” she says and rattles her ice like dice. “They never should have stayed past the end of the season. We’re grilling tonight if you guys want to come.”
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Two weeks slide by without any effort. The days are hot, the nights are warm, the ocean is cold. We sit on each other’s decks, we have drinks under each other’s umbrellas, we glide in and out of each other’s lives.

We’re grilling tonight. It’s Monday. Everyone goes to watch the sunset off the pier on Monday nights because it’s the day most of the weekly renters go home. They always take the five o’clock ferry, so it’s just us owners by seven.

“You guys go on ahead,” I call to the kids from the kitchen, up to my elbows in marinade. “I’ll catch up.”

“I’ll walk with Mom,” Callum says without looking up from his book.

The screen door slaps shut behind Steven and Zee as they head out. Then there’s just my Super Hits of the ’90s playlist and the sound of me massaging beef tips for a while before I hear feet thumping over the front deck. Callum goes to see who it is, and I hear boy voices from the door. I’m washing my hands when he sticks his head in the kitchen.

“Mom! Hero and Finklestein are playing Frisbee. I’m going with them.”

“Where?”

“The little beach,” he says.

“Okay,” I say. “Find us by the pier later. We’re eating at eight.”

The screen door smacks into its frame behind him, and I try to turn the music off, but my hands are still too greasy or too cold or too wet, and it takes me forever to open my phone. Finally, I manage to silence the playlist and then fill my YETI with frozen margarita. As a booze-fueled joke, we once ordered a Jimmy Buffet Signature Margaritaville Machine from late-night TV. It’s chainsaw loud, but it actually makes pretty amazing margaritas. Then I head out to the pier.

The seven o’clock shadows have stretched so far they’ve disappeared, and everyone must already be at the pier, because it’s dead quiet. The boardwalk is totally and completely empty: no one on a bike, no one on their porch, no one hanging up towels. I feel like the only person alive. These are the lucky moments when I’m not Mom or Wife or Neighbor. I’m just me, a human being walking down the boardwalk, listening to the ocean.

That bamboo the Lassiters planted is turning out to be the terrible idea everyone told them it would be. It’s already escaped their yard and started growing up through the boardwalk. The Kennedys need to get a new flag. Someone’s renting the Dorra Wilde house on the corner, with the big stained glass windows. There are kids’ swimsuits draped all over its porch.

It sounds fancy to say you own a house out here, but Wood Breeze is a ramshackle village of bungalows and storm-bleached saltboxes perched on stilts and connected by the boardwalk, which always needs to have missing boards replaced and nails hammered down. Every single one of our places looks like a dump, even the Dorra Wilde house. It was built by a famous ’70s architect, so it’s got those windows, but the rest of it is sun-faded wood and splintery deck furniture, just like every other house. No one has air-conditioning, except maybe window units in their bedrooms, and the plumbing is as fragile as a Victorian poet. You wouldn’t know the starting price here is $1.6 million.

It’s considered tacky to renovate or build an addition. I mean, we’ve all worked hard to be here, but the last thing any of us would ever do is show off our money. Everyone knows everyone, and no one cares who anyone is. We’re lucky out here. We’re blessed.

As I cross Dunes Avenue, I automatically look both ways because sometimes there’s a bike coming, and that’s when I see Callum.

His back is to me, and he’s standing stiff, fists clenched by his sides. He was probably heading to the Farbers’ to get Ezra, the fourth musketeer, and I don’t know why he’s stopped. He’s staring at something, and for a second I wonder if it’s a snake—they boil up through the boardwalk slats sometimes for the sun. But, no, it’s Tom Docks.

He lies on his side on the boardwalk, and the first thing I think is heart attack. Then, before I can help myself, I see it. Crouched in the bushes beside the boardwalk, its long torso bent all the way over Tom Docks, a Blank. Its thin body arcs impossibly over Tom, its dark head down by his ear, its ragged face turned up, watching, looking at Callum.

Callum is looking back.

I don’t even think. I run down Dunes and stare at the back of Callum’s T-shirt and not at the Blank. Then I’m hauling Callum away by his collar, but he’s resisting, pulling against me, staring back at the Blank bent over Tom Docks.

Tom Docks’s baseball hat has fallen off, and I didn’t know how thin his hair had gotten under there, and he landed on his arm and it has two elbows now, and poor Tom Docks, the Blank is—I make myself stop. I only look at Callum.

We always tell the kids that if they see something funny, look away. Ignore it. But we never worried too much. The Blanks never act like this. They haven’t acted like this in years.

I use my adult strength because this is an emergency and Callum is a child, and I drag my son backward, forcing him to turn around. When he looks over his shoulder, I grab his face and turn it forward. I can feel the Blank behind us, eyes boring into my back. I’ve never been so close to one before.

Don’t look back. Don’t look back. Don’t look back.

I listen for footsteps following us on the road, but it doesn’t move. I feel it watching me drag Callum away. I feel it watching Callum. Marking him.

I pull Callum down Dunes as fast as I can, and we reach the boardwalk and turn left toward Town Pier. My legs are longer, and I’m yanking him along beside me, and he’s stumbling to keep up.

“Mom,” he says, voice hollow. “I saw it.”

I let myself look at him quickly and see how pale he is, how sick he looks.

“No, you didn’t. There was nothing there.”

“It was crouched over Tom Docks,” he says in a voice that sounds like an empty Styrofoam cup. “When I got there, Tom Docks was on the ground, and it was doing something to him and I saw it.”

“No,” I say, and he’s making me angry, because he knows better. “Tom Docks had too many IPAs and not enough water, and he passed out from the sun.”

No one saw a Blank last year, but we still tell the kids: Don’t look. Ignore them. They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them.

He pulls against me.

“We have to go back,” Callum whines. “We have to help him.”

“We’ll tell a SaVo when we get to the pier.”

“Mom—”

“Stop arguing!” I say, overruling him. “Tom Docks is going to be embarrassed enough without you spreading rumors that he was passed out on the boardwalk, okay? Adults don’t like everyone knowing their business.”

He stops arguing, but he doesn’t go play Frisbee on the little beach with Hero and Josh Finklestein. He sticks close to me.

I leave him with Steven and start searching for a SaVo. They’re mostly a formality these days, but more signed up after that thing with the Litvaks last year. I’m relieved when I see one of their orange vests by the fire station. I tell her that Tom Docks fell down on Dunes Avenue, right off the boardwalk, probably because of heat stroke and maybe he had a few too many beers, but they should be careful when they go over there. Just in case. She thanks me and says something into her walkie. Then she asks my name and types it into her phone.

I stroll over to the cluster of us on the pier and listen to Steven try to persuade Don and Cathleen Kennedy to go postcarding with him at the flea market this Saturday. He’s gotten into vintage Jeckle Island postcards. We’ve got a big scrapbook full of them.

Everyone watches for the green flash at sunset, and no one is sure they see it but some people think they do, and I smile and stay calm and do my best not to let anyone sense my panic. Then the kids go get ice cream at Zaylors. Callum sticks close to Zee, and she lets him. Every summer I appreciate her more. I feel like all they do in the city is fight.

I stand beside Steven at the rail, looking out over the water to where the sun disappeared, moving my lips as little as possible so no one else can hear.

“Callum saw a Blank,” I say. “It got Tom Docks.”

“What?” Steven asks, too loud, turning toward me.

I grab his wrist to make him hold still.

“It was dragging Tom Docks off the boardwalk,” I say, modeling a quieter voice for him to copy. “I told a SaVo.”

Steven breathes a little faster. He looks over at Zaylors, locates the kids.

“Did it see him?” he asks.

“Only for a second,” I say, minimizing. “It’s fine. It only lasted a second.”

“He knows better,” Steven says, trying to slow his breathing. He swallows hard. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I say. “But it was so fast. We’re fine. Nothing happened. Nothing. He’ll forget about it by tomorrow.”

We go home and grill kebabs, and after dinner Chapel Farber stops by to borrow goggles from Zee, and I read my Miranda July in the living room. Callum sits next to me with his book about the Crusades.

“I’m sorry about today, Mom,” he says, and he’s about to start saying something else.

I cut him off. “It’s okay. But now you know. So next time you’ll ignore it.”

He wants to finish his thought, but I’m not looking up from my book; I’m not giving him a chance.

“Mom?” he finally asks. “Will Tom Docks be okay?”

“Of course he will,” I tell him.

He snuggles closer to me. I drag a blanket over the two of us. Later I wake up, and the house is dark except for the kitchen light. Callum’s burrowed into my side, breathing slow. I’d carry him to bed, but he’s gotten too heavy for me to pick up, and I don’t want to leave him downstairs, so I let his breathing lull me back to sleep. When I wake up again, Steven is under a blanket on the other sofa, snoring gently. I let myself feel safe.

The next time I wake up, it’s morning.

[image: ]

At the beach, all people want to talk about is Tom Docks and his heart attack. They helicoptered him to shore, and everyone says he’s in North Shore University Hospital, but everyone else says he’s in St. Catherine of Siena. We don’t know who to call. He doesn’t have any family except for a sister in Chicago, and she’s dotty.

Steven and Allan decide to get Don Kennedy to bring them over to the mainland on his boat so they can find out where he is, but before that happens, Jenn gets a call that he’s dead. She’s close with Jim Martin, the head of Jeckle Island Fire and Rescue.

“Jim says he didn’t live much past touchdown on the other side,” she says, shaking her head. “It was a cardiac infarcture.”

“Infarction,” Allan corrects her. “It’s when your coronary artery is almost totally blocked.”

“He couldn’t have been much past sixty,” Steven says.

“We’re all supposed to say it’s about diet and exercise,” Allan says. “But Steven and I know it’s mostly down to family history.”

We tell the kids at lunch. It takes some time for Zee to process.

“Mom?” Callum says afterwards, coming into the kitchen where I’m doing the dishes. “Did he really have a heart attack?”

“That’s what Chief Jim told us,” I say, loading the dishwasher. “They took him in a helicopter, but it took too long, and he died right after they landed. The doctors said he wouldn’t have made it even if they were faster.”

“Really?” Callum asks. “It wasn’t because of . . .”

He trails off. I straighten up and look at him.

“Chief Jim and a bunch of doctors at North Shore Hospital are not lying to us,” I say.

Callum and I face each other in the kitchen for a minute, then Steven comes through the door. He opens the fridge and takes out one of Tom Docks’s IPAs, then turns and sees us, like he didn’t notice us before.

“Sorry,” he says, gesturing with the beer. “It seems like the right thing to do. Callum, do you want to bike to Oyster Bay? I need to sweat it out.”

Callum does. Zee spends most of the day with Chapel Farber, and that night I get Steven to pick up one of the terrible pizzas they make at the market. It’s a treat to eat something so unhealthy out here. Afterwards, I pull out Cards Against Humanity because that always works. Even Callum gets caught up in the game, and Steven and I share a look that isn’t a look, but it reassures both of us that we’re still so lucky, still so blessed. Tragedy brushed us, but it didn’t stay.

Zee goes upstairs to do her journal, and Steven sits out front with his vermouth, and I’m shutting up the house because it’s supposed to rain. I poke my head into the guest room because I can’t remember if I left the windows open or closed, and Callum scares the hell out of me. He’s standing by the windows, staring out at the trees.

“Jesus, Callum,” I say. I’m still thinking about how when Steven played “Batman’s secret pleasure is ____,” Callum played “children,” which is pretty funny for a kid his age.

“They’re outside,” Callum says in that Styrofoam-cup voice.

I immediately know what he’s talking about, and I don’t hesitate. I’m at the window, pulling him away, grabbing the edge of the curtains, looking at the wall, looking at Callum, not looking out the window, but as I pull the curtains closed I see them. Just a glimpse. Just for a second.

They’re standing in the trees, barely ten feet away, outlined by the Stannards’ backyard light. There are more of them than I’ve ever seen before. Their tall, still shadows stand out against the trees; their dead eyes reflect yellow in the houselights. All of them stare at this window—all of them stare at my son.

I yank the curtains closed, wishing I could lock them, and I push Callum’s stiff body toward the door.

“That’s a lot of deer,” I say in my most dinner table voice. “There’s too many of them this season, they’re overrunning the place. I hope everyone’s locking their dogs up at night. That’s how Cosmo got killed.”

“They’re following me,” Callum says, his voice getting louder, starting to shake.

“The deer?” I ask. “You think the deer are following you? Because that’s all that’s out there. Just some deer.”

“Mom—”

“There were a bunch of deer in the trees,” I say definitively, looking into his eyes. “And you thought they were something else. But they weren’t, Callum. They’re covered in ticks, and they sometimes hurt people’s dogs. But that’s all it was. Just deer.”

Tears fill his eyes. I’m fighting something here, trying to stop it before it grows. I have to come down hard. I go nuclear.

“Have I ever lied to you, Cal?”

I lock eyes with my son. He wants to believe me—he just needs permission.

“You said pickles taste good,” he says in a small voice, and it’s absolute nonsense because his brain isn’t working right now, but it’s all I need.

“Except about pickles,” I say. “Pickles are the only thing I’ve ever lied to you about.”

I will him to believe me, and after a second I see his eyes get drier and focus.

“I hate pickles,” he says, quiet.

“They hate you too,” I say.

I feel his shoulders soften under my hands.

“You lied about Dad growing a mustache,” he says.

I’m so grateful I get lightheaded.

“That’s not lying,” I say. “That’s managing a fragile male ego.”

I smile, and that gives him permission to smile. He believes me. He trusts me. I’m his mother. I almost believe myself.

“Now go brush your teeth,” I say. “And get ready for bed.”

He does. He’s such a good kid. I don’t know where it comes from. Probably Steven.

I don’t say anything to Steven that night. I don’t want to ruin everything. Not yet.

Besides, I tell myself, everything’s okay. Everything’s always been okay. Why should that change now?
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The kids never get up before nine, so I say to Steven, “Let’s take our coffee to the beach.”

When we come out our gate there’s still mist on the boardwalk, but I catch a blur of orange off to the right: a SaVo safety vest. He’s two houses down, just standing, just watching our house. Just keeping an eye on us.

Now I know everything’s not okay.

The sun’s just clearing the horizon when we get to the beach, and there’s no one around except a guy throwing a tennis ball for his dog way down by the jetty. I tell Steven about last night. About the SaVo.

“Shit!” he shouts.

Instinctively, I look around, but the guy by the jetty is just picking up his ball again, his dog bouncing in the surf.

“Shit!”

“I’m sorry,” I say and pull Steven’s stiff body to me and press my forehead against his chest.

“Why didn’t you tell me last night?” Steven asks, pushing me back. “Why did you wait?”

I hold on to his arms and look up at him. I won’t let us be mad at each other.

“Because it wouldn’t have mattered,” I say. “You know that. All you would’ve done is act like this at home and scared Cal and Zee.”

I am not going to argue about this. He tries to stare me down for a minute before he accepts that.

“This isn’t right,” he says, looking at the water. “We have to do something. We should have done something after the Litvaks.”

“You’re right,” I say. “We should have.” But I know there’s nothing to do.

Back in the ’80s, they tried to do something about the Blanks, and all that happened was a bunch of police from the mainland went missing. Island Fire and Rescue reported they’d been lost in a boating accident. That was the last time anyone in an official capacity tried to do anything. The Safety Volunteers started up. People felt better. The sightings got fewer. Then, a bunch of homeowners tried to do something again, right after 9/11, when the whole country was fired up on Doing Something. That went even worse.

“We’ll call the Litvaks,” Steven is saying, making plans, trying to control the situation, trying to save us. “We can talk to them. I think I heard that Sherry and her daughter moved up to Rhinebeck.”

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll look for Sherry’s number.”

I’m not going to look for Sherry’s number.

Steven makes a decision.

“We’ll pack today,” he says. “As soon as we get back. We’ll grab the nine-fifteen ferry, just me and Callum so no one gets suspicious. You and Zee can come home tomorrow or the next day.”

I think about the SaVo watching our house. They know we’re the people who found Tom Docks. We’re not going anywhere. Someone tried going somewhere once, before we moved here. They say that made it even worse.

Steven keeps talking.

“If anyone asks, say my mom took a turn and we have to go to Florida,” he says, convincing himself. “We’ll leave all our stuff, leave the groceries, and either come close up the house at the end of the season or get the Farbers to do it.”

I can’t take this anymore.

“Steven,” I say. “Let’s just have a good day, okay? Let’s give him that.”

Because none of it works. People have tried before, and none of it ever works. We both know that.

The fourth summer Steven and I came out here, back when we were still renting, before Zee was even born, a new couple saw a Blank. They hid in their house. They nailed their doors shut. They had a shotgun.

No one on the island could go outside for two nights. Afterwards, we all agreed to tell the insurance companies there’d been a tropical storm. Everyone had to get new dogs. No one ever saw that couple again.

We stayed away after that, and then I had Zee, and then the Farbers invited us back out. They assured us things were fine again, they told us nothing had changed. They said only a couple of families had moved away. They said it was safe. And they were right.

So, we bought our place, and nothing happened. For sixteen years, nothing happened.

Sure, you saw them sometimes, and that could be scary, but it was no big deal. You just didn’t look at them. You didn’t see them. And if one got in your field of vision, you ignored it.

One crept through the bushes by Zaylors on a Wednesday morning during the pandemic, and Jenn and I just kept talking and nothing bad happened. Nothing bad happens if you leave them alone, if you just pretend they don’t exist. Nothing bad has happened to anyone for so many years. Except to the Litvaks, but that was one time, and everyone told them not to stay past the end of the season.

Now Tom Docks.

Now Callum.

Steven looks at me, and he wants to argue, but there is no argument. Our children have grown up the way we grew up—spending their summers roaming free, learning to be confident and responsible, learning to get along, learning how to make friends and not have their parents hovering over them solving all their problems. We all just had to follow one rule, and it has given us so much. It gave us a community. It gave us a place where we belong.

“Okay,” Steven says, convincing himself. “Let’s have a good day.”

I kiss him.

“I told him they were deer,” I say. “If he pushes it, we tell him they don’t always come. We say someone in Salt Cove saw one recently and nothing happened. We won’t say anything to Zee. It’ll be a good day.”

He kisses me back.

“We’ll take the big raft out,” he says. “And have hot dogs for dinner.”

And it works. It works all day until around four.

I’m sitting under our umbrella watching Steven and Callum and Zee and all their friends on the big raft getting knocked around by the waves. I can’t get enough of looking at Callum; it’s like my eyes are hoarding him. I want him to come up on the beach all wet and plop down in the sand and ask for a LaCroix and tell me a long story about his Dungeons & Dragons campaign.

Then Cathleen Kennedy says, “Do you think there’s more of them this year? I feel like there are.”

Callum is eleven. That’s a good age. I loved eleven. My family didn’t do anything special in the summers, but I still remember how magic that eleventh summer felt. Even the Shore felt like Narnia that year.

“They’re breeding like deer,” Cath keeps going. “Maybe global warming’s wrecking the ecosystem, you know? Everything’s out of balance? I mean, with the Litvaks and now Tom Docks? I mean, come on. A heart attack? We need to do something.”

Everyone says Cath is dumb, but she once said the only smart thing anyone’s ever said about my mother. “There’s no more water in that well, Rachel,” she said. It sounds stupid, but it helped so much. I love Cath—I do—but right now she needs to shut up.

“What we need,” Jenn says, and we both look over at her, “is to get defibrillators. Chief Jim said Tom might have had a fighting chance if we’d had dockside defibrillators.”

“Yeah, but—” Cath starts.

“I’m organizing a fish fry,” Jenn declares with complete confidence. “As a fundraiser. Are you two in? You’re right, Cath. We need to do something.”

I’m so grateful for Jenn it hurts. I turn to her, putting my back slightly to Cath.

“Do you guys want to have sundown margaritas?” I ask.

Jenn studies my face but can’t see me behind my sunglasses. She knows something’s off, but she knows me too well to ask. After a second she does the right thing, the friend thing, and says, “Sure. The kids would love it.”

We are so lucky to have these people. We are so blessed.
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I lied to Steven. I didn’t mean to. I really did all of a sudden realize we needed ice cream, and I left for the supermarket, but my feet veered off the boardwalk, and now I’m walking through Jenn’s gate and up the path to her house.

Allan’s taken the kids down to the beach to show them how to throw a cast net, so I know she’s alone. I hear the kitchen sink running and go right in. We don’t need to knock. She’s in her swimsuit, washing lettuce.

“Jenn,” I say.

She jumps, then sees it’s me and turns off the sink.

“As soon as Allan’s back, we’re cleaning up and coming over,” she says. Then she looks closer. “What’s wrong?”

“Callum saw one,” I say. “He saw a Blank. Please help us.”

I don’t know what I want her to do, but I need her to do something. When they found a lump, I went to her just like this, and she held me in her kitchen and told me everything would be okay, and she was right. After every appointment Steven brought me home, and when he had to go back to work, she stayed with me for as long as I needed. She did everything for me, and she was right—everything was okay.

When Callum was three and stuck two D cell batteries up his butt and screamed so loud I thought he was going to die, she drove us to the emergency room and stayed calm while I panicked. And everything was okay that time too. Jenn always knows what to do. I need her to make this okay. Here, in her kitchen, just one last time, I need Jenn to make everything okay.

“Callum didn’t see one,” she says. “He just thought he did.”

“He saw one,” I say. “I was there. They followed him home. They stood outside our house last night.”

“That’s not true,” Jenn says. “You’re upset. I get it, we’re all upset about Tom Docks. I’m not dismissing you; I mean—god—Callum saw him die. He must be terrified. But nothing is going to happen.”

“He saw a Blank,” I say. “You know exactly what’s going to happen.”

“No,” Jenn says. “There was that one really bad night, but that was twenty years ago. All we know from before that is stories—we weren’t even here—and you know how people are. They always like to make everything sound worse.”

“Sixteen years ago,” I say. “And it’s not just stories. Callum and I saw what happened to Tom Docks. And there was John Litvak last year.”

“We only have Sherry’s word for that,” Jenn says. “I mean, there are all kinds of reasons she’d lie.”

“We need to go,” I say. “All of us. We need to get our things and go to the pier and get on the last ferry. We can hire someone to shut our houses down. We’ll put them on the market. But we can’t stay here anymore. There’s something wrong with this place.”

“There’s nothing wrong with this place,” Jenn says. “Yes, bad things happened here a long time ago, but only to people who messed with them or provoked them. Nothing bad’s going to happen to us.”

“Is that what Cosmo did?” I ask because I can’t stop now. “Did he even get killed by a deer? If we dig up his grave, is there even a dog in there?”

I’m shouting. It feels like there’s a hand strangling me, and I’m shouting to get the words past it. I’m shouting because it’s too late. We made a deal years ago, and the time to back out has passed. Our life is built on that deal. It’s built on these families. Birthdays, deaths, summers, everything. And now it’s too late.

“I killed Callum!” I’m shouting. “We never should have come back!”

Jenn is on me, her arms wrapping around my shoulders, pulling my body to hers, rocking me from side to side.

“It’s going to be okay,” she whispers into my ear. “You didn’t kill anyone, Rachel. You didn’t, you didn’t, you didn’t.”

She draws back and looks me in the eyes with absolute honesty and certainty, exactly like I did to Callum last night.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she says. “People take their families camping in national parks full of bears, and they build houses in flood zones, and get behind the wheel after three glasses of wine all the time, and it always works out. It does. Nothing bad happens, Rachel. The chances are so small, so remote; it’s statistics. You’re upset, you’re worried about the kids, and what happened to Tom Docks is upsetting, and I get that, but I’m telling you nothing is wrong. It’s all going to be okay.”

Then she pulls me to her again and holds me while I cry. I sob like a teenager and soak her shoulder, and she rubs my back and tells me again and again that it’s all going to be okay.

When I’m done crying, she helps me clean up, then walks me to her door.

“Be strong,” she says, squeezing my hand. “Nothing’s wrong.”

I squeeze hers back.

As I’m going through her front gate, she calls to me.

“Rachel?”

I turn around, so grateful to have her as a friend.

“I just realized we promised the kids pizza tonight,” she says. “Let’s do margaritas another time, okay?”

And I know this is goodbye.

I can’t move. I open my mouth, trying to get air, because suddenly nothing is the same anymore. I’ve been abandoned. I look at Jenn’s expectant face. She’s waiting for me to tell her “Cool! Some other time!” but I know there won’t be another time, and I can’t move, and her smile is starting to get stiff.

She lied to me.

These weren’t just our friends; they were our Thanksgiving table. They were the life we built for twenty years, and they’re gone. In one moment, they’re all gone. I can scream at her, I can get angry, I can run up and down the boardwalk banging on doors, but in the end I can’t change a thing. Callum saw a Blank and now I’m Sherry Litvak.

“Cool,” I make myself say. “Some other time.”

Her smile brightens and her waving hand comes unpaused, and I turn around and go to the store and buy ice cream and go home.
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When you don’t have anyone left, you still have your family.

We grill hot dogs. Steven grills peaches for the ice cream. Before I bring out the bowls, I grind up eight Ambien and put them in Callum’s and Zee’s, camouflaging them with caramel sauce and whipped cream. Standing at the counter, I freeze, my face clamps into an ugly mask, and I feel the tears begin. I can’t. I’m not going to scare the kids. I force my face to relax. I practice smiling in the window over the sink until I look normal again.

On the back deck, Steven’s listening to Callum’s theory that no one over twenty-five should be able to vote.

“They don’t have to live in the future,” Callum says. “So why should they get to decide what happens in the future?”

“You’re right,” Steven says. “So, what’s your minimum voting age?”

“Eleven,” Callum says, full of confidence.

I try not to look like I’m monitoring how much ice cream they eat.

“But what about the ten-year-olds?” Zee asks. “They’re going to live even longer than the eleven-year-olds, so they should have even more of a right to vote.”

“Okay, so everyone under eighteen can vote,” Callum says.

“According to that logic, even babies can vote,” Steven says.

“Their parents would just vote for them,” Zee says. “Then you’ve got the same problem all over again.”

Callum looks frustrated but in a funny way.

“Fine,” he says. “It’s not perfect, but it’s better than what we have.”

Spoons click against the bottoms of bowls.

“I want to watch a movie,” I say.

“Nothing scary,” Callum says. His voice already sounds a little abstract.

“I was thinking of Fantastic Mr. Fox,” I say.

Zee gives a cheer. It’s our family’s comfort movie. I don’t know how many times we’ve seen it.

We all pile onto the sandy sofa, and it’s not long before they’re both yawning great big jawcrackers on either side of us. By the time Mr. Fox is organizing the farm heist, they’re out. We let it play for another fifteen minutes, then quietly get up.

Steven carries Callum upstairs, then comes down and gets Zee. Like I said, I can’t pick them up anymore. I’ll never carry my babies again. Steven puts Zee in the guest room across the hall from our bedroom. I tuck her in and leave her water bottle on the bedside table and turn on the night-light.

Steven waits for me in the hall. We padlock the guest bedroom door just in case Zee gets up in the middle of the night, although after four Ambien, that would take a miracle.

We creep upstairs, trying not to make any noise, and stand in Callum’s room. He’s such a beautiful boy. I would give anything for things to turn out different. If I had walked to the pier with him, if he had just waited, if Hero and Finklestein hadn’t come over, if he hadn’t gone to get Ezra, if we’d never started coming back to Jeckle Island, if we’d never come out here in the first place—but then we would have missed so much. They would have missed these summers, we wouldn’t have been so close, we wouldn’t have been our family, we wouldn’t have loved this life. We were so lucky, and then a little bit of bad luck, and now this. But I wouldn’t trade the summers we’ve had, I wouldn’t trade this time, I wouldn’t trade a minute. I only wish we’d had more of them.

Things were so good until they weren’t.

“He should have known better,” Steven whispers, then rephrases. “We should have taught him better.”

“Mistakes” is too small a word for the things parents do.

Steven’s chin quivers, and he nods to himself once, hard. Then he goes to the bed and kisses Callum on the forehead and both cheeks. He takes his time. I do, too, and Callum’s bangs are still wet from Steven’s tears. I kiss my baby boy on the lips and inhale deep. I’ll always remember his smell. Always. I promise. I’ll never forget the way he smells. My baby smells like sand dollars.

We turn out the light and leave his door ajar. Downstairs, we close our bedroom door and get into bed. Steven turns out the light and faces the wall, pretending to sleep. I stare at my Kindle, pretending to read. The dark air in the room feels tight. I know we’re both doing the same thing. I know we’re both listening to every single sound in the house, our ears flicking from room to room, from front door to window, to back door, to window, to front door . . .

Time grinds slowly. I read the same page over and over again. The same paragraph. The same sentence. The night goes on forever. Nothing happens for so long that my heart starts to unclench.

Maybe Jenn was right. Maybe in a few hours Cal will wake up with cottonmouth and Zee will ask why we put her in the guest bedroom, and we’ll be on the beach before ten-thirty, and I’ll see Jenn and be so relieved I didn’t say anything to her today that I can’t take back and—

A pane of glass in the front door breaks.

It’s a tiny sound, a small silver crack followed by the single chime of a shard hitting the floor, but it’s the loudest noise in the world.

Steven is immediately on his feet, going to the door.

“Steven!” I hiss and flip my Kindle around. In its gray light he’s reaching for the doorknob.

I’m there. I don’t know how I got out of bed and crossed the room so fast, but I am standing between Steven and the door, and I grab his wrist and throw all my weight against it, prying his fingers off the doorknob.

“Move!” he hisses, full of rage.

“No!” I whisper back.

He sticks his face into mine.

“We have to do something!” he whispers so hard I feel his words on my skin. “We can’t sit here.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do!” I whisper-shout back, matching his anger. “We’re going to sit here.”

“He’s our son! We have to try!”

I push my face into his, so close I could bite him.

“Our daughter,” I hiss, “is not going to grow up without a father because you wanted to pop the hood and look at the engine! I am not going to be a single parent because you wanted to do performative macho bullshit!”

“But—”

“No!” I whisper, cutting his sentence off the way I did to Callum. “There is no ‘but.’ There is nothing you can do. There is nothing we can do. There is nothing anyone can do. Except be here for Zee when the sun comes up.”

He knows I’m right. His face caves in on itself, and his arms and legs come unglued, and he sinks to the floor, crying silently. Then, over the soft sound of his sobs, I hear the front door hinges squeak briefly.

I sink down beside Steven and wrap my arms around his shaking shoulders and press my face into his jerking back. Even like this, both of us can hear soft bare feet enter our house—so many of them—filing across our living room, past the little potbellied stove, padding upstairs to our son’s bedroom, going to take care of the one who saw them, because you’re not supposed to see them, no one sees them; you look away, you ignore them—everyone knows you ignore them; as long as you don’t see them, everything is okay; as long as you don’t notice them, you’re lucky. You’re blessed.

We hear the floor creak over our heads, the floor inside Callum’s bedroom, and I think that’s the worst part, but no. The worst part are the noises we hear after that.

I open my mouth in a silent scream. I hold on to Steven as the darkness stretches on forever, and he cries softly beneath me, and I cling to his back and make myself think about tomorrow. In the morning, we’ll tell a Safety Volunteer, and the word will get out, very quietly, and people will understand; and we’ll pack up the house and go to the mainland and call Steven’s mom and tell her that Callum got caught in an undertow. We’ll tell Zee that her brother went swimming before she got up. Before any of us got up. How could we know he was going to go swimming so early?

No one will recover his body, so we’ll have a small memorial service, and then we’ll move on, a smaller family but a lucky one. A family that was blessed to have so much. A family that was touched by tragedy. But that will only make us appreciate each other more and love each other stronger. We’ll remember how you can lose so much at any moment—all it takes is a little bit of bad luck, something as simple as an undertow, and you can lose it all. We’ll love Zee twice as hard from now on. We’ll be closer. We’ll be stronger. We’ll be more loving.

But we won’t come back to Jeckle Island.
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