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Chapter 1 — Ring Light

@solena.rising

“Here’s what nobody tells you about your forties. This is the decade you finally meet yourself. Six months ago I was running on cortisol, oat milk, and other people’s opinions. Now I wake before the sun. I let the light find me. I drink my warm lemon water like it’s a love letter to my own nervous system. We’re not fixing ourselves, loves. We’re tending. Drop a sunrise if you’re done just surviving. The morning practice is in my bio, and it’s free, because healing shouldn’t gatekeep. I love you. I really do mean that.”

2,108 likes

Here is the part that never makes the caption. For one hour every morning the lamp is mine to aim, which makes me the only person on earth whose whole job is to look at the woman who raised me and not, under any circumstances, notice her. I used to be good at my job.

It was seven forty-one, the sun up for an hour and getting no credit for it. It was the fourth take.

“The light’s wrong, Sean,” Solena said into her warm lemon water, without moving her lips much, the way she’d learned to talk while holding a smile for the camera. “The light, baby.”

I was the light. I’d been the light since seven twenty. I stood at the far end of the kitchen holding a ring lamp on a pole over my head like a man surrendering to a softer, more expensive army, and I tilted it half an inch toward her face, and the wrongness left the world.

She is, and I am only telling you this because nothing that comes after makes sense without it, a problem. For most of my life I trained my eye to walk straight past her, and for most of my life that worked fine. She is in her mid-forties and attractive by the impossible standards of the social media algorithm, which is to say not by my judgment but by that of forty-one thousand strangers.

She dresses for it, too, which I would rather not have noticed. The neckline that sits a little too low to be an accident, the cotton that goes halfway sheer in the exact light she has me chase, the leggings doing the one job leggings were built for. She engineers all of it, every morning, for the camera.

None of it used to land anywhere near me. Lately the eye slows on its way past, and I aim the light, and I do not think about it, and I think about it the entire time. That is the whole report, and I would have much rather left it out.

“There,” she breathed. “There it is. Okay. Rolling.”

She was not my mother. I want to be clear about that, because everyone who hears the shape of it assumes the worst, and the truth is duller and stranger. She was my father’s girlfriend. She moved into our house when I was three and she never moved out, and when my dad died last year the house turned out to be hers, which surprised exactly no one except me. I call her Mom because that’s the word for the person who packed your lunches and learned your nightmares and stayed. There isn’t a better one. I’ve looked.

The name she went by publicly was Solena. Her actual name was Deb. Deb was from Akron and laughed like a foghorn and could swear the paint off a wall. Solena drank her lemon water like a delicious potion and had forty-one thousand followers who believed she woke before the sun.

She did not wake before the sun. She woke up at seven and filmed the sun’s reputation.

“Take five,” she said brightly to the phone, then, to me, flat. “The oat milk’s separating. Get the other carton.”

“This is the other carton, Mom.”

“Then get the third lemon.”

We were on the third lemon. The first two lemons were in the compost, having failed to catch the light. I got a fourth lemon out of the bowl, because in this house we always had a bowl of lemons, the way other houses have a smoke detector, in case of emergency.

I should tell you what I do. People ask. I used to say I was in film, which was true the way a guy holding a ring lamp is in film. Two years of a four-year program and a passion-project short I actually cared about, the first thing I’d made that felt like mine, and then my dad died in the middle of it. I came home for a semester and stayed, the way Mom stayed, because staying turns out to be the family talent. I never finished the short. Never quite got the engine to turn over again, on that or anything else.

I’m twenty-seven. I shoot cheap weddings I’m not proud of and listings for a realtor named Phil, and I shoot Solena’s mornings for free. There are things you learn against your will, editing a woman’s whole self into ninety-second clips. I know which of the forty-one thousand are men, and which frames they’re there for, and it has never once been the lemon water. I know the comments she leaves up, the ones she quietly deletes, and the one folder on the drive she thinks I don’t know about.

A year after the funeral I still sleep in my childhood bedroom, in my dad’s house, which is Mom’s house now, having recently been left by a woman whose exit line was that I’d turned into a houseplant. She wasn’t wrong. The ring lamp is mine, technically, the most expensive thing I own, bought by a version of me who was going to do something with light other than aim it at lemons. That’s the stage. Two people who stayed.

“You’re brooding,” my mother said. “I can hear you brooding. It’s very loud.”

“I’m holding the light.”

“You can do both. You’re talented.” She fluffed her hair, which was long and dark and glossy in a way that cost more than the ring lamp, and reset her face to the one with forty-one thousand friends. “Okay. Rolling. Three, two.”

Her phone rang in the middle of two.

She looked at it the way you’d look at a stranger who’d wandered into your church. Then she looked closer, and her whole body changed. I’d watched this woman receive a lot of news. I could read her like weather. This was the front coming in.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh my God. Oh my God, Sean.”

“What?”

“Put the light down.”

“You sure? The lemon.”

“Put the light down.” She was already across the kitchen, phone held in both hands like something newly hatched. “It’s Tidewell. They emailed me. Tidewell emailed me.”

I shrugged. I did not know what a Tidewell was. In that moment it was just a word she said like a hallelujah, and I set the lamp against the counter and looked at her face, which was doing something I hadn’t seen it do since before the funeral. It was hoping.

“It’s the retreat,” she said. “The island one. Caspian’s place. Sean, people wait years. People tithe for years. They have a Tide Bearer program, they pick like twelve creators a season, all comped, the whole thing, flights, the suite, and they emailed me. They found me.”

She pressed the phone to her chest and let out a contented sigh.

“That’s great,” I said, and I meant it, mostly, the way you mean it when someone you love is happy about something you can already tell is going to be a problem. “What is it?”

“It’s a wellness sanctuary. It’s the wellness sanctuary. It’s on Saltren. Two weeks. All I have to do is make content. They want me to make content. They’re paying me, basically, in the most exclusive experience of my life, to do the thing I already do for free.” She was scrolling now, fast, her smile getting wider and then, abruptly, not, like her mouth had stalled. “Oh.”

“Oh what?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s fine.”

“That’s the same ’oh’ as the good one but worse.”

She turned the phone around so I could see it, which she only does when she wants me to share a feeling rather than have my own. The email was a lot of seafoam and serif font. She’d zoomed in on one line.

The Tide Bearer experience is designed for bonded pairs. Ambassadors are warmly invited to attend with their partner, that the work may be witnessed and held by the one who knows them deepest.

“You don’t have a partner,” I said.

“I’m aware, Sean, thank you.”

“You could tell them that.”

“I absolutely can’t tell them that.” She set the phone down very gently, which was worse than if she’d thrown it. “You don’t write back to the wellness sanctuary that picked you out of the entire internet and say, actually, hello, I’m forty-five and I sleep alone in a house I inherited from a man I never married. You don’t do that. They want a pair. Everyone there is a pair. It’s the whole, it’s the polarity, the feminine-masculine balance. I can’t show up single. I’d throw off the grid.”

“What grid?”

“The grid, Sean.”

She looked at me.

I looked at her.

“No,” I said.

“I didn’t ask anything yet.”

“You’re about to. The answer’s no.”

“It’s two weeks.”

“It’s a fake relationship at a wellness scam, Mom.”

“It is not a scam, it is a sanctuary, there’s a difference, and it would be acting, you love acting, you went to film school.” She had crossed the kitchen again and she took both my hands, which is cheating, and she knows it’s cheating. “Baby. I have never asked you for one thing since your father died. I have asked you for zero things. I’m asking for this one. Come be my partner for two weeks on the most beautiful island in the world and hold a different, nicer camera, and I will never make you drink the lemon water.”

“This is insane.”

“Say yes.”

I would like to report that I put up more of a fight. But I’d put the light down, and I was tired, and she was looking at me with the face she used to use when I was nine and she needed me to be brave about a dentist, and the kitchen still smelled like four lemons’ worth of effort, and somewhere under all of it was the part of me that had not been any use to her in a year, that had aimed a ring lamp instead of finishing a film, that had let her be the one who stayed and stayed and never once got to be the one who got found.

“They’ll figure it out in a day. You raised me. We don’t look like a couple, we look like a hostage situation.”

“We look,” she said, with enormous dignity, “like two people who’ve shared a bathroom for twenty years and stopped fighting about it. Half the couples there will look exactly the same. Say yes.”

I should have kept saying no. I had every reason lined up and ready, all of them good, and I watched myself decline to use a single one.

“Free flights,” I said.

“Free everything.”

“And I don’t have to drink anything.”

“Not a drop.”

“And the second it gets weird, we leave.”

“The second it gets weird,” she agreed, already not listening, already typing, her thumbs flying, the smile coming back up over her face like a tide, “we leave.”

I picked the ring lamp back up. Old habit. The light found her, and she looked, for one unguarded second, before Solena settled back over Deb like a second skin, completely, helplessly happy.

Two weeks, I figured. The worst that could happen was a lot of lemon water.


Chapter 2 — The Surrender Basket

@solena.rising

“If you don’t hear from me for two weeks, don’t panic. I’m answering a call that doesn’t come with notifications. I’m going somewhere with no clocks and no noise. No performing. Just me, my person, and the work I’ve been circling my whole life. To everyone who told me rest is earned. Babe. Rest is your birthright. There’s a waitlist in my bio, and no, I can’t skip you, I don’t make the rules. See you on the other side. I’ll come back more me.”

2,540 likes

“No performing” was added on take eleven.

She’d recited it all at the railing while I filmed her and lost a slow argument with my breakfast, against a chop the ferry took personally. The gulls were free. Everything else on board cost two grand a night, which we weren’t paying, which was the only reason we were on it.

“Stop looking green,” she said, persona off, scrolling her own post with the focus of a surgeon. “You’ll be in the background of something.”

“I’m always in the background of something.”

“That’s the spirit.” She hit a button and watched the likes start to climb, with the small private sound of a woman setting down a heavy bag. “Okay. Done.”

“You just filmed a video about answering a call that doesn’t come with notifications. On a phone. That gets notifications.”

“The announcement is the content, Seanie. The phone is just the pipe.” She slid it into her bag. “Run the story again.”

The story was the problem.

We had three hours of ferry and we’d spent two of them failing to invent how we met. Everything true was unusable. She couldn’t say she’d moved into my dad’s house when I was in pull-ups. I couldn’t say the word Mom, which I’d been told, repeatedly, in this new and clammy context, not to say. So we’d been building a lie, and the lie kept collapsing into the truth, the way a story does when there’s only one real one underneath it.

“We met,” she prompted.

“At a thing.”

“What thing?”

“A gallery thing. I was showing photos.” This was the version where I was a person who showed photos.

“And I bought one,” she said.

“You didn’t buy one. You’re broke.”

“In the story I’m not broke, in the story I’m a collector.” She fixed her hair against the wind. “And there was a moment. Over the photo. Of, what was the photo?”

“The ocean,” I said, because we were looking at it, and because I had no imagination left.

“God, that’s bleak. Fine. The ocean. And you said something about light, you’re always saying something about light, and I felt seen.” She tried the smile on, the one with the followers in it. “And the rest is history.”

“The rest is history,” I repeated. It tasted like a cracker. “We’re going to get caught in an hour.”

“We are not going to get caught. Half the couples here will have a worse story than ours and a nicer watch.” She looked out at the water, and her face did the unguarded thing again, the one I’d been documenting against my will since the kitchen. “Look at it, Sean.”

I looked.

Saltren came up out of the haze like something a fantasy novelist would draw on the inside cover. Green hills folding down to a white curve of buildings, all soft edges and good bones, a dock strung with little flags the color of seafoam. It was, with no qualification I could find, beautiful. The kind of place that made you feel like the worst things that had happened to you were a clerical error about to be corrected.

“Dad would’ve loved this,” I said, before I could file it somewhere safer.

She reached over without looking and squeezed my wrist, once, hard, the way she used to before a dentist. Then the ferry’s horn went, and Solena came back up over Deb like water closing over a stone, and she stood and smoothed herself into someone who’d come to do the work.

The dock smelled like salt and money. A woman waited for us at the top of it.

She was maybe twenty-five, pretty in the dewy, well-rested way the whole island seemed to run on, dressed in the exact off-white of people who have transcended laundry, and beaming at us like we were the best thing that had happened to her all week. I would learn she beamed at everything that way. It was just as impossible to argue with as it sounds.

There were eight or nine of us coming off the boat, all in pairs, clutching our two grand of complimentary serenity. A nervous couple in matching linen. A big bearded guy and his much smaller, much shinier wife. And a man about my age in a band t-shirt who had the specific hunted look of someone who had also been told not to say a word he’d been saying his whole life. He caught my eye. Neither of us did anything with it. But it registered, the way one prisoner clocks another.

“Pleasant tides,” the woman said, to all of us, like it was the loveliest phrase in any language. “Oh, you made it. You all made it. I’m Coral. I’ll be the one holding you while you’re here. Don’t tell the others, but I always cry at the dock.”

She pressed her hands to her chest, but she did not appear to be crying. She appeared to be incapable of it, structurally, the way certain rooms are built without windows.

They walked us up to a hall full of light and low cushions, and a young man came around with a wide silver bowl, and Coral kept patiently explaining in a voice you could have poured on a wound.

“At Tidewell,” she said, “you don’t keep your surface name. Your surface name was given by people who wanted things from you. Here, the tide names you. It already has, actually. It chose your name before you were born. We just... fish it out.”

It worked like this. One by one we reached in and drew a stone, and the stone had a name on it, ours, etched there by the sea before we were born. Sure. Nobody explained the logistics of how the eternal sea had pre-engraved a basalt pebble, and nobody in that room looked like they wanted me to ask.

The bearded man drew Whitecap and wept. His wife drew Pearl and the room sighed like she’d done something brave.

The man in the band t-shirt drew a stone, turned it over, and read it for a long time without any visible joy.

“Cove,” he said.

“Cove.” Coral pressed a hand to her sternum. “Oh, a shelter. A safe harbor. People are going to come to you to rest now.”

“My name is Don.”

“It’s whatever the tide knows it is, sweetheart. The surface name can rest.”

“It’s Don,” said Don. “I prefer Don.”

He caught my eye on the way back to his spot. I decided I liked Don.

Coral got to Solena and stopped, and her whole face went soft with something like recognition.

“You,” she said, “came to us already named. Solena. Of the sun, of the sea. The tide reached you early. You don’t draw, sweetheart. You were never lost.”

Solena had picked the name herself off a baby-name site, the year she decided the world wanted a Solena and not a Deb. She accepted the tide’s verdict like an award she’d written the speech for.

“I felt it pulling,” she said.

She’d felt the algorithm pulling, more likely.

Then Coral turned to me, radiant, expectant, and there was nothing for it.

I reached into the bowl. I drew a stone. I turned it over.

It said Squid.

“No,” I said.

“Squid,” Coral breathed, like I’d uncovered something holy. “Oh, that’s a strong one.”

“It’s an animal you put in calamari.”

“Squid have three hearts.” She held my gaze with the sunny, bulletproof certainty of someone who has never once lost an argument because she has never once noticed being in one. “Three hearts, Squid. They feel everything. They make their own light in the dark. They are ancient, and they are tender, and when they’re frightened they tell the truth in ink. The tide doesn’t make mistakes.”

“My name’s Sean.”

“Of course it is, Squid.”

Behind her, Don made a small sound into his fist. My mother was no help at all. She’d gone radiant with the effort of not laughing, and when she caught my eye she mouthed it, just to live in it, just to own a piece of the rest of my life. Squid.

The phones came next, and at first it seemed almost thoughtful.

“We’d never take your phone,” Coral said, scandalized on our behalf, moving down the line beside a young man with a tray of identical seafoam tablets. “Your phone is your voice. Taking a person’s voice, that’s what the surface world does to you. We just help it find the tide.”

Helping it find the tide meant the young man took each phone for ninety seconds, installed something, and handed it back warm. After, a soft little wave icon sat in the corner of my screen, the color of the dock flags, and where my carrier’s name used to be there was a new word. Tidewell.

Every text I would ever send, every call, every late-night search for whether it was too late to start over, would now take the scenic route through somebody else’s server before the surface world heard a syllable of it. The phone still worked. It just worked for them now.

Solena handed hers over without a flicker. Of course it was fine, she could still post, she was a Tide Bearer, the entire arrangement was content. The leash was the job. The small fact that a stranger now read her mail first did not survive contact with how good the light was coming off the water.

I tried to skip the line. I’m not sure what I thought I’d accomplish. I said mine already had a VPN, which is the sentence equivalent of going limp.

“Oh, Squid.” Coral lifted my phone out of my hand with the care you’d use on a child holding scissors, passed it down the tray, and gave me a smile so bright and so untroubled it could have powered the compound. “The tide gets into everything eventually. Better to let it in the front door.”

Ninety seconds later my phone came back warm, wearing its little wave, belonging slightly less to me.

The Surrender Basket came last, and that was the part that stopped being funny.

That one was real, woven, the size of a baby’s bath, and it didn’t want the phones. It wanted the anchors. Passport. Keys. The little objects that prove a government is willing to admit you exist.

“To release attachment to the surface world,” Coral said. “It all goes to the salt room, kept dry, kept safe. You’ll find you don’t miss it. Most people cry with joy once they understand this freedom.”

People kept crying at this place. It seemed load-bearing.

I watched my passport go into the basket on a bed of other people’s passports, the little gold letters going dark under a stranger’s keys, and somewhere under the beautiful light a much older, much quieter alarm tried to get my attention. The phone they let me keep. The passport they took. I decided not to look at that too closely, which by then I was getting good at.

I told the alarm we’d leave the second it got weird. I told it we’d already agreed.

It is hard to describe how loudly a thing can be wrong while everyone around you seems delighted.

“There,” said Coral, lifting the basket like an offering, like a christening, like a collection plate. “Welcome home, you two.”

Solena slid her hand into mine, for the cameras that weren’t there yet, for the practice. Twenty-seven years old, a phone that answered to someone else now, no passport, no name except one with three hearts, holding hands with my father’s girlfriend on an island I couldn’t leave till Tuesday.

“Home,” I agreed.

Somewhere in the salt room, the tide kept our passports. The tide, I’d been assured, didn’t make mistakes.


Chapter 3 — Beloved

@solena.rising

“Tonight we cooked our own dinner. Over open fire. With our own hands. Beside people who were strangers twelve hours ago and are already the family I’d have chosen if anyone had asked me. No menus. No small talk. Just salt and smoke and the kind of eye contact that reorganizes your nervous system. I cried twice and I’m not sorry. If your dinner tonight didn’t change you, loves, you’re eating at the wrong table. I love you. Go feed someone.”

2,933 likes

Here is the thing nobody tells you about a wellness retreat. The first night, the food is incredible.

They didn’t serve us. There was no buffet, no staff in vests. There were eight long fire pits down by the water and a mountain of things that had been alive that morning, and there was a weathered man handing me a knife and asking, with the unbothered warmth of someone who’d already decided I’d say yes, if I knew my way around a fish.

I did. I know my way around a fish the way I know my way around a camera, which is to say it is one of two things my hands remember how to do without asking the rest of me for permission. My dad taught me on the back step with a radio going, and Mom taught me the part he got bored of, the patience, the salt, the not-rushing. For about forty minutes by that fire I forgot to be suspicious of anything. I scaled and I salted and somebody passed me lemons, of course they did, and the smoke got in my eyes and I let it, and the food when it was done tasted like I had been a part of it, because I had.

Dad would have loved this.

The thought arrived fully formed and warm and I didn’t flinch from it in time. He’d have been first to the fire. He’d have been the guy weeping over a vegetable. He’d have signed whatever they put in front of him and called me from a beach to tell me I had to come, that this was it, that this was finally the real one. I put the thought down carefully, the way you put down a knife, and went looking for my mother.

She had been recognized.

I knew it from across the firelight, from the specific way she was holding her shoulders, like a woman trying to look surprised by an award. A girl had her by both hands. Early twenties, wet-eyed, the kind of pretty that hasn’t cost anything yet.

“It’s you,” the girl was saying. “It’s actually you. Solena Rising. Your morning practice got me through my divorce. I did the lemon thing every single day.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Solena said.

“I have your voice in my ears more than my own mother’s.”

And there it was, the thing she’d flown across an ocean for and would never have admitted to wanting. Not the suite, not the comp, not the content. This. Somebody who had crossed a sea and found her here and called her family before the soup was cold. I watched it go into her like warmth into someone who hadn’t known how cold she was, and for one second, against everything, I was glad we’d come.

“Your girlfriend appears to be famous,” said a voice at my shoulder. Don. He had a bottle of the beer they’d been handing out and the expression of a man at a funeral for someone he didn’t like.

“She’s not famous. She’s mid.”

“Nothing’s mid here.” He nodded at the fire, where a large bearded man was crying openly into a pan. “Everything is the best thing that’s ever happened to everybody, all day, on a loop. That man met that pan tonight.”

“Just one thing after another,” I muttered.

He nodded and took a swig of the bottle. “I’m keeping a list.”

I decided, again, that I liked Don.

They sat us to eat in pairs, which was the first time all night the seams showed. A couple across the fire, older, leaned in with the friendly aggression of people who have decided you’re going to be friends.

“So how did you two find each other?” the woman asked.

I felt my mother’s whole body commit to the lie before she opened her mouth.

“A gallery,” she said. “He was showing photographs.”

“Of the ocean,” I said.

“And I bought one.”

“She felt seen,” I said, at the exact moment she said, “I felt seen,” and the couple made the sound people make at puppies, and I understood we had somehow passed.

Then my mother, riding it, drunk on getting away with something, reached over without looking and laid her hand on my thigh.

Couples do it constantly. It’s furniture. It’s punctuation. Her palm was warm through the fabric and she left it there, easy, settled, her thumb moving once like it had thoughts of its own. She was selling the story, and I knew she was selling the story, and I had options. I could have shifted my leg. I did not shift my leg.

“What a nice story,” said the older woman, dabbing her eyes.

“Yeah,” I said. My voice came out wrong. I looked very hard at my fish.

She took her hand back eventually. The warmth stayed where it was.

What the evening schedule called, capital T, the Transmission came after the plates were cleared.

They walked us up to a hall where one wall was a single enormous screen, except up close you could see it wasn’t one screen, it was hundreds of small ones edge to edge, and the room had filled with a cool sweet fog from machines along the floor, so the light from the wall came at you soft and broken, like sun through water. It was beautiful. All of it, the whole night. I kept waiting to stop being impressed, and the night kept not letting me.

Then the wall woke, and a man was on it, and the room stopped breathing.

He was an ordinary-looking man made enormous, lit from inside, silver at the temples, a face built to be trusted.

“Caspian,” my mother breathed beside me, like a name she’d been saving. “The founder.”

When he spoke the fog seemed to move with his voice.

“Above the waterline,” he said, “there is only weather. Below the tide swim the creatures of your heart and mind, and they have always known the way down.”

It meant nothing. I want that on the record. It was a sentence assembled from beautiful parts that touched at no point, and a few dozen people received it like rain after a drought, and my mother, beside me, exhaled like she’d been holding something for a year.

I watched him because everyone was watching him, and somewhere in it a small thing snagged at me. It was his eyes. I’d spent two years in editing bays learning to feel when a take is wrong before I could say why, and that old eye kept catching on him the way a fingernail catches on a thread. It took me most of the speech to find it. He didn’t blink enough. A man spoke about the creatures of our hearts for four minutes, glowing, intimate, enormous, and blinked maybe twice, and both times it was the same blink. I told myself it was the screen. Compression does strange things to faces. I used to know that for a living.

I leaned toward Solena to say something about it. I don’t know what. Probably nothing good.

I didn’t get the chance, because the Transmission ended, and the room answered.

All of it. At once. A few dozen people drew the same breath at the same instant and spoke the same words back to the dark screen in one voice, low and certain and rehearsed down to the vowel, “we receive the tide, we return to the tide,” and the warmth of the cook-fire, the fish, the girl who’d crossed a sea, all of it reorganized in front of me into a single animal turning to face the same wall, and I was the only mouth in the room not moving, and my mother’s lips were moving.

She didn’t know the words. She was mouthing along anyway, half a beat behind, the way you fake a hymn in a church you’ve wandered into, wanting so badly to belong to the singing.

Something in me went cold for a second. Then my mother leaned into my arm, warm, still trying to catch up to the words, and I told myself it was a chant. People had chants. Sports had chants. I’d felt stranger things at a concert. It mostly worked.

They walked us to our room after, because we were a pair, and pairs are held together.

It was the kind of room I would have killed to shoot in. Whitewashed walls gone gold at the edges from a pair of salt lamps somebody had already switched on, doors standing open to a small terrace and the dark water past it, the moon laying one long stripe across the bay like it had been paid to. Gauze curtains breathed in and out with the night air. There was a bottle on ice with two glasses, which turned out to be water, and a card on the pillow in seafoam ink that said Solena & Squid.

And there was a bed. Wide and white and banked like a cloud under a canopy of netting, turned down at both corners by somebody who believed in us.

One of them.

We stood and looked at it.

“Floor’s fine,” I said.

“Don’t be a martyr.”

“I’m not being a martyr, I’m being a gentleman, there’s a difference, look it up.” I was already pulling the spare blanket off the foot of it, already not looking at her, already aware that my leg still held the warm print of her hand and planned on holding it, helpfully, all night, on a floor, ten feet from where she slept.

“Sean.”

“Mother.”

“Solena.”

“Even in here?”

She was quiet a second. The brand had gone off her face. It was just Deb standing there in the most beautiful room she’d ever won her way into, and for a moment I thought she was going to say something real, something about the day, about the singing, about mouthing along to words she didn’t know.

“The fish was really good,” she said instead.

“Yeah,” I said. “It was.”

I lay down on the floor of the most beautiful room I’d ever been kept out of a bed in, and I did not sleep, and it had nothing to do with the floor.


Chapter 4 — Tide-Gazing

@solena.rising

“No alarm this morning. Just light on the water and a body that remembered what rest is. I slept like the woman I was at twenty and woke up like somebody had forgiven me. Day two, and I already don’t recognize myself. And yes, loves, I packed the good lingerie for me. Nobody else. Wear the nice things. Be your own occasion.”
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That photograph took fifty minutes. I know because I was awake for forty-five of them.

I woke up flat on the floor of paradise with my spine filed under previous owner, and I was still negotiating with my lower back about the terms of sitting up when I understood two things in the wrong order. The first was that the doors to the terrace were open and the morning was coming in low and gold. The second was that my mother was standing in the middle of it in her underwear, taking pictures of herself.

I want to lodge a complaint about the staging. She had found the one column of early sun like a woman who locates light by sonar, and she was working in it, one knee bent, back arched just enough to mean nothing provable, phone high, chin tipped. And she had, in fact, packed the good lingerie. Black, edged in lace, straps doing quiet engineering work, the kind of good that does not end up in a suitcase by accident. Good, it turned out, also meant sheer. The sun was behind her and the lace was mostly suggestion, and where the black ran thinnest I could just make out the color of one nipple, a shade darker than the rest of her, a fact I had now learned and could not give back.

I lay there wondering, with my one operational corner of brain, whether the room had done it, the salt lamps and the moon stripe and the bed turned down like a promise, whether all that staging had coaxed out Solena’s frisky side. It was easier to wonder about Solena. Solena was a brand. Brands run promotions. She rolled a shoulder back a centimeter at a time, hunting the angle. Then she reached back without breaking the pose and fixed the lace edge of her panties, two small tugs, settling it perfectly along the curve of her ass, the way you’d straighten a picture you had to look at every day. My eyes, which I had instructed to close, did not close.

I’d like to say I looked away. My back had other plans. The floor had spent the night quietly disassembling me, and now I lay flat as evidence, pinned, while my mother arched against the sun and took forty versions of the same photograph, and the only muscle in my body still taking orders was apparently whichever one holds the eyes open.

She turned the phone to check a shot, and for half a second the screen showed me to her, a man on the floor with his eyes open. I shut them with the speed of the guilty. When I risked it again she was back in the light, posing, and if she’d seen me she had decided, generously or otherwise, to keep it.

“Oh good, you’re up,” she said, to the room. “How’s the floor?”

“Firm. Committed.”

“Mm.” She scrolled through fifty of herself without looking at me. “Breakfast.”

Breakfast was on a long terrace over the water, and everything was a bowl. My mother had decided, somewhere between the underwear and the door, that nothing whatsoever had happened last night, and that the way to prove it was to be the most affectionate woman on the island.

She threaded her arm through mine in the buffet line. She put things in my bowl, little spoonfuls, like a bird provisioning. She said babe four times before I’d found us seats, each one pitched to carry. When a couple from the naming smiled at us across the long table she leaned her head on my shoulder and left it there, warm through my shirt, and I sat with my spoon in the air like a man being burgled.

I had stopped calling her anything at all. Every sentence I aimed at her now was engineered to need no name. It’s a harder way to talk than you’d think.

“Babe,” she said. “You have to try the green one.”

“I have a green one.”

“Try mine.”

She held her spoon to my mouth, and her eyes dared me, and three other couples were watching us be us, and I ate from my mother’s spoon while she wiped a fleck from my jaw with her thumb, proving to everyone how fine we were. The thumb stayed half a second past done. The tension that was supposed to be getting proven away climbed a ladder and pulled it up after itself.

A seafoam card sat propped against the fruit bowl with our names on it. Solena & Squid. Tide Table at midmorning. Tide-Gazing before noon.

“Pleasant tides!” said Coral, materializing over my left shoulder the way she did.

She had the off-white on again, pressed and spotless at eight in the morning, and the dewy, bottomless rest of a woman who has never once lain awake asking the ceiling questions. Younger than me, which I kept having to re-realize. Twenty-five at the outside, braid over one shoulder, teeth like a row of good news, smelling of sunscreen and certainty, running our days like she’d been issued them at birth.

She beamed down at the card like it was a birth announcement. “Oh, you two got the Reader. People wait seasons for the Reader.”

“What does she read,” I said.

“Everything, Squid.” She squeezed my shoulder and was gone, and my mother mouthed the Reader at me with her eyes enormous, already sold.

The walk up was the kind of thing brochures lie about, except nothing here seemed to be lying. The path climbed through terraced gardens with actual food growing in them, beans on strings, fat tomatoes, a wheelbarrow with one rusted lip, and the morning had that washed island warmth where the breeze keeps editing the heat before it can mean anything. Nets dried over a stone wall. Somewhere a goat said something rude. None of it was for us, was the feeling. The island just went about its business being beautiful, the way it must have for a thousand years, and my mother walked through it glowing like she’d been admitted somewhere.

It made me feel strange, and I couldn’t have told you why. The best I can put it is a thing film school left me with, which is that real places never look this much like themselves. I filed it with the other things I wasn’t looking at closely and kept climbing.

The Reader worked out of a low stone hut up the hill, dark after all that sun, smelling of wax and brine. She was old in the way driftwood is old, polished down to grain, and she sat behind a table of charts weighted with shells and did not greet us so much as permit us.

She took my mother’s hands and turned them over like pages.

“You came a long way to be seen,” she said.

My mother laughed, the social one. “I came for the retreat, actually.”

“Mm.” The Reader pressed a thumb into her palm like she was checking fruit. “You spend yourself on people you will never meet.”

“I share things. It’s my work. I have a community.”

“Every day you pour out. Every day they drink. And every day you wake up empty and call it a career.”

My mother stopped laughing. “It’s a job. Every job has days.”

“How many of the days?”

A silence I had never heard from her before.

“Most of them,” she said.

The Reader traced something on the chart with one knuckle. “Most people would crumble under it. The responsibility of earning love from so many. It eats the ones who weren’t built for it.”

“And me?” my mother said. It came out small.

She looked up. “You were built for it. It’s all over your water.”

My mother made a sound like she’d been hit somewhere soft.

I sat there doing the math on it, because somebody had to. You could pour that reading over anyone with a phone. You spend yourself on people you’ll never meet described every cashier alive. But the old woman had aimed it like she’d read the comments, like she’d seen the folder of deleted ones, and my mother’s eyes were standing full of water she was too proud to blink loose, and the worst part of watching a cold reading land on someone you love is the part where it’s also true.

The chart came rolled, tied with seafoam ribbon. A gift, the Reader said. There was a small card tucked into the ribbon about stewardship being welcome, and the suggested stewardship had a comma in it.

Then the old woman looked at me.

“Hands.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m with her.”

She kept her palms open on the table with the patience of something geological, and I heard myself sigh, and I gave her my hands like a man surrendering luggage at customs.

She turned them over and frowned at them a while.

“You don’t pour,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“Hers goes out and out, to everyone.” She pressed a thumb into the middle of my palm, hard, like she was pinning something down. “Yours doesn’t go anywhere. Stopped in the middle. A man mid-stride with one foot in the air. You have been holding that step a long time. It’s tiring, holding a step nobody will let you finish.”

I had a joke ready. It didn’t come.

“And you look at one thing every day,” she said, “and tell yourself it’s something else.”

The hut was very quiet. My heart was doing something I declined to name, in keeping with my policy.

I took my hands back, or started to. She held on one second longer, reading me like fine print.

“Hm,” she said.

“What does hm mean?” I said, and hated how fast I said it.

“It means hm,” said the Reader, and let me go.

We had an hour to kill before the next thing on the card, and the island provided, the way it kept doing. Below the hut a wooden deck hung out over the water with a row of low loungers and a pitcher of something cold with cucumber in it, and we took two, and for a while nobody performed anything. It was warm. The water threw light around. My back forgave me one vertebra at a time.

My mother unrolled her chart against her knees like a girl with a magazine quiz.

“’Your channel runs spring,’” she read. “’A giver’s current, moon-led, drawn to open water.’”

“It says that about everyone.”

“It cannot say that about everyone, it’s drawn from my water.”

“It’s a horoscope with a ribbon.”

“’Those near you anchor in your wake,’” she read on, louder, over me. “’Guard against the neap.’ What’s a neap?”

“It’s a real tide. It’s the one where nothing happens.”

“Oh my God.” She lowered the chart and looked at me with delight breaking all over her face. “That’s you. You’re the neap.”

“I’m not the neap.”

“’Guard against the neap,’” she said, tapping the paper. “It’s literally in writing.”

I let her have it, because her laugh had come all the way back. The Mom laugh, the foghorn, the one the kitchen used to be full of. She rolled the chart up and held it to her chest and watched the water, and the laugh settled into something quieter that I didn’t poke at. Most of them, she’d said in the hut, like a stone dropped down a well. I was still listening to it land.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, to the horizon. “I know you didn’t want to.”

“The food’s free.”

“Mm.” She nudged my lounger with her foot. “Anyway, she pegged you. One foot in the air. That’s so you it’s insulting.”

“I’m very restful.”

“And the other thing.” She turned her head against the lounger, grinning, sun all over her. “What is it you look at every day, Sean?”

I looked at the water and did not look at anything else.

“Pleasant tides!” Coral, materializing at the foot of the deck with a clipboard she didn’t need. “It’s time, you two. The pavilion likes you early.”

The question stayed where she’d left it, which was in the air.

Tide-Gazing happened in an open pavilion before noon, six couples on flat cushions, and Coral at the front in her off-white, glowing like the concept of morning.

“Knees together,” she said. “Yours to yours. Hands on your own thighs. We don’t touch in this practice. We look.” She beamed around the pavilion. “Nobody looks anymore. We glance. We check. But the tide doesn’t check. Find your partner’s eyes and stay. You don’t have to do anything. The looking does it.”

My mother arranged herself opposite me and smoothed her skirt. I sat down across from her and left a careful inch between our knees, because some part of me had already done the math on that inch without being asked.

“Closer, Squid,” Coral said, passing behind me. “Knees.”

I closed the inch.

I want to be clear about my position going in, which was that this was the silliest thing I had ever been formally instructed to do, and I had filled out the questionnaire. You don’t stare at a person for twenty minutes. There’s nowhere to put it. I didn’t know what to do with my face, or my hands, which had become enormous, and my mother was wearing her camera face, bright and shallow and fully armored, and I thought, fine. I had survived her spoon. I could survive her face.

Her knees were warm. I noticed it the way you notice a dripping tap, once and then constantly. Two small points of contact, kneecap to kneecap through a summer skirt, and within a minute they were the loudest thing in the pavilion, a low steady heat with a pulse in it somewhere, hers or mine, and every other part of me had been instructed to ignore it and was not succeeding.

Nobody looks at anybody. That’s the thing I learned in that pavilion. Eye contact in the world is rationed in half-seconds, and there’s a reason, and the reason is that past the ration something starts to pour. I knew her face better than any face on earth. I had aimed light at it most mornings for a year. I could have drawn it. And four minutes into looking at it I understood I had never once actually looked, because the looking was doing something the knowing never had, loosening a thread low in my chest and pulling it out of me hand over hand.

“Breathe together,” Coral said somewhere, faraway, serene. “If something rises, let it rise. It’s just the tide coming in.”

Something rose.

I want to address this carefully, because it has no place in the record. A man sits knee to knee with his mother in a sunlit pavilion, two minutes into a breathing exercise, and something rises, and the something is not the tide. I declined it. I declined it at every level available to me. My cock was not a fact. I unfactualized it. It existed the way a noise downstairs exists at three in the morning, acknowledged by no one, investigated by no one, survived by lying very still. I breathed, as instructed, and thought about the ferry schedule, about the realtor Phil, about the cold side of a pillow, anything on earth without a pulse in it.

The tide could mind its own business.

The camera face lasted six minutes. I watched it go. It went the way it went in the kitchen when she thought no one was filming, the brightness shutting off from the inside, and then it was just Deb looking at me, my mother, and her eyes weren’t shallow at all. They were dark, and they kept getting darker. Her breath had synced itself to mine without either of us deciding, and then it shortened, and mine followed it down, and a flush was climbing out of the neck of her dress and up her throat, slow, like dawn doing something it shouldn’t. Her knees pressed half a degree harder into mine, or mine into hers, nobody confessed.

My eyes dropped. I had kept them where they belonged for fifteen minutes and then I just looked, the way I had been not-looking for two days. Her mouth. The line of her throat and the flush going down it, into the neckline of the dress. Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing, faster now, and I knew what was under the cotton, I had known since this morning, the color of one nipple through sheer black lace, and knowing it did nothing helpful. I wanted my hands where my eyes were. The thought arrived whole, in plain language, and for one full second I did not manage to be ashamed of it. My cock was a fact now. It had won its appeal.

When I looked back up, she was watching me do it. She had seen all of it, the mouth, the throat, the slow trip down, and she didn’t call it and she didn’t laugh, and her lips had come apart a little, and that was somehow the most explicit thing in the pavilion. Having been caught, I did not look away. Neither did she. Whatever this was, we were both doing it.

I don’t know what my face did. I know hers answered it.

“And seal it,” Coral said.

Around us, five couples leaned in and kissed like it was nothing, like it was a stretch at the end of a workout.

We had a cover to keep. That’s the sentence I have. We leaned in, both of us, on the count nobody counted, and my mother kissed me, or I kissed her, the grammar has never been settled, and it was supposed to be the airport kind and it was not the airport kind. It was warm and certain and it lasted one beat past the end of every other kiss in that pavilion, one entire beat, and neither of us was the one who pulled away first because there is no first when it finally happens at the same time. She made a small sound. I have decided, for my own protection, not to describe it.

“Beautiful,” Coral said to the room, to all of us, to nobody. “The tide sees you.”

We walked out into the noon glare four feet apart.

“Lunch?” said my mother, to the horizon.

“Lunch,” I said, to a different part of it.

Neither of us mentioned it. We were getting very good at that.


Chapter 5 — Kept Dry

@solena.rising

“Someone asked me tonight what I’m still afraid of, and loves, I had to sit with it. Here’s where I landed. Boundaries are just fears wearing coats. We stitch them, we button them up to the chin, we call them healthy. Tonight I’m taking some coats off. I’ll tell you what I find underneath. Sleep soft.”
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We did not talk about the pavilion.

We had lunch instead, at separate ends of the same conversation, and then my mother went off to be filmed receiving a seaweed wrap, and I went to handle the one piece of business I had on this island, which was confirming the way off of it. I had a wedding to shoot the Saturday after we landed. Ugly work, but booked work, and booked work needs a man to show up.

I found Coral in the welcome hall, arranging flowers that already looked arranged.

“Pleasant tides, Squid.”

“Sean. Hi. Quick thing. The ferry back, a week from Tuesday. I just want to confirm we’re on it. I’ve got a job the Saturday after.”

“A job.” She said it gently, the way you’d repeat a word a child had mispronounced. “You’re planning your leaving. It’s day two.”

“I plan ahead. It’s a flaw. The ferry, though.”

“The ferry comes on Tuesdays.”

That was technically information. “And the passports. How does that work when we go? Do we just swing by, or?”

“Oh, don’t worry.” She said it the way you’d say a baby was napping. “They’re resting in the salt room, nice and safe.”

“Sure. Could I actually look at mine at some point? The wedding venue wants ID scans for the vendor list. It’s a whole thing.”

“Why would it need looking at?” Her head tilted, sympathetic, immovable. “It’s resting, Squid.”

She squeezed my arm and went back to the flowers, and I stood there for a second with nowhere to put any of it.

I walked it off. Hotels hold passports. Resorts have safes. The wedding was eleven days out, and I was being gently managed by a twenty-five-year-old with a braid, and I told myself those two facts lived in different drawers.

The room had been done while we were out.

Not cleaned. Done. The bed sat remade with its corners knife-sharp, the spare blanket folded at the foot, and my pillow, the one that had spent the night on the floor with me, was back up at the headboard like it had never defected. The floor where I had slept did not exist. There was no evidence that a second person had ever slept anywhere in that room, which, officially, no one had.

“Someone was in here,” I said.

“Housekeeping, Sean. It’s a resort.”

“They didn’t make the bed. They corrected the record.”

“They fluffed a pillow.” But she was looking at the floor where the nest wasn’t, and she didn’t say anything else for a while.

Dinner was at the long tables above the water, lamb and charred lemons and bread that came apart in warm ropes, and I performed the meal like a professional. I passed dishes. I laughed at the right windows. I did not mention the pavilion, with a thoroughness that must have looked, from the outside, like devotion.

The weathered man from the cook-fire sat across from us beside a tiny talkative woman with rings on every finger, and he spent the whole meal turned toward her like she was the only broadcast on the island. She talked. He listened, and refilled her glass before she asked, and I caught myself watching the two of them the way you watch something you can’t name yet.

There was a seafoam card propped by the bread basket. Tomorrow afternoon. The Tide Sitting. New pairs warmly expected.

“Oh, your first Sitting,” said the older woman from last night, misting up on cue, pressing her husband’s knuckles to the table. “You’ll remember it the rest of your lives.”

No part of that sentence helped.

Then Coral passed behind our chairs with a hand for each of our shoulders and leaned down between us, warm and unhurried and far too close.

“I hope the bed suits you two,” she said. “We take pride in our comfort.”

She was gone before either of us could arrange a face.

So that was the floor, burned. We held the conference in our room at ten, in the low gold of the salt lamps, in whispers, like the flowers might be listening.

“We have to share the bed tonight,” my mother said, arms folded, looking at the bed and not at me. “They noticed, Sean. Coral wouldn’t have brought it up otherwise. If they’re paying attention to our bed, then the bed has to look right.”

“The bed has to look right,” I said.

“It’s a big bed. We’re adults. Don’t make it strange.”

“I’m not making it strange. I’m establishing a framework.”

“Oh my God.”

“I sleep on top of the duvet. You sleep under it. That’s two sovereign nations.” I laid the spare pillows down the middle of the bed, end to end, a clean firm border. “And this is the wall.”

She watched me build it with her arms crossed and an expression I declined to examine. “I used to bathe you,” she said. “You had a little rubber octopus.”

“Things have developed.”

“Clearly,” she said, and got under the duvet, and was asleep in four minutes. The sleep of the love-bombed. I lay on top of the covers in the dark on my third of the bed, straight as a tool in a box, and listened to her breathe.

The air conditioning had opinions. It came down off the wall in one relentless silver sheet, and the duvet I had renounced lay there beside me, warm, occupied, diplomatic. I held the line for an hour. I would like that noted, one full hour, jaw going, arms crossed like a man lying in state. Then I climbed under. For warmth. The record will show it was for warmth, and the record will also show that the wall still stood, and that I kept to my own cold scrap of fitted sheet like a gentleman.

I woke at some black hour of the morning wrapped around my mother.

We had met in the middle. That was the worst of the available facts, that the wall hadn’t been breached so much as abandoned by both governments, pillows shoved somewhere south, and there was no version of the map where only one of us had traveled. She was tucked back into me, full length, her spine against my chest, my arm run under hers and folded across her, her hair in my mouth. She was warm the way the duvet had only been advertising. And I was hard against her. There was no unfactualizing it this time. It was pressed against the curve of her ass through two thin layers of cotton, fact upon fact, and she shifted in her sleep, the smallest settling-back, and every nerve I owned stood up and applauded, and I lay there in the dark with my heart going like a caught thief.

Separating from her was the hardest thing I had done on that island, and I understood even while I was doing it that the difficulty was the problem. It should have been easy. It should have been a recoil. Instead it was a slow argument I kept losing in increments, because she was warm and she fit and some traitor sector of me had been waiting for exactly this since the pavilion, maybe longer, and pulling away from her felt like peeling tape off my own skin. Thrilling is the wrong word. Unnerving is the wrong word. Wrong is the right word, and it didn’t help. I went by degrees. The arm. The hips, in one long burglar’s retreat. The hair, surrendered out of my mouth. I fed the pillow into the gap, and she gathered it in and sighed into it, content, and I stood in the dark above the bed with my pulse everywhere it shouldn’t be, and then I went out for air.

The grounds at three in the morning were beautiful the way everything here was beautiful, relentlessly, like it was being paid by the hour. I took the path down to the bath house and ran cold water and held my face in it for a while. The walk back was all moonlight and tamarisk and the small civilized lights along the path stones, and I was almost back to our building when I saw her.

Coral was standing on the path.

Not walking. Standing. Off-white, pressed, braid done, composed, at three in the morning, on a path between buildings, facing me like she’d been issued the spot.

“Is everything alright, Squid?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Mm.” She smiled with great kindness. “The second night is restless. The tide settles it.”

“Right. Well.”

“Sleep soft, Squid.”

I went up the stairs. At the door I looked back. She was still on the path, exactly where I’d left her, hands folded, facing nowhere in particular, and the moonlight approved of her completely.

The word had been assembling itself all day without my permission. Out on that path, it finished.

My mother surfaced when I sat down on the edge of the bed. “Did you fall in,” she murmured.

“Wake up. I need to say a thing.”

Something in my voice did it. She came up onto one elbow, hair down, eyes half open, the duvet pooling at her waist, and I kept my eyes on the headboard and said it in a whisper, because whispering was all this place had left us.

“This is a cult.”

“Oh, Sean.”

“They have our passports and I’m not allowed to look at mine. Somebody came into this room and noted exactly where everybody slept, and by dinner Coral was dropping hints about how she hoped the bed suited us. That’s not housekeeping, that’s surveillance with a duster. Forty people answer a video in one voice, the same words, you didn’t know those words and you were mouthing along anyway. And Coral is standing out there on the path right now, three in the morning, dressed, pressed, like the night shift of something.”

“She works here.”

“Nobody works at three a.m. in ironed linen, Mom.”

“It’s a retreat.” Her whisper came back harder. “Retreats are intense. Intensity is the product. You think this is the first place that’s taken my passport? Resorts do it in half of Asia.”

“And the room?”

“Turndown service.”

“And the chanting?”

“It’s a wellness community, Sean, they have a thing they say. Catholics have a thing they say. You don’t call your grandmother a cultist.”

“My grandmother never locked my documents in a salt room.”

“Keep your voice down.” Hers had gone to a hiss, and we were both up on our elbows now, three inches of dark between us, whisper-fighting like a married couple in a hotel, which was the joke neither of us made. “Do you know what this is for me? They picked twelve creators. Out of everyone, off the whole entire internet, they picked me. This is the biggest thing that has ever happened to my career. Possibly to me. And you want me to torch it because a girl with a braid asked if you were alright too nicely.”

“At three in the morning.”

“She was probably doing rounds.”

“Rounds,” I said. “Of what?”

She didn’t have an answer for that one, and I watched her decide not to need one. She lay back down and pulled the duvet up over her shoulder, a border of her own, and spoke at the ceiling.

“It’s eleven more days. It’s free, it’s beautiful, the food is unbelievable, and my numbers have never been better. Go to sleep, Sean.”

I lay down on my ten percent of the bed. Neither of us rebuilt the wall, which meant something, or didn’t, and the word I’d finally said sat in the dark on the pillow between us and breathed.

We slept in the same bed, on opposite sides of it.


Chapter 6 — Downward Tide

@solena.rising

“Woke up slow today. No alarm, no agenda, just water sounds and a warmth I didn’t want to leave yet. I used to think rest was something you earn. It’s something you allow, loves. So I’m allowing it. I’m letting this place hold me a little longer. More soon.”
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I woke up warm, and this time I didn’t move.

We had traveled again in the night, both of us, the pillows gone south, the wall a rumor, and I came up out of sleep by degrees into the geography of it. Her back against my chest. My arm under hers. My hand flat on her stomach where her shirt had ridden up, skin on skin, palm rising and falling with her, and I had no memory of putting it there and no plan for taking it back.

I should have moved. The previous morning I had moved, eventually, heroically, and spent the whole day being congratulated by nobody for it. This morning my body declined to file the paperwork. She was warm. She fit. I was hard against her and lying very still about it, and the room got slowly lighter while I did the one thing I have ever reliably done, which was nothing, mid-stride, one foot in the air.

And she didn’t move either.

That’s the part I kept turning over while I didn’t move. Asleep people breathe like tide, long and even and unsupervised. Hers had an edge to it. A too-evenness. The sound of someone doing breathing rather than having it, with a small held catch at the top of every third or fourth inhale, like a word getting swallowed before it could spend itself. Her hand lay over my knuckles where they rested on her bare stomach. At some point it tightened, very slightly, possibly in sleep.

Possibly.

We lay like that for a long time, neither of us moving, both of us pretending to be furniture, the whole bed humming like a struck glass, and I honestly could not tell you how it would have ended, because what ended it was the door.

Three bright knocks. “Pleasant tides! Saltflow at ten, new pairs!”

We came apart like a fire drill. I have never seen two people exit an embrace at that speed without an air bag involved. She was in the bathroom with the water running before my feet hit the floor, and her “morning!” through the door was pitched for an audience of forty.

Neither of us said anything about it. We were, by now, professionals.

Breakfast was very polite.

“Could you pass the honey,” my mother said.

“Of course. Anything else?”

“Not at this time.”

“Wonderful.”

We sat side by side passing things with the courtesy of rival diplomats at a signing, and the older couple across the table watched us with their hands knotted together and their eyes damp.

“Twenty years married,” the woman said to her husband, fondly, nodding at us, “and you’d think they met yesterday.”

“Ha,” I said.

The table could not stop talking about the Sitting. Whitecap had heard you weep all the way through it. Pearl had heard there was no talking allowed, ever, at any point, and seemed to be planning her survival around that. The older woman pressed her hand to her chest and said it would live in us forever.

“But what is it?” I said. “What happens? Mechanically?”

“You’ll feel it,” said Whitecap, misty already.

“That’s not a mechanism.”

“You’ll feel it,” said Pearl, with the hollow conviction of a hostage.

Don sat down across from us with his bowl, watched the honey go up and down the table twice, and stirred.

“You two are being incredibly polite this morning,” he said. “It’s upsetting.”

“We’re fine,” I said.

“Mm.” He ate for a while.

Then, without looking up, conversational as weather, “What did you do, fake being a couple to get in?”

The honey stopped. Somewhere a fork sang against a bowl. My mother’s smile stayed exactly where it was, nailed up, load-bearing, and I leaned across the table with my heart in my ears.

“Don.”

He looked at me, pleasant as a Sunday, and drew two fingers across his lips, sealing them. Then he went back to his bowl.

“Relax,” he said. “I’ve got my own ulterior motive.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m having a lovely retreat,” said Don, and ate his breakfast.

After, while my mother filmed the fruit, I texted Andre, my one friend from film school, a man who answered texts whenever it eventually occurred to him. This place is unbelievable. Call me. It went green and sat there. Nothing came back, which was normal. Andre was weather, not a person you scheduled.

Saltflow took place where the sand met the sea, which turned out to be a poetic way of saying in it.

I want to describe the walk down honestly without losing the thread of the narrative, so I’ll be brief. Coral led the way in athletic clothing that had clearly come out of an engineering department, white and fitted and absolutely committed to its work, and beside her went my mother in leggings and a crop top I had never seen before and would now never stop having seen. The two of them walked ahead of me down the boardwalk talking about engagement rates, and I walked behind carrying both our towels and looking at the horizon, the boards, the gulls, a fixed succession of approved objects, while the morning’s hand lay flat on my memory the way it had lain flat on her stomach.

“Tides!” Coral arranged us in a line in the shallows, ankle deep, facing the open sea. “The studio yoga of the surface world is practiced on a floor. Floors lie to you. The sea tells the truth. We flow with the tide, and the tide corrects us.”

The tide corrected us immediately and continuously.

We began with Drifting Crane, which is tree pose for people the ocean has a grudge against. You stand on one leg, raise your arms, find your center, and then a wave arrives at your standing knee with the full authority of the moon behind it and you sit down in the Atlantic in front of your loved ones. Whitecap went over like a felled monument. The linen couple went down together, holding hands, devoted to the last. Coral alone stood through it, one-legged, serene, riding each surge at the knee like she’d grown there, chirping adjustments at the casualties.

“Anchored Warrior!” she called. “Sink your roots! Let it pass through you!”

“It’s passing through me,” said Don, from the water.

Low Tide Fold was worse. Low Tide Fold asks you to hinge forward and surrender your crown to the sea, which means presenting the back of your head to incoming waves on a schedule you cannot see. The sea took attendance. I came up from my third baptism with my ears full and my dignity archived, and that was when the set wave came in, taller than its colleagues, and got everyone to the ribs, and the class changed.

Here is a fact about soaked cotton that everybody knows and nobody plans for. It resigns. It gives up all its secrets at once and clings to what it was hired to conceal, and suddenly the line of women holding Anchored Warrior in the surf had been redrawn in wet fabric, and there was nowhere safe to land an eye in either direction. My mother’s crop top had gone to glass. The white cotton soaked through and quit, and there were her breasts under it, plain as the morning, the cold water having made its argument about her nipples, dark and tight against the wet fabric. Gooseflesh climbed the pale of her stomach. A drop ran from her collarbone and took a long route down, and I followed it the whole way before I caught myself.

Forty thousand people would have lost their minds. She’d have lost hers, if she’d known, the brand did not do nipples, the brand did soft focus and good intentions. I should have been the one to tell her, hey, you’re showing, cover up. That was the job. That was the decent, sexless, son-shaped thing to do. I knew the words and I did not say them, and the not-saying sat warm and low in me and curdled into something I had no clean name for, because it was horror and it was hunger wearing the same wet shirt. I had pointed a light at this woman every day for a year and filed her under do not look, and the sea had just deleted the file.

The other direction was no refuge. Coral’s engineered white had surrendered too, confessing things I had even less right to see. I looked at the horizon. I looked at Whitecap, a bearded rock, the one safe coastline in the panorama. I looked at the sea, and the sea, with the timing it had been displaying all morning, knocked me down again, which was honestly the kindest thing anything had done for me in days.

“Match the water, Squid!” Coral called, radiant, dripping, while I surfaced. “Stop fighting it!”

“I’m not fighting it.”

“You’re fighting everything!” she said, delighted, like a diagnosis, and flowed on.

Between poses I drifted up the line to Don, who stood streaming in a t-shirt gone transparent over a body that had also given up its secrets, all of them pleasant enough, none of them my business.

“The motive,” I said, under the surf. “What is it?”

“Pry harder, Squid.”

“You can’t just say a thing like that at breakfast and then eat.”

“I can,” he said, settling into Drifting Crane with surprising balance. “I’ve been practicing my whole life.”

The wave took him anyway. The sea was the only honest instructor on that beach, and it flunked us all equally, and for about half an hour, between the falling and the salt and Whitecap surfacing each time like a breaching whale with his fists up, I forgot to be anything but a man laughing in the ocean.

My mother was laughing too, flat on her back in six inches of foam, mascara gone, brand gone, the Mom laugh, the foghorn, audible over the waves. Her crop top had given up entirely now, shoved half askew by the surf, one breast nearly free of it, and she didn’t notice or didn’t care, head back, throat working, happier than I’d seen her in a year, and the wanting and the wrongness ran together in me until I couldn’t tell them apart. I stayed in the deeper water, where it reached my waist, and I am not going to explain why, except that the sea was hiding something for me, and I let it.

Coral watched over all of it like a shepherd, ankle deep and bone dry in spirit, the only one of us the sea hadn’t humbled. The soaked white had gone to nothing on her. It clung in a long unbroken line from her collarbone to her hips, the small high curve of her breasts plain through it, nipples drawn tight in the cold she didn’t seem to feel, a flat brown stomach, the dip of her navel, the twin lines of muscle running down into the waistband of leggings that had given up the same secrets the rest had.

Twenty-five years old and built like the recruitment poster, water sheeting off her, braid dark and heavy down her spine, head tipped back to the sun. Not a goosebump on her. Smiling like the cold was a thing that happened to other people. And if you’d taken a photograph of that minute, of her dripping and lit and certain in the surf while the rest of us drowned around her, you’d have signed whatever she put in front of you.

The class dissolved into casualties. We dripped up onto the sand, wrung out, salted, half of us bleeding dignity, the linen couple still holding hands, Pearl wearing the thousand-yard calm of a woman who had survived something. Don stood beside me with his hands on his hips, breathing, t-shirt see-through, eyes on the sea like it owed him a statement.

Coral clapped twice, bright as struck crystal, not visibly tired, her braid still somehow architectural.

“Beautiful flow, tides! Dry off, eat light.” She beamed down the line of us, and her eyes did their sweep, and they snagged, just for a second, on me and on my mother, and her smile went up a candle. “The Sitting is at four. Pleasant tides!”


Chapter 7 — The Tide Sitting
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“The light here at four in the afternoon does something I don’t have language for, and I’ve made language for a living. So I’m putting the phone down and just being in it. No caption can hold some things. Back tomorrow, loves.”
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She put the phone down because she had to. They collected them at the door of the thing, into a basket, and that was the first time it occurred to me that whatever happened at four was not going to be content.

The Sitting was held in a grove on the bluff, a ring of wind-bent trees around a floor of woven mats, the sea laid out below us going gold. It was, like everything here, staged within an inch of its life and beautiful anyway. The new pairs filed in barefoot. Don caught my eye on the mats and gave me the face of a man who has read the brochure and is now meeting the appliance.

There was a woman at the edge of the grove I hadn’t seen before.

She stood apart from all of it, near the tree line, in gray where everyone else wore white, and she did not glow, and she did not beam, and she watched us settle onto the mats with the patience of someone counting a till. Older than Coral, younger than the Reader. Still in a way nobody else on the island was still. I didn’t know who she was. Nobody introduced her. She watched, and I felt watched, and then Coral clapped and I forgot about her, which I would later understand was the whole point of her.

“Tides,” Coral said, glowing at the front. “The Gazing taught you to see your partner. The Sitting teaches you to stop being two.”

She explained it the way she explained everything, like a recipe for joy. One of you sits. One of you takes the other’s lap, chest to chest, knees down on the mat, close as you can fold. And then you don’t perform anything, you just breathe, and you let the tide come up through the floor and move you, two waters seeking one level, until you can’t tell whose rhythm is whose.

Around the grove, couples folded into each other. Whitecap’s wife climbed into his lap and he held her like she was the last warm thing on earth. The linen people assembled themselves with the competence of the long married.

My mother looked at my lap. I looked at the sea. Then I looked at her, and I put everything I had into my eyebrows, a whole sentence of eyebrow, a brow that said absolutely not, find another way, I will pay money.

She leaned in under the cover of arranging herself and breathed it against my jaw. “It’s fine.”

It was not fine. It was not in the same postal district as fine. But the grove was folding into itself all around us, pair after pair, and a man across the mats had already begun to weep with his wife in his lap, and there is a specific cowardice that only blooms in groups, the one that would rather do an unspeakable thing than be the single rigid holdout everyone turns to look at. I ran out of brow.

She gathered her skirt and climbed astride me, knees to the mat on either side of my hips, and lowered herself down.

And there it was, immediately, before either of us had moved a muscle on purpose. The warm settle of her weight onto my thighs. The give of her where she met me. Chest to chest, close as the kiss had been but longer, with no end coming to rescue us, her breath at my collar and the heat of her coming through two thin layers like a hand held near a coal, and low in me something stirred, unhurried, interested, beginning to pay attention. I had maybe a minute before it became a fact. I spent the minute thinking about the ferry schedule. The ferry schedule did nothing. The ferry schedule had never been weaker.

“Now flow,” Coral called.

We did not flow. We sat there, the two of us, rigid as a bus stop, my hands hovering an inch off her back because I did not know where on this earth I was allowed to put them, and my mother holding herself a careful degree away from me, and the two of us breathing on completely different schedules out of spite.

“You two.” Coral was suddenly crouched beside us, delighted, the way a teacher is delighted by the worst handwriting in the room. “Oh, you’re fighting it. You’re so far up in your heads. Here. Let me show your tide what it feels like.”

And then Coral climbed into my lap.

I have run the footage many times and I still cannot tell you the order of my objections. She simply folded herself onto me where my mother had been, white cotton and coconut oil, twenty-five years old and warm and entirely unbothered, took my hovering hands in hers and set them flat on her own waist, and began, slowly, to move.

“Like this,” she said, gentle and unbothered, rolling against me in a long patient wave, holding my eyes with the serenity of a woman to whom it had genuinely never occurred that this might do something to me. “You feel that? You’re not doing it. You’re allowing it. Match the tide, Squid.”

“I’m matching it,” I said, from somewhere very far above myself.

“You’re not,” she said, smiling, grinding, “but you will.”

My mother sat on the mat beside us where I had dropped her, watching a child she raised get demonstrated on by a woman half her age, and something crossed her face that she would have denied to a court. She tried, in a bright voice, to file it under my fault. “He’s always been stiff. He doesn’t let go of anything, you should see his room.”

“It’s both of you,” Coral said serenely, not stopping. “You’re each waiting for the other one to start. The tide doesn’t wait.”

Then she rose off me as smoothly as she’d come, restored, unrumpled, and gestured my mother back into place like a host reseating a guest.

And my mother climbed back into my lap with something different in her face.

I knew that face. It was the one she put on right before she beat a brand rep down on a rate, the one that meant she had decided to be good at a thing. She had just watched Coral do to me, easily, in public, the thing she had been white-knuckling away from for three days, and whatever flickered behind her eyes was not anything either of us would ever say out loud, and she settled her hips down onto mine and she started to move.

And God help us both, we found it.

I don’t have the flat language the rest of this requires, so I’ll use it plainly. We synced. Her chest against mine, her breath gone short and warm at my ear, the long slow roll of her against the front of my linen trousers, her weight, her heat, the friction of cotton on cotton building somewhere with no off switch. The grove fell away. The sea fell away. There was just the rhythm we had finally, catastrophically, stopped fighting, hers and mine and no daylight between them.

“This is the exercise,” she breathed at my ear, like something she was reminding both of us.

“This is the exercise,” I said.

Neither of us slowed. If anything she took it deeper, a longer grind, settling her weight so she dragged the full length of herself along me on every pass, the skirt rucked up between us to almost nothing, just the thin cotton of her underwear and the thinner linen of my trousers and the ridge of my cock riding right where she was softest, slow and deliberate and finding the angle, and I could feel the heat of her soaking through to me, could feel exactly where she was open and pressed and moving, and my hands had stopped hovering and gone to her hips and were helping, God help me, pulling her down into each roll like I had any business setting the rhythm.

“Sean.” Half a warning, half something with no name.

“I know.”

“We can’t stop now. They’ll see.”

We could have stopped. No one was watching that closely. We did not stop.

Her hands found the back of my neck. A sound left her that I felt more than heard, low, one she would have denied was a sound at all. I was hard against her, and she rocked over it like she’d found the place she’d been looking for, and it was wrong, and my body did not care even slightly, and somewhere in there it stopped being a thing I could steer.

I came in my trousers in a grove full of strangers, gripping my mother’s waist, with my face in her hair and her rhythm carrying me all the way through it while a twenty-five-year-old said “there it is” from somewhere I couldn’t see.

She felt it. Of course she felt it. She did not stop and she did not gasp and she did not look at me, she just slowed, gentled, rode it down to stillness the way you bring something safely to a dock, and held me there, breathing, her cheek against my temple, for a few seconds longer than the exercise could possibly have required.

“Beautiful,” Coral said, to the grove, to all of us. “That’s the tide. The tide doesn’t make mistakes.”

We unfolded. We did not look at each other. I was wet and ruined and trying to walk like a man who had achieved spiritual breakthrough rather than the other thing, and the trousers were dark linen, thank a God I no longer believed lived here, and we left the grove four feet apart through the gold light with the sea going on about its business below.

We were almost back to the building before she said anything, eyes ahead, voice light, wrecked underneath it.

“Well,” she said. “We’re very good at faking.”

I didn’t laugh. Neither did she.


Chapter 8 — Turning Day
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“I’ve spent my whole life apologizing for wanting to be seen. Treating it like a flaw to manage. But what if the wanting isn’t ego? What if it’s just the tide in me, asking to go somewhere? I don’t have the answer yet, loves. I’m only asking the question out loud for the first time. Sit with me.”
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We did not talk about the grove.

We came back, showered in shifts, ate dinner being radiant at strangers, and went up to bed like two people who had silently agreed that I had not, a few hours earlier, finished in my trousers in a crowded clearing while grinding on my own mother. We were treating it as a posture correction. We were treating it the way you treat a fart in an elevator, with eye contact aimed elsewhere and a firm shared commitment to the weather.

The blanket was her move. She mentioned to Coral at dinner, brightly, that our room ran cold at night, and by the time we came up there was a second duvet folded at the foot of the bed, thick and white and diplomatic. She took it and the far third of the mattress and built a continent over there, and wished me goodnight in a voice with a door in it.

So I got what I had been asking for since the first night. My own blanket. My own border, honored at last. A whole demilitarized foot of cool sheet between her body and mine.

I lay there in the dark on my side of the peace I’d negotiated, and I was disappointed.

It took me a while to even name it, because it made no sense, and the moment I named it I was furious. Disappointed. About a duvet. About not being illegally wrapped around the woman who raised me, who lay a foot away under her own duvet, breathing the long even breaths of someone who had no such problem. I ran the tape looking for a single frame in which this was an acceptable thing to feel and could not find one, so I did the thing I had gotten good at, which was find someone else to bill.

This place did it. This stupid, beautiful, engineered place, with its breathing and its gazing and its grinding, built start to finish to take ordinary people and rub them together until the wiring crossed. None of it was me. The only thing that was me was the yes, the single idiot yes back in the kitchen that had put me in this bed, and I could carry that one. Everything downstream of it belonged to Tidewell.

It was a very comfortable theory. I held it like a third blanket and did not sleep.

Morning was frost.

“Sleep okay?”

“Great.”

“Great.”

She filmed the light coming off the water. I made coffee badly. We were professionals.

A card stood propped by the coffee in the seafoam ink they used for everything. Turning, it said. Midday. All tides expected. Whatever that meant.

The Turning came at midday, and the whole basin came with it.

They gathered us on the great lawn above the sea, strings of those seafoam flags lifting in the wind, and there was a feeling in the crowd I hadn’t met yet here, a leaning-forward, a hunger with good posture. Coral worked the front in white, glowing, and behind her on a low dais stood the gray woman from the grove. Watching. Counting the till.

Coral lifted both hands and the lawn went quiet.

“This season,” she called, “one tide reached farther than any tide before it. One of you opened the water and let the whole surface world look in.”

A number rose on a screen at the back of the dais. Large. The kind that ends in a comfortable run of zeros. The crowd made a sound like surf on rock, and Coral read a name off her own folded hands.

“Brooke.”

A girl came up through the crowd. Twenty-three, maybe, lacquered and luminous, the kind of pretty that already had a ring light at home, and the people she passed reached to touch her shoulders and her hair like she was something that might rub off. She let them. She was weeping, beautifully, and filming the whole walk on her own phone, held out at arm’s length, not missing a step.

Coral met her at the front and shook open a robe, long and pale, that blazed white in the noon sun, and laid it over Brooke’s shoulders the way you’d knight someone.

“The tide names you Diver,” she said, and the lawn lost its mind.

Brooke turned to face us in the new silk, two clean tracks of mascara down her cheeks, both hands pressed to her chest.

“I gave this place everything,” she said.

She had to stop, pressed her lips together, made herself go on. “I gave it my followers. I gave it my whole feed. I gave it the password to the account my ex made me. And it gave me back to myself.”

She laughed, wet and radiant. “Do you know I had four hundred thousand people and I never once felt like this? Not once?”

She lifted her phone and turned it on the crowd, panning us slowly so we could all see ourselves being seen. “Every single sunrise for the rest of my life, I am tagging you people. I love you. Tides.”

“Tides,” the lawn said back, four hundred mouths at once, and meant it.

I leaned over to Don. “What did she do?”

“She posted,” he said.

That was it. That was the sainthood. A girl had aimed the firehose of the world’s attention at this place harder than any human alive, and they’d put her in silk for it while the basin wept, and beside me my mother went very still and very warm in the face, and I knew the stillness. I’d seen it across a negotiating table and in the Reader’s hut. She wanted it. She wanted the robe and the lawn and the weeping. She was watching a younger, hungrier, less careful version of herself get crowned for the one thing she’d built her whole life around, and you could have warmed your hands on the wanting coming off her.

“So how’s it work?” Don said, pleasant, to Coral, who had drifted near. “Climbing. How’s a person get up there?”

“You deepen,” Coral said, radiant. “You give the tide more of yourself, and it carries you higher.”

“And the things you surrender at intake. Passports, the documents a person needs to leave a country. When do those come back?” Don asked it the way you’d ask whether they validate parking, eyes on the new Diver the whole time, never once on Coral.

“Everything you surrender comes back to you as you rise.” She smiled like she was handing him a gift. “The tide returns what you’re ready to carry.”

Which meant, when you scraped the seafoam off it, that the only way to get your passport back was to climb. Deepen, rise, give them more of yourself, and they would hand back the one document that let you leave.

I made myself think the word. The one I’d thrown at her in the dark two nights ago and taken back every morning since. Cult. The robe, the weeping, four hundred mouths saying one syllable at once, your way home sold back to you a rank at a time. If that wasn’t the dictionary illustration, I didn’t know what was.

Except it couldn’t be. I knew it couldn’t be, with the bone certainty of a man holding no evidence at all, because cults happened to other people. To the lonely and the lost, the ones with a hole in them you could pour a doctrine into. Not me. I was the most skeptical man on the island. I’d resisted the lemon water and the breathing and, for the most part, the grove. You did not wander into one of these by accident, and I was careful, I was nothing if not careful, and I stood there in the bright noon completely unable to build the rest of the sentence. The part where careful was supposed to keep you out.

I got my mother alone by the drinks table.

She read my face before I opened my mouth. She always could, it ran one direction that way. “Okay, what?” she said. “You’ve got a whole face happening.”

“You want it.”

“Want what?”

“The robe. The lawn. All of it. You watched that girl get crowned for posting and you lit up like a slot machine. Don’t tell me you didn’t, I was right beside you.”

She didn’t deny it. She looked past me at the crowd, and something settled in her jaw, and when she spoke she was quieter than denial. “Would it be so terrible? To want to be good at the thing I’m already good at?”

“Here? Yes.” I kept my voice down and my smile up, for the lawn. “Your people follow a woman who has her life handled. You start plotting your own coronation, posting robe ceremonies and a man on a giant screen, and they are going to think someone got to you. That you’ve been, I don’t know. Converted. You’ll look like a woman who came back from a retreat different.”

“Maybe I want to come back different.”

“Not that kind of different.”

She looked at me a second with something I couldn’t read, then put the brand back on over it like a coat.

“You worry so much,” she said, fond and distant and already a little gone.

She drifted back toward the lawn, where the silk was still bright in the sun.

She showed me Caspian’s account over lunch, on the terrace above the water, leaning across the table because she couldn’t not.

“Have you even looked at him? Properly?” She turned the screen to me, and I had to cup a hand against the noon glare to see it at all. “Nearly a million, Sean. A million people. He barely posts and they wait for it like rain.”

I looked. The videos were the man from the wall, lit from inside, saying gorgeous nothings to a camera that loved him. And I watched him the way film school had taught me to watch footage, close, for the second a face slips and shows the work.

“Watch his eyes,” I said.

“What about them?”

“They don’t. He’s talking for ninety seconds and look, watch, he blinks twice and it’s the same blink. The exact same blink. And the light in them is wrong, it’s a different room than the one the rest of him is in.”

“That’s compression.” She took the phone back. “You, of all people, getting weird about a video.”

“I’m telling you, something is off...”

“You’re tired,” she said, gently.

She turned the screen back to herself and her thumb started moving, and she sat there in the bright noon scrolling through a dead man over a bowl of grains, and I sat across the table with the alarm going off in a building only I could hear.

Before the plates were even cleared she’d posted a shot of the lawn where Brooke had been crowned, the Tidewell account tagged small in the corner, deniable, a single discreet barnacle on her brand. Then another.

I watched her find the light by sonar the way she did, watched Coral drift over to murmur something approving and tweak the frame, the two of them building it together now, and I understood that the foot of cold sheet I’d won that morning was the smaller of the two distances opening up between us. The smaller one, and the one I’d wasted all my worry on.


Chapter 9 — The Flow
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We were still at the lunch table when the call came to be buried.

A card went round with the coffee, seafoam ink on the same heavy stock as everything else they put in your hands. The Flow, it said. Two o’clock. Wear nothing you’d miss. Coral drifted past with a tray and turned it into a sentence a person could actually use.

“Clay today,” she said, beaming down at the pair of us. “Bring me the body you’re tired of. We’ll send a better one home.”

My mother set her phone face down for that. She hadn’t done it for me in two days.

I had spent the back half of lunch with an alarm going off in a building only I could hear, and the cure on offer, apparently, was to take my clothes off in a field and be packed in hot mud by strangers. I want to be clear that I knew how it sounded.

I had said the word to myself an hour ago on a sunlit lawn, the real one, the one with robes in it, and the island’s answer had come back inside the hour. Don’t think. Come and be warm.

I went. That’s the part I keep having to write down. Nobody made me. I picked up my towel and I went.

The Flow happened in a clearing I hadn’t been shown, which was its own small lesson, because I’d started to believe I’d seen the whole island and the island kept opening new rooms. This one lay in a fold of the hill behind the bath house, screened from the sea by a stand of thin trees, ringed with the pale flags, private the way a place is private when the privacy is the entire idea.

Arranged around a central fire were the tables. A dozen of them, broad and low and padded, the kind you’d get a massage on if the spa had been founded by someone with infinite conviction and no budget for proper legs, each one paired with a deep clay pot on a tripod beside it.

Over the fire a cauldron the size of a bathtub steamed and ticked, and two of the weathered staff worked it with wooden paddles, ladling slow gray ropes of clay out into the pots, where the stuff sat steaming, the color of wet ash.

The whole clearing smelled of it, a thick mineral reek of wet stone and iron and rained-on ground, heavy enough to sit at the back of the throat.

“The surface world washes,” said Coral, walking between the tables while we gathered at the edge in our towels. “Washes and washes and never once goes deep enough to get the old water out. The grief water. The held water. The water that’s gone stale in you because you sealed it off and never let a living soul reach it. The Flow reaches it. The clay finds every place you’ve closed and it draws. But it can’t draw through cotton, tides. And it can’t reach where a hand won’t put it.”

She dipped two fingers into the nearest pot, lifted them gray to the knuckle, and let it fall back in a long rope. Then she smiled around the ring of us, serene and somehow vacant.

“So you’ll go down to as little as you’re brave in,” she said, “and you’ll do each other. The places you can’t reach on yourself are the ones that have been waiting the longest.”

There was a rustle around the clearing, the particular noise of forty people deciding to be brave in front of each other at once. Towels came down. The linen couple folded theirs in half first, naturally. Whitecap went to his shorts and stood there enormous and unbothered. Pearl kept her eyes fixed on the middle distance like a woman wading into cold surf, which she more or less was.

My mother put her thumbs in the waist of her skirt and looked at me, once, a flat little check-in glance, the one that on better days meant you good?, and then she undressed in front of me with the brisk competence of a woman who got changed for a living and was not about to make a moment of it. Down to a pale bralette and briefs the color of the inside of a shell.

I had seen most of it already, the sea had seen to that, but seen and watched her take off are different counties and my body knew the border. I looked at the cauldron. I looked at the flags. I took off my own shirt and trousers and stood there in the afternoon in my shorts, being a professional, being a son, being a man with somewhere else to put his eyes and nowhere to put them.

We took a table near the edge, and I lay back on it the way Coral mimed, and my mother dug both hands into the pot beside us and started in on me. The first load landed warm on my sternum, heavier than it had any right to be, and she spread it down me in a long slow sheet.

It was hot. Not bath hot, blood hot, the temperature of the inside of something, and it had weight, settling over me an inch thick and pressing gently all along me at once, like being held down by something that wished me well.

The smell of it came up thick around my face. She worked it over my chest and down my arms, palms flat and warm and businesslike, and I lay there and took it. Neither of us said anything. We hadn’t really said anything since the lawn, since you want it and maybe I want to come back different, and the silence had come down into the clay with us and settled between her hands.

Her thumbs found the muscle below my collarbone and pressed, harder than the job asked for, and I understood I was being told something in the only language we had left that didn’t risk an audience.

Off across the clearing Whitecap let out a deep involuntary church-organ groan under his partner’s hands, and somebody laughed, and the laugh got swallowed in the steam.

“This is the most relaxed I have ever been against my will,” Don said, from a table somewhere to my right, to no one, and let his head go back and said nothing further.

And as it went on the clay did to the whole clearing what it was doing to me, which was erase people. One by one the bodies on the tables stopped being bodies anybody owned. The differences went under it, the tan lines and the tattoos and the brands, until all down the rows there were only gray shapes steaming in the afternoon, slick and featureless and identical, like something half-finished, like the island had ordered people and they hadn’t dried yet.

You could not have told the influencer from the accountant. You could not, three feet away, have entirely told my own mother, except that I would have known her in any medium they could have dipped her in, and that was its own quiet alarm.

Then we swapped, and she lay back on the table for me the way I had for her, and I started at her shoulders. I worked the clay along her collarbones and down, the way she’d done me. I told myself it was paint. I told myself it was the job, the same job I’d done a hundred times with a reflector and a soft box, make the subject look good and feel nothing, and it held for about as long as it took to reach the first soft rise of her, where her breath went shallow under my hands, and the job died quietly and something else stood up in its place.

And then I did a thing I am still turning over, which was that I kept going, and I got worse about it on purpose. The exercise, I had just realized, was a license. Every inch of her was on the worksheet. The assignment said leave nothing dry, which meant I could put my hands anywhere I wanted and call it diligence, and the second I understood that I stopped being careful.

I spread the clay up her sides with my whole flat hands, slow, slower than the job could possibly need, my thumbs riding the soft curve where her ribs gave way to the sides of her breasts, close enough that she’d have had to be carved from something not to feel where I kept almost going. She was not carved from anything. Her breath dragged out of her, unsteady, and she made a small sound and turned it, too late, into a cough.

I did the dip of her waist. I did the give of her stomach, and felt it tighten under my palm, felt her hold very still the way you hold still when the only thing you have left is not moving.

And then I stopped stopping short. I took the clay down to her ankles and worked back up, both hands wrapping each calf, her knees, the long muscles of her thighs, slower the higher I climbed, and where I would have lifted away at the hem I let my thumbs follow the soft inner line of her all the way up, into the heat coming off her in waves, until the edge of my hand pressed the warm seam of her through the thin wet cotton, and her hips rose half an inch off the table before she could call them back.

That breath she didn’t cough. I went back to wherever her breath snagged, again and again, and watched the brand I’d seen her wear like a second skin slide off her face a degree at a time, until what was left on the table under my gray hands was just Deb, shallow-breathing and wide open, hanging on.

She held the brand on as long as she could manage. I watched it slip a degree at a time. And the part I have not fully explained to myself even now is how much I liked it, being the one doing instead of the one being done to, the hand instead of the held, standing there gray to the elbows quietly taking my mother apart under a license the island itself had pressed into my hands, and finding, God help me, that I was in no hurry to give it back.

Coral arrived the way she always arrived, which was suddenly and from no direction at all.

“You’re being shy with it,” she said, stopping at the end of our table, gray to the elbows herself now, glowing through a film of it. She said it to my mother, fond and faintly disappointed, a teacher finding the work neat and gutless. “Look at how you’re going around him. You’re cleaning him, tides. We’re not here to clean.”

She had me lie back on the table.

“You go where the water pools,” she said, and put her hands flat on my sternum and pushed the clay down me in two long lines, throat to navel, slow, the whole weight of her arms behind it. “It pools where you flinch.”

Her thumbs ran the dip beside each hip and then the crease at the top of each thigh, pressing, dragging, and my body, which had not consented to any of this and would be hearing about it later, answered the pressure and the heat and the sheer clinical certainty of her the way a plant turns toward a window.

“Here especially,” she said, not looking at my face, looking at her work, and her hand went down under the clay, found the waist of my shorts, and went straight past it.

No ceremony. Her fingers closed around my cock, which had made its own decisions some minutes ago without consulting me, and she drew one long unhurried stroke up the length of it, the clay slick as oil between her hand and the skin, gauging me the way you’d weigh fruit in a market. I made a sound into the steam that I have chosen not to remember.

“There it is.” She said it pleased, the way you’re pleased when a stuck drawer finally gives, and gave me a second slow pull to be sure, root to crown, until I was full and aching in her fist and there was no more deniability left in my body even if there was plenty left in the rest of me.

She took her hand back and wiped it gray on gray down the edge of the table and looked at my mother. “You feel how much of that he’s been holding? That’s a year in there. More. Don’t leave him like that. It’s cruel to open a person and walk away. Finish what the clay started.”

She rose, unhurried, and stepped back. Not away. Back. One step, hands folded, serene and immovable, the night-shift face from the path, and she waited.

My mother looked at me, and I looked at my mother, and in about a second and a half an entire conversation passed between us that the steam swallowed before it could reach anyone else. Her eyes said this is insane. Mine said I know. Hers said she’s not leaving. Mine said I know that too.

And under all of it, in the basement where I kept the things I was billing to Tidewell, some part of me I am not proud of said the thing it had been wanting to say since the grove, which was please.

She put her hand under the clay.

I felt her find the waistband and stop there, at the border, asking the question with one knuckle, and I answered it by not stopping her, by lying back on the table with my heart going like a fist on a door, and she crossed it. Her fingers wrapped around my cock, skin to skin now, slow, the way you take hold of something you’ve decided about, and the whole clearing went very far away. I stared up at her in a kind of conflicted, brilliant disbelief.

She tightened her grip and stroked me, slow, all the way up, her thumb dragging over the head where the clay pooled warm and slick, and my hips lifted into her hand before my brain could file an objection. She did it again, and again, the same unhurried rhythm she brought to everything, and I lay back under a foot of warm clay and let my mother do unspeakable things with one gray hand.

This is the thing about the mud. It hid everything and it hid nothing. Anyone glancing over saw a gray woman leaning over a gray man on a table, one arm working the clay packed across his hips, thorough at last, a good student.

What they could not see was her fist working me under it, long and certain, the clay turned to oil between us, her hand setting a pace and then keeping it while I lay there and pulsed in her grip and tried to keep my face from doing anything a stranger could read.

She kept hers composed. That was the part that got me, that she held the brand up over it, chin level, expression set to serene-for-the-room, jaw the only tell, while below the gray her hand told the truth her face would not, gripping and gliding and rolling her wrist at the top of every stroke until my whole body was strung to the place where she held me. I lay there and took it the way I’d taken everything on this island, by doing nothing, mid-stride, one foot in the air, except this time the nothing was a lie and we both knew it and her hand knew it best of all.

Coral watched a moment, satisfied a lesson had landed, and drifted off to correct someone else.

And here is the fact I have turned over more than any other from that whole afternoon. She didn’t stop. Coral left and the reason left with her, the instruction was over, discharged, gone, and my mother’s hand kept moving.

There was no one making her now. There was just the two of us in all that heat, her breath gone ragged at the top the way it went in the dark of our room, and she leaned her gray forehead down close against my gray shoulder and did the thing she was no longer being told to do.

“Sean,” she said, almost nothing, just breath with my name riding it, and I turned my head and her eyes were right there, inches off, no brand left in them at all, none, just Mom, just the woman who used to fall asleep on the couch holding my homework, looking at me while she did this with something open and frightened and completely real.

For one second the whole engineered island fell away and there was only the two of us, found out, seen, in terrible and perfect sync, and it was so much worse than the lust. The lust I could bill to Tidewell. This I could not bill to anyone.

We both flinched off it at the same time. She shut her eyes. I looked at the sky.

And her hand never stopped. It sped, if anything, her grip going tight and slick and merciless while the clay held the rest of me down hot and total and the steam came down over us like a lid, and the pressure climbed in me past anywhere I could have called it back from.

She felt it go. Her fist knew a half second before I did, the way it bore down and worked me through it, and I groaned, low and helpless, and came in the warm dark of the clay with my mother’s forehead pressed to my shoulder and forty strangers being born again three feet away, my whole body clenching around the place where she held me while she stroked the last of it out of me, slow now, gentling, every pulse going straight down into the gray.

The clay finds every place you’ve sealed and it draws.

It drew.

And then, in the wrung-out quiet after, with my guard down on the floor where I’d dropped it, the word got out.

“Mom.”

Barely sound at all, just the shape of it on a breath. But I heard it leave me, and so did she.

Her hand came up out of the clay and pressed two gray fingers to my lips.

“Shh.” Not unkind. Firm, though, and final, the way you’d hush a child in church.

I got my eyes open. She didn’t look rattled at all. She looked like she was managing a shoot.

“Not here,” she breathed.

And there it was, the thing that scrambled me worse than anything her hand had just done to me. She wasn’t stopping it. She was protecting it. The story of us was still load-bearing, even now, even with her fingers gray on my mouth and the proof of the last two minutes leaching into the table between us, and she wanted to keep it standing. Which meant there would be a next time, a next exercise, a next thing the island would hand us with a straight face, and I lay there with her fingers sealing my lips and not the faintest idea what any of it would be, or what I would let her do in it, or what I’d let slip the next time she did.

We rinsed at the sea. Coral sent us down in twos when the clay began to dry and pull, and we walked to the water cracking like old statues and waded in, and the Atlantic took the Flow off us in gray sheets, and we came out pink and new and ourselves again, which was the problem.

The clay had been somewhere to put things. Now the clay was gone, sluiced off into the Atlantic along with everything we’d used it to avoid saying, and what was left on the beach was my mother wringing out her hair and me developing a sudden, profound interest in a nearby rock. We did not look at each other. There turned out to be a staggering amount of not looking at each other available, and we used all of it.

She found her phone where she’d left it on the towel. Of course she did. I watched her thumb wake the screen, watched her face do the small practiced thing it did when the brand came back online behind her eyes, and I understood that this was how we were going to survive it.

She was going to post about the clay within the hour. Something about armor, about being held. It would be the truest lie she’d ever written and I’d be the one reader who could see all the way down through it.

“Good flow?” Coral said, materializing, radiant, bone dry already.

“Yeah,” I said.

“It draws everything out,” she said, happily, “if you let it.”

She had no idea. Or she had every idea. By then I genuinely could not tell which was worse, and I stood there on the sand with the word from the lawn going off again, faint and certain, the alarm in the building only I could hear, while beside me my mother typed one steady-thumbed word into her phone and pressed post.

Tides.


Chapter 10 — Cold
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“Got in the cold water this morning before my brain could file its objection, loves. Everything in me said don’t. I did it anyway. That’s the whole practice, I’m starting to think. You don’t wait until you feel ready, because ready is a story we tell ourselves to stay dry. You gasp, you shake, you stay. And something old rinses off you. Come stay in the cold with me.”
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We did not talk about the clay.

That was holding up about as well as you’d expect. The not-talking had been load-bearing since the grove, but the clay had put a crack in it the silence couldn’t span anymore, because the grove I could half-file under things that happen to a body, accidents of friction and crowd. The clay had been her hand, on purpose, on me, with a decision behind it. There was no unmaking a decision like that. We could only decline to bring it up over breakfast, which we did, beautifully.

She was up before me, filming the light, the brand back on like a coat she’d slept in.

“Morning,” she said, pitched for a room that wasn’t there.

She slid a card across the little table without quite looking at me. The card said The Tempering in the seafoam ink. Nine o’clock. Come thirsty for the cold.

“What’s the cold?” I said.

“You’ll feel it,” she said, which was the island’s answer to everything, and which a week ago she’d have said as a joke. She handed it to me straight.

The Tempering happened at a row of stone tanks sunk below the bath house, fed cold straight off the sea and colder, somehow, than the sea had any right to be. Coral stood among them already glowing, gesturing us toward the water like a host seating us at a table that was going to hurt.

“The cold is the most honest teacher we have,” she said. “It doesn’t care about your story. You get in with your pair, you stay to the neck, and you breathe through the part where everything in you wants to climb out. You hold each other in it. Nobody tempers alone.”

So that was the morning. Get into freezing water, to the neck, and hold the woman whose hand I was busy not discussing.

We stripped to swimsuits at the lip of the tanks, which felt like undressing at a public pool, if the pool were ringed with strangers in white taking attendance. My mother had on a plain black one-piece I hadn’t seen before, and after the clay, and after a week of waking up where I shouldn’t, I found I now had opinions about the backs of her knees, which is not a sentence I ever planned to think. I aimed my eyes at the water instead. It sat there flat and black and freezing, promising to fix exactly this.

We got in. I would like to report dignity. There is no dignity available at the temperature in question. The cold went in like a thrown switch and the breath left me in a sound I had not authorized, and then there was the separate problem of my mother climbing into the same tank, gasping, swearing under her breath in the un-branded voice, and arranging herself against me because the exercise said to and the cold said to and there was, suddenly, nowhere on either of us that wasn’t pressed to the other for warmth.

It should have been charged. The cold ate the charge. That was almost the worst of it, that the one time we were wrapped around each other on purpose, fully sanctioned, neither of us could feel a thing but our own bones filing complaints. She had her face in my neck and her arms locked around me and we were shaking too hard to be anything to each other but a heat source, and I thought, this is the safest she’s been in my arms all week, and then I thought about why that was, and then Coral told us to breathe.

Don was two tanks over with his husband, submerged to the chin, wearing the face of a man auditing his own choices.

“How’s the tide?” I called.

“Bracing,” said Don, through his teeth.

Coral worked the rim of the tanks telling us the cold couldn’t lie to us, that it stripped the ego clean off, and Don found my eye across the steam rising off our own shivering and held it a flat second, the look of the only other man in the room running subtitles on the place. He’d had a week to turn us in, ever since he’d guessed at breakfast that we weren’t the couple we were pretending to be, and he hadn’t. I’d spent the same week noticing he hadn’t. Neither of us had ever said a word about it, which on this island was as close to trust as anyone got. Then he went under, because it was very cold, and trust has its limits.

After, wrapped in the rough towels they doled out, blue-lipped and rattled, I caught Don up the path doing something furtive with his phone, thumbs going, shoulders hunched around it like a man hiding a cigarette.

“You’re not supposed to have signal,” I said.

“I don’t.” He didn’t stop typing. “That’s the interesting part. Walk with me. Slowly. Like we’re discussing our feelings.”

We walked.

“Your phone works,” he said, low. “Everyone’s phone works. They don’t take them because they don’t need to. You installed their little app at intake. The one that does your schedule and your tide readings and your messages. It’s a wall. Everything you send goes into it and a person decides what comes out the other side. Your texts home, your DMs, your small cries for help. Someone reads them and chooses, and most of them never go anywhere.”

I thought about Andre. Three texts, green, sitting there since the first day. The silence I’d filed under Andre being Andre.

“How do you know that?” I said.

“Because I’m not here for my chakras.” He gave me a flat look, the driest I’d had off anyone on the island, kin to my own. “I write for a living. The unflattering kind. People come to places like this and some of them don’t go home, and their families get lovely messages from accounts that sound just like them. I’d like to know who’s typing.”

“And you’re telling me because.”

“Because you see this place the way I do, and I could use a second set of eyes that still work.” He pocketed the phone. “You can’t help it, you’ve been running the subtitles since you landed, same as me. So keep running them. When something strikes you as off, and it will, more and more, don’t talk yourself out of it. Remember it, and bring it to me.”

“Bring you what?”

“Whatever doesn’t add up. Someone who was here last week and isn’t. A door locked that shouldn’t be. The face a person makes the second they think the camera’s off. You’ll see things I can’t get near, because nobody bothers watching the bored plus-one.” He let it sit a second. “I’ve kept your secret a week without being asked, and just now you caught me red-handed and didn’t run to Coral. That’s the most trust either of us is going to find on this rock. Eyes open, mouth shut, and stop telling the app anything you’d mind a stranger reading. Pleasant tides.”

I came back to a look from my mother, one eyebrow up, the where-were-you she wasn’t going to ask out loud in a crowd. I gave her nothing, and she filed it.

The lodge was the other half of it. The Tempering ran cold then fire, the body thrown between two extremes until it gave up whatever it had been clutching, and once the tanks had wrung the cold through us they walked us down the beach to be cooked. It was a low dark dome at the waterline, black and close inside and hot enough to take the breath clean out of me.

In the dark you couldn’t see who you were sweating next to, which was the point. The point, it turned out, was confession. Somewhere by the coals one of the advanced ones told us, low, that the dark didn’t judge, that we should give it the thing we’d been carrying and let the heat draw it off, and one by one people did, voices lifting disembodied out of the black. This, I understood about a minute too late, was the actual machinery of the place. Not the lemon water. This. Get people hot and blind and shut in together, and they hand over everything they’ve got.

The weathered man beside me went when it came to him, the one I’d watched at dinner the first night turn to the tiny ringed woman like she was the only broadcast on earth. He didn’t testify the way the others had, weepy and grateful. He just talked, low, like he was already halfway into a thought.

“Sixty-one when I came,” he said, to the dark. “Widower. Angry about it. Came to prove the place was rubbish so I could go home and be angry in peace. Then they sat me next to Calla at a Sitting, and that was the end of being angry.” A warm sound in the black. “I’d had a wife forty years, God rest her, and never once felt the floor go the way it went in that tent.”

“Tell them the good part, Fathom,” said the tiny voice past him, fond.

“This is the good part. I gave them the lot. The house, the savings, every bond they put in front of me. Signed every one.” A pause, the coals ticking. “My daughter says they robbed me. Said as much down the phone, and when I wouldn’t agree she stopped calling. Maybe she’s right. I don’t much care, is the honest answer. I was an old man on my own waiting to die, and now I’m not. That’ll do me.”

I sat with that and couldn’t find the joke, which was new, because I can almost always find the joke. He’d been robbed and he’d been saved in the same motion, and he’d do it again before breakfast. Two bodies over, in the dark, my mother was breathing the slow soaked breaths of a woman taking it all the way in, and I was glad I couldn’t see her face, because I was fairly sure it was doing sums of its own.

Coming out of the lodge into the murderous afternoon light, wrung out, I half walked into the gray woman.

She was the one from the dais at the Turning, the one who hadn’t glowed. Up close she was younger than the gray of her suggested, composed in a way that made the air around her feel rehearsed. Coral appeared at her elbow and dimmed a full watt, which I had never once seen her do.

“The Keeper likes to meet the new pairs herself,” Coral said, reverent, and withdrew.

“You’re Solena’s Sean,” the Keeper said. Not a question. “Walk with me a moment.”

We walked. She didn’t make small talk the way Coral did. She let the quiet stretch until it was uncomfortable, and then she said, “You and Solena interest me.”

“Yeah?”

“The pairs here perform, all of them. They can’t help it. They hold hands for the room and say the words loud so everyone can hear how in love they are. You two don’t. You’re quiet about it. Careful.” She let the word sit. “I keep trying to decide what careful means.”

“We’re private,” I said. “That’s all.”

“Mm.” She didn’t argue, which was worse than arguing. “It’s only that I watch you watch her. You don’t look at her the way a man looks at his partner. You look at her like a man checking whether he’s allowed to.”

The path kept going. I kept my face exactly where it was, which took everything I had.

“That’s a strange thing to say,” I said.

“Is it?” She smiled, not unkindly, and let me off the hook, or appeared to. “Forgive me. I read faces for a living. You’re good for her, whatever the two of you are. The tide knows its own.”

She patted my arm the way Coral did and turned back toward the buildings.

I stood there a while after she’d gone, trying to work out which of the things I was hiding she had just put her finger on, and coming up with all of them.

That night we went to bed the way the Turning had left us, two duvets, the demilitarized foot of sheet down the middle, each of us a sovereign nation with the lamp off. It was, by now, an absurd arrangement, and we both knew it was absurd. We had spent the afternoon being thrown naked between ice and fire, and the morning before that her hand had been around me under a foot of clay, and here we were observing borders like the duvets had been to law school. Neither of us said so. She wished me goodnight in the door-closed voice. I lay on my cold scrap of sheet and listened to her breathe and did not sleep for a long time, and then I did.

I woke because we had moved.

The wall was gone, abandoned in the dark by both governments the way it always was, except this time only one duvet had traveled with us and we were under it together, and she was tucked back against my front with her spine to my chest, and she was not still.

That was what my sleeping brain drifted up into, my waking brain still somewhere behind it, not yet arrived to do anything about it. She was moving. Small and slow and mostly asleep, or mostly, her hips working back against me in a low unhurried roll, pressing the curve of her against where I was already hard, because of course I was, I’d gone hard the second sleep thinned, the body miles out ahead of the rest of me.

I should have moved. Somewhere far down I filed the order to move, and the order never came. I was warm and half under, and she was warm and half under, and the dark was total, and in the dark with our eyes shut and our names switched off it wasn’t anybody, it was just two bodies that had quit the argument while the rest of us slept. She wasn’t waking up. I wasn’t either, not really. We were doing it the way things get done in a dream, before the part of me that says no has its shoes on.

I put my hand on her hip. I don’t remember choosing to.

She went still under it. One held breath, some risen sliver of her snagging on the fact of us. It didn’t last. The wanting closed back over the both of us like water over a dropped stone, and she pushed back into my hand, and I pushed into her, and that was the end of still.

My hand went up under her shirt because her body kept arching it there, and I had the warm weight of her breast in my palm, the nipple tight, and a sound came out of her into the pillow that didn’t know it was being made. Back down, slow, over her stomach, under the cotton, and she was already pushing up into my hand before I got there. Neither of us said anything, because words would have woken us, and waking was the one thing we couldn’t afford.

She was wet, and it went through me the way the cold tank had, one clean drop all the way down. I touched her and she rocked, caught between my hand and my cock, working herself on both, her fist twisting into the sheet and then into my thigh, dragging me harder against her. The duvets, the borders, the cold foot of sheet, all of it gone, drowned, and she turned her face blind on the pillow and found my jaw with her open mouth, breathing, gone.

And something in me that had been holding still all week came loose, and it came loose mean. I got her under me, or she turned, and I couldn’t have said which of us did it, and then I was over her and against her, grinding into her through the thin cotton with my hand still working her underneath, and the wanting had teeth in it now. I wanted her to feel what I felt. Every morning I’d peeled myself off her and swallowed it and gone down and passed the honey like a professional. A whole week of her drifting off somewhere I couldn’t reach, lighting up for a screen and a lawn and a dead man on a wall, and the one place she still came all the way back to me was here, in the dark, and some low ugly part of me wanted to pin her in it and make her stay.

Getting even, I called it, because it was the only word that let me keep going. It wasn’t even. It wasn’t revenge, and I knew that while I was telling it to myself. It was just that I couldn’t stop. I needed to come so badly it was in my teeth, needed to be further, deeper, past the last of the cotton and the last of the rules, and I ground against her harder with my whole body chasing the edge and felt my mother break apart under my hand in the same motion, her breath wrecked, my name on it and coming to pieces, the both of us racing the same cliff in the dark with nothing left to pretend with.

Her phone lit the ceiling.

White, sudden, a square of the surface world thrown straight across us, and we woke. Both at once, hearts slamming, the trance torn off in one motion. Even then her body twitched for the screen, a year of training, her hand going out half-blind before the rest of her could vote, and she had it, the cold light of it on both our faces, and that was the end of the dark. Whatever had had us let go and was gone.

We came apart like the mattress had caught fire, two people surfacing from somewhere they couldn’t admit they’d been. She sat up with the phone. I didn’t. Neither of us looked at the other, because the screen was on now, throwing its hard little square of daylight into the room, and there is nothing the warmth of a dark room survives less well than the sudden ability to see.

“I should,” she said, and didn’t finish it. The notification was nothing, a like, a number, the brand twitching in its sleep. She looked at it anyway, because it was somewhere to put her eyes that wasn’t me.

I lay back on my own cold scrap of sheet and stared at the patch of ceiling where the white square had been and I did the sums I’d spent all day not doing. The app that ate my texts. The kind woman who’d asked, so warmly, who would miss me. Fathom and Calla, who’d done their own sums and signed anyway. The foot of cold sheet that didn’t mean anything now, because we had just proved to each other exactly how fast it closed. Everything on this island ran one direction, down, deeper, and I was lying in a bed I could not stop reaching across, on a rock nobody knew I was standing on, getting pulled under rung by rung beside a woman who was starting to want the water.

Beside me she set the phone face down at last and lay back on her own side, and the cold foot of sheet was there between us again, except now it fooled nobody, and we both lay awake on either side of a border we had already proven we couldn’t hold.


Chapter 11 — The Alignment

@solena.rising

“Climbed something this morning that tried to talk me out of it the whole way up, loves. My legs, my lungs, the small voice that says turn back. And then you get above the trees and there it is. The whole shape of where you’ve been, laid out small and gentle underneath you, and you understand it was never as big as it felt while you were standing in it. You can’t see your life clearly from inside your life. So climb. I’ll meet you at the top. Tides.”
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Coral came for us before the light did.

She knocked at some hour that wasn’t morning yet, bright as noon through the door, and told us to dress warm and bring nothing, because the mountain provided. We had not slept. We had spent the back half of the night on our separate sides of a border neither of us believed in anymore, listening to each other not sleep, and now, apparently, we were going to go climb a volcano about it.

The card had come the night before. The Reaching, it said. Summit by sunrise. Come to see the shape of the thing you’re inside of. Tidewell loved nothing better than getting a person somewhere high and breathless and then explaining their own life back to them.

The path went up through the dark in long switchbacks, and for the first hour it was mostly breathing, and the sound of forty wellness influencers discovering they had bodies. Whitecap went up like a man being marched. Pearl counted her own steps out loud until someone asked her not to.

Don climbed near me for a stretch, wheezing.

“This had better be the finest sunrise in the recorded history of the sun,” he said. Then he saved the rest of his breath for it, and pronounced it later, flatly, fine.

Coral floated up the front of the line in the dark like the grade was a rumor, telling us the climb was the prayer.

Then the trees thinned, and the sky started going from black to the color of a bruise three days into healing, and I will admit the island was beautiful in a way that made me angry, because I had not agreed to find it beautiful. The whole eastern sea had gone the color of struck flint. Birds I didn’t have names for came up out of the dark below us and caught the light before we did. It was the kind of morning that would have made a believer out of someone, which was the entire point of bringing us up here to see it.

My mother climbed in front of me where the trail pinched, and somewhere in the dark her hand came back and found mine, and I let it. We were a couple, and couples held hands on mountains. But after a week of the things our hands had been doing to each other under cover of dark and mud and somebody’s instructions, this was almost unbearable for how plain it was, her palm flat against my palm and nothing else, in the open, the little path lights catching the side of her face. Everything we’d done on purpose had had something to hide behind, an exercise or a clay pit or the dark. This had none of it. This was just a hand.

Her hand was warm and certain and it fit, and I held it going up the side of a volcano and thought about every way I was about to ruin the morning, and said nothing, and climbed.

We came over the lip of it just as the sun did.

The whole island lay underneath us in the new light, green and black and ringed all the way around with sea, and for a few seconds nobody had a single wellness thing to say, which was the closest to spiritual I got on that rock. The compound was a scatter of small white roofs far down at the water, tidy and harmless, the way a trap looks harmless from the outside. The wind up there had teeth. The light came across the water flat and gold and hit forty upturned faces, and a few of them were already crying, because they cried here the way other people checked their phones.

Coral lined us along the edge to take it in.

“This is the only place you can see the whole of it,” she said, soft, letting the wind do half the work. “Down there you’re in your life. You can’t see its shape. From up here you can. You can see where your tide stopped moving. You can see the pools you’ve been standing in so long you called them the ocean.”

Beside me, my mother had gone quiet in the way she’d been going quiet more and more lately, the brand off her face, looking down at the island like it was something she was being offered rather than something she was visiting. Not performing the awe. Having it.

I knew the difference now, and I hated that I knew it, and I hated worse that I understood the pull, standing up there in that light with her hand still in mine. It would be so easy. That was the part nobody understood about a place like this from outside it. It wasn’t stupid. It knew exactly where the soft places were.

“I want to get the light off the high rocks before it changes,” I said. It was the kind of thing the photographer said, and nobody ever questioned it.

She gave me a vacant little smile, her eyes never leaving the water, and a small nod, and barely registered me at all.

So I let go of her hand and went up and around a shoulder of black volcanic rock until the cohort was a murmur below me, and there was nothing up there but the morning and my phone.

I had been thinking about this since the bath house. Since Don. The whole way up the mountain. Up high, away from the compound, away from whatever box down there the app was breathing through, maybe. I woke the phone and went into the running apps, and there it was, the Tidewell one, pleasant and seafoam and humming away at whatever it hummed at, and I closed it. Killed the process. Watched it vanish.

A bar appeared.

Then a second one, climbing into the corner of the screen, casual, like it had been standing just on the other side of a door the whole time, waiting for someone to think of the handle.

I stood on top of a volcano and felt the bottom drop out of the world.

Because that bar meant the island was not remote. That bar meant there was no dead zone, no edge of the earth, no act of cruel geography holding us silent out here. There was signal. There had been signal the entire time, sitting one app-width away, and the only thing between me and the whole rest of the planet for six days had been a piece of software with a calming logo that somebody had put on my phone on purpose.

Every message to Andre that went green and died. Every silent day I had filed, patiently, under Andre being Andre. Them. All of it. The whole time, on purpose, them. I had spent the better part of a week talking myself out of the obvious because the obvious was insane, and the obvious had been true, and I had been so reasonable about it. I had not been paranoid. I had been polite.

My hands didn’t feel like mine. I found Andre’s name and I pressed the green and put the phone to my ear, and it rang. An actual ring. A real sound out of the real world, the best noise I had ever heard, ringing and ringing into a flat somewhere I could almost smell.

“Everything alright, Squid?”

Coral was just there. Off-white and pressed and not even breathing hard, on the black rock behind me with her whole kind face turned up in a smile, the way she’d stood on the path at three in the morning a lifetime ago. I hadn’t heard her come up. Nobody ever heard Coral come.

The phone was still ringing against my ear. She looked at it like it was a child holding scissors, not angry, only sorry, and the cold dropped all the way through me, because I understood that she had known. The instant I’d killed that app, something somewhere had told her, and sent her up the mountain after me before the call could so much as connect. The leash didn’t only hold the messages. The leash had felt me cut it.

I ended the call. I don’t know why. Reflex. Shame. The schoolboy caught with the thing in his hand. Andre’s phone was still ringing into nothing in another country when I got my face back together.

“Yeah,” I said. “Everything’s fine. It wouldn’t connect anyway, no signal up here. I was just trying for a photo.”

“Of course,” Coral said, warm, and meaning I know exactly what you did. “Come down with me. The air’s thin up here. It makes people do things that aren’t really them.”

She put her hand out for the phone, palm up, patient, and after a moment I gave it to her, and she tucked it away somewhere on herself like she was doing me a favor.

They never made a scene of it. That was the part I kept bracing for, all the way down the mountain in the full gold morning while everyone glowed about their breakthroughs, and it never came.

“Where’d you get to?” my mother asked.

“Getting the light,” I said.

She believed me, because why wouldn’t she.

Coral walked the whole descent at my shoulder with her hand resting light on my back, steering, pleasant as weather. At the bottom she stopped.

“I think you could use a little realignment, Squid,” she said, gently. “After a wobble like that one.”

“That sounds like just the thing,” said my mother, who I don’t think knew what the wobble was. She squeezed my arm and went off to be radiant about the sunrise with the others.

So I went with Coral. Alone.

The room was off the back of the welcome hall, somewhere I hadn’t been, all seafoam and salt lamps and a quiet that had been engineered to a fine tolerance. A staffer stood by the door who did not speak and did not leave. There were two low chairs. Coral sat me in one and took the other and reached across the gap to hold both my hands, like the beginning of a prayer, and began, very gently, to fix me.

“Tell me about the fear,” she said.

Not the phone. The fear. It was a good move, because there was fear, there was a great deal of it in the room, and she had decided we were going to call my one clear-eyed minute by its frightened name and never let it be anything else.

“I’m not afraid,” I said.

She smiled and waited. The staffer breathed by the door.

“What were you hoping to find up there?” she said. “All alone. Away from your partner.”

“The light,” I said.

She waited. The waiting was the whole machine of the place, the patient certainty that the quiet would outlast me and I’d hand over the true thing in the end just to make it stop.

When I wouldn’t, she named it for me.

“It’s just stagnant water, Squid,” she said, so kindly. “That’s all this is. Old fear. The part of you that never once felt safe, that learned a long time ago to mistake a cage for a dangerous world, and a home for a trap. Everyone’s tide stalls now and then. Yours has only pooled. There’s no shame in a pool. The only shame is refusing to let it move.”

And I sat there and felt the genuinely deranged thing begin to happen, which was that some tired animal under my ribs wanted to agree with her. Wanted to set it down. Wanted to be told it was safe and believe the telling. I had to hold on to the memory of the bar on the screen, the two bars climbing, the proof, to keep hold of the fact that she was the kindest liar I had ever sat across from.

At some point the light in the doorway changed.

I looked up and the gray woman was there. The Keeper. She didn’t come in. She stood in the door and watched, and Coral didn’t stop talking but something in her went a degree more careful, a degree more performed, a junior doing the work with the senior in the room. Coral leaned and murmured something I didn’t catch.

The Keeper’s eyes came to me, and stayed a moment, and then she nodded. Once. Slow. The nod of someone signing off on a number read aloud to them. Then she was gone, and the doorway was only a doorway again, and I sat there with the cold understanding that I had been moved up some ladder I couldn’t see. That the top of the place had come, personally, to look at me, and had found nothing it couldn’t manage.

“I think you’re nearly back,” Coral said, pleased. She took out her phone. “Would you do one thing for me? For the tide. Just tell us, in your own words, why you came. Why you stay. People need to hear it from someone like you, someone who fought the whole way. It helps them more than you know.”

And here is the part I am least proud of in a life that has some competition for the spot.

I looked into the small black eye of her phone, the same lens I had pointed at this woman’s entire career, and I gave them exactly what they wanted.

“I came here so sure I had it all figured out,” I told the little lens. I found the light without thinking and turned my face a few degrees into it. “I came armored. And this place got in underneath the armor, to the part of me that was just tired. Tired of holding the door shut against everyone. So I stopped holding it. That’s all. I just stopped.”

I let my voice do the warm little catch it does when a thing is true. It was the best work I’d done since film school, and it was a lie from the first word to the last, and the worst of it, the thing that sat in my chest like a swallowed stone, was how good it felt to be believed while I did it.

Coral watched her screen with shining eyes and got every second of it. They had me now, on tape, in my own warm voice, saying I had chosen to be here. The way a hundred families had gotten lovely little messages that sounded just exactly like the person who had stopped calling.

“There,” she said when I ran down. She looked at me with so much pride that for one revolting second I was warmed by it. “That’s your tide moving again. Welcome back, Squid.”

And they let me go. That was the whole of it. They let me go, pleased, certain they had corrected the wobble, certain enough that no one walked me out, no one trailed me across the grounds, because in the arithmetic of the place I was fixed now, mended, returned to the fold in my own grateful words.

I found the strip of dead air behind the bath house and stood in it shaking, and not from the cold.

I had it now. All of it, in the body, where there is no arguing with a thing. The phone worked. The leash was alive and it could feel my hands on it. Nobody was coming, nobody at all, because nobody knew, because they had made sure of it and then made me thank them for it on camera. And down the hill my mother was telling the sunrise how safe she felt, drifting further out every day into water I was running out of time to wade into and pull her back from.

I had to get us off this island. Not someday. Now, while I could still recognize the woman I’d be getting off it for.

We had joined a cult. The two most skeptical people either of us knew had packed sunscreen, flown to a beautiful rock, walked in smiling, and joined a fucking cult.


Chapter 12 — Help

@solena.rising

“The lesson this island keeps teaching me, loves. Stop swimming against your own life. We wear ourselves out fighting the current, kicking back toward some shore we’ve decided we’re supposed to want, when the water knew where it was taking us all along. I’m done fighting mine. Today I float. Let it carry you. Tides.”

6,402 likes

I saw the ship from the bluff before breakfast, and I knew before my coffee went cold that I was getting us onto it or drowning trying.

It sat a mile off the point, white and enormous and wrong, like a wedding cake somebody had abandoned in the sea. Launches ran back and forth from it to a cove down the coast, ferrying day-trippers to look at something, a waterfall or a ruin, and by the traffic of them I worked out that it was anchored for the day and would be gone by morning. Nine days of empty horizon, and here was the one thing on it that didn’t belong to Tidewell. A door, standing open in the water, for one night only.

We had breakfast at the long tables above the water like nothing was coming, because as far as she knew, nothing was. The cohort glowed around us about their summit breakthroughs. Whitecap had wept at the top and needed everyone to know it. The linen couple held hands over the fruit.

My mother was bright that morning, brighter than she’d been in days, sun on her face, the brand humming just under the surface of her. We had woken tangled, the way we still did, my arm gone across her in the night without either of us signing off on it, and we’d come apart in the usual fire drill and said nothing about it, and now we passed each other the honey like diplomats. The body kept us close. Everything else was drifting.

“You look better,” she said, over the grains. “You do. I knew it would help.”

“Help what?”

“Whatever yesterday was.” She waved her fork, warm and vague. “You’ve been wound up since the ferry. Coral said the realignment really lands for the resistant ones, and you were the most resistant man on this island.”

“I was resistant,” I agreed, and ate my grains, and did not tell her that the realignment had been a bright little room and a phone in my face and the worst hour of my adult life, because she’d have found a kind word for that too.

“Be glad you did it,” she said. She meant it, and she put her hand over mine on the table. “You seem like you again.”

And there it was, the warm certain weight of her hand, the thing I was about to risk the Atlantic to hold on to. I turned my hand over and held hers back, and watched the ship over her shoulder, a white wrongness on the blue, and let her think I’d come home.

The Tuesday ferry was a day off and may as well have been on the moon, because the ferry meant the salt room and the salt room meant the passports and the passports came back by depth, which was their whole genius. There was no catching the boat that left, because there was no getting the documents to board it. A passing ship, though, asked for no papers. It asked only to be reached.

So that was the day. I had until dark to figure out how to get a mile out to sea.

The realignment, it turned out, had bought me the run of the place. That was the part nobody at Tidewell would ever understand, that fixing me was the most dangerous thing they could have done, because a mended man is a trusted man, and a trusted man is one nobody follows. I spent the day being the most aligned soul on the island. I breathed when they breathed. I thanked the lemon water. And I counted things, the way the photographer counts a room before he shoots it, while everyone smiled at my visible progress.

I counted the staff rotations on the path to the salt room, and learned there was a gap of about nine minutes around the dinner bell. I drifted down to the beach where Saltflow happened and found the kayak rack, a dozen narrow one-person boats tipped hull-up on a frame, and no life jackets anywhere near them, only a laminated card zip-tied to the post. The tide doesn’t make mistakes. I read it twice and decided that was going to have to be my flotation device.

By evening I had a plan with two doors in it. The salt room for the passports, in case I was wrong about everything and we could simply leave like people. And if that failed, which it would, the kayaks and the ship.

I packed a bag while my mother filmed the sunset. There is a specific humiliation in assembling an escape kit from a wellness boutique. I took seaweed crisps and a steel bottle and three sachets of something called Kelp Calm, for the crossing, and at the last moment, with a spite I can’t fully account for, the ninety-dollar jar of Saltcure, purely so that when this was over I would have one piece of physical evidence that any of it had been real.

I left my phone on the nightstand. That was the one thing the mountain had taught me that I was sure of. The phone was not a phone. The phone was a hand around our throats, and it could feel me the moment I touched it, and wherever I was going I was going without it.

The salt room had the only locked door on an island that would not shut up about openness.

I made it there in the nine-minute gap, heart going, and I found a deadbolt. A real one. A gleaming commercial deadbolt, brushed steel, screwed straight into the soft grey driftwood of a door that had been chosen for how unthreatening it looked, and the contrast was so total it was almost funny. Everywhere else, no doors at all. No keys, no walls, the whole place an open hand. And here, on the one room that held the only things we couldn’t be talked out of needing, an actual lock, the kind sold in a hardware store, because openness was the doctrine and this was the business.

I didn’t have nine minutes for a deadbolt. I had maybe four left, and then footsteps, so I went.

That was door one. I went back to the room and waited for the island to go quiet, and at two in the morning I woke my mother up.

“Get up,” I said. “We’re leaving. There’s a ship.”

She came up out of sleep soft and slow and reached for me before her eyes were even open, the way she did now, the body remembering the week before the brain caught up, her hand finding my arm and pulling, and then she felt the bag on my shoulder and the cold of me dressed and outdoors-ready, and she woke all the way up, and the softness went.

“What did you do?” she said.

“I found a way off. Tonight, only tonight. Get dressed, please, we have to go now.”

“Sean.”

“There’s a ship a mile out and it’s gone by morning and I am not spending one more night in a place that put me in a room and filmed me being grateful.” It came out of me too loud and I dropped it back to a hiss. “They took me apart yesterday, Mom. That wasn’t a wellness wobble, or whatever. I tried to make a phone call from the top of a mountain and the second I touched the app they knew, they came and got me before it rang, and then they sat me down and made me thank them on a camera until I could go. That’s not a retreat. Retreats don’t do that.”

For a second something moved behind her face. I saw it. I saw the part of her that had raised me hear me. And then I watched her reach for the thing they’d given her to put over it.

“The signal’s patchy up there,” she said. “Everyone’s is. And they were trying to help you, you were spiraling, anyone could see it.”

“I was the only person up there not spiraling.”

“Listen to yourself.” She sat up, and she was not whispering as a courtesy to me anymore, she was whispering because some part of her had learned to be quiet here, and that frightened me worse than anything. “This is your stagnant water talking. You came in carrying so much fear and it’s finally moving and it’s frightening, I know it’s frightening, but that doesn’t mean you run from the first thing that ever got underneath it.”

She said it sincerely. No air quotes. The first time in a week she’d spoken their language as if it were her own.

“Come with me,” I said. “I’m not leaving you here. Come with me and if I’m wrong you can put me in whatever room you want, but come.”

“I’m not going anywhere. And neither are you.”

I should not have woken her. I knew it was a mistake even as I was doing it, with my hand already on her shoulder, and I did it anyway. If I had slipped out alone I would have made the water and the ship and the rest of my life. But I could not make myself walk out a door and leave her sleeping in that place, and so I woke her, and so she chased me.

She came after me down the path in what she slept in, a thin silk robe that the island had given her and the night air went straight through, hissing my name, and I did not stop, and she caught me at the kayak rack with both hands on my arm.

“Stop. Stop. You’ll drown, you can’t even swim properly, you’ll get out there and the cold will take you and I will have to watch.”

“Then come hold the paddle.”

I got a boat down. She tried to get the boat back up onto the rack while I dragged it toward the water, and for a moment we were just two people wrestling a kayak in the dark, hissing, her robe losing its argument with the wind and neither of us with a hand free to do anything about it.

When she got herself between me and the water I caught her from behind to move her, both arms around her, and that was the mistake, because my arms knew her now. They fell into a hold they’d learned somewhere I wasn’t allowed to think about, her back against my chest, the wind taking the silk, and we both went still.

“Sean,” she said.

“Mother.” I had her wrapped up and I didn’t let go. “At least you aren’t calling me Squid yet.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“None of it has been funny. Get dressed, come home with me, and I’ll be funny again for the rest of your life.”

I felt the fight go out of her and something worse take its place, the part of her that had started, all week, to believe.

“They chose me,” she said, low. “Out of everyone. Do you have any idea what that is worth, to be chosen? And you want me to swim away from it in the dark.”

“I want you to not drown in it. Same thing.”

She was quiet a moment, her breath going ragged against my arm, and then she said it through her teeth, furious and beaten and entirely hers.

“Fine. If I can’t stop you, I won’t sabotage you. But I am not letting you go out there alone.”

She let go of the rack. She went for the second boat.

Then I was in the boat and on the black water, and she was right behind me in the other one, true to her word.

We crossed half a mile of open dark at two in the morning having the angriest quiet argument in the history of the sea. Sound carries on water. We both knew it. So we fought in furious whispers, two kayaks knocking together and apart, mouths going at each other across a foot of moonlight, all the grammar of a marriage we didn’t have, every word landing soft and vicious, and under the fury was the thing that had been under everything for a week, the awful nearness of her, her face wet and close and furious and mine.

The ship came up over us like a cliff with windows.

“HELP!”

I yelled it. I want it recorded that I yelled the whole stupid word up the white wall of that hull with everything I had.

“HELP!”

A single light was on at a high rail. A man in a robe, a passenger up too late or too early, leaned out and found us down in the dark, two people in two little boats, and lifted one hand, and waved. Cheerfully. The way a tourist waves at a charming local custom. And then, God help me, before my brain could stop my arm, I waved back, and I have hated myself for that one small motion every day since.

We rafted there against the hull, both of us hanging onto each other’s boats to keep from spinning off, faces a hand apart, the fight gone quiet because there was nothing left to fight about, and she looked at me and I looked at her, and the water rocked us together, and for one second the foot of dark between our mouths was the only distance left in the world and it was closing.

The searchlight hit us.

White and total, swinging across the water from behind, and we came apart blinking into it, caught in every sense at once. The staff boat. Two of them at the motor, unhurried, because they had known exactly where to come. They had known because her robe had a pocket and the pocket had her phone, the little wave icon on its screen pulsing out across the water like a heartbeat, because she had run out the door to stop me and grabbed it on the way without a thought, the way she’d grab a child, the way a person cannot be made to leave the one thing they cannot leave.

I had left mine on a nightstand. I had done everything right. It didn’t matter. They had her, so they had us.

Coral was waiting on the dock at three in the morning, pressed and serene, holding exactly two towels that had somehow been warmed.

“Night paddling is for Divers, Squid,” she said, and wrapped one around my mother first.

We stood there dripping and caught while the staff hauled the kayaks up, and I waited for the shouting, the consequence, the part where it finally dropped the act, and instead the dark at the end of the dock moved, and the Keeper was there.

She didn’t look at the boats. She didn’t look at the cult member or the wave icon or the ninety-dollar jar of Saltcure that had gone to the bottom somewhere out there. She looked at the two of us, dripping, a careful foot apart, and she took her time about it, and when she spoke it wasn’t to scold.

“It was never the island you were running from, Sean,” she said.

Then she was gone, back into the dark she’d come out of, and that was the whole punishment, and it was worse than any other thing she could have done, because it was true, and because she had seen it from the very back of the room.

They walked us up. Nobody touched us. Nobody had to.


Chapter 13 — Repentance

@solena.rising

“Spent today with my hands in the earth and my knees on the rock, loves, doing the humblest work there is. And I want to say the thing I spent years too proud to say. There is a freedom in being corrected. In letting someone who can see the whole shore tell you no, not that way, this way. The ego howls about it. Let it howl. Underneath the howling is just a person who’s been holding herself up alone too long and would give anything to be held to a shape. I’m letting myself be shaped. Tides.”

6,790 likes

We woke on opposite sides of the bed, and the foot of cold sheet between us had held all night.

There had been distance before. She’d built a wall of spare duvets down the middle once and I’d sulked on my side of it. But the bed had a way of overruling us in the dark, the bodies migrating back to the middle while we slept, so that however we’d gone down we tended to wake tangled, my arm thrown across her, the two of us one warm country again with no memory of the border. This morning we’d held the line. Both of us, awake and furious on our own cold edges all night, and we woke that way, a careful demilitarized foot of sheet between us, and the not-touching was the most conspicuous thing in the room.

“Morning,” she said, to the ceiling.

“Morning,” I said, to mine.

We were professionals.

I proved it by lying on my cold edge of the mattress and watching my mother get ready without appearing to watch my mother get ready, which is a skill. She did the morning on camera, the way she did every morning. She filmed the light on the water. She let the robe go and stood at the mirror in the shell-colored underwear and took the day’s first photographs of herself, chin found, the honest angle found, her whole face arranging into something soft and sure for an audience that wasn’t in the room, while the only audience that was lay six feet off pretending to be furniture. I did not look at the long line of her back, or the way the cold light sat on her, or the small unconscious thing she did to fix the underwear clean across her hip. I looked at the ceiling and catalogued, professionally, how unfair the entire arrangement was, and filed no complaint, because there was nobody to file it with and nothing to put in it but the truth.

The card came with the coffee, and for once it did not promise a sunrise or a sitting or a gazing. It said one word. Reckoning. Under it a time, and an instruction to wear what we wouldn’t mind ruining, which on that island I had learned to read as a threat.

Coral came for us without the smile.

It was the first time I’d seen her without it, and it landed harder than any lecture.

“This is a Reckoning,” she said, walking us down. Her voice was level and cool, no cruelty in it and none of the warmth. “You broke the trust of the basin. You tried to take yourselves out of the tide. So you’ll put it back by hand, the two of you, until the debt is square. A Reckoning is private. A pair settles its own.”

For once I caught a look at the thing that lived under all the brightness, the part that actually kept forty grown adults standing in a line.

The Reckoning was a hole.

A wide shallow tide pool up in the rocks above the beach, drained at low water, its old stone lining cracked and slumped, and our task, Coral explained with shining eyes, was to lift out every stone, clean the bed beneath, and lay them all back by hand, in the sun, to learn the patience of water. No gloves. A laminated tide chart staked at the rim, because of course there was, telling us we had until the water came back, and the water, it did not need to add, did not make mistakes. Then she left us up there alone, which on an island whose only boat had already gone over the horizon was as good as a locked door.

So we lifted stones. And, with no one left to perform for, we fought.

We were alone together all the time, in the room, in the dark, but there’d always been something to hide behind there, the performance, the phones, the mercy of pretending to sleep. Out here there was nothing to hide behind at all. Just the two of us and a pointless job and a whole day of sun to do it in, and it turned out what we did with that was take pieces out of each other.

“You could try lifting from the legs,” she said, not looking up.

“You could try not coaching me.”

“I’m helping.”

“You’re managing me. You manage everyone. It’s a reflex.”

“Someone has to. Left to you we’d be on the bottom of the Atlantic, and you’d have called it a plan.”

The sun came up over the rocks and got serious about us. She knotted her shirt up out of the way and went at the stones with the grim competence she brought to everything, and the heat did what heat does. Inside an hour she was soaked through, hair stuck to her neck, a shine coming up on her chest and her stomach and the small of her back every time she bent for a stone, and I hated, on top of everything else I hated that morning, that I noticed. We were at war. I was furious with her. And I still kept having to find new places to put my eyes, because it turns out a man can want to throttle a woman and want her in the same minute, and the Reckoning had thoughtfully arranged for me to do both in direct sunlight.

“Stop looking at me,” she said, to the pool.

“I’m looking at the pool.”

“You’re looking at me looking at the pool.”

“It’s a compelling pool.”

“This is your fault, you know.” She slung a stone down harder than the stone required. “All of it. I was having the best month of my career.”

“You were being love-bombed into a second mortgage.”

“I was being SEEN, Sean. Do you remember being seen? You aim a camera at other people’s weddings and come home and finish nothing and call the not-finishing depth.”

That one landed. I let it. I set my stone down clean on the scrubbed bed where it belonged and said, “At least I still know which one of us I’m supposed to be pretending to be.”

That one landed too.

We worked in silence after that, both of us bleeding quietly from the places we’d reached into, which was, in its way, the most honest the two of us had been in days. By the time the tide turned and came back in over the far lip and started lifting out the morning’s stones one by careful one and setting them down wherever it pleased, we’d stopped fighting and started, despite ourselves, working together, because the one thing more pointless than re-lining a tide pool by hand is doing it angry.

We didn’t talk. We passed stones. When Coral came back and found the far third of our morning already undone by the sea, she called it beautiful, the surrender, and I understood the pointlessness had been the whole curriculum. They had never wanted the pool fixed. They had wanted us up in the sun until we had nothing left to fight with and only each other to hand stones to.

Don wasn’t at dinner.

His place at the long table sat empty, and his husband’s beside it, two clean settings nobody else seemed to see.

“Where’s Don?” I asked Coral.

“Don and his husband went deeper,” she said, warm, like it was the best news she’d had all week. “A private intensive. Some tides need the quiet.”

And I spiraled, quietly, over the lamb. Because Don was the man who’d come here chasing the disappeared, the man who’d told me people walked into this place and their families got lovely messages home in their voice, the man who’d asked me once, dry, whether anyone had ever shown me a single soul who finished the program, and now Don had walked into the quiet, and there was a lovely sentence ready to explain it.

I knew they’d taken him. I knew it the way I knew my own name. I also could not have said, right then, the difference between knowing it and needing it to be true, because if they had disappeared Don for getting close, then I wasn’t a paranoid man running on no sleep and one failed escape, I was right, and being right was the only dignity I had left on that rock.

On the walk back I tried it on her, low and fast.

“Don was skeptical, like me. And now he’s gone, and I don’t think it’s a fucking coincidence.”

“Sean.” She put her hand on my arm, careful, like I was something that might bolt. “You haven’t slept. You tried to paddle to a cruise ship in the dark. Listen to yourself.”

“I sound like the only one here still paying attention.”

“You sound like a man who needs to sleep.” She was probably correct, and that was the worst of it. Everything I’d worked out was true and I was also, visibly, coming unglued, and the two facts sat down together and made me impossible to believe, including to myself.

That night the wall went up before it came down. We went to bed cold and on purpose, each on our own edge after the day we’d had, the foot of sheet between us by treaty. And then it came down the way it always came down, the two of us traveling back to the middle of the bed in the dark against our own better judgment, and this time neither of us woke up to fix it.

That was the new arrangement, apparently. We were asleep. We were both extremely busy being asleep.

Her back fit into my chest the way it always fit, and I told myself, asleep, that I was asleep. My arm had come over her, asleep. My hand had found the bare stretch of her stomach where her shirt rode up and settled there, asleep, while I breathed slow and even and fraudulent against the back of her neck and she breathed slow and even and fraudulent back, and neither of us moved, and the not-moving was the loudest thing either of us had ever done.

Then her foot slid back along my shin. An inch, maybe. The kind of thing a sleeping person’s foot might do. I answered it the only way I knew, which was to do nothing at all, mid-stride, one foot in the air, while every wrong want I owned stood up in the dark and started unbuttoning its coat.

It went on. That is the part I cannot make sound like anything other than what it was. It went on and on, the two of us conducting an entire affair in deniable little increments, each move small enough to pass for sleep and aimed too well to be anything but on purpose. My hand drifted higher up her stomach, asleep. Her hips pressed back into me, asleep, a slow grind that lasted half a second and then disowned itself. I set my mouth to the back of her neck, not a kiss, just breath, and she made a sound and swallowed it before it was all the way out of her, asleep, asleep, both of us so committed to being asleep.

And the whole time the urges came up in me blacker and worse, the ones I’d spent a year and a whole island refusing. Wanting to roll her over. Wanting to stop pretending either of us was anywhere near sleep. Wanting to do, in the dark, every wrong thing the dark would allow to the woman who had raised me and was now grinding back against me half a second at a time and calling it a dream. I lay there hard against her and fought all of it and lost the way a man loses to a tide, by inches, certain the whole time that he’s still standing safe up the beach.

I don’t know which of us gave first. For my own sake I have decided it was her, because her hips were the first to stop pretending.

It started as more of the same, the half-second grind that kept disowning itself, except this time it didn’t disown itself. It just kept going, slow and rolling and steady, the curve of her ass working against my cock through two thin layers of cotton, and I was already so hard it hurt, and I pressed into the heat of her and she pressed back, and we lay there in the dark grinding into each other like two people having the same dream on purpose.

Neither of us said a word. A word would have made it true. So we didn’t say one. We just moved, breath going ragged and shallow and loud in the quiet, her fist knotting in the sheet, my mouth open against the back of her neck, the both of us delirious with it and still, technically, theoretically, deniably, asleep.

And it was the best thing I’d felt in a year, which was the obscene part of it. Not good. Heavenly, in the literal sense, pleasure arriving from somewhere it had no business arriving from, every slow drag of her against me lighting up wiring I’d spent the whole island insisting was disconnected.

I was past thinking now and into wanting, and the wanting had gone specific and filthy in the dark, the way it gets once a man stops policing it. I wanted the cotton gone. I wanted to turn her over. I wanted to finish exactly like this, against the small of her back, all over her, or the worse thing, the wanting I wouldn’t let myself finish the shape of, the one about being inside her, and I lay there rolling into my mother in the dark wanting every evil heavenly piece of it so badly my teeth ached, and hated myself, and did not stop.

It couldn’t hold, the pretending. It wore thinner with every slow roll of her against me until there was nothing left of it, and then she reached back and down, not pretending anything anymore.

And then she’d worked her hand down into my shorts and her fingers closed around my cock, skin to skin, and stayed.

And then she started chewing me out. That was the thing that got me, that her hand began to stroke me, slow and furious, her thumb dragging over the head on every pass, and the whole time she hissed at me in the dark, and she did it in their words now, the way she had on the water, with no air quotes left anywhere in her.

“You let your fear drive,” she breathed, working me, vicious and low. “You let the stagnant water make every single choice and you nearly drowned us both.”

“Mom.”

“No. This is what it does. The blocked tide. It thrashes and it runs and it pulls everyone down with it.”

Her grip was merciless and her voice was worse, and I was getting close anyway, because there is a wire in a man that does not care even slightly about the context it’s being handled in, and she felt it climb in me and got angrier still, as if my body agreeing with her hand were a fresh and separate offense.

And then the anger went out of her voice, and something worse came into it. Softer. Right at my ear.

“Is it really so bad here?” she said.

I mumbled something. I couldn’t have said what. There were no words left at that altitude, only the shape of a sound that wasn’t quite no.

“Could you just bear it?” Her hand never stopped. Her voice had gone as soft as the dark. “Until it starts to make sense for you. Could you do that?”

And I groaned, and I went over her hand, and it was disgusting, and it was the most unreal pleasure of my adult life, and the two facts did not cancel each other out, they fed each other. It went on, hot and shaming and seemingly without end, her fist working me through every last pulse of it, wringing it out of me like she was still making her point, the mess of it going slick over her knuckles and my own stomach, her mouth at my ear the whole time asking me to stay.

And the worst of it, the part I have never been able to file, was that as I finished into her hand with my mother’s voice in my ear asking me to give up and stay, I couldn’t refuse. I lay there in the wet dark and the no would not come.

She pressed her forehead into my shoulder to keep me quiet until I’d stopped shaking, then wiped her hand, unhurried, on the sheet between us, and let go of me like setting down a thing she’d used to win an argument.

We lay there after, both breathing, the proof of it going cold between us, and neither of us said anything, because what was there to say. She had disciplined me with her hand and the company scripture in one motion and I had thanked her for it with my entire body.

And lying there wrung out in the dark, I understood a thing I had been refusing to understand.

I got why it worked. Not the scam. I’d had the scam since the first afternoon. I got why it WORKED, on her, on Fathom, on all of them, because there I was, emptied out beside the one person on earth who knew me, on an island that promised I would never be alone again and never have to decide another thing, that would hold me to a shape so I didn’t have to hold myself, and I felt it. The pull of it. In my own chest, the same hole, the exact same size as hers.

I wanted off that island so badly I could taste salt. And I lay there in the dark and understood, with something close to horror, that a starving part of me was beginning to crave what it had to offer.


Chapter 14 — Resting
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“I used to think control was the same thing as safety, loves. Grip the wheel, grip the brand, grip the plan, never let anyone else steer. I’m learning to set the wheel down. To let something bigger than me decide where the tide takes this. There’s a relief waiting on the other side of that grip, and I’m only just finding it. Let one thing go today. See what holds you. Tides.”
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I woke up the next morning and something between us was different.

We didn’t talk about the night, because we never talked about the nights. But for the first time we also didn’t perform not-talking about it. No fire drill. No fart-in-an-elevator eye contact, no firm shared commitment to the weather. There was just the two of us in a small bright room, moving around each other with a new and dangerous ease, like a couple, an actual one, and I will be honest that it felt good, which was the first thing about that morning that should have frightened me and didn’t.

She was looser in her body. She touched me without keeping a ledger about it, a hand skating my shoulders as she passed, a palm flat against my chest while she reached past me for her hairbrush, left there a beat longer than the reach required.

On my way to the door I kissed her on the cheek.

“Morning,” I said.

I don’t know where it came from. The urge just arrived and my body obeyed it before the committee could convene, and I could not have said when I’d last done such a thing, which was its own piece of information.

She blinked.

“Thanks,” she said.

I laughed.

“I just mean.” She touched her cheek where I’d kissed it, like checking it was still there. “I don’t remember the last time you did that.”

“Should I do it more?” I kissed the other one.

She laughed and shoved me, and I caught her, and then we were hug-wrestling in the middle of the room like a pair of idiots, except it kept not stopping. She’d twist to get loose and I’d haul her back in and she’d let me, and somewhere in there I started to go hard against her, slow, and we both felt it land and neither of us said it, because saying it would have ended it. So we kept wrestling.

We leaned into the wrestling like it was the alibi, her hip working against me under the cover of trying to break the hold, me keeping the hold under the cover of winning, both of us insisting this was roughhousing right up until it plainly wasn’t. Until I was full against her and she’d gone still with her hand flat on my chest, looking up at me with the brand all the way off her face.

“We should probably,” she said, low, “head down for breakfast.”

“Probably,” I said.

Neither of us moved for a moment. Then we did, because we were professionals, and the professionalism was the only thing left on that island still doing its job.

Breakfast did not help.

I am embarrassed by how much I enjoyed that breakfast. There was banana bread still warm from somewhere, and a yogurt thing under toasted coconut and dates that I went back for twice and would have gone back for a third time if I’d had less shame. There was fruit cut into shapes that suggested a person was paid to care. There were pancakes. There was a coffee somebody had clearly done something unspeakable and wonderful to, and I drank two, and I sat in the good light eating the best breakfast I’d had in years, next to a version of my mother who kept finding small reasons to touch my arm, and I was happy.

That was the problem. I was happy, and somewhere under the banana bread the alarm I’d carried up a volcano two days before had gone quiet, and I had to go looking for it. I actually had to stop and find it, the way I’d pat my pockets for keys.

We are trapped, I reminded myself, chewing. They eat your messages, they took Don, the only road home runs through giving them more of yourself than you arrived with.

It was all still true. It just would not stay lit. And chewing, in the good light, I understood the trick of the place for the first time, which is that it is very hard to keep wanting to flee somewhere that is, at that exact moment, being this kind to me over breakfast.

She glowed all morning, and after breakfast she settled into the light with her phone to post about it, the deepening, the Reckoning, the whole shining week, and Coral drifted over to help. Coral was always there to help. She read over my mother’s shoulder, and something small and disappointed moved across her face.

“Posting again.” Not a question. “Already.”

“Just sharing the breakthrough.”

“For who, lovely?” Coral let it sit. “You felt so settled this morning. So here. And the second you’re full, you reach straight back out to all of them to get yourself emptied again.” A soft fingertip came to rest on the screen, over my mother’s own face. “That hunger for out there is the loudest thing left in you. I keep waiting for the basin to quiet it.”

My mother nodded and edited herself in real time, sanding her own thoughts down to the shape the room preferred, and I watched her do it and said nothing, because I was a coward and the banana bread had been incredible.

Then the app stopped letting her in.

She frowned at it. Tried again. Tried the password, tried the other password, turned the thing off and on the way we all do when the magic fails. It would not take her password. Not that one, not the other one. The code that was meant to come and let her back in never came, and under every account at once sat the same soft word where her login had been.

Locked out. Her accounts. All of them. The whole self she’d built, the one with the followers and the rate sheet and the fifteen years of clawing up out of nothing, sealed off behind a screen the color of a spa.

I watched it land on her. I watched my mother understand, in slow motion, that they were holding her name and her face and the only standing proof that the woman she’d made actually existed, and that all of it now sat on the far side of a door she no longer had a key to. The brand went off her face. Then the persona went off after it. And then there was just Deb, white around the mouth, holding a phone that would not open.

“Coral.” Her voice wasn’t level. “I can’t get into my accounts.”

“I know.” Coral said it gently, like she was handing over a present. “We’ve paused them for you.”

“You what?”

“Your energy’s been so scattered, lovely. All that reaching back toward the surface world, all that performing for it. We could all see what it was costing you.” She tucked a strand of hair behind my mother’s ear. “So we’re holding it safe a little while. Just until your tide settles. It’s a kindness, truly. Most people end up grateful.”

My mother stared at her.

And the thing happened that the passports hadn’t done, that the surveillance hadn’t done, that nine days of slow beautiful wrongness hadn’t managed. She got it.

They could haul the two of us into a Reckoning and call it deepening, and she could thank them for it afterward. They could take the kayaks and the passports and she could file it under intense retreat. But they had reached into the one thing that was only, entirely, irreducibly hers, the thing she had built out of grief and stubbornness and good lighting back when she had nothing else to stand on, and they had switched it off and patted her head and called it a gift. And somewhere in that, the spell cracked. Not all the way. But it cracked, and I heard it.

“Right,” she said, very quietly. “Of course. Thank you, Coral.”

Coral beamed and squeezed her arm and drifted off to go help somebody else, and my mother sat there with the dead phone in her lap, and when she finally looked up at me her eyes had something in them I hadn’t seen since the ferry.

They were clear.

We found a corner of the grounds where the flowers couldn’t hear us.

“You were right,” she said. First time she’d said it. “About all of it. I don’t know how far down this goes and I don’t want to find out from the inside. We have to get off this island.”

And here is the part I am not proud of. There was half a second, hearing my mother finally say the words I’d been saying for nine days, when a small soft voice somewhere in me asked, do we, though.

I crushed it. I want that on the record. I heard it and I crushed it and I said, “Yes. We do,” and I meant it, mostly, and I hated that I’d had to add the mostly even inside my own skull.

So we made the plan, the only one the island had left us, and we made it out loud, in the corner with the flowers, in whispers.

“We can’t just walk onto the ferry,” I said. “The salt room’s got a deadbolt, the passports only come back by depth, the ship’s gone, and the second I touch that app they know where I’m standing. The front door’s bolted, Mom. All of them are.”

“Then how?”

“We earn them back. It’s the only way they ever open that door. We go under.”

I watched her understand it, the whole obscene shape of it crossing her face, the thing I’d spent a week refusing.

“We give them exactly what they want,” she said slowly. “Rank by rank.”

“Rite by rite. Deeper and deeper into the precise thing that’s eating us, until they hand us our own names back as the prize for going under.”

“The only way out is further in.”

“Straight through the middle of the trap,” I said. “We’re the best, most aligned little Tide Pair they have ever seen. We make Diver, we get the passports, we walk onto the next ferry like people.”

“And in the meantime?” she said.

“In the meantime we do whatever they ask.”

She held my eyes a moment, both of us hearing everything that sentence held, every rung we’d been climbing in the dark and would now be climbing in daylight, on schedule, for an audience.

“Whatever they ask,” she said.

So that was the plan, and it was a good one, and it was hers. She drove it from that afternoon on. She had come onto this island the believer, and was leaving it, if we left it at all, the one with her eyes open. I had come on the skeptic and somewhere across nine days had gone soft in the middle without clocking it, and now the only road home ran straight down through the thing doing the softening.

The two weeks we’d flown out for had quietly stopped existing somewhere in there. There was no checkout date anymore, no boat I could simply be on, only a depth I had to reach first, and as far as either of us understood it that afternoon, we would be on Saltren until we were deep enough to be let go.

I should have been afraid of the island. I knew exactly what it was now, all the way down.


Chapter 15 — Tide-Syncing

There was no post that morning.

There had been a post every morning for as long as the brand had existed, my mother’s face arranged over some sentence about abundance and sent out to all of them before either of us had brushed our teeth. Now there was nothing. Coral had her accounts, and her accounts had been the better part of her, and she moved through the day with her hands gone strange and idle, a smoker three days quit, lifting the phone out of habit and finding every door in it still shut and setting it down again.

So she poured it somewhere else. She poured it into being the best.

That was the plan. We had made it in the corner with the flowers, the only plan the island had left us, which was to climb. Be the most aligned Tide Pair Tidewell had ever processed, make Diver, earn the passports back, walk onto the next ferry like people. A good plan. A clean plan. What the plan did not account for was that I am, underneath everything, a competitive person, and a competitive person told to be the best at something forgets, with alarming speed, that the something is a cult he hates.

I want to be honest about how fast it took me. By the second morning of the new regime I had my hand up first in the gratitude circle. I thanked the lemon water with what I can only describe as feeling. I learned the names of the seven locks, in order, and when Coral asked who could recite them I heard my own voice doing it, eager, and I went to catch Don’s eye across the circle to share the horror, and Don was still gone, wherever they’d put him, so I shared the horror with nobody.

My mother was worse, or better. She was magnificent at it. Fifteen years of performing wellness for a lens turned out to be exactly the transferable skill the situation required, and she stepped into Tidewell’s little theater of devotion like she’d been understudying for it her whole career. She listened raptly to Coral. She said held without flinching. Within days she was the most convincing true believer on an island full of the genuine article, and only I knew it was an act, and there were stretches, watching her glow for the room, where I was no longer sure I knew it either.

The bickering started on the path down to the water.

It had been starting on a lot of paths lately. We fought now the way long-settled couples fight, in a low fluent undertone that never broke stride, about nothing, about everything, about the fact that we were good at this and hated that we were good at it.

“You don’t have to be first at it,” she said.

“First at what?”

“Everything. The circle. The breathing. You had your hand up this morning before Coral finished the question. People are noticing.”

“People noticing is the whole plan. They notice us, they give us a gold star, the gold star is shaped like a passport.”

“There’s noticing, and there’s whatever you’re doing. You’re enjoying it.”

“I’m winning. I don’t enjoy it. I’m winning.”

“You’re enjoying winning.”

“That’s a different sentence than the one you said, and I reject it also.”

She made the small noise she made when I’d been technically correct in a way that proved her larger point, and I knew I’d lost something even while winning the exchange, and that was marriage, or whatever we were doing in its place.

“And you,” I said, because the path was long, “you’re flirting with the coaches.”

“I’m being warm.”

“You’re being warm at Maris. You did the laugh.”

“What laugh?”

“The brand laugh. The client one. You aimed it at a grown man named Maris who has the personality of a damp towel, because you want the score.”

“We both want the score, Sean.” She didn’t even slow down. “That’s the plan. Your words.”

Coral was waiting at the tide pool with a wicker basket and a smile, and the smile should have been the warning.

The mats were laid out in pairs along the rock shelf above the pool, each one a careful arm’s length from its partner, and the real tide was coming in below us, filling the basin, which I would later understand was the entire point of the staging. The cohort settled. Fathom and Calla took the mats beside ours. Naia and Maris circulated at the edges in the pale robes of the advanced, here to correct our form.

“Today we learn to share a tide,” Coral said. “A true pair doesn’t run on two currents. It runs on one. So today, loves, you’re going to stop managing your own.”

Then she went down the line with the basket.

What came out of the basket, handed to each of us in a little drawstring bag of undyed muslin, with the reverence of a chalice, was sex toys.

I want to be precise, because precision is the only dignity I have left from that morning. Mine was a sleeve. A ribbed silicone conch in a tasteful seafoam, sized and shaped exactly as the word conch would lead a person to fear, and I held it in both hands in the sun while a serene young woman explained that it was a resonance instrument. My mother’s was a pearl, a smooth seafoam egg meant to be worn inside, with a fine cord to fetch it back by, and branded, because of course it was branded, with the little Tidewell tide-mark.

“They’re yours to keep,” Coral said, the way a person hands over a present. “We’ll settle it against your accounts later, loves. Don’t let the numbers into the room today. The tide doesn’t deal in numbers.”

Nobody laughed. That was the thing about the island that never stopped frightening me. A dozen grown adults accepted vibrators from a basket like communion and bowed their heads over them, and the only person fighting a giggle was me, and I swallowed it, because I was winning.

Then Coral explained how it worked, and the giggle died on its own.

“You won’t be using your own,” she said, beaming. “You can’t raise your own tide. Nobody can. The tide is raised by another.” She held up a small seafoam remote. “Your partner holds yours. You hold theirs. You give your rising over to the one you trust, and they carry it, and you carry theirs, and two become one current.”

So that was the rite. I would hold the dial to whatever the pearl did to my mother. She would hold the dial to the conch. Neither of us with a hand on our own.

“I’ll be reading how matched you stay,” Coral said warmly. She drifted down the line of mats. “Depth by depth, rising together, until the two of you read as one current. And there’s one rule above all the rest, loves. The only one that matters.”

She said it twice, so the rocks would carry it.

“No one falls. The fall is for the deep ranks. Today we rise, and we hold, and we do not fall. Stay on the crest together as long as the tide asks, and give it back when it recedes.”

Edging. They had built a religion, and the religion’s sacrament for the morning was synchronized edging, scored, in the open air, and I had volunteered to be the best at it.

Across the gap, Fathom and Calla had already folded into it without a flicker of the mortification eating the rest of us alive, his hand loose around her remote and hers around his, easy, because they meant it. They were drowning in tide-bond debt and they were in love and the love was real even though nothing around it was, and that made them unbeatable.

One current cannot be faked. They had it for free. We were going to have to manufacture it, live, against the clock, and I looked at the two of them being effortlessly one tide and felt the competitive thing in me lock onto them like a missile.

There was a part nobody warns about, which was the getting ready. We arranged ourselves the way the advanced members showed us, each on our own mat, robes loosened, the instruments worked into place beneath them with as much grace as the situation allowed, which was none. I got the conch settled with the face of a man assembling flat-pack furniture. Across the gap my mother fitted the pearl with a brisk competence I found, in the moment, deranged. Then we traded. She took the little remote that ran the conch. I took the one that ran her pearl.

Naia came down the row checking grips and angles like a flight attendant before takeoff. She crouched and adjusted my hand on the dial.

“Lightly, loves,” she said. “You’re holding someone’s whole tide. Hold it like you love them.”

Which, sitting there with the remote to my mother’s body warm in my palm, was the one instruction on the island I was never going to struggle with.

“First depth,” Coral said. “Gently now, loves.”

I brought my mother up the way the rite asked, one careful notch, and watched it land on her, the small involuntary thing at the corner of her mouth, the flush climbing her throat, her thighs going tight under the robe. She brought me up to match, and the conch came alive and gripped, the ribbed silicone working me slick and snug, and I was hard inside it before I’d decided to be.

For a moment we were doing it. We were good. We were one current, and Coral drifted past murmuring “yes, look how matched, the new pair,” and the gold star was right there in reach.

Then she did the laugh.

Not at me. At Maris, who had crouched by her mat to correct her form, and she gave him the brand laugh, the client laugh, the flirty laugh, the exact one I’d accused her of on the path, with my dial sitting in her hand, and something competitive and stupid and entirely beneath me took the wheel and I turned her up a notch off-protocol.

Just one. Just past where Coral had called. Punishment.

Her breath caught, and under the robe her hips gave a single jerk she couldn’t catch in time. Her eyes came off Maris and onto me, wide, and the look in them was pure marriage, the silent across-the-table promise of a reckoning to come, and then, without one millimeter of her serene devoted face moving, she turned the conch up to match.

And there we were.

That was the war, and we fought it in silence, an arm’s length apart, smiling like saints. She would ease me up a hair and the floor would tilt and I’d ease her up to match and watch her fight it off her face. I’d hold us level and she’d nudge, testing, daring, and I’d answer. Neither of us could touch our own dial, which was the genius and the horror of the thing, every mercy I might have shown myself I could only show her, and every cruelty I wanted to do to her I did knowing it bought me nothing but her hand on the same lever, climbing.

Because the trap was airtight. If I pushed her over, if I won, we both lost, the pair failed, both of us falling and disgraced in front of the whole basin and the Keeper at the back. So I could not win. I could only take her to the brink and hold her there and trust her not to drop me off mine, and she could only do the same. And it was the hottest thing we had ever done, hotter than the dark, hotter than her hand, because in the dark we got to pretend we were asleep, and here we were wide awake, holding each other an inch from blowing in the full light of day and not allowed to fall.

And somewhere in the holding I stopped fighting her.

I don’t know when. I know that at some point I understood I could read her completely, that I knew the exact place her breath would snag before it snagged, that I was working her the way a man works something he has known with his hands for a long time, and that she was doing the same to me, that her thumb on the dial had stopped being a weapon and become a kind of terrible tenderness, holding me at the edge, not to torture me, only to keep me there with her. We weren’t sabotaging anymore. We were syncing. For real, on purpose, in daylight, and I felt it the way a man feels a stair that isn’t there.

From the back of the rite, where the Keeper stood and watched and didn’t blink, I felt her attention settle on the two of us and stay.

Coral called the crest.

“All the way up now, loves, and hold. This is the hard part. Sit on the edge of the tide and do not fall. Breathe each other.”

We were already there. We had been there a while, holding each other on a knife of our own making, both of us shaking with the work of not falling, and I looked at my mother across the arm’s length of rock the rite required, her face finally and completely open, the brand gone, the persona gone, just Deb, wrecked and wide-eyed and looking at me like I was the only fixed thing in the world, and the distance between us became the single stupidest rule on an island built entirely of stupid rules.

I broke it. Or she did. We never did settle who.

We came together over the gap and kissed, and it was not a rite and it was not a performance and it was not deniable. It was a real kiss, open and starving and nowhere in the script, the kind that cannot be blamed on a basket or the dark, and the whole graded apparatus of the morning fell away and there was only her mouth and the awful relief of the fight being over, and somewhere very far off I was aware that we were being watched, and being seen, and failing to care.

And then the tide went out.

Every device on the shelf died at once. One second the conch was a living thing and the next it was a cool inert piece of silicone, and up and down the mats a dozen people made the same small bereft sound, a whole cohort dropped off the same cliff in the same instant, and Coral lifted her serene hand off whatever master switch lived in the basket and smiled at all of us with her entire heart.

“And let the tide recede, loves. Well held. Well held.”

I have never in my life wanted to commit a crime so badly.

We came off that crest with nowhere for any of it to go, the kiss still wet on my mouth and the rest of me screaming, and that was the point, I understood even then. They take a soul to the edge and confiscate the fall and tell it that it did well. The island had found the one thing crueler than denying a person a thing they didn’t want, which was denying them a thing they did. Blue agony as a sacrament. And the worst part, the part I will carry to the grave, came when Coral worked her way down the line and crouched between our mats and laid her warm hand on my shoulder.

“The two of you were among the highest in the cohort,” she said, soft as a blessing. “Rare oneness, for so new a pair. The tide felt it.”

And a hot stupid bloom of pride went off in my chest like I’d been pinned with a medal.

We had been graded excellent at loving each other. It was the worst thing that had happened to us yet.


Chapter 16 — Asleep

@solena.rising

“Nobody warns you how loud it is to finally be wanted, loves. Fifteen years I performed for a world that never quite chose me back. Here I walked into a room and felt a hundred people look at me like I was the answer to a question. I don’t have the caption for what that does to a person. I only know I’m not ready to give it up.”

(draft)

They sat us at the head of the long table that night, which at Tidewell was a thing that happened to winners. There was a better candle. There was, I am fairly sure, a slightly nicer fish. Word of the morning’s grade had gone around the basin the way grades do, and people kept catching my eye down the length of the table and giving me the small reverent nod a person gives a couple who are doing it right, and I sat there in the candlelight accepting the silent congratulations of a cult for the quality of my edging and felt, God help me, like the prom king.

Coral came by with the water jug and the face of a proud aunt.

“I won’t embarrass you,” she said, embarrassing us. “But what I saw this morning. Two tides, one current. Do you know how rare that is, this early? Most pairs spend a year reaching for what the two of you did on instinct. The Keeper noticed. I’ll only say that. Diver isn’t a someday for you two anymore. It’s a when.”

And there it was, the carrot, gleaming on its stick. Diver. The rank with the silk and the fast track and, somewhere past it, the passports and the door. The thing we were climbing for. I felt the competitive animal in me sit up and beg, and I hated it. Coral refilled my mother’s glass, which did not need refilling, and moved on down the table.

“We’re honored,” I said, and meant the opposite, and she beamed like I’d meant it.

Then Fathom and Calla came over, and that was harder.

They were the couple I’d spent all morning locked onto like a missile, the unbeatable ones, and they came around the table holding hands the way they always held hands, and there was nothing in either of their faces but a warmth that made me want to leave the island on foot, across the water, immediately.

“We had to come and say it,” Fathom said. He was a big soft man in his sixties with a voice like a cello. “Watching the two of you find your current this morning. Calla wept. I won’t pretend I didn’t go a bit myself.”

“He did,” Calla said, fond. She was small and bright, the both of them buried under more tide-bond debt than they would clear in their lives, and happier than anyone I knew. “It took us three years to ride a crest like that. Three years. And you’ve barely arrived.”

“We got lucky,” I said.

“No.” Calla put her small hand over mine on the table, the second woman to do it that night, and looked at me with a sincerity that went through me like a draft from a door left open. “You can’t fake one current, love. We’d know. You two have got the real thing.”

I did not have a single word for that. The fraud being congratulated by the faithful is supposed to feel like getting away with something. This was the opposite. This was being seen, by kind people, for a thing I had not agreed to be feeling, and I sat there with the warmth of two women’s hands on the back of mine and understood that the most dangerous thing on the island was not the rites or the leash or the man on the wall. It was a sweet bankrupt couple telling me the truth by accident.

We didn’t talk on the walk back, and we didn’t talk getting ready for bed, and the absence of speech had a texture to it by then, thick enough to lean on.

There is a particular silence two people make when they both know what is coming and neither will be the one to put it on a schedule. We moved around the little room inside it, finding the sink, finding our own sides of the bed, doing the ordinary machinery of a night with every ordinary thing gone loaded.

“You were good today,” she said to the mirror.

“I’m good at things I don’t want to be good at. It’s a lifelong problem.”

She took out one earring, then the other. “You held me right at the edge for an hour and never once dropped me. Most men would have.”

She said it like a note on my form, the way Coral might, except neither of us was looking at the other and the room had gone very still around the words.

“That was the assignment,” I said.

“It was.” She set the earrings down without a sound. “Doesn’t mean you weren’t good at it, Sean.”

I had no safe answer to that, so I gave none. She undressed the way she did everything now, unhurried and without quite looking at me, and I watched her in the dark glass of the window because watching her directly felt like a confession, the line of her back, the thing she did with her hair, the same body I’d spent the whole morning holding an inch from blowing in front of forty people. Every pass in the narrow gap between the bed and the wall was a near miss. I brushed my teeth for what felt like four minutes, purely to have a job. Then she killed the lamp.

And then we did the thing.

We lay down a careful distance apart, on our own sides, the backs of our hands not quite touching in the cold middle of the bed, and we went still, and we began, the two of us, grown adults, to pretend with everything we had that we were falling asleep.

This was the part I had stopped being able to explain to myself. Because we both knew. We had known since the candle. And still the ritual had to be observed, the long minutes of breathing slow and even and lying to each other in the dark, because the breathing was the wall, and the wall was the only thing that let the next part be a thing that happened to us rather than a thing we chose.

So I lay there and counted her breaths and wondered, the way I wondered every night now, how long. How long we were going to do this. Whether there was a number, some fixed quantity of fake sleep that had to be banked before the books would let us begin. Three minutes. Ten. I lay in the dark on my honor as a liar and waited for one of us to crack.

It took longer that night, because we had more to lose by rushing it, and the longer it took the worse it got, the dark going tight around us, the both of us lying rigid and elaborately asleep with our hearts going like we’d run somewhere.

She cracked first. Or I did. The wall never recorded a culprit.

What happened was that the distance closed, and it closed the way it always closed, in increments small enough that each one could be a sleeper shifting and none of them a decision. Her foot found my shin first, cold, and stayed. A while later, an age later, her back was nearer than it had been, though neither of us had been seen to move.

Then there was no cold middle of the bed at all. There was just the warmth of her along the whole front of me, and my arm came over her the way it came over her every night, except this time my hand did not lie still where it landed. It moved. Slow, deniable, a sleeping man’s hand, up the warm plane of her stomach and down again, learning her through the thin cotton, and she let it, and her breathing changed, and that was the gate.

My face went into her hair. She pushed back into me, just slightly, just enough, the small sound she made the sound a sleeping woman might make, and I was hard against her before either of us would admit to being awake. My hand kept up its slow deniable wandering, lower with each pass, and at some point she reached down and met it, not to stop it but to guide it, pressing my palm flat and low against her, and the heat of her there even through the cotton went through me like a current off a downed wire.

Then, without a word, she drew the hem of what she slept in up out of the way, and reached back for me, and brought her thighs together, slow and deliberate, the offer made in the one language the dark allowed, the one with no words in it and no morning after.

I was past careful by then, feverish with it, and I pushed forward and up, blind and greedy, trying to find her, trying to get inside her, because some animal part of me had stopped reading the rules. She didn’t let me. She rubbed my side, slow, a soothing hand, the kind for an excited animal, and at the same time tilted her hips a fraction so the angle was gone and the way shut, and what she gave me instead was her thighs, pressed tight and slick between, so close to the other thing that for one swimming second I thought I’d done it, thought I was in her, and I pumped into that belief like a man getting away with something.

Then the truth caught up. I hadn’t. She wouldn’t allow it. And it did not matter, because the hot wet clutch of her thighs was still there to drive into, still hers, still enough, and we both went on breathing like the sleeping, and it went on, and that was the difference that night, that it was allowed to go on.

The other nights had been quick and furtive, a thing stolen and finished before it could be named. This was slow and torturous and evil. She set the pace with her hips and I followed it, the long drag of me between her thighs, slick now with how much she wanted it, the wet of her easing every stroke. Neither of us hurried, because hurrying was a decision and slowness was just sleep, and so we drew it out past sense, the deniability and the wanting feeding each other until I couldn’t have said which one was driving.

Her hand found my hip and held me to the rhythm. My hand stayed low between her legs where she’d put it, and I felt every pass of myself against the backs of my own fingers, felt her against them too, swollen and slick and past all shame about it, and I started to work her there in time with the rest, slow circles, and the sound she made into the pillow had stopped pretending to be sleep.

I had my mouth open on the back of her neck. She had her thighs locked around my cock like she’d lose something if she let go. We climbed it together the way the rite had drilled into us without either of us meaning to learn, matched, one current, except there was nobody grading it now and nobody at the master switch, no Coral, no serene little hand to take the tide away at the worst second and tell us we’d done well. The thing they had spent all morning refusing us was just lying there in the dark, ours, and the only thing left to stop us going over was our own threadbare insistence that this wasn’t happening, and that insistence was burning off fast.

She went first. I felt it take her, the long shudder of it rolling up through her whole body, her thighs clamping and her spine arching back into me and a broken sound coming out of her that she caught half a second too late and crushed into the pillow, and she rode it grinding back against my hand and my cock at once, gone, shameless, nothing in her asleep anymore, and feeling her go over like that, knowing it was me that did it, dragged me most of the way there with her.

When it started to crest in me I got greedy all over again, and I tried to slide into her for real, one last blind selfish push for the thing we were not allowed, and she would not let me have it. She tilted away from it and pushed back harder and drew her thighs tighter and worked me through it, ruthless now, the pretense gone ragged in both our breathing.

I groaned and came hard between her thighs and slid my hands up to squeeze her breasts, my face buried in her neck and the sound of it muffled there against her skin. It kept going, far past what the furtive nights had ever allowed it, all the denied tide of the whole obscene day coming up and out of me with nowhere left to put it but her, and she held me through every last pulse with her fist knotted in the sheet and her body locked back into mine, taking all of it, and we did not say one word.

For a while neither of us moved, and the calm that usually came after did not come. The wet of it cooled between us and the dark went strange, and I could feel that she was awake too, both of us lying there with our eyes open and our backs to each other, the careful cold inch of mattress back between us as if the night had never happened.

Except it had. Except it always would now. I didn’t know what we were doing. I didn’t know if she knew. I lay there raw and wide awake and already, somehow, wanting her again and hating that I did, and on the far side of the bed I could feel her working some version of the same problem and coming up with nothing, the two of us a foot apart and more lost than we’d been before we started.


Chapter 17 — The Storm

@solena.rising

“I used to brace against everything, loves. The plan, the brand, the weather. Grip it all so nothing could ever blindside me. Lately the tide is teaching me to stop bracing. Whatever it’s bringing in, I’m done fighting it. I’m letting it take me where it wants.”

(draft)

The morning after, the sky was the color of a bruise, and we handled it the way we’d started handling everything, which was to behave as though absolutely nothing had occurred.

We had both been awake most of the night a careful foot apart, and we both knew the other had been awake, and at some civilized hour we got up and began, separately, to perform a morning.

“Sleep alright?” she said.

“Not bad. You?”

“Like the dead.”

It was a lie so vast and so calmly delivered that I nearly applauded.

“What’s on us today?” I asked. The schedule was safe ground. The schedule was always safe ground.

“Deepening work. Coral wants the pairs down in the pools.” A small pause, into the mirror. “All afternoon, she said.”

“All afternoon.”

“Mm.”

“Think you can handle that?”

I meant it as the dry thing, the dig about the rites, and instead it came out with every other thing we weren’t saying loaded onto it. She heard the weight. She didn’t look away from the glass, but her hands went still on the earring for a second.

“I can handle anything they put in front of me,” she said. “Question is whether you can keep a straight face in front of the cohort.”

“I’ve managed so far.”

“Barely.”

And that was where we left it. Two people sorting out an afternoon in the grey light with the serene competence of strangers sharing a train table, while some hours earlier, in that same room, I had finished against the backs of her thighs with my face in her neck and her hand holding me there through it. That was the elephant. We stepped around it. We asked it how it had slept.

It should have been funny, and sometimes it was. But that morning I felt the thing that had been creeping up on me for days, which was that I could no longer tell whether her calm was a performance she was holding for both our sakes or whether she had simply, somewhere in the last week or so, become a woman who could do that in the dark and talk the day’s schedule over it in the morning and mean the schedule. I didn’t know who the act was for anymore. I wasn’t sure there still was one.

I was still turning that over when the window rattled hard in its frame, and we both looked, and out past the glass the sea had started doing something I didn’t have a word for yet.

By midday the word was storm. By the middle of the afternoon the word was not enough.

It came in off the Atlantic like the island owed the weather money. The wind found the gaps in the buildings and made them scream. The palms somebody had planted to make Saltren look like a brochure bent flat and stayed bent. Rain went sideways, and the horizon, the one flat empty line we’d all been staring at for days, simply stopped existing, swallowed into a grey wall of water and noise.

The ferry didn’t come. Nor the supply boat. A girl clearing plates in the lunch hall told us so without being asked, bright as a bell over the wind.

“We’re on our own stores till it passes,” she said, like it was a treat. “Cozy, isn’t it.”

On our own. A hundred people on a rock in a sea that no longer had an edge, and the staff handed it to us like a gift.

And the island, to its enormous credit, refused to notice.

This was the thing I would never get used to. A storm was peeling the roof felt off the wellness boutique, and Coral drifted through the cohort touching shoulders, radiant, lit up from the inside.

“Isn’t it glorious,” she said, to all of us and none of us. “Few souls ever get to feel the Deep speak with its whole voice. Breathe it in, loves.”

They herded us into the main lodge as the afternoon went black with weather, the whole basin packed in under the big timber beams, the strip lights buzzing and dipping with every gust, the sea throwing itself at the bluff below loud enough to feel in the floor. And because Tidewell had an answer for everything, the answer to a hundred frightened people was a Transmission.

The big screen woke at the front of the lodge, and there he was. Caspian.

It was the first time they’d put him in front of us in over a week, and he had changed, or the message had. The first Transmission I ever saw was tide-woo for beginners, soft and general, the spiritual equivalent of a hotel painting. This was not that.

“You have come so far down from the surface,” he said, in that voice they’d built for him, smooth and warm and a half-degree wrong. “Some of you are learning to breathe where the light does not reach. And some of you are learning something rarer. To share one current. I see the pairs among you. I see what the two of you are becoming.”

The painted gaze drifted across the room and seemed, impossibly, to settle. He gave the speech like a hand laid on the back of my neck.

“He’s talking to us,” my mother breathed, and she did not mean it the way I meant it.

I would have answered, except that I was watching his face, and his face did a thing.

He blinked, and the blink stuck. Just for an instant, a single frame held a beat too long, and then the same blink played again, identical, the exact same closing and opening of the exact same eyes, the way a thing repeats when it is not a thing but a recording of a thing. The audio slid a half-second off his lips so the words arrived after the mouth had finished making them. Along the left edge of him a seam of brighter light showed where one panel of the wall was fighting the storm and losing.

Nobody else moved. A hundred people watched a dead man skip like a scratched disc and felt only awe. And up near the screen, half in shadow at a folding table crowded with cable and a glowing laptop, the Keeper worked.

I’d clocked her a dozen times by now, the austere one they all went quiet around, but I had never seen her do anything. Now I watched her hands move over the machine, fast and sure and entirely unmystical, a woman fixing a feed, and when the deepfake hitched again she didn’t pray, she reached up and adjusted something, and the hitch smoothed, and not one face in that room except mine understood that the holiest presence on the island was being held together by a person with a laptop and a grievance against the weather.

She felt me looking. She turned her head, slow, and found me across the room, and for one bad second the two of us just looked at each other, each of us seeing that the other was not where they were supposed to be, behind the eyes. Then she went back to the machine, and I made my face grateful again. On the screen Caspian was still going, the sound lagging a half-step behind his mouth.

“The surface world will offer you its medicine,” he said. “Its needles. Its fear. Its noise. You will not need any of it here. The body heals what the spirit permits. Trust the tide, and the tide keeps you.”

My stomach went off at that one, and not from the cold. It was the kind of thing my father used to say, that same reflexive distrust of anyone in a white coat, the certainty that the experts were running a con and the official answer was the one to be suspicious of. I’d gotten the instinct from him. It was half of why I’d seen through this place at all. And here it was coming out of a dead man’s mouth, the very same suspicion turned around and aimed back at a frightened room, and beside me my mother nodded along like it was scripture.

The lights had been dipping all evening, browning down and surging back with each gust. Then the storm reached up and turned everything off.

The screen died mid-blessing, Caspian’s face there and then not, the bright rectangle collapsing to black, and for half a heartbeat before the rest went I saw the god for exactly what he was, a dead panel of glass on a wall. Then the rest went too. Every light, the hum of the whole place, the cameras and the climate and the little app that lived in all our pockets, gone between one breath and the next, and the dark that dropped on the lodge was total.

The room made a sound. A hundred people in the pitch black, and it came up out of all of them at once, a gasp and a moan and somewhere a short bitten-off scream, a cup going over, a bench scraping, bodies grabbing for bodies. And under it, suddenly enormous now that the building had gone quiet, the storm, closer and louder and meaner than a moment before, the whole sea hurling itself at the bluff hard enough to feel in the boards.

“Stay where you are, loves.” A staff voice, pitched to carry, calm as a recording. “Stay seated. The tide’s only drawing breath.”

“Find a hand,” called another, off to the left. “Find your neighbor. We hold the basin together.”

Lanterns came up around the room, one and then three and then a dozen, faces rising orange out of the black, and over all of it Coral’s voice, warm and delighted and without a tremor in it.

“There it is,” she said, as though the dark were a sunrise. “Feel how close he is? He’s never come this far up to meet us. Breathe him in.”

And they breathed. In the black, with the storm trying to peel the roof off, a hundred people drew one long grateful breath because a girl with a lantern told them the blackout was a visitation. I sat in the middle of it with my heart slamming and the understanding arrived clean and total. The machine was off. All of it. No cameras. No climate. No leash.

Nobody could see us. Nothing was watching. The door was open.

I found my mother’s wrist in the lantern light and got my mouth to her ear.

“Now,” I said. “We go now. The app’s dead, the cameras are dead, they can’t track us, this is it, this is the whole thing we’ve been waiting for.”

She pulled back to look at me. “Go where, Sean? There’s a hurricane.”

“Down to the water. There are boats out there, I saw them off the point before the light went, a whole row of them anchored in the cove, people sheltering from this same storm. Real people. Off-island people. We get to one of them and we are gone and none of this can follow.”

“In that?” Her voice wasn’t unkind. That was the terrible part. “Listen to it. You’d die before you got past the rocks.”

“Then we wait for the lull and we go. But we get down there now, while the leash is off, while it’s possible.” I had her hand in both of mine. “Mom. This is the only unlocked door we are ever going to get. Please.”

And I watched her not be able to do it.

It wasn’t a no. A no I could have fought. It was worse than a no. She stood there in the lantern light with the storm trying to come through the walls and she could not make herself move, caught between the open door and the warm dark room behind her, and the part of me that loved her understood, and the part of me that was fighting could not afford to.

“I can’t,” she said. “Not like this. Not tonight.”

So I went without her. I am not proud of it, and I won’t pretend it was brave, but with the leash off for the first time since we’d landed it made its own terrible sense, the arithmetic of a desperate man. One of us out was worth more than both of us in. I would send help back the moment I was clear. That was the story I told myself, anyway, and going out the door I half believed it.

The wind tore the lodge door out of my hand and flattened it against the wall, and then I was in it.

There is no preparing for the first second of weather like that. It stops being air and becomes a thing with hands. The rain didn’t fall, it was thrown, sideways and stinging, and the cold went through my shirt and my skin and into the bone before I’d crossed the deck. The path to the water had turned into a black creek, shin-deep and moving, and I went down it half-running and half-falling, grabbing at the bent palms to stay on my feet, the noise so total I couldn’t hear myself breathe.

Then the trees ended and the cove opened and I stopped dead, because the boats were really there.

Four of them, maybe five, riding it out at anchor in the lee of the point, and their little cabin windows were lit, warm and yellow and ordinary, somebody in there dry and bored and waiting out the same storm I was standing in. A hundred yards of water. Two hundred. A long pool length on a calm day, and I am not a strong swimmer and this was the opposite of a calm day, the sea between me and those lights heaving up in slabs and dropping on itself white in the dark.

And I stood there and did the arithmetic of swimming it.

I want to be honest about that, because it is the most afraid I have ever been of my own self. Some animal under all my thinking had decided that drowning toward those yellow windows beat walking back up that path, and it moved my feet for me. The water took my shoes. It closed cold over my ankles and my shins, and a wave came in at the thigh and nearly folded my legs, and I caught myself and leaned into the next step toward the deep, and that was when I heard my name.

Barely. A scrap of it, shredded in the wind. But hers.

Of course she’d come after me. She always came after me.

I turned and my mother was halfway down the path and still coming, soaked through, the thin thing she slept in stuck to her and her hair flat to her skull, screaming my name into a wind that ate it before it reached me. She reached me where the water was breaking over my shins, and she had to put her mouth to my ear to land a single word of it.

“Get out of the water!”

“Boats.” I threw an arm toward the lights, the little yellow squares heaving in the black. “Right there. Two hundred yards. I can make it.”

“It’s a hurricane! Look at it. You’ll be gone before you make the rocks.”

“Better than another night in there.”

“You can’t even swim properly.” She got a fist in my soaked shirt and hauled, both of us staggering in the drag of it. “Which is my fault, I know, I let you quit swim lessons when you were eight because you cried at me. So I know exactly what you can’t do. You’ll die out there and I’ll be standing on this beach watching it happen. Is that the plan? Is that what you want?”

“Then come with me. Right now. Both of us.”

“There’s nowhere to go!” It tore out of her, raw, the truest and most hopeless thing either of us had said all night. “There’s just the sea. There’s just more of this.”

She had both hands fisted in my shirt, the two of us at the very lip of the water, screaming into each other’s faces.

And then the sea drew back. That is the part that kills, not the wave that comes in but the one that leaves, the undertow hauling out all at once and dragging the ground with it. It pulled the stones out from under her like a rug yanked sideways. She went down. The water had her, sliding her out and along, fast, toward the dark place where the bottom dropped away.

The boats stopped existing. The yellow windows, the hundred yards, the whole life waiting on the far side of that water, gone between one breath and the next.

I reached her in the shallows as the next wave was rearing up. I got a fist in the back of her clothes, then both arms locked around her, and the wave broke over the two of us and drove us under, and the cold closed on my chest and squeezed the air clean out of me, and the undertow pulled for her with a strength that felt like a decision, like the sea had picked her, and for one black second I could not tell whether I had her or it did.

Then my bare foot caught rock. I got the other down beside it. And I dragged her up the slope of it a step at a time on nothing but refusal, the sea clawing her back the whole way, until we were past its reach, the two of us crawling and coughing up seawater into the gaping dark of a boat shed, where we folded down and stayed. Wrecked. Soaked through. Shaking hard enough that I could hear her teeth. Alive. Both of us, somehow, alive.

For a long time neither of us could speak. She was half in my lap on the wet boards and I had her wrapped up in my arms, both of us heaving, her wet clothes gone transparent and freezing and stuck to her, my hands moving over her back and her arms without any thought except the dumb animal need to confirm she was still there and still warm, and under the terror, because there is no decent place for it but it was there anyway, was the old electric thing, her body against the whole length of mine, her breath on my throat, the wanting and the fury and the fear all running on the same wire.

“You,” she got out finally, shaking. “You absolute idiot. You would have drowned. You were going to swim. You were going to swim to a boat. In this.”

“You came after me.”

“Of course I came after you.” She pulled back enough to look at me and she was crying, or it was the rain, there was no telling them apart anymore, just Deb, the brand washed clean off her, white and furious and terrified in the dark. “What was I supposed to do, watch you walk into the sea?”

“You were supposed to come with me.” It came out of me cracked. “That’s all I have ever asked. Come with me.”

And there, soaked and shaking and a breath from my mouth, she finally said the true thing, and it was not the thing I had been fighting all night. It was quieter and it was worse.

“I can’t, Sean.” Barely over the storm. “And not just because of the water, though God, the water, you’d have died, I was right about the water.” She was holding handfuls of my wet shirt. “I can’t because out there I’m no one. You know what I am out there? I’m a woman who was almost something for fifteen years and never got there, watching girls half my age and a tenth my work get everything I wanted while I aged out of the only thing I had. Out there I am nobody and I am running out of time to stop being nobody. And here it’s starting to feel like I’m somebody. Like I could be somebody.”

I didn’t have a thing to say to that, because it was true, and because I could not tell, holding her, how much of it was her good sense about a killing sea and how much was the island talking through her, and I think that uncertainty was the most frightened I got all night, more than the water. I had come to save her from a place. I sat in the wet dark and understood that the place was giving her the one thing I never could, and that I had nearly drowned us both failing to.

We went back up when the worst of it eased, holding each other upright, and the lodge had gone to candle-warm chaos, people bedding down on cushions for the night the storm had taken from them. And in the middle of it, kneeling by an old woman to tuck a blanket round her shoulders, was Coral.

She didn’t see me at first. The lanterns were low and her face was off, the smile set down somewhere for once, and what was under it stopped me in the doorway dripping. She looked young. She looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with the hour, the particular exhaustion of someone who has decided, every single day, to keep believing a thing because the alternative is whatever sent her here.

For one second I wasn’t looking at the cheerful machine that had run us since we landed. I was looking at a girl the world had finished with, who’d found the only room that ever told her she mattered, and would burn it down before she let anyone prove it a lie.


Chapter 18 — The Talent Show

@solena.rising

“I spent fifteen years performing for a number, loves. A little counter that was never going to climb high enough to fill the hole it was measuring. Tonight I stand up in front of a room that already loves me and sing. No counter. No strangers to win. I don’t even know who I am if I’m not performing for strangers, and I think I’m about to find out. The tide gives and the tide takes. Lately it has only given.”

(draft)

I came out of the bathroom in a towel and a cloud of my own steam, and my mother was halfway into her clothes.

She’d stepped out of what she slept in and not yet into the next thing, and when the door went she turned, all the way, caught, and instead of doing the decent fast thing she just stopped, for a beat, and let me see her. The whole bare front of my mother in the grey morning, breasts and hips and the dark below, neither of us moving, and it was the not-rushing that did it, the held half-second where she could have covered up and chose to let it land first. Then the clean shirt came down over all of it and she was decent again. It can’t have been three seconds. I was going to be paying interest on it for a week.

I went to the little mirror to not look at her, a good plan ruined at once by the mirror having a clean view of the whole room. So I stood there pretending to do something to my wet hair and watched her dress in the glass instead, the underwear, the bra, the body I’d just had wholesale going back under cloth piece by piece, slower than it needed to go, because she knew I was watching and she was letting me watch. At some point her eyes lifted and found mine in the reflection and stayed there, and neither of us looked away, and the looking ran past a beat, past two, until it stopped being an accident and turned into a thing we were doing on purpose, with our clothes on, at eight in the morning.

The towel was not going to survive that. There is a particular and total humiliation in standing in a small bright room, stone sober, no rite to blame and no dark to hide in, gone hard under a square of Tidewell terrycloth two feet from the woman it is about, and being watched do it. Because she watched. Her eyes dropped, frank and unhurried, and came back up, and the corner of her mouth did the smallest thing, and that was worse and better than any word, the two of us just standing there in daylight agreeing on the plain fact of me.

We had to trade places, her to the sink, me to the clothes, and the room was too small to do it without touching. I went to angle past her and got it wrong, or got it right, and ended up at her back, close, my bare chest a breath off her shoulder blades, the heat coming off her skin and into mine, and I felt her go still and felt her breathing change. For a second I had both hands lifted and hovering at her hips without ever deciding to lift them, near enough to feel the warmth of her through the inch of air between us, and neither of us moved, and the whole morning hung on whether I closed it.

Then she stepped back and picked her brand voice up off the floor and put it on.

“We’ll be late,” she said. “For breakfast.”

“Of course.” I looked at the wall. “Can’t be late.”

And we went down with all of it still in the room behind us, unspent, the door clicking shut on one more thing we weren’t going to talk about.

Don was at breakfast.

I hadn’t seen him since the night he stopped existing, the night Coral’s people walked him off to wherever they walked people, and here he was at the long table with a bowl of the grey grains and a face I didn’t quite recognize on a head I did.

Don, who had sat next to me in a sweat lodge and called this place a racket with his whole chest. Don, my one ally, the only other man on the island whose eyes had stayed his own. He looked up when I sat down and smiled at me, and the smile was the wrong smile. It went warm and it went empty and it went all the way to the teeth and nowhere near the eyes.

“Sean.” Like my name was a lovely surprise. “Good morning. Isn’t it a good morning.”

“Don.” I kept it low and fast, the old register, the conspirators’ one. “Where’ve you been? What did they do to you? Are you alright?”

“I’ve never been better. Truly.” He spooned grains. “I went somewhere I needed to go.”

“It’s me. You can drop it.” Low and fast. “You called this place a racket. I see it now. I’m trying to get out of here.”

“You’re carrying so much fear.” He looked at me with a tenderness that made my skin crawl. “I was just like you. Gripping. Always casing the door. And then one day I stopped looking for the door, Sean, and do you know what was on the other side of it? Nothing. There was never anything out there. It was all in here the whole time.”

He patted his own chest, over the heart, and went back to his breakfast, and I sat there with my escape plan dying in my mouth and understood that the conversation I needed to have could not be had. Not with him. Not anymore. They hadn’t locked Don up. They’d done something quieter and worse. They’d talked him out of himself.

I tried twice more, smaller, and got the same soft nothing both times, and then I stopped, because there is a specific grief in watching a clever man be happy.

The one thing I kept, and only kept because of where it landed later, was this. When I asked him, half pleading, whether he ever thought about home, he paused. Just a flicker.

“Home’s still there, Sean,” he said. “It’ll keep.”

And then the empty smile came back down over it like a tide over a footprint, and at the time I filed it under more of the same.

Coral stood up at the head of the room before the bowls were cleared and clapped her hands together like a camp counselor.

“Beautiful news, beautiful souls. Tonight we share. The Offering.” She glowed. “Every pair brings something to the basin. A song, a dance, a talent, whatever the tide moves through the two of you, and we give it to each other freely, because a thing kept private starts to rot, doesn’t it. No performing. Just offering. Find your gift today, loves. I cannot wait to receive you.”

So that was the day ruined a second way. We were going to have to stand up in front of a hundred people and offer.

My mother decided within the hour that she would sing.

Of course she would sing. The Offering was a stage and a microphone and a room that wanted to love her, which was the only drug she had ever truly been hooked on, and the lockout had her starved for it. She didn’t ask whether she should. She asked what she should, out loud, trying lyrics under her breath all afternoon, and somewhere in there she decided I was playing keyboard.

“You played in school,” she said, which was true, badly, a long time ago.

“I played recorder. In year six.”

“There’s a keyboard in the activity room with the chords printed on a card. You’ll be fine. I need a body up there with me and I’m not standing next to Whitecap.”

So that was settled, the way things got settled with her, which was that she settled them.

The Offering happened that night in the big room, the chairs turned to a low stage built out of pallets and good intentions, candles everywhere now that the power had developed a habit of flinching. Coral hosted. Of course Coral hosted.

The early acts went the way I’d feared and hoped. The linen couple read a poem they’d written together, alternating lines, about being a wave. A woman did an interpretive movement piece to the sound of her own breathing. A man performed the seven locks as a slam poem and got a standing ovation. I sat with the chord card sweating in my hand and my mother serene beside me and thought, not for the first time, that I would have given a great deal to be anywhere else. And then the fire pair got up, and the floor went out of the evening.

It was a fire piece. Two of them, a couple I knew only by sight, had decided that the way to honor the tide was with its opposite, and they came out in matching wraps carrying actual lit torches, real flame, onto a stage made of pallets, under a ceiling hung with dry seafoam bunting, in a building the storm had already proven the wiring of was a rumor.

It started well. That was the worst part. They did a slow, genuinely pretty thing, passing the flames between them, the room going soft and ooh-ing, Coral clasping her hands at the front, and for about ninety seconds I believed Tidewell might actually pull off a fire dance. Then the man went for a flourish, a big overhead sweep, and the torch met the bunting, and the bunting turned out to be treated for nothing at all, and a line of cheerful blue flame ran up the wall and along the ceiling faster than anyone could decide how to feel about it.

For one second nobody moved, because nobody at Tidewell had a script for fire. It was not in the program. And then the smoke alarm went off, the one piece of the surface world they had never managed to woo away, a flat ugly electronic shriek that did not care about the tide in the slightest, and the sprinklers that everyone had been assured were decorative turned out to be very much functional, and the entire Offering, a hundred deepening souls and their candles and their poem about being a wave, got rained on indoors by the building’s own panic.

It was, without question, the best thing I had seen on the island.

They put it out fast. They were nothing if not competent at damage. And here is the thing I will never get past. It took Coral maybe four minutes to have the room breathing again, the wet smoking bunting hauled down, the chairs wiped, the whole near-catastrophe rebranded in front of our eyes into a gift, the tide testing our presence, the Deep reminding us we were alive, wasn’t it glorious, and people nodded, dripping, and believed her. The Offering went on. With wet hair. Because nothing here was permitted to just be a fire.

Don offered next.

Don hoofed it.

I am not exaggerating, and I am not being unkind. The man who had called this place a racket to my face, the investigative journalist with the notebook and the eyes that missed nothing, got up on the wet pallet stage in a borrowed waistcoat and tap-danced his gratitude to a tinny backing track somebody cued off a phone.

He was not good at it. That was somehow the worst part. He clattered through a shuffle-ball-change with the deep beaming concentration of a man who had found God somewhere in the footwork, and between the steps he called his testimony out in breathless little bursts. Came here a skeptic, shuffle. Came to take the whole thing apart, ball change. And what I found, a small game kick, was that I’d been asking the wrong question my entire life. The room clapped along in time. Coral was openly weeping. He finished on a flourish, arms thrown wide, chest heaving, radiant, and got a standing ovation for the worst tap routine I have ever witnessed, and I stood and clapped with everyone else because the only other option was screaming.

Because I could have survived Don converted and eloquent. A clever speech I could have hated cleanly. But Don converted and clumsy and overjoyed, Don who used to be the sharpest man in any room now happily clattering for the thing that had scooped him hollow and left the grin, that was the one that got all the way in. They hadn’t just taken his eyes. They’d left him thrilled about the loss.

And then it was us.

We climbed up onto the still-dripping pallets, and I found the keyboard and the card, and my mother took the microphone, and I will not pretend I went up there with an open heart. I went up there with three chords and a grudge. I found them on the card and played them in roughly the right order, quietly, a man doing the washing-up, and my mother stood in the candlelight and lifted the mic and began to sing “Angel,” the Sarah McLachlan one, and my first honest reaction, God forgive me, was to roll my eyes.

Because of course. Of course she picked that one. The mom-rock cry-along, the song from every montage of every sad woman finding herself, the dead center of the entire bell curve of human feeling, and she was going to stand here and wring it out for a room of cultists, and I plinked my three chords and braced to be embarrassed for her.

And then she sang it, and she was good, and I stopped bracing.

She was not performing it. That was the thing I could not roll my eyes past. Fifteen years of selling things with her face, and this was the first time I had ever watched her not sell anything at all, just stand there and mean every gorgeous stupid word of it. In the arms of the angel, fly away from here. The cult heard a hymn to the Deep. I heard something else. I heard a woman who had spent her whole life almost good enough, almost chosen, almost it, asking out loud and in front of everyone to be carried somewhere the almost could not follow her.

And I got it. That was the unbearable part. Up there clunking chords off a laminated card, I finally got the thing the storm could not make me get, and the rescue could not, and her confession in the boat shed could not. She was not a fool. She was starving. She had been starving the whole time I had known her, quietly, beautifully, behind the brand, and this place was simply the first thing in her life to ever set down a full plate in front of her, and who was I, who had never once in my life been that hungry, to keep telling her not to eat.

I found the last chord. I have no idea how. She held the final note and the room was on its feet before it finished, and she stood up there lit and wet-eyed and finally, completely fed, and I was on my feet too, clapping, meaning it. And that was the moment I stopped being a man trying to drag her off this island and became, without ever deciding to, a man who understood exactly why she was probably going to stay.


Chapter 19 — Tasting the Tide

@solena.rising

“I held everything so tight for so long, loves. My body, my brand, my heart, all of it clenched against a world I never trusted to catch me. They’re teaching me to let go here. To let myself be opened. I used to call that weakness. I’m starting to think it might be the bravest thing I’ve ever done. The tide reaches everywhere, if you let it.”

(draft)

I got drunk that night.

It didn’t take much doing. I kept going back to the dinner wine long after the mindful little measures were meant to stop, and then took myself off somewhere I wouldn’t have to look at her and finished the job, because I could not be in our little room with her and her freshly fed glow, the woman I had watched get up in front of a hundred strangers and give them the realest thing in her and come back lit, the woman who was, I understood now with total clarity, not going to leave.

Don was gone. The plan was gone. She was going. So I got comprehensively drunk for the first time in my adult life, and on an island that had spent days sharpening every feeling I owned, the blunt of it landed like a dropped piano.

The morning came to collect on that decision with interest.

I have had hangovers. This was a reckoning. I sat at the long breakfast table the colour of the grey grains, holding a cup of lemon water I did not dare drink, sweating last night out through my pores, every clink and murmur in the bright airy room arriving in my skull like a flung tray, while a hundred rested glowing people breathed their gratitude at the sunrise and I quietly prayed for the sweet release of death.

My mother sat down across from me with a bowl of the grains, took one look, and knew the whole story.

“You went hard on the wine last night,” she said.

“It went hard on me.”

“Mm.” She set a second cup of lemon water down by my hand, quietly, not making a thing of it. “Sip that. Slowly.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re grey, Sean.” A pause, and something careful moving under the dryness. “Why were you drinking so much anyway? You barely ever drink back home...”

“New leaf.” I could not look at her, because looking at her was the entire problem and we both knew it and neither of us was going to say so over breakfast. “Turns out there’s a lot to celebrate.”

She let that land. She didn’t take the bait and she didn’t soften it either, just nudged the water an inch closer, which was somehow worse than either, and went back to her grains like a woman who had decided, for this morning, to let me keep my misery.

Coral found us. Coral found everything.

“Oh, lovely.” She crouched at my chair, head tilted, reading me like a chart. “Your tide is so cloudy this morning. So stagnant. I can see it sitting on you. You’re holding something heavy. The body never lies. Whatever you tried to drown last night, it floated. It always floats.”

She laid a cool hand on the back of my clammy neck, and I flinched, and she took the flinch as data. She was not wrong, which was the unbearable thing about Coral, she was never quite wrong, she simply took the true thing and used it to sell the very thing that was hurting.

“There’s a rite this afternoon for exactly this,” she said, brightening. “A beautiful one. It clears all of it. You and your love are going to feel so much lighter, I promise.”

And she squeezed my poor neck and floated off to read someone else’s weather, and I put my face in my hands.

The rite was Tasting the Tide, and they staged it in the long room with the spa tables, except this time there were curtains, soft hanging dividers of the everywhere-seafoam linen strung between the tables so each pair had a kind of stall, three walls of cloth and an open front. Privacy that wasn’t. The shape of a thing without the substance of it, like everything here.

Coral stood at the front with her hands clasped and explained it, glowing, my hungover skull’s worst imaginable scenario.

“The body holds so much, loves. Grief, fear, all the tension we carry and never set down. Today we help each other set it down. You are going to kiss your partner. Everywhere. Slowly, with intention, every part of them, until the body remembers it is allowed to feel safe. This is not about sex. Forget sex. This is spiritual release. This is two souls giving each other permission. Take turns. One of you offers, one receives, and then you swap. Let the tide do the rest.”

I do not know how to convey what it is to be handed that instruction, hungover to the marrow, about the woman who raised me, in a room full of people, by a girl with a clipboard, except to say that I gave serious thought to whether a man could get drunk again by lunchtime, and concluded, with regret, that he could not.

We drew a stall near the back, three cloth walls and an open front, and the moment the curtain fell shut my mother rounded on me in a furious whisper.

“Stop pulling that face.”

“This is my face.”

“It’s your I’m-better-than-all-of-this face. They can read it from miles away. You’ll get us flagged.”

“We are about to kiss each other everywhere in a tent full of strangers, Mom. My face is the least of our exposure.”

Saying it out loud was a tactical error. It had all been theoretical until then, the face and the tent and the strangers, and hearing the actual sentence land in the actual air made it real in a way that turned my stomach over. And at the exact same moment, in a back room of myself I would not be giving tours of, it did the precise opposite. It stirred me up. Both at once. That was the whole problem with her, and always had been.

“You’re the one who said we climb,” said my mother. “This is the climb. So climb, and stop doing it like a man reading a hostage statement.”

“I am climbing. Look at me. This is my climbing face.”

She opened her mouth to take that apart, and Coral’s head came around the curtain.

“Skin to skin for this one, loves,” she said, beaming, like she was recommending a fabric. “Cloth holds the tension in. Everything off, both of you. The tide can’t reach what’s still hidden.” And she was gone.

So we undressed. In a cloth box, in the daylight, a foot apart, both of us suddenly fascinated by the careful folding of our own clothes, not looking, definitely not looking, and looking. We’d been dressing and undressing around each other in the dark of that cramped room for a week and a half, eyes politely elsewhere, and not once like this, slow and sober and lit, each of us catching the other in flicks and stealing it back.

And God, she was something. I’d seen pieces of her in the dark before this, stolen impressions, but never the whole of her at once, in daylight, a foot away, and I took it in three guilty seconds at a time and pretended I hadn’t. The heavy fall of her breasts and the way the cool air drew her nipples tight. The dip of her waist and the flare of her hips. The dark hair between her legs that I had, until very recently, only ever known with my hands.

I was hard and there was nowhere on earth to put it and I gave up trying to hide it, and she was stealing the same kind of looks at me, her eyes dropping and snagging and flicking back up to my face, a flush climbing her chest, the two of us standing bare in a cloth box getting plainly and ridiculously turned on by the sight of each other, and neither of us saying one word about it.

She lay down on the table.

“You ready?” I said, which was a stupid thing to say and I knew it leaving my mouth.

“Just start, Sean.” Breathless and annoyed at once. “Before I think about it.”

So I bent and kissed her, and she said nothing after that, nothing at all, just breathing, and the breathing was the entire conversation. Her body coming awake under my mouth was the oldest signal there is, older than shame, and the hangover and the dread and the hundred strangers six feet off through the cloth all thinned to nothing, and there was only her skin and the small sounds she was working not to make.

I kissed down her. Slowly, with intention, exactly as instructed, which was the joke of the whole thing, I was finally a model student. The hollow of her throat. The slope of each breast, and then, because the curtain held and because I had stopped being able not to, her nipples, one and then the other, drawn into my mouth until she arched up off the table and got a fist in my hair to keep herself quiet.

“Sean.” Barely a sound. Half a warning and half the exact opposite of one.

I did not stop. I kissed lower, her ribs, her stomach, the crease of one hip, in no hurry at all, listening to her breathing climb and catch and her fighting to flatten it back down for the room. The inside of one thigh, slow, and then the other, working inward, her legs falling open for me like the rite was a permission she’d been waiting for an excuse to use, and by then she had lost the ability to keep words behind her teeth, just little bitten-off scraps of them.

“Oh God, Sean, you can’t, we can’t, we’re...”

And then I moved my mouth to her pussy, soft, barely a kiss, and the rest of the sentence dissolved into a single strangled sound she caught a half second too late against the back of her own hand.

For a moment I kept it like that, soft, almost chaste, just my mouth moving against her, because some careful part of me was still braced to be stopped, still waiting for the fist in my hair to pull me off her. It did not pull me off. It pulled me in.

That was when I understood how much I was going to get away with.

So I stopped being careful. I worked her clit with the flat of my tongue, slow and filthy and patient, finding the rhythm that made her breath stutter and then doing it until she shook, and she went to pieces by slow degrees with her hips pinned flat under my hands.

“Don’t stop.” Barely a sound. “Sean. Please. Don’t you dare stop.”

“Not planning on it,” I said, the words muffled against her, and she shivered at even that.

“Someone will hear,” she breathed, and her own hand flew up to cover her mouth, and nobody heard, because she did the muffling herself.

I stayed exactly where she needed me until she had no words left at all, just the fist in my hair and the hand crushed over her own face, and then she came against my mouth, her whole body curling up off the linen, shaking, behind a curtain, in the middle of the afternoon, in a room packed with cultists. It was, hand to God, the proudest moment of my time on Saltren.

“Swap now, loves,” Coral called over the curtain tops, bright and serene. “Offerers receive. Receivers offer. Let the tide turn.”

So we turned, and the nerves came flooding back into our little box all at once. I lay down on the table where she had just been, the linen still warm and damp from her, and she knelt up beside me, flushed and still wet from what I’d done to her, her thighs not quite closed, and she looked down at the fact of me, hard and bare and with nowhere on earth to hide it, and I watched her hesitate before she had even started.

“You ready?” she asked, which was my own line from a minute ago, handed back to me.

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” She didn’t move. Her eyes had dropped and fixed on my cock, and she said it again, lower, more to herself than to me. “Okay. Then I’ll... I’ll start kissing you.”

She made herself do it. She kissed my chest, once, and again, and worked her way down, slow, over my stomach, the trail of hair below it, until her mouth was an inch off me, and there she stopped. Just stopped, breathing.

Because there was a difference, I understood, between losing herself behind a curtain where no one could see and being the one bent over me with her head moving where a hundred people could do the arithmetic, and the brand, even now, even as gone as she was, would not let her be seen to be that. She had a limit, and the limit was being watched.

Coral’s head came around the edge of the curtain.

Of course it did. She had been reading the room the way she read everything, for exactly this, the hesitation, the soul gripping its own release.

“You’re clenching, lovely,” she said to my mother, gentle, stepping into our little stall and drawing the curtain shut behind her as though it were the most natural thing in the world. “I can see it. You’re so close to giving him this and you’re holding on. May I show you? It helps, sometimes, to watch it done without fear.”

And before either of us could find a single word, before I could make any sound that was language, Coral knelt down between my knees in her seafoam linen, calm as a woman demonstrating a yoga pose, and took my cock into her mouth.

I would like to report a complicated reaction to this. I did not have one. The reaction was extremely simple and I am not proud of it. Coral was good at it, with the same total unselfconscious commitment she brought to thanking lemon water, narrating nothing now, just showing, and my mother knelt frozen at her shoulder watching a serene young cult coordinator demonstrate, on the man she had raised, the exact thing she had just been too proud to do.

My mother’s eyes came up off the spectacle and found mine, and we just looked at each other over the top of Coral’s bent head, the single most surreal eye contact of my life.

“Is that...” she mouthed, barely any sound to it at all. “Is that okay?”

That she would ask. That, in the middle of all of this, she would stop and check.

“It is extremely okay,” I breathed back. “It is the most okay I have been in days. Please do not stop her on my account.”

And then Coral, who did everything with conviction, got lost in the conviction. I felt it happen, the moment the demonstration stopped being a demonstration, the moment the serene instructor went somewhere else behind her eyes and her hands tightened on my thighs and the whole rhythm of it turned from teaching into something she had stopped doing for anyone but herself. It lasted maybe four seconds before she caught it.

She came up off me fast, a bit of stickiness still on her lower lip, flushed for the first time I had ever seen her, the serenity cracked clean down the middle.

“There.” Breathless, rebranding in real time, her voice not quite her own. “You see. No fear. The body just knows. The energy in here is very high. Very high. I think the two of you should hold the rest of it. Finish tonight. When you’re alone, and you can really focus, with no distractions. Yes. That’s better. That’s the loving thing.”

She stood, smoothed the linen, would not look at either of us, and was gone through the curtain, fast, and the rite, for us, was over.

I sat on a spa table at full mast and abandoned, hungover, blown halfway to glory by a cult and then unplugged from the wall, while my mother stared at the swaying curtain Coral had vanished through with an expression I could not read at all.

We did not talk about it. We went to dinner, and to the evening circle, and back to the room with the thing Coral had started still live in the air between us, and I lay down on my side of the bed braced for the usual, the dark, the careful inch, the long nightly performance of two people falling asleep.

She left the light on.

That was the first thing that was different. She left the little warm lamp burning, and she did not lie down. She sat on the edge of the bed in the light, where she could see all of me and I could see all of her, and she looked at me for a long moment, and I watched her decide something behind her eyes.

“Coral said to finish it,” she said.

“Mom.” It came out as half a question.

“She did. She said it was the loving thing.”

“Coral says a lot of things. Most of them are printed on candles.”

“I know.” A breath of something that was almost a laugh. “I know exactly what Coral is. But I started something today, in front of all those people, and I lost my nerve, and a stranger had to step in and finish it for me. I’ve been thinking about that all day, and I find I cannot stand it.”

And then she stopped talking about it and moved. She came over me in the lamplight and put her mouth to my chest, picking up exactly where she had lost her nerve that afternoon, and this time she did not stop. She kissed down me, slow and deliberate, my chest, my stomach, the trail of hair below it, no curtain now and no hundred people and no nerve left to lose, just the warm lamp and the whole weight of her decision.

By the time her mouth reached the crease of my hip I had to say it.

“You don’t have to prove anything,” I said. “Not to her, not to the room, not to me.”

“I’m not doing it for her.” Her breath was warm against me. “Or for the rite. I want to know I can. I want to be a person who finishes what she starts.”

“That’s a very inspirational reason for a blowjob.”

She lifted her head, and there was something fierce in her face. “Don’t. Don’t call it that.”

“Okay.”

“It isn’t that.”

“Okay,” I said again, softer, because I could see how badly she needed it not to be that, needed it to be some other thing with a kinder name, and I was not going to be the one to take that from her. “It isn’t that.”

And whatever it was, whatever we were calling it or refusing to call it, I had run clean out of the patience to wait for the right word. I just needed it. Her mouth. Now.

She took me in her hand, and then her mouth.

The second her mouth closed over me a need went through me so vicious it frightened me. The whole day had wound me to a wire. The afternoon had left me primed and ringing and denied, and now it was her, finally her, doing it on purpose with the lights on and her eyes holding mine, and I tried to be still, tried to be good, and I managed it for about ten seconds.

Then my hips came up off the bed to meet her without asking me first.

She made a sound around me and took it, her palm flattening on my stomach, not to push me down but to steady the both of us, so I did it again, helpless, thrusting up into her mouth while she kept her eyes on mine, and she let me, she wanted me to, I could see it in her face.

“I’m not going to last,” I got out. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t come off me to answer. She hummed, low, a yes, and took me deeper, and that was the end of it.

I came in her mouth embarrassingly fast, the word breaking out of me before I could stop it, Mom, the one I was never supposed to say, and she stayed down and took all of it, her hand working me through every last pulse, and didn’t let go until I was wrung out and shaking and apologizing, actually apologizing, for how fast.

“Stop apologizing.” She came up, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I did that. I wanted to know I could, and I did.”

“You did extremely well,” I said to the ceiling, demolished. “Gold star. Straight to Diver. The tide is so proud of you.”

“Shut up, Sean.” But she was smiling now, properly, the first proper one in what felt like a week, and she very nearly meant it.

She lay down beside me after, in the lamplight, on top of the covers, not pretending. That was the part that took the floor out from under me. Not the act. The after. Every other time we had done this we had done it asleep, or close enough, and rebuilt the wall by morning and agreed without agreeing that the night had happened to two other people. This time she had turned the light on, and looked at me, and finished what she started on purpose, and now she was lying here with her head on my arm not pretending she wasn’t.


Chapter 20 — The Cure

@solena.rising

“The body isn’t the enemy, loves. We’re trained to fear it, to medicate it, to treat every signal it sends like a threat to be managed. But the body is only the tide, moving through you, asking to be trusted. I’m learning to stop bracing against my own and listen to it instead. Whatever it’s asking for, I’m going to believe it knows the way back to shore. Fear is the only thing that ever drowned anybody.”

(draft)

She was still there in the morning, and she hadn’t put the wall back up.

That was the thing I woke into and had to sit with. Every other morning we’d rebuilt it before our eyes were fully open, the cold inch, the door-closed voices, the shared decision to file the night under things that had happened to other people. This morning she was just there, on my arm, in the grey light, awake and not pretending to have slept through herself. She felt me surface and she didn’t move away. She turned her face up and looked at me, and the look was not the brand and it was not the dark, it was just Mom in the morning, and it should have terrified me more than it did.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“That happened.”

“It did.”

“I’m not going to talk about it,” she said, “but I wanted to be on record that I know it happened.”

“Noted for the minutes.”

She huffed something that was nearly a laugh and put her face back against my shoulder, and I lay there in the warm and let myself have it for one stupid minute, the weight of her, the easy domestic fact of her, the thing I’d stopped being able to tell apart from the thing I was supposed to be helping us escape. The island had a hundred ways to win and this was the one I never saw coming. Not the rites. Not the leash. This. A grey morning and a woman not bothering to lie to me, and me not wanting to be anywhere else.

I want it on the record too, since we’re keeping minutes, that for about a minute I forgot to be afraid of anything at all.

Then Coral rang the little chime down the path that meant the basin was wanted, and we got up, and got dressed not-quite-looking and quite-looking, and went down to find out what the tide had planned for us. It had planned a great deal. I just didn’t know it yet, which is the only mercy in the whole business, that you get to walk down to it not knowing.

They’d done the long room up for an occasion. The spa tables were gone and the trestles were back, dressed in the seafoam linen, and there were flowers, real ones, and the good light coming off the water, and the whole basin filing in bright-eyed and freshly breathed because Coral had teased a Beautiful Announcement at the dawn circle and the basin lived for a Beautiful Announcement.

Fathom and Calla were already at the long table when we came in, him filling his end of the bench the way a cello fills a room, her tucked under his arm, the two of them lit up like it was their anniversary. He lifted a big hand when he saw me and I went over because you could not not go over to Fathom.

“Squid,” he said, fond, because he’d decided weeks ago that the name was a gift and there was no telling him otherwise. “Sit with us. Something’s coming. Coral’s been smiling about it since yesterday, which means it’s either wonderful or it’s going to cost us, and at my age I’ve stopped being able to tell the two apart.”

“That’s the healthiest thing anyone’s said to me on this island,” I said, and sat.

“Don’t tell her I said it.” He patted Calla’s shoulder. “We’re very aligned this morning. Aren’t we, love.”

“He’s showing off because we made Swimmer,” Calla said, and beamed, and there it was, the thing the place did, two people in more debt than they’d clear in this life or the next, glowing because they’d been awarded a deeper word for it. “Two more locks open. He cried.”

“I welled,” Fathom said. “There’s a difference and it matters.”

My mother slid in beside me with her own bowl and her own glow, the public one, and said the warm right things to them, the held things, and I watched her do it and could no longer find the seam where the performance ended, which was a problem I’d been having for days and had decided, that morning, to stop poking at. We ate. The food was, as ever, infuriatingly good. And up at the front Coral clasped her hands and let the room quiet itself the way she did, by simply waiting, beaming, until everyone wanted to know.

“Beautiful souls,” she said. “The tide has given us something old this morning. Older than any of us. Older than Tidewell.”

A staffer wheeled out a cart with a cloth over it, and Coral lifted the cloth like a magician, and underneath were loaves. Dark, dense, round little loaves on a board, and beside them a row of seafoam jars, and the smell of them reached the table a second later, rich and toasted and good.

“The First Bread,” Coral said, with her whole heart. “Ground by hand from the oldest seed there is. This is what the first divers carried down into the Deep, loves, before the surface world taught us to be afraid of our own hunger. No additives. Nothing from a factory. Just the seed, and the salt, and the work of someone’s hands. We break it together this morning because a basin that eats from one loaf shares one tide.”

She broke a loaf with her hands, slow, reverent, and held the two halves up so the room could ooh, and they ooh’d.

“And because the tide provides,” she went on, brightening into the part I could have set my watch by, “it provides for the body and the brand both. You’ll find the spread on your accounts as Deepwater Seed Butter, forty a jar, because everything that nourishes you here can come home with you. But that’s for later. That’s surface talk. This morning we just eat.”

The loaves went down the trestles, hand to hand, each pair tearing a piece and passing it on, heads bowing over it. Communion with a price tag, which was the whole religion in one image, and a week ago I’d have done the math out loud to my mother under my breath and made her fight a smile. I tore my piece. I didn’t eat it, because I am constitutionally incapable of eating anything a cult hands me with that much ceremony, and my mother ate hers because she was being the best, and the loaf came to Fathom and Calla.

And Calla stopped.

She had the piece in her hand and she went still, and she leaned up to Fathom and said something low, and I caught the end of it.

“...there’s nuts in it, my love. It’s a nut bread. You can smell it.”

“I can,” Fathom said comfortably, and reached for his piece.

“Fathom.”

“Calla.”

“Your throat.” She had her hand on his wrist now, not making a thing of it, keeping her voice down for the table, the way you learn to when the thing you’re afraid of is also the thing the whole room has decided is holy. “We talked about this. We said we’d be careful with the new foods. You don’t know what’s in half of what they...”

“We did say that.” He covered her small hand with his big one, gentle, the cello gone soft. “And then I made Swimmer, and I had a think about what being careful has ever got me. Forty years of careful and a daughter who won’t pick up the phone. I gave them my fear at the door, love. I stood up at a Sitting and I handed Coral the little pen and I said, the tide is my medicine now, and the whole basin wept, do you remember. I’m not going to take the fear back over a piece of bread.”

He said all of it gently, without a scrap of unkindness, and that was the unbearable part. There was no fear in him to push against, only that warm settled certainty the place had poured into him.

“That was a gesture,” Calla said, and there was an edge climbing into her now, the first crack of it. “That was a beautiful gesture and they should never have let you, you stubborn old...”

“It wasn’t a gesture.” He smiled at her with his whole face. “Nothing here is a gesture. That’s the point of it.”

And he ate the bread. The whole piece, two unhurried bites, then he blotted his mouth with the seafoam napkin and folded it back into a neat triangle by his bowl, because a man does not let standards go just because the room’s gone spiritual.

I clocked it and waited to feel something. An alarm. Some animal sense. Nothing came, because what I was looking at was a large happy man eating a forty-dollar roll among flowers, and there is no instinct on earth calibrated for that, so I returned to the one spiritual discipline I’d actually mastered on Saltren, which was not eating mine.

It came on slow, the way they never warn you. Not a switch. A tide. He talked on a while, easy, mid-anecdote, and then he stopped and hooked a finger inside his collar like the morning had got close around him.

“Warm, that,” he said, thrilled. “There. Feel it? That’s the seed waking the gut. They said there’d be heat first.”

“Fathom.”

“No, it’s working, love. It’s properly working.” He cleared his throat, then again, harder, with the small frown of a man who’s mislaid a word mid-reach. “Bit of a tickle. Bit of a... oh. Oh, there’s a tightness. Here. That’s a lock, that. Calla, I think I’m opening a lock.”

He pressed his own chest, fascinated, a paying tourist at his own symptoms.

“That is not a lock.”

“It’s the third one. I can feel it’s the third.” And here some part of the man, God rest him, began to compete. “Pearl took a fortnight to reach her third. I’ve done it over breakfast.”

“You are not winning anything, you ridiculous old man, you are going purple.”

And I’ll give Fathom this, he greeted the first wrong note in his own voice like an old friend at the door. The cello had gone, swapped for a thin climbing whistle that did not belong inside a person, and he heard it, I watched him hear it, and where a wiser man would have been screaming for help, Fathom only lit up, because he had been promised exactly this. A body giving up what it had gripped for years. And here it came, bang on schedule, ahead of schedule, faster than Pearl, and who was he to take that off the tide.

“Is Coral seeing this,” he wheezed, radiant, and darkening as he said it. “Somebody fetch Coral. I want her to see it. Forty years, love. Look how much there was.”

“Stop it, help him.” Calla had both fists in his linen now, hauling him toward her like she could drag him back out the front of himself. “Squid. SQUID. He’s not purging, he’s allergic, he’s gone into something, where’s the...”

And here is where the island did the thing the island does, the thing I will be explaining to people for the rest of my life and never quite landing. The basin did not panic. The basin got jealous.

Because they had a frame for this. They had a frame for everything, and the frame for a large man going purple and clawing at his own throat in the middle of the First Bread was not heart attack, and it was not allergy, it was achievement. The loaf doing its work. Stagnant water coming up and out the way Coral had promised it would, and the faces around the trestles turned toward Fathom not in fear but in the soft hungry awe of a room watching somebody else win the raffle.

“Look at him go,” someone breathed, two seats down. Actually breathed it. Reverent.

“He’s purging,” said another. “Bless him. He’s really letting it move.”

“That has to be years.” A third, a woman who’d plainly spent a fortnight straining to bring up something half this size and did not love watching a newcomer manage it over breakfast. “I have never released anything like that.”

And Fathom got the one thing he’d asked for, because Coral came down the room glowing, glowing, drawn to the biggest breakthrough in the place like a moth to a closing throat, and put her hands out toward him the way you’d approach a warm hearth.

“Oh, Fathom,” she said, thick with feeling. “Oh, look at you. Don’t fight it, love. Let it rise. The body’s giving up something it’s held for years, you can see it, can’t everyone see it. Breathe with him, basin. Help him carry it. Draw it down and out.”

And they did. They began to breathe. A hundred people, in through the nose and out through the mouth, the long communal Drawing Down they did at dawn, turned now on a man whose airway was sealing shut, breathing for him, at him, around him, a soft tidal hum filling the bright room while Fathom went the colour of a bruise and his eyes rolled white with the effort of pulling air through a straw that wasn’t there anymore.

I was on my feet. I don’t remember standing.

“He’s not purging.” My voice came out flat and far too loud against the humming, and a few of the nearest faces turned to me with that gentle reproach, the one you’d give a man talking in church. “He’s having an allergic reaction. This isn’t a feeling, this is his throat, look at him.”

“Squid.” Coral said it so kindly. She didn’t even stop smiling. She laid one hand on my arm and the warmth of it made my skin crawl. “I can hear how frightened you are. I can. The body in distress frightens the parts of us that haven’t healed yet, and that’s alright. But fear is the loudest stagnant water there is, and right now Fathom needs the room calm, not afraid. Breathe with us. Trust the tide that brought him this far.”

“The tide is not a paramedic.” I pulled my arm out of her hand. “He needs an epipen. He, very obviously, can’t breathe.”

“The salt room.” Calla was crying now, holding her husband’s huge head as he sagged off the bench, his hands gone clumsy and clawing at his own collar. “They took it at intake, it’s in the salt room with everything, it’s behind the lock, I told him, I told him...”

The salt room. Of course it was. The same door, the same lock, the same gleaming deadbolt I’d put my shoulder to in the dark a week ago looking for two passports. Behind it, all this time, in among the documents and the watches and the wedding rings of a hundred surrendered lives, the thing that would have saved him in four seconds, kept dry, kept safe, kept from him.

They didn’t even have to take it from his hand. He gave it to them. He stood up in front of everyone and handed over the one object on earth keeping him alive and they wept with pride and put it in a box, and Caspian’s voice came back to me from the storm, smooth and warm and a half-degree wrong, you will not need their needles, and I understood that I was watching the sentence land.

It was the exact instinct my father died of. The certainty that the man in the white coat was the con and the official answer was the one to fear, that the body would heal what the spirit permitted if you only believed hard enough and bought the right jar. I’d inherited the suspicion and used it to see through this place, and here it was on the other side of the equation, the same distrust pointed all the way down into a man’s open throat, and it had a hundred people breathing him peacefully toward the floor.

“Get the door open.” I was looking for someone, anyone, with a key, and the only faces I found were serene. “Someone open the salt room. The pen is right there. He is dying in front of you and the cure is forty feet away behind a lock you put on it.”

“He isn’t dying, Squid.” Coral, still gentle, gentle as a hand on a fevered head, and the worst of it was that she believed it, she believed it all the way down, you could see there was no floor to it. “No one dies here. That’s not how the tide works. The body knows the way home.”

And I looked at her looking at me, certain and kind and absolutely sealed, and I knew there was no sentence in any language that was going to get through, and I stopped wasting them on her.

Calla was on the floor with him now. He’d gone down off the bench and she’d gone with him, his head in her lap, and he wasn’t clawing at his collar anymore, which was worse, his hands had gone loose and his lips had gone blue at the edges and the whistling had thinned to almost nothing, almost quiet, the terrible quiet of a man with no breath left to make a sound with, and she was bent over his face saying his name into it over and over like she could call him back up the way they called the tide.

My mother had not moved. I clocked it in the corner of everything, the way you clock the one still thing in a moving room. She was standing at the trestle with her piece of the loaf still in her hand and her face had gone past the brand, past Deb, past anything I had a name for, just white and frozen and wide, watching a man fight for air at a breakfast table while the room hummed him a lullaby. And then she moved, and she moved toward me, not toward the breathing, toward me, the way you move toward the one other person in a burning building who can see the fire, and she got my sleeve in her fist and said, low and cracked, the first thing either of us had said in our own voices in front of the basin in a week.

“Sean. Do something. He’s actually...”

“I know.”

“They’re not going to. They’re just going to let him. They think it’s beautiful.”

“I know.”

And while I stood there with her hand fisted in my sleeve and nothing in my own two hands, something happened at the back of the room that I would not understand the shape of until much later, and clocked at the time only as the one wrong note in the choir.

The Keeper left.

She’d been standing at the rear the way she always stood, gray and still and apart, watching the whole thing with that stillness that never gave anything up. And where every other soul in the room was leaning in toward the miracle, breathing, glowing, she turned, fast, and went out the side door at a clip that had nothing mystical in it whatsoever, a woman with somewhere to be, and through the window I caught her crossing the deck with a phone already at her ear. Not the seafoam app. A phone. Held to her face and her mouth moving, urgent and clipped, and her free hand cutting the air the way you do when you are giving an address to someone who needs it fast.

I didn’t have time to do anything with it. I filed it the way Don taught me to file things, the face a person makes the second they think the camera’s off, and I turned back to the floor where a man was fighting to breathe.

What I did then I did badly, because I am not a doctor and nobody in that room would help me. I got down next to Calla and I got Fathom flat and tipped his big head back to open whatever was left of the airway, the one thing I half-remembered from a poster in a school corridor, and I told Calla to keep talking to him because I had nothing better to offer her than that, and I put the heel of my hand on the centre of his chest and pushed, and counted, and pushed, while a hundred aligned souls stood over us breathing in slow grateful unison and a girl with a clipboard explained to them in a voice like warm milk that what they were witnessing was a soul touching the very floor of itself and choosing to rise.

He was not rising. Under my hands he had gone slack and grey and terribly far away.

And then the room changed. Not because of anything Coral did. Because of a sound from outside, low at first and then not low at all, a hard mechanical chop coming in off the water and growing, beating down on the roof and the deck and the careful flowers, throwing the linen flat, a sound from the surface world they swore they had no need of, arriving anyway, uninvited, enormous, and the whole basin lifted its serene faces toward the ceiling as a helicopter came down out of the clear blue sky three days after the storm and put itself on the lawn.

They came in fast and loud and graceless and wonderful, two of them in jackets with reflective stripes, dragging a hard orange bag, and they did not breathe at Fathom and they did not ask about his tide. They put a needle in his thigh through his linen trousers inside four seconds of reaching him, the way it was always supposed to take, and then a mask over his face with a bag they squeezed, and they said sharp ordinary words to each other over his body, numbers, drugs, a count, the plain unlovely language of people whose entire job is that the body does not, in fact, know the way home, and has to be shown.

The basin watched the surface world save the man the tide had nearly killed, and did not blink, and rebranded it in real time.

“Do you feel that,” Coral said, into the downdraft, lit up, her voice raised for once because even she couldn’t out-serene a rotor. “Do you feel how held he is. The tide reaches everywhere, loves. It reaches all the way up into the sky and it sends down exactly what’s needed. Look what it sent him. Look how loved he is.”

They got Fathom onto the board and strapped and lifted, and somewhere in it one of them said something to the other about a pulse, and a rhythm, flat and unexcited, the way they said everything, and it was the best run of words I had heard all morning, because it meant the needle and the mask and the ugly ordinary competence of them had caught him, and that he was still in there.

They carried him out across the flattened grass with Calla running alongside holding the rail of the board and one of them turned and said something to her I couldn’t hear and she shook her head and said something back and I caught the shape of it off her mouth, my passport, it’s in the salt room, I haven’t got my passport, and the rotor ate the rest, and they could not take her, or would not, and she stood on the lawn in the hurricane of it with her hands pressed to her mouth as they lifted her husband up into the sky without her.

He went up alive. I want that part recorded accurately, because for a long ten minutes that morning I had been sure he wouldn’t. The last I saw of Fathom he was a strapped shape rising into a clear sky with a mask over his face and a stranger watching a monitor at his side, going somewhere with real machines and real medicine and people whose entire job was keeping him on the right side of the line, and then the helicopter tipped and went out over the water the way everything left this island, fast, and was a dot, and was nothing, and the sound of it thinned and the careful quiet of the basin came flooding back in to fill the space where it had been.

The flowers were flat. The linen was everywhere. Calla was a small heap on the grass and two of the gentle ones were already crouched over her, breathing, telling her how loved she was, how loved he was, how the tide had held them both, and she let them, because what else was there on a rock in the sea, and that was the worst thing I saw all day, and I’d watched a man stop breathing over breakfast.

My mother was beside me. At some point her hand had found mine and neither of us had decided it, the body doing what the body did, and she was holding it hard enough to hurt and staring at the empty patch of flattened grass where the helicopter had been, and she wasn’t performing anything, there was no one left in her running the brand, there was just Deb, white to the lips, watching the place she’d been telling a hundred thousand strangers would teach her to stop being afraid.

Coral clapped her hands, once, softly, a woman calling a room gently back to itself.

“What a morning the tide gave us,” she said, and meant it, and they turned their faces to her the way flowers do. “Let’s hold the basin steady, loves. Fathom’s exactly where he needs to be. Shall we finish the bread?”


Chapter 21 — The Merging

@solena.rising

“I kept a piece of myself back my whole life, loves. A hand on the wheel, a foot by the door, something always held in reserve in case the world did what the world does. I’m done with that. Today I give the tide all of it. Nothing kept dry. Nothing held out of the water. You cannot merge with one hand still gripping the shore, so I am letting go of the shore, and I am going all the way under, and I have never in my life felt safer. Come down with me. All the way down.”

(draft)

By lunchtime it was as though the morning had never happened.

This is the part people cannot hold when I tell it, because it is not how shock is supposed to work, and that is exactly the point. It was not shock. It was weather. A front had come through at breakfast and now it had blown itself out and the basin had dried off in the sun.

The trestles were wiped. The flowers that survived the rotor were back in their jars. A hundred rested people moved through the bright rooms breathing their gratitude at the windows, and if you had walked in at noon you would never have guessed that four hours earlier a man had gone the colour of a plum on the floor of it while the room hummed him a lullaby.

I asked after Fathom. I want that on the record, because nobody else did.

“He’s exactly where the tide meant him to be,” Coral said, luminous, and patted my hand, and that was the entire report, then and ever after, because no helicopter was coming back to file one and no phone in that compound was going to ring with news the app hadn’t pre-approved.

He had gone up into the sky and clean off the island, and the basin closed over the gap behind him without a ripple, as smoothly as it closed over everything.

Calla wasn’t at lunch. Resting, someone said, with the soft voice that means sedated, and I thought about going to find her, and I didn’t, because I had nothing to hand her that the room wouldn’t reframe before it landed.

And then, because the day always moved on, the day moved on to the Merging.

I had known it was coming. We had been climbing toward it the whole obscene week, Coral dangling it like a graduation, and now it was due. The last rung. Deepwater work, the deepest the pairs went, and on the far side of it sat Diver, and on the far side of Diver sat the passports and the ferry and the rest of our lives.

My mother wanted the crown. I wanted the door. The Merging was the toll for both, and it fell due that afternoon, and a man collapsing over breakfast had not moved it by so much as an hour.

There was something almost clarifying about that. The place would not even pause for one of its own carried off the floor on a stretcher. It certainly was not going to pause for my feelings.

“We do it, we make Diver, we’re gone,” I said to her, low, on the path down. The old argument, except there was no argument left in it. “One more. Then we walk onto the next ferry like people.”

“One more,” she said, and didn’t look at me.

She’d been like that since the helicopter, somewhere I couldn’t reach, the brand gone but Deb not quite surfaced in its place, just a quiet white space where one of them usually stood. I told myself it was the morning. I told myself a lot of things on the path down.

They held the Merging in a room I hadn’t been in, deep in the bath house, low and warm and windowless, the walls hung with the everywhere linen and the only light coming off candles in little dishes of seawater, dozens of them, so the whole room moved.

It was, I will give them this, beautiful. Tidewell was always beautiful at the exact moment it was about to cost you the most.

There were stalls around the walls, six or seven of them, three soft walls of hanging linen each and an open front, one to a pair, the advanced ones, the near-Diver couples. The air was thick and close and warm as blood, and Coral stood at the head of the room in her white, her hands folded and her face soft with occasion.

“The deepest work there is,” she said, when we’d settled. “Most of you have waited a long time to be asked into this room. You’re here because your tides are ready to stop being two.”

Our stall was at the back. An attendant followed us in to take our robes as they came off, brisk and unbothered, the way you’d collect coats at a party, and then she was gone through the open front and it was just the two of us in the moving candlelight, a room full of soft murmur a few feet off through the cloth, undressing, again.

We had done this once before, in the Tasting stall, fast and furtive with our eyes nailed to the middle distance, and I had told myself that time that the not-looking was the decent thing. I knew better now. So, it turned out, did she.

I got my shirt up over my head, and there was no high-minded place left to put my eyes, so I put them on her, and found she had already put hers on me. Neither of us did the polite flinch this time, the snap back to the candles, the sudden consuming interest in our own folded clothes. We just looked, and got caught, and kept looking, and I felt the heat go up the back of my neck and watched it go up her chest at the same time.

I am not going to pretend I was above it. We were a foot apart in a cult’s spa room, scheduled and clipboarded and about to be graded on it, and none of that reached me, because she reached down and drew what she slept in up over her head, slower than the job needed, and let me watch her do it.

My mother, bare in the candlelight a foot from me, watching me watch her, not minding, and making sure I could see she did not mind. Her breasts full and heavy and finally in the open in good light instead of the stolen dark, the soft weight of them, the nipples drawn tight in the warm air. The dip of her waist and the flare of her hips below it. The dark between her legs I had lately come to know with more than my eyes. A flush coming up her chest and her throat that the warm room had nothing to do with.

I was hard before either of us had gone near the oil, and she clocked it, her gaze dropping and snagging and climbing back to my face, and what was in it was not the brand and was not nerves, it was the same thing that was in mine. The truth of the whole afternoon arrived a good hour early, which was that somewhere on those stairs the two of us had quietly stopped pretending we did not want exactly this.

“The oil is Deepwater,” Coral said, warm, going stall to stall and ladling it into cupped hands. “Pressed here, blessed here. It’s on your accounts at sixty, but don’t bring the number into the room, the tide doesn’t deal in numbers. You’ll work it into each other. Everywhere. Leave nothing dry. The merge can’t happen across skin that’s still holding itself separate.”

She poured a warm measure into my hands, and a second into my mother’s, and moved on, serene, to oil the next doomed pair, and left the two of us standing there slick-handed and bare and entirely out of excuses.

“Don’t make the face,” my mother breathed.

“I’m not making a face.”

“You’re making the face.”

“This is just my face now. You did this to it.”

So we began, because the alternative was Coral coming back to demonstrate, and we had both learned in this very building where that road went.

I put my oiled hands on my mother and started to work it into her the way the rite asked, her shoulders, her arms, down her back, and she did the same to me, the two of us going at it with the grim efficiency of people assembling furniture against a deadline, not looking, jaws set, professional.

For about a minute it held. For about a minute it was just a chore, two adults oiling each other in a warm room because a cult required it, and I thought, with the last clear thought I would have for some time, that we might actually get through this one on competence alone.

Then my slick hand went down the curve of her and her breath changed, and competence left the building.

Because there is no oiling a body you have spent a week and a half learning in the dark and keeping it a chore. My hands knew her now. They knew the dip of her waist and the weight of her and the exact place at the small of her back that made her go still, and the oil turned every pass of them into a slow glide with no friction left to hide behind, and I felt her hands on me lose their efficiency at the same moment mine did, slowing, lingering, stopping being a job.

We were very devout about the parts we were not allowed to touch. I oiled the whole inside of her arm and stopped at the shoulder. I worked slow circles over her stomach and her ribs and the soft underside of each breast, around them and never quite onto them, thorough as a man detailing a car, leaving the one place my hands actually wanted to be a careful unworshipped island in the middle of all that worship. She did the same to me, long reverent passes up my thighs that died at the crease and started again somewhere safe, her palms flat on my hips and her thumbs holding an inch from where they were plainly headed, the two of us lavishing attention on the suburbs of the thing and pretending the thing wasn’t there.

It could not hold, because that kind of care is its own confession. My thumb caught the edge of her nipple on a pass that had no business being that high, and I felt it draw tight and felt her breath snag, and I did not apologize and I did not take it back. I did it again, slower, on purpose, watching her face. Her oiled hand slid off my hip and closed around my cock, once, slow and filthy with the oil, then remembered itself and went back to safe ground, except it went back lighter and left sooner and found its way home again. The slips stopped being slips. A graze became a cup, a cup became a stroke, and the polite fiction that we were oiling each other for the tide dissolved, and we were just two people in a cloth box in the candlelight with our slick hands openly, unmistakably on each other.

Neither of us said anything. The room was full of soft sounds by then, the wet quiet of a dozen pairs oiling each other into one current, and that cover was the only thing letting us get away with it.

“This is the most insane thing we have ever done,” she whispered, very low, working oil down my chest.

“By a distance,” I said. “And we have a deep bench.”

“Don’t joke.”

“It’s joke or scream, Mom. I’ve chosen.”

“Then choose quieter.” But her hands had gone slow and certain on me, and her breath had dropped into the register I knew from the dark, and the word Mom hung there in the warm air between us doing what it always did, which was make the whole thing worse and better at once.

“All the way down now, loves,” Coral called, drifting between the stalls, her voice gone dreamy. “Lie together. Full length. Let the oil bring you to one skin. Don’t rush the tide. Let it rise on its own.”

So we lay down on the mat together, oiled and bare and full length, my mother on her back and me coming down over her the way the pairs around us were folding together. And the second the whole slick length of her came against the whole slick length of me the last of the chore burned off and there was just this. Her under me, warm and bare and breathing wrong. Her oiled breasts flattening against my chest, slick and heavy and shifting with every breath she took. The soft give of her stomach against mine. Her knees coming up on either side of me, not a decision, just her body making room, and my cock hard against the inside of her thigh, the oil turning even that into something obscene, a slow wet drag of skin on skin with nothing in the world left between us.

No clothes. No clay. No dark to pretend we were asleep in. Nothing. Just oil and the rule.

“Sean.” Barely a breath. “We are right at the edge of something we can’t take back.”

“I know exactly where we are.”

“Then move your hips back.”

“You first.”

Neither of us moved back. That was the whole truth of it, said and done in the same second.

She had her hands flat on my back and she was not pushing me away, she was holding me there, and I had my face in her neck and my hips fitted to hers and I was moving, slow, the long oiled slide of me against her, against the heat of her, and she was rocking up to meet it, both of us breathing like the rite was a thing that hurt.

“We have to stop,” she whispered, and rolled her hips up into me.

“Should I stop?”

“No. God. Don’t you dare.” Then, a second later, agonized, “We have to stop.”

This was the conversation, such as it was, conducted an inch from each other’s mouths in a room full of murmuring cultists, the two of us saying we couldn’t and we mustn’t and we have to stop while neither of us stopped anything, every no a no with its hips moving, the most honest dishonest thing I have ever been part of.

The oil made it relentless. There was no catch, no friction, no point where the body got to rest, just the long slick glide of me against her over and over, finding the heat of her and dragging across it, and her getting wetter under the oil until I couldn’t tell the two apart, and her thighs falling open wider on each pass like the rule was a formality she’d stopped believing in.

“Look at me,” she breathed.

I lifted my head. The brand was gone. Deb was gone too. There was just her, my mother, wrecked and oiled and open under me in the candlelight, looking up at me with no mask left of any kind, and that was the most naked either of us had ever been, more than the bodies, and I understood we were past the place where a person stops.

“I can’t keep not having this,” she whispered, and it wasn’t to the room and it wasn’t the rite and it wasn’t deniable, it was the truest thing she’d ever said to me. “I can’t, Sean. I have tried.”

“Then don’t.”

And I shifted, and she tilted her hips up to me at the same moment, the two of us moving as one current in the one way the rite had never intended, and the head of me notched against her, right there, right where a week and a half of dark had never let me go, the rule the only thing left in the entire world holding the line.

“Sean.” A warning and a plea welded into one word.

“I know.”

“We can’t. Not that. Anything but that.”

“I’m not.” I was shaking with not. “I won’t.”

And then the tide came up in both of us at once and took the decision somewhere neither of us was sitting, and I pushed, just slightly, just past where I had any right to, and the tip of me slipped inside her.

For one second I was in her. Actually in her, the heat of it closing around the head of me, both of us going rigid and silent with the enormity of the line we had just put a foot over, her nails biting into my back and a sound breaking out of her that she crushed against my shoulder, one second of the thing we were never, ever allowed.

Then the oil that had made the whole thing possible took it away again. I shifted to get more of the angle and there was nothing to grip, everything slick, and I slid off her and out and against the wet of her thigh instead, and the loss of that single second of heat was so total that it finished me on the spot.

I came against her, all of it, every denied drop of the whole obscene week, on her stomach and her thighs and the oiled join of her, helpless, shaking, my face in her neck and the word breaking out of me before I could stop it, the one I was never supposed to say, low and wrecked against her skin.

“Mom.”

And she held me through it with both arms locked around my back, taking all of it on her body, her breath ragged in my ear, neither of us asleep, neither of us pretending, both of us having just discovered exactly where the bottom was by going one inch past it.

“Beautifully done, loves.” Coral’s voice, soft as a closing door, from somewhere above and behind me. “And let the tide recede.”

I had forgotten the room. That is what the rite does, it lets you forget the room, right up until it needs you to remember it.

I lifted my head and the candlelight swam and there was Coral, serene, hands folded, looking down at the two of us tangled and spent and over the line with an expression of pure professional pride, and around us the other pairs were already drawing apart at her word, breathing, unhurried, surfacing from their own merges like swimmers, and we had to do the same.

We had to peel ourselves off each other and lie back panting on our separate halves of one mat and let a young woman congratulate us, in front of everyone, for the realest and least permitted thing we had ever done.

“That,” Coral said to the room at large, glowing, “is what it looks like when two tides forget they were ever two. Do you feel how high the basin is right now? That’s them. That’s this pair. The Keeper is going to hear about this one. You held the crest and you did not fall. After today, loves, there is only Diver.”

She crouched between us, radiant, and laid a hand on each of our oiled shoulders.

And there it was. We had been brought to the precise edge of the only thing we actually wanted, we had gone a single inch over it, and at the exact second it became real the cult had reached in and called it finished and handed us a gold star for stopping, and the worst part, the part I will carry, was that we had not stopped.

We had been stopped. By an inch of oil and a girl with a serene voice and a rule we hadn’t broken so much as run straight into. Left wound and spent and one re-angle away from everything, and told we’d done beautifully, and that the prize for it was a deeper word.

We dressed without speaking. There was a basin of warm water and soft cloths by the door, for after, because of course there was, and we cleaned the oil and the rest of it off in silence with the other glowing pairs, and walked back up to the room in a quiet that had stopped being the comfortable kind somewhere on the stairs.

I thought, the whole way up, that we would get to the room and fall on each other. That the rite had finally broken the last of it and we would shut the door and finish, properly, the thing the oil had stolen, and that some enormous unspeakable line would be behind us by dark. I was so sure of it that I was already braced for it, already gone soft and stupid with wanting it, the way you do.

I had it completely wrong.

She got to the room ahead of me and by the time I’d shut the door she had crossed to the far side of it, her back to me, her arms wrapped around herself, and when she turned around the white space where Deb had been all afternoon had something in it now, and it was fear.

“That can’t happen again,” she said.

“Mom.”

“Don’t.” She put a hand up. “Don’t Mom me, not right now, I can’t. That, today, what we, what nearly.” She couldn’t get a clean sentence out and she kept trying. “That was not the rite, Sean. Do you understand me. Every other time I could tell myself it was the rite, it was the dark, it was the exercise, it was the clay, it was a thing that happened to us. Today there was no rite. There was an inch of nothing and a rule and we went straight for the rule like we’d been waiting for the excuse. You were inside me.”

“For a second.”

“You were inside me.” Her voice cracked clean down the middle on it. “And I let you. I pulled you in. I have run out of ways to tell myself that wasn’t me.”

“So stop telling yourself it wasn’t.” I crossed toward her and she stepped back, and that stopped me cold, because she had never once in two weeks stepped back from me. “Mom. Look at what this is. We can just say what it is.”

“No.” Fast and frightened. “No, we cannot, because if we say it then it’s real and if it’s real then I am a woman who, with the boy I, with Rainer’s, with you. I raised you. I packed your lunches. And I cannot stand here in this terrible room and feel what I felt down there and have both of those things be true at once. I won’t survive it. So it has to have been the rite, it has to, let it have been the rite.”

She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes.

“It wasn’t the rite.” I said it gently, because I could see what it was doing to her, and I said it anyway, because it was the truest thing I had and she deserved one true thing in this place even if it was the one that broke her. “You know it wasn’t.”

And she looked at me with her whole face open and ruined, and for one second I thought she was going to cross the room and let it be true.

Then she chose the other thing.

I watched her do it, the way I’d watched Fathom press his own chest and call the closing of his throat a lock. I watched her take all of it, the fear and the wanting and the impossible arithmetic of us, and pour it somewhere it would be safe, somewhere with a frame already built to hold it, somewhere that would tell her she was chosen and clean and rising instead of whatever she was afraid she was.

“Coral said after today there’s only Diver,” she said, and her voice had changed. The white space was filling back up, and not with Deb. “I’m going to make Diver.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have, Sean.” She wouldn’t look at me now. “I’m going to be so good at this. I’m going to go all the way down. And you should too, because it’s the only way either of us gets off this rock, and because down there it doesn’t have to mean anything. Down there it’s just the work.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“I’m going to. I don’t know how I’ll live with myself after this if I don’t.”

She lay down on her own side of the bed in her clothes with her back to me and the lamp off, and rebuilt in one motion the wall I thought we had finally torn down for good, and left me standing in the middle of the room with the oil still in my hair and the truth still in my mouth and nobody to give it to.

I lay down eventually. On my own side. The cold foot of sheet was back between us, except it wasn’t pretending to be anything now, it was just the distance, and on the far side of it my mother lay very still and very awake, climbing away from me in the dark toward the one thing on the island that would never ask her to admit what she wanted, and I understood that the cult had finally found the one rung high enough to take her all the way out of my reach.

Not the passports. Not the leash. This. It had let us get within an inch of each other and then handed her a reason to run, and she had taken it, because the cult was the only thing on Saltren that hurt less than the truth.

We did not touch.

For the first time since the night the storm tried to drown us, we lay there and did not drift, and I lay awake on my cold scrap of sheet and missed the weight of her from two feet away, which was a new and specialized kind of hell I had not previously been issued.


Chapter 22 — Deepwater

@solena.rising

“They called me a Diver today, loves. I came to this island a woman who counted her worth in strangers and numbers and the next thing she had to sell, and today I left the shallows for good. I’ve stopped begging the surface world to tell me I’m enough. The tide tells me now, and the tide doesn’t lie and the tide doesn’t leave. If you have ever felt like you were going under, hear me. You were never drowning. You were finding out how deep you go. Come down with me.”

9,214 likes

The Merging bought us three days I don’t have a better word for than the slow part of a goodbye.

We didn’t fight. That was the worst of it. I had braced for the cold war, the two-duvet border, the furious whispers, all the old machinery, and instead we got something gentler and far worse, which was kindness.

She’d hand me the good coffee at breakfast without being asked. I’d save her the bench seat with the view. We moved around the little room being careful with each other the way you’re careful with a person you’ve already started missing, and neither of us said the thing the carefulness was made of, which was that one of us was leaving.

It was, I realized somewhere in there, exactly how it had felt the summer before I left for school, back when I still thought I was going to be a person who finished things. Those last weeks with the girlfriend I had then, both of us suddenly tender, both of us pretending the calendar wasn’t a calendar, loving each other hardest right at the end because the end was what made it safe.

We were doing that. Two people drifting closer precisely because we both knew it was ending, getting the warmth in while the getting was good.

Except she wasn’t leaving for a different school. She was going under, on purpose, with both hands, and getting praised for it daily.

Because the other thing those three days were was Solena becoming the best Diver candidate the island had ever processed. She’d told me she would and she meant it. She was first to every circle. She wept on cue at the right transmissions and laughed the brand laugh at the right coaches and said held and flow and the work without a flicker of the old irony, and the basin ate her up, and Coral floated around her like a proud agent watching a client finally break.

I watched my mother turn herself into exactly the thing they wanted, beautifully, completely, and I understood it was not for them. It was for the Merging. It was so she would never have to stand in a quiet room again and feel what we’d felt on that mat. The cult was a very large, very expensive place to hide from one specific afternoon, and she had checked in.

They turned her on the morning of the third day.

The ceremony was the whole grift at full volume, and I had meant to watch it the way I’d watched the last one with Brooke, from a clinical remove, because I’d seen the machine do this once already and I knew the choreography cold by now. I knew where the tears came and who cued them. The wonder had worn off me weeks ago.

I had not accounted for it being her.

Silk. Flowers nobody on a remote island had any business having. The basin in a half-moon on the good lawn, glowing, and a chair done up like a throne for a religion that officially didn’t believe in chairs. They walked her out in white with her hair down and her face doing the thing her face did for a lens, the serene luminous thing, the no-makeup makeup of the soul, and a hundred people made the sound a crowd makes when it has agreed in advance to be moved.

I stood in the half-moon where a partner stands, and I clapped, and I smiled, and I performed the proudest day of my fake life. Naia read from the little seafoam book, in the hush they all dropped into for it.

“Above the waterline there is only weather,” she read. “Below the tide swim the creatures of your heart, and they have always known the way down. Go to them. Be known.”

The basin breathed the last of it back at her in pieces, one current.

Then Coral cried, genuinely, the way she did everything, and brought my mother to the front, and pitched her voice to the holy register.

“Solena, love. Tell us what you’re leaving in the shallows.” The crowd went still around it. “Say it to the water. The water will take it, and you’ll never have to carry it again.”

This was the part where Brooke had babbled, gratitude pouring out of her with no bottom to it. I braced for the same.

Solena opened her mouth. And stopped.

It cannot have lasted two seconds, and nobody else in that half-moon caught it, because nobody else had spent fifteen years watching this exact face decide what to sell. I caught it. Serenity flickered at the edges, the way a feed flickers when the signal drops, and for half a breath the woman under it was not sure. Deb, in a ring of strangers, about to give away the last thing that was only ever hers, and not at all certain she could.

Her eyes came up off Coral and went out across the crowd and found mine, the way they had found mine in every charged moment since the ferry, and there was a question in them so bare it stopped my breath. I don’t know what it was. Tell me not to. Tell me it’s real. Tell me you’ll stay if I don’t. Something.

She looked at me from up there and asked me something with her whole uncovered face, and I stood in my fake partner’s place with my hands useless at my sides and no idea which answer would save her and no right to give a single one.

And then I watched her put it away.

I watched her decide, in real time, with her eyes still on mine, that the doubt was a thing she could not afford and the water was a thing she could. The flicker smoothed. Deb went back under and Solena closed over her, complete, and the worst of it was how little effort it seemed to cost, fifteen years of practice doing in one breath what should have taken a reckoning.

She turned back to Coral. She smiled the radiant smile.

“I’m leaving the woman who spent her whole life waiting to be chosen,” she said, and her voice did not shake at all. “The one who measured herself against strangers on social media and came up short every single time. She can stay in the shallows. I don’t need her anymore. The tide chose me, and the tide feels good.”

The basin wept. Coral wept. It was, by every measure the island had, beautiful. They draped my mother in the deepwater blue they saved for the rank and breathed her name, the island one, the gorgeous one, never Deb, never once Deb, and she stood up there lit from every side and completely adored.

And I clapped, because that was the job. And somewhere behind the clapping a small specific thing in my chest folded over and stayed folded, because I had just watched the one person who ever really knew me look me dead in the eye and choose, on purpose, to stop.

She found me after, flushed and shining, still half up in it.

“Did you see?” she said.

“Whole island saw, Mom. That was sort of the design.”

“Don’t.” But she was too high to land the warning. She took my hands, both of them, in front of everyone, the perfect Tide Pair. “Sean. Listen. Divers can come and go. That’s the rank. They trust us now. We can go to the mainland, we can come back, we’re not, we don’t have to be stuck here anymore. Do you understand what I just bought us?”

And there it was, the thing she needed it to mean, held out to me with both hands. She believed it. Or she was working very hard to, which on this island had stopped being a different thing.

“Yeah,” I said. “I understand exactly what you bought.”

She heard the shape of it and not the weight, because she couldn’t afford the weight, and she squeezed my hands and went to be congratulated by people who’d known her three weeks and loved her more loudly than I ever had out loud, and I went to find Coral, because I had finally made up my own mind about something.

I found her by the salt room, of course, where the documents slept.

“Squid!” she chirped. “What a day. What a tide. You must be so proud of your love.”

“I’d like my passport,” I said. “Please.”

I had rehearsed it like a man rehearses a thing he expects to have to fight for. I had the arguments loaded, the leverage, the threats I didn’t have. I was braced for the serene wall, the reframe, the that’s your stagnant water talking, the soft bottomless no.

Coral tilted her head, and something moved across her face that I had never once seen there, which was mild surprise.

“Of course,” she said.

“...Of course.”

“It’s yours, silly. It’s always been yours.” She was already turning to the door with its gleaming wrong deadbolt, already fishing the key from the ring at her waist, chatting. “We keep them dry, that’s all. People get so attached to the idea that we’re keeping them, and we never are, the door’s never been locked from your side, only from the weather. You can have it whenever you like. Most people just stop wanting it.”

She came back out and put it in my hand, my own face staring up at me from a worse year, and patted my arm. “There. Was that what was sitting on you? You should have said. Pleasant tides, Squid.”

And she beamed at me and floated off, and I stood there in the afternoon light holding the proof that the cage I’d spent two and a half weeks measuring had never had a fourth wall.

I want to be honest about what that did to me, because it is the most lost I got on that island, more than the storm, more than the Merging.

Because if the door was open. If it had been open the whole time, if I could have walked down to the salt room on day three and asked in a normal voice and been handed my life back with a head-tilt, then what was the thing I’d been so sure of. A man had nearly died at breakfast and the helicopter had come and taken him and he was, as far as anyone would tell me, alive. The passports came back for the asking. Nobody was chained to anything.

I stood there with the evidence in my hand and felt the whole architecture of my certainty wobble, and the thought arrived in my father’s voice, of all the cruel places for it to come from.

Maybe you were the paranoid one. Maybe these are just lonely people who found each other and you’ve spent three weeks sneering at a thing that was only ever sad.

It didn’t make me want to stay. That’s the thing I keep trying to explain. It made it possible to leave.

Because I’d been telling myself a story where I couldn’t go without her, where leaving meant abandoning my mother to a prison. And the open door took the prison away and left only a woman, an adult woman, freshly crowned and luminous and choosing this with her eyes open, every single day, on purpose.

You can’t break someone out of a place they’re free to leave. You can only stand in the door and watch them not come.

I found her that evening packing nothing, because she wasn’t going anywhere, and I told her I was.

She went still. Not surprised. She’d known since the mat, the same as I had.

“They gave you your passport,” she said.

“They gave me my passport. Turns out I only had to ask. Funny, that.” I tried for the dry thing and it came out cracked down the middle. “Come with me. Last time I’ll ask, I promise. We get on the ferry, we go home, we figure out the rest of it from somewhere that doesn’t sell the rest of it back to you by the jar.”

“And do what, Sean?” Not unkind. She sat on the edge of the bed, the deepwater blue still on her, Deb’s eyes coming up through Solena’s face. “Go home to the house I can’t afford on a brand I just torched by vanishing for three weeks? Be nobody again? Here I’m... somebody. You felt what it’s like to almost be enough for a room. Imagine being enough for everyone who ever scrolled past.”

“That’s not enough. That’s just a bigger number.”

“It’s more than I’ve ever had.” She looked at her own hands. “You should go. I mean it. You hate it here, you’ve hated it since the ferry, and watching you hate it has been its own little weather. Go home. Be the version of you that finishes something.”

And then she did the thing that took the floor out, she reached for the one weapon on the island I had no armor for.

“Your dad used to say the worst thing you can do to a person is drag them somewhere they didn’t choose. You remember that?”

“Mom...”

“He said it about your swim lessons. He said it about everything. He’d tell you to let me find my own way, Sean. You know he would.”

It wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t wrong, and she knew both of those things, and used it anyway, which was the most Deb thing she’d done in days.

“That’s a hell of a thing to quote at me,” I said.

“I learned from the best liar I know.” A breath that was nearly a laugh. “Go home. Send me a postcard from the surface world.”

So that was the deal we made, in the warm lamplight, two people being so gentle with each other it could have passed for love if you didn’t know it was a goodbye.

She thought I was going to walk down to the dock in the morning and get on the boat like a free man, because that was the version where she got to stop feeling guilty, and I let her think it, because I was a coward and because, that night, I still believed it myself.


Chapter 23 — The Witness

@solena.rising

“Tonight, loves. They’re going to stand me up in front of the whole basin and I get to bring every one of you with me, live, because the tide doesn’t believe in closed doors. A year ago I was performing for strangers and praying the count would climb fast enough to save me. Tonight I’m not performing for anybody. I’m going to stand in the light and let it find you too. Thank you for never leaving. Come down with me tonight. All the way down.”
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My bag was packed by six.

It is a small and stupid kind of packing, a grown man putting three faded tees and a charger and a toothbrush into a rucksack, but I did it with the gravity of a state funeral, because it was the first thing I had been free to do for myself in almost three weeks and I wanted to feel every second of it.

Then I stood at the door of the little room with the bag on my shoulder and my passport in my pocket and the whole open island in front of me, and I did not walk down to the dock.

I want to be clear that I knew better. I had a way off this rock for the first time since the ferry, a real one, paper and everything, and the smart move, the only move, was to put one foot in front of the other until I was standing on a boat that wasn’t theirs. Solena had told me to go. My dead father had told me to go, through her mouth, which was the cruelest postage anyone had ever used. Every sane cell I owned was pointed at the water.

And I went the other way, because of two things I could not put down.

The first was the thing I had been ignoring since the very first Transmission, the snag in Caspian’s eyes, the blink that played twice. I am a person who never finished anything, who quit the one thing he was ever good at and called it burnout, and I had spent three weeks being told by everyone including myself that the wrongness I kept seeing was my own stagnant water. I could not get on a boat without knowing whether I was a man with a point or a man with a problem. I had to see it.

The second was colder and I am less proud of it. If the man on the wall was a fake, and I could prove it was a fake, then I had the one thing that might reach my mother where nothing else had. Not an argument. Not a rescue. Proof. The single fact her wanting to believe could not paint over. I told myself I was going to look behind the curtain for me. I was going to look behind the curtain for her.

So I left the bag on the bed, because you do not bring luggage to a burglary, and I went to find the inner sanctum on the one morning the whole island had its back turned.

It was not hard. That was the part that should have warned me. The compound was a beehive an hour before noon, because they were building Solena a coronation, and a coronation at Tidewell meant cable. Cameras on tripods down by the deck. A boom. Two of the seafoam staff walking a cart of lights past me without a glance, because nobody glances at the bored plus-one, which had been the truest thing on the island since the day I arrived and was about to be the most useful. They were wiring the whole basin to go out live tonight, the prize creator at the top of the ladder, broadcast to every last one of her hundred and thirty thousand, and the machinery they were running it on had to come from somewhere.

I followed the cable.

It ran from the Transmission hall, where I had watched a dead man skip like a scratched disc in a storm, back along a covered walk I had never had a reason to take, to a low building behind the kitchens that I had always filed as more kitchen. No windows. A door propped a hand’s width with a folded towel, because whatever was inside ran hot, and you could hear it from ten feet off, a flat electric roar that did not belong anywhere on an island that sold silence by the jar.

I stood outside it for a moment and gave the universe a fair chance to stop me. It declined. I pushed the door.

The cold hit first, the engineered cold of a room fighting its own heat, and then the noise, and then the light, dozens of small hard lights, green and amber, blinking in stacks. Server racks. Two long aisles of them, floor to ceiling, fans screaming, more raw computing power in that one hot room than in the rest of the Isle of Saltren put together, on an island whose entire pitch was that you could put the surface world down.

And at the end of the aisle, on a wall of monitors, was Caspian.

Not the smooth one. The one underneath.

On one screen his face hung half-built, a mesh of fine grey lines with the skin only painted across the top, the eyes finished and the jaw still bare wire. On another, the done version ran through a blessing I’d heard him give a dozen times, the sound a half-beat ahead of the mouth, a counter ticking off frame numbers in the corner, and every few seconds the eyes did the same blink, a half-second of looped footage dropped in to keep a dead man looking alive. A third screen held one line of his voice as a blue waveform, and a cursor was trimming it syllable by syllable, smoothing a sermon the way I used to smooth a groom’s toast.

It was all here, and none of it was hidden, because who was ever going to wander in. A face being drawn. A voice being cut. On the desk, a paper schedule of the month’s Transmissions blocked out in marker like a posting calendar, one of them circled with a little hand-drawn wave. The god was a job. Somebody clocked in and made him a few minutes of fresh wisdom at a time, and it went up on the wall, and a hundred people breathed it back.

I had been right.

I want to put that down plainly, because of what it cost to earn it and what it was about to cost to keep it. Three weeks of being the paranoid one, the slack one, the man who couldn’t just be happy, the cynic too broken to be fed. And here it was, humming, in a cold room behind the kitchens. There was no man in deep retreat. There had never been a man. There was a render farm and an electricity bill and a face they typed.

I did not hear her come in, over the fans.

“You were supposed to go home, Squid.”

I turned, and the Keeper was standing in the open door I had not closed, the gray woman from the dais and the storm and a dozen rooms where everyone else went quiet, and she did not look ominous now, and that was somehow the worst version of her. She looked tired. She looked like a woman who has found a raccoon in the server room and now has to deal with the raccoon.

“You’re running it,” I said. Stupid, obvious, the only sentence I had.

“Somebody has to.” She came in and let the door fall shut behind her, killing the daylight, and the green and amber light did unkind things to her face. “I had you flagged your first week. The film-school eyes. I told Coral, that one’s going to be tedious. And here you are. Tedious.”

“It’s a deepfake.” I gestured at the wall of him, because I needed her to say it, needed it spoken in the air of the actual room. “All of it. He’s dead. He’s been dead the whole time. You built him.”

“My father built him.” For one second something moved behind the tired, and it was not grief, it was a kind of professional irritation, an heir annoyed at the inventory. “I keep him running. Do you know what it costs to keep him running? No. Of course you don’t. You think the awful part is that he isn’t real. The awful part, Squid, is how little it matters that he isn’t.”

“Then I’ll tell them,” I said. “Everyone. The whole island. I’ll show them this room.”

“Mm,” she said, the way you answer a child telling you a dream. “In here, please.”

The warm came back into the room in the shape of two people in seafoam, and I understood that the door had been open my whole stay right up until the exact second I became a problem, and not one second longer.

They were so gentle about it. I will give the island that much. There was no violence in it, nobody hit me, nobody even raised a voice, two soft-faced people I half recognized from the gratitude circles took me by the arms and brought me down to the floor of the server room with the unbothered competence of orderlies, and one of them produced zip ties from a pocket like a man producing a handkerchief, and they bound my wrists and then my ankles while murmuring to me the whole time in the voice you’d use on a spooked horse.

“There we are.”

“You’re alright, Squid. You’re safe. Nothing here can hurt you.”

“This is a big day for you, this. This is you finally letting the tide hold you.”

A strip of duct tape, then, peeled off a roll with a sound like the loudest thing in the world, and pressed gently across my mouth by a beaming man who told me, softly, that I didn’t have to carry the words anymore, and I lay on my side on the cold floor of the room where they kept their god in pieces and looked at the half-built face on the monitor, eye to wire eye, while a cult tucked me in.

The Keeper watched it for a moment, the way a manager watches a thing get handled.

“Sit him in the back till it’s over. He’s not going anywhere, and I have a broadcast to run. Nobody talks to him.” She crouched, once, the gray of her filling my whole tilted frame. “You really should have gone home. She wanted you to. That was the kindest thing that woman has done for anybody in a year, and you couldn’t even take it.”

Then she stood, and she was gone into the daylight, and the door fell shut, and the fans roared on. They moved me to a back corner behind the last rack, out of sight of the door, and the two of them settled in to mind me, and time did the thing time does when you are on a floor with your mouth taped, which is stop.

I do not know how long. Long enough to get past panic and out the other side into something flat and useless. Long enough to do the math I had been avoiding, which was that the only person on this island who knew where I was had built the man on the wall, and the only person who would have looked for me thought I was on a boat being free, and that the documentary of my life was going to be very short and shot entirely by the people taping my mouth.

And then the door opened, and Don walked in, and my heart went all the way down through the floor.

Because Don had the smile on. The wrong one, the empty one, the all-the-way-to-the-teeth-and-nowhere-near-the-eyes one I had watched them install at the talent show.

“Pleasant tides,” he said to the two minders, soft and warm. “I asked if I could sit with him a while. I’ve been where he is. It helped me, in the worst of it, having someone who’d been down there too just be near.”

One of them hesitated. “The Keeper said nobody talks to him.”

“I won’t say a word. I’ll just be with him.” Don’s voice was all glass and patience. “So he knows somebody chose to come.”

And the minders let him by, because it was exactly the kind of thing the place ran on, the saved coming back to sit with the drowning. They had taken Don too. The last clear-eyed man on the island, the one whose eyes had stayed his own through all of it, sent in glassy and gentle to sit over me while they fixed whatever I was, and I lay on the floor with my mouth taped and had nothing left.

He crossed the room. He crouched down in front of me. He looked at me with that terrible tenderness.

And then his face changed, all at once, the glass sliding off it, and the man underneath was dry as a bone and wide awake and furious in a cold contained way I had only ever seen one other place, which was the mirror.

“You,” Don breathed, barely a sound, the two minders still murmuring to each other across the room, “are the worst undercover asset I have ever had the misfortune to recruit. I told you to bring me what was off. I did not tell you to walk into the engine room.”

He got the tape off my mouth in one motion, a hand cupped to muffle the sound of it.

“Don.” My voice came out wrecked. “You’re.”

“Faking. Yes. Keep your voice down or I’ll put the tape back.” He had a little folding tool out and was working at the zip tie on my wrists, fast, his back to the minders, his shoulders doing the relaxed glassy thing while his hands did something else entirely. “A week of tap-dancing for those vultures. Do you have any idea what that costs a man with a spine? I told you home would keep. That was me telling you to hold on, you absolute potato.”

It all landed at once, the flicker I’d filed and forgotten, home’s still there, it’ll keep, and I felt like the slowest man alive.

“They processed you,” I said.

“They tried. I let them think it took. It’s the only thing on this island worth more than a passport, looking processed.” The wrist tie gave. He started on my ankles. “I’ve got eleven days of recordings, a list of names that stopped going home, and a publisher who thinks I’m in Portugal. What I did not have, until about ninety seconds ago when one of the faithful told me where they’d stashed the morning’s idiot, was the room. The actual room. And there it is. The whole thing. No one’s ever gotten in here.”

He glanced up at the wall of half-built Caspian, and something in his journalist’s face went briefly, hungrily alight.

The minders had noticed us by now, the murmur changing key.

“Don?” one of them said, uncertain. “Is the Keeper alright with this?”

“Change of plan.” Don stood, and the glassy warmth poured back over him so completely that the man vanished and the convert was all that was left, and he walked toward the two of them with his arms a little open and his voice gone soft. “She wants you both up at the broadcast, it’s all hands, I’ll sit with him.”

For a second it almost worked. One of them turned half for the door, already easing into the relief of a simpler evening. But the other one didn’t move. He looked at Don, and then at me, loose on the floor where a bound man should have been, and something behind his soft face did the math and didn’t care for the answer. He shook his head, slow, and leaned to murmur something to his partner.

So Don stopped waiting.

He took the nearer one by the collar and put him on the floor, brisk and certain, a man who had plainly been a good many things before he was a convert.

The other turned to me, and I understood that I was, apparently, in this.

I would like to report that I moved like a man in a film. I had been zip-tied on concrete for the better part of an hour and my legs had gone somewhere without me, so what I actually did was lunge, mostly downward, and get my arms around his middle, and we went over into a bank of cable together in a heap. He could have flattened me. I could not have stopped him. But he was a soft-faced man who had come to this island to heal, and the moment we landed he went limp under me and started to beg.

“Please,” he said. “Please, please stop. Don’t.”

All the tide-calm gone out of him in a blink, no serenity left at all, just a soft scared man on the floor pleading with me not to hurt him. I wasn’t going to. I couldn’t have, in the state I was in. He begged anyway.

That was the whole of my heroics. Don tore the duct tape off the roll they’d used on my mouth, and we bound the two of them at the wrists, which they allowed, because of course they did.

He was already turning to the rack, to the machine, his eyes running the stacks the way mine ran a room for the light.

“Right,” he said. “I need whatever they keep the surveillance on and I need it in the next four minutes, because the second I’m not babysitting you the Keeper’s going to wonder why, and I would like to be a rumor by then.”

This was the one thing in that room I actually understood. Not the render farm. The storage. I had spent two years of my life pulling footage off drives in editing bays, and there is a particular kind of box, squat and ugly and humming, that exists to hold an ocean of recorded hours, and there were three of them racked at the end, seafoam-labeled, because of course they were, because the app that ate my texts and counted Mom’s likes and locked her out of her own face had been recording all of it, all of us, every aligned soul, the whole time. The surveillance that had caged the island, sitting in a box.

I did not have time to take the box. I took the drives out of it, three of them, palm-sized and warm, and put them in my pockets where my passport was, the way you’d pocket the only two things in a burning house worth a damn, and Don watched me do it with open approval.

“Nice work,” he said. “Mind sending me the footage on those?”

“We’ll collaborate.”

And then we were at the door, and he had it open a crack, and the daylight came in white and ordinary, and out past it was the covered walk and the kitchens and the path down to the dock where a boat I could still, even now, get on was waiting to take a free man back to his life. Don had a hand flat on my chest, holding us in the gap, reading the walk.

“Clear in ten seconds,” he murmured. “We go left, we go quick, we go separate at the kitchens. You make the dock and you do not stop. And whatever happens between here and the water, you keep those drives dry. Everything those people did to everyone is on there, real and provable, the whole book and every last body, and it is worth precisely nothing soaked and salty. Keep it dry, get it off this rock, and that’s the whole job, Sean. Go home.”

Two people had told me to go home in two days, and both of them had been right, and I stood in the cracked-open door of the room where they kept their fake god with the proof of everything in my pocket and the exit ten clear seconds away, and I thought about my mother.

Not the cult. Not the grift, not the names that stopped going home, not the documentary that was suddenly, impossibly, sitting in my trousers. Her. Just her, who in about eight hours was going to be stood up in the light in front of the whole basin and a camera pointed at every stranger she had ever measured herself against, and paraded, and broadcast, the cult’s prize, the proof that it worked, and who thought I was already gone.

“No,” I said.

Don closed his eyes for one second, the specific weariness of a man who has watched a plan get a conscience.

“Sean.”

“They’re putting my... uh, Solena, on live tonight. The whole world’s going to be watching her at the exact moment I can prove the whole world’s a lie.” I was already stepping back from the door, the drives warm against my leg. “I’m not taking the proof home, Don. They’re putting her in front of the whole world tonight, and it’s the only chance I’ll ever get to make her see what’s under all of it. Even if she never forgives me for it.”

He looked at me for a long moment. Out past the door, somewhere down the bright walk, a voice was calling the cohort to gather, the broadcast pulling the whole island toward the deck like a drain.

“That is a much worse plan than the one where you go home.” Don’s mouth did something that was almost, against everything, proud. “What do you need?”


Chapter 24 — The Break
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“I think I’m ready. 🌊”
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That was the whole post. I know because it was up on the third monitor in the booth, the one Don had patched to her account so we could watch the numbers, and I read it about forty times while we waited for the thing to start.

Four words and a wave. My mother, who had never in her life met a feeling she couldn’t turn into three paragraphs and a product link, had stood backstage on the biggest night anyone had ever offered her and managed four words, and the I think in the middle of them was the truest thing she had posted in a month. A hundred thousand people read it as humility. I read it as a woman who could not write the essay because the essay would have cracked her open, and I sat in a dark room full of somebody else’s god and loved her so much I could not breathe.

“Here we go,” said Don.

On the monitors, the Calling began. That was the cult’s word for it, which I only learned that night and have never since been able to say without my jaw tightening. The rite where they take their newest Diver and stand her in the light and broadcast her calling the rest of the world down into the water. Solena’s honoring, they called it. A recruitment ad with a person where the product goes.

In theory, the cult’s greed had handed me the knife. To make the Calling big enough to matter they had to run it live, and to run it live they had to run it through the room I was sitting in, so the whole thing, the wall and the stream and the dead man’s face, came through machines I had my hands on. In theory I owned it.

In practice I had spent the better part of an hour learning that owning a thing and being able to use it are different countries. I cut wedding videos in a spare bedroom. This was a live broadcast rig built by people who had specifically not wanted a man like me anywhere near it, and it knew the difference.

I could see all of it. I had loaded everything, the whole grid of Caspians off the drives, the polished one and the half-built ones and the ones still in raw wireframe, forty of him cued and primed on the screen in front of me, ready to go the instant I had anywhere to send them. What I could not do was get a single frame onto the line that actually went out.

The output ran itself, a locked automated playlist marching through the Calling beat by beat, and every way I knew to take it, every button and menu and password-shaped thing Don and I had tried for an hour, the rig met with the same serene electronic no. The god was easy. The god was sitting right there in pieces. It was the last six inches, from my screen to the air, that would not give.

And on the monitors, the Calling went on without me.

They walked her out onto the deck into a thing half stage and half altar, white and flowers and the seafoam everywhere, and the basin made the sound a crowd makes when it has agreed in advance to weep. Coral was up there in her best white, the MC of the apocalypse, telling them what a tide it was, what a night. Above all of it, filling the wall, Caspian blessed her in that warm typed voice, and the stream counter in the corner of my screen climbed like a fever. Three hundred thousand. Four.

I tried the take again. No. I tried the thing Don suggested, which was worse. The little green SIGNAL on the master sat there smug and entirely out of my reach.

“Beloved,” Coral told the basin and the half a million, glowing, “tonight Solena calls you home. Every one of you out there in the cold of the surface world. She’s going to open the door and let the tide reach you where you are.”

They settled the deepwater blue around my mother’s shoulders and put a microphone in her hand, and the counter rolled past five hundred thousand, and I finally understood the shape of the clock.

She was the call. In a minute, less, they were going to have her look down the lens and reel in every lonely person who had ever scrolled past her, live, the best bait they had ever grown, and the second she did it the night was theirs and she was theirs and there would be no untangling her from it again. I had forty gods cued and ready and not one inch of wire to send them down.

And then she didn’t say it.

The whole machine was waiting on her, the basin and the half a million and the dead man on the wall, and my mother stood there with the microphone an inch from her mouth and did not say the words. I had the cult’s own lens on her face, close, and I watched the thing from the Turning happen again, the serene surface flickering at the edges, something under it not sure. Not sure she could. Not sure she wanted to. Not sure, for one held second on the biggest stage of her life, of any of it.

Her eyes came up off the crowd and found the camera. Found, through it, without knowing it, me. It was the same bare question she’d asked me from the dais and I’d stood there with no answer for, except this time I had one, cued and ready and trapped six inches from the air, and I could not get it to her.

“Sean.” Don’s hand was on my shoulder, his eyes already on the door, because the door had started to move. “Whatever it is, do it now. I can give you maybe thirty seconds of being a door.”

Then the door took its first real hit, a shoulder, and another, and then a lot of them at once, the whole serene weight of the basin having finally done the arithmetic on which room the wrongness was leaking from and remembering, all at once, that it had a body. Don jammed his back against the door and his feet against the leg of the desk and held, and the frame jumped, and the hinges started saying things hinges should not, and through three inches of driftwood the warm voice on the other side never once stopped being warm.

“You’re safe. There’s no need for any of this. We know how frightened you are. Just open the door and let us hold you. Nobody in here is ever going to hurt you.”

“Any time,” Don said through his teeth. “Genuinely. Whenever suits.”

“Get the sledgehammer,” someone said, out in the bright, in the warm even voice you’d use to ask for more lemon water.

The next hit bent the door in its frame and opened a seam of light down the edge of it. Don took the whole of it through his spine and stayed standing.

“Don’t we have a bigger one?” said somebody else, helpfully.

So I stopped trying to be clever. I had spent the whole hour treating it like an edit, a problem with a right button somewhere, and it was not that. It was a machine a company had sold a cult, and the one thing I actually know in my hands, the thing you learn crawling around four hundred weddings’ worth of other people’s rented gear, is that everything that goes out goes out down a wire.

I went under the desk.

Don’s thirty seconds turned out to be about nine. The door gave with a crack, the bright came pouring in, and then there were hands on me, a lot of them, and they were not gentle now. A fist closed on my ankle. Another got my waistband. They hauled, hard, all at once, and the serene faces never slipped and the warm voices never stopped, you’re safe, you’re held, come back to us, come back, while they dragged me toward the light and I clawed the other way, down into the dark and the cables, because the only thing left in the world that mattered was six inches further under that desk and getting further from me by the second.

It was a forest under there, warm and humming, forty cables that all looked like brothers, and I went up the bundle on my elbows with a grown man towing me backward by the shins, feeling for the one fat line carrying the whole island’s god out to the world. I found it by the heat. I do not have a better method to report. The warmest, busiest cable in the dark, and I got both hands around it as my knees came off the floor, and I pulled it with everything I had and the last of my dignity.

I got my own line into the still warm socket and felt it seat and hold, and that was as much as my hands were going to be allowed. The ones around my ankles won. They hauled me up and out from under the desk and onto my feet, caught and turned around in the grip of four serene people, and from there, upright and breathing like a landed fish, I finally got to see what I’d done.

On the deck, in the dark under the dead wall, Solena had lifted the microphone to her mouth to call the world down.

The wall came back on.

And I gave them their god. All of him.

Forty of him at once, the whole grid, polished and raw and wireframe, forty mouths running twenty different gorgeous nonsense blessings in that same warm typed voice. And every one of them blinked the identical blink at the identical instant, because it was the same blink, because there was only ever one blink, copied into a dead man’s eyes a hundred thousand times. On a single screen, in a misty hall, you could have called it the tide moving through him strangely. Forty of him at once, blinking in lockstep on the great bright wall in front of the whole basin and half a million phones, you could call it exactly one thing.

The basin made a different sound then. I had never heard them make it before. It was the sound of a room full of people watching the thing they had given everything to turn into a screensaver in real time.

Solena turned and looked up at the wall, at the forty stuttering Caspians, and I watched her face on the monitor try to hold its shape and fail.

That should have been enough. It was not what I had come to do.

Because she would have found a way to file even that. She was the best in the world at finding a way to file things, and a glitch is just a glitch, the tide moves strangely, breathe it in. So I did the cruel thing, the thing I will answer for, the thing that was the only door she had left.

I had not trusted the moment, or my hands, which turned out to be wise, because by now I had neither. They had recorded everything on this island, that was the whole horror of it and now it was mine, and back when I still had a keyboard I had spliced one of their own files onto the tail of the gods, so that whatever they did to me, this part would play without me. The forty Caspians ran out, and the thing I’d saved for last began.

And it was me. On the floor of the server room, in among the racks, wrists zip-tied, a strip of their tape across my mouth, a beatific man in seafoam patting my shoulder while he did it. The plus-one. The one who came with her. Trussed up like a calf in the room where they kept their god in pieces, on the day she was crowned for loving them.

I watched my mother see it.

The cult’s own camera was tight on her face, and so I got to watch, in close-up, the exact moment Solena stopped existing and there was only Deb, staring up at a wall-sized image of the boy she had raised bound and gagged by the people who had just told her she was chosen. The microphone was live in her hand. The whole world was watching her watch it.

She did not perform. For the first time since the ferry, with the largest audience of her life hanging on her, my mother did not perform a single thing.

“What did you do to him?” she said, into the live mic, in a voice with nothing left in it but the truth.

Not a question for the basin. Not for the wall. She was looking straight down the barrel of the nearest camera, at me, wherever I was, and she said it again, breaking on it.

“What did you DO to him?”

And that was her turn, and it cost her everything she had spent three weeks buying, and she made it live, on her own stream, with her own mouth, which is the only way it could ever have been worth anything.

The door of the booth came off its hinges. Near enough.

The Keeper came through it like weather, gray and fast and furious in the cold contained way she had, and behind her the chaos of the deck poured in for a second before the door swung shut, the basin’s noise, a staff voice trying to be calm and losing.

“Cut it,” she said. “Cut the feed. Now.”

It was already too late for that. She got to the desk and reached for the kill the way anyone who’d run that rig for years would reach for it, and the console told her what consoles tell you when a man has been under the desk with both hands. The channel was dead. The output read gone, dark, dropped. The program fed the stream and the program had crashed, so the stream had crashed with it, because that is the only way it reads when you haven’t seen the back of the machine. A saboteur pulls the plug and takes you off the air. She’d walked in on a glitching wall and a lunatic in the booth and a feed her own desk swore was already cold, and she read it the way the evidence in front of her demanded. A catastrophe, yes. But a contained one. Nobody outside left watching.

She had no way of knowing the desk was lying to her, because I’d made it lie. That down in the dark, with a grown man towing me out by the ankles, I’d done the exact opposite of pulling the plug. I’d pulled their plug and jammed my own line into the socket behind it, past everything her console could see or cut, so that the broadcast never dropped a single frame. Solena, the crowning, the wall, all of it still going out live to every phone that had tuned in to watch her get chosen, only now with the truth wired to the front of it, the god split into forty stuttering copies and, behind her, the boy they’d trussed up in the room where they kept him. The feed her desk swore was cold was the loudest thing the island had ever put into the world. So she looked at the wall, at the forty stuttering Caspians and the bound idiot, and did the math a cynic does, fast and exactly wrong, and put down the only mask she had ever bothered to wear.

“Of course it dropped.” She dragged a hand down her face. “Of course it did. Tonight. Do you have any idea what tonight was worth?”

“A lot,” I said.

“More than your whole sad little life, Squid.”

She wasn’t even angry at me. That was the thing. She was tired, and disgusted, and entirely unbothered about saying any of it, because as far as she knew the room was sealed.

“You want to know the worst part? She was perfect. She was the best one we ever grew. You take a woman that hungry, that good on camera, that desperate to be told she’s special, and you barely have to lift a finger, she builds the cage herself and thanks you for the bars. They all do. Do you know how easy you people are? You’re starving and you call it spiritual. You hand us your houses and your passports and your sad little faces and you beg us to tell you it means something.”

She gestured at the wall, at the dead god, almost fond.

“He never said a true thing in his life and he didn’t need to. You weren’t paying for true. You were paying for someone to look at you. Cheapest product on earth, and you bankrupt yourselves for it.”

In the corner of the third monitor, under her voice, the stream counter ticked over six hundred thousand and kept climbing.

I filmed her on my phone, from the hip, where she wasn’t looking, getting every word.

“Tell me you’re getting this,” Don said.

“Every frame.”

The Keeper’s face changed. It is a specific thing to watch happen to a person, the moment they re-run the last thirty seconds and find the one thing they got wrong, and what she had gotten wrong was the only thing that mattered, which was assuming that a man who breaks into a broadcast comes to kill it. Her eyes went to the third monitor, where her father’s forty stuttering faces shared a frame with a small red dot and a number that now said seven hundred and forty thousand and was not slowing down.

“That’s not live,” she said, and it came out with a crack in it now. “The program’s dead. I’m looking at a dead program.”

“You are. I killed it before you walked in.” I nodded at the monitor, at the small red dot beside her father’s forty faces, at the number climbing past three quarters of a million. “That’s the stream. It’s been going out down a cable I put in the back of this thing with my own hand, the whole time you were talking. You can’t take anyone off the air. I made very sure you couldn’t. For the record, this is you honoring your journey.”

She lunged for the rig and Don was simply there, between her and it, not hitting her, just immovable, a journalist who had spent a week pretending to tap-dance and had a great deal of feeling saved up. And it didn’t matter anyway. It had never been about the punch. The truth was already gone, out past the booth and the island and the dark water, into seven hundred thousand pockets and counting, and there is no lunging fast enough to catch a thing once it is everywhere.

She knew it. I watched her know it. The Keeper of the Transmissions stood in the wreckage of her father’s face and said, to a live microphone she had finally clocked, the most damning four words available to a person in her position.

“This is out of context.”

It is, at time of writing, the single most viewed thing the Isle of Saltren ever produced.

Her people found the booth then, three of them and then more, pouring through the wreck of the door in their seafoam, and they pulled up short at the sight of her, because the Keeper was not supposed to be the one who looked afraid.

She came back into herself fast. By the time the second wave was through the door she had the other voice going, flat and quick and nothing like the warm one.

“Take it down. All of it. Every account, every mirror, the backups, the lot. Get me anyone left who can touch the servers. Call the firm. Nobody on this island says one word to anything with a lens. And get these two off my deck.”

It was the right plan. It was the plan you run when the thing has leaked to one bad account and you still have a prayer of getting in front of it. It was also about seven hundred thousand prayers too late, and I was the only one in that booth who had done the sum, so I let her have it. You don’t tell a person the house is already ash while she’s still calling for water.

So we went with the hands that came for us, and it suited us perfectly, because the hands were going the one direction we wanted, which was out. She was already a clip, and you do not take down a clip. You only watch it find the next phone.

The hands let go of us somewhere in the first few steps, because there was nothing left to throw us off of. Out on the deck it was bedlam, the soft, well-lit bedlam of a few hundred people whose entire world had just been revealed to run on a graphics card, milling, weeping, some of them still swaying because the body keeps its habits, and in the middle of it, on a chair done up like a throne, sat Coral.

She was fine. She was, somehow, completely fine. She had a microphone of her own and she was using it, warm and bright and without a tremor, and as I came out into the noise I caught what she was doing, which was the only thing she had ever known how to do, which was rescue.

“Isn’t it glorious,” she was saying, beaming, to the stragglers, to the lost, to a confused girl who had drifted toward the one calm voice in the room. “Few souls ever get to watch the tide test them like this. He showed us his face tonight so we’d stop needing to see it. Don’t you understand what a gift that is? The Deep doesn’t need a face. The Deep was never the face. This is the truest the tide has ever spoken to us. We’re so lucky. We’re so lucky. Stay, and I’ll show you.”

The whole island was on fire behind its own eyes and Coral was already laying the first brick of the next one, and I understood that some people you cannot save because they have decided that drowning is swimming, and I left her to it, because I had finally spotted the only person in that room I had come back for.

Solena was standing where they had crowned her, alone in a circle the panic had drawn around her, the deepwater blue still on her shoulders and the dead microphone still in her hand, looking at nothing.

I went to her. I had braced, the whole way across that deck, for her to look at me the way you look at a man who has just detonated the best night of your life on a global stage. I had earned it. I was ready to be hated.

She crossed the last of it herself.

She came across the gap that had been opening between us since the mat, since the Merging, since the morning of the third day, since the ferry, and she put her face into my neck the way she did asleep, except she was wide awake, and she held onto the front of my shirt with both fists and shook, and the only thing she said, into my collar, over and over, was my actual name. Not Squid. Not anything they had given either of us. Sean.

“You came back,” she said.

“Course I came back.” My voice did something I will not describe. “You really think I’d let you do your big number without a cameraman?”

She laughed, which is a terrible sound coming out of someone crying that hard, and she hit me once, weakly, in the chest, and then she just held on, and I held on, the influencer and the boy she raised, in the smoking ruin of the thing that had nearly had us both.

“We have to go,” Don said, somewhere near, gentle for once. “While they’re all looking at the sky. Now, ideally.”

We went the way you walk out of a place that no longer has a single lock that means anything, which is to say we walked. No passports to lift. No ferry to time. The salt room door stood open behind us with everyone’s surrendered lives spilling out of it, because the staff had better things to do than guard a cupboard, and we just went, down the path, toward the water, in a loose stunned little crowd of the newly unconvinced.

Calla was at the dock.

She had a bag. She had her shoes in her hand and a bag over her shoulder and the flat clear face of a woman who had made a decision some hours before the rest of them and simply been waiting for a boat. When she saw me she didn’t say anything about Fathom and I didn’t ask, and that was its own answer and also not the one I feared, because she had a bag and she had a destination, and people who have given up do not pack.

“He’s in a hospital on the mainland,” she said, before I could not-ask. “Awake for days now. Furious about the bill. I’m going to go and be furious about it with him. And then I think we’re going to talk to some lawyers about what a tide bond actually is.”

“Good,” I said, and meant it more than almost anything I’d said all night.

“You did this.” She looked back up the path, at the glow, at the noise. It wasn’t quite a question.

“The cult did this,” I said. “I just kept the camera on.”

The boat was a small ugly off-island thing some bored cousin of Don’s publisher had sent, and it smelled of diesel and the open sea, and we got on it, all of us, the journalist and the survivor and the boy with three drives in his pocket and his mother under his arm, and it pushed off the Isle of Saltren into the dark, and nobody on the island noticed us go, because they were all still looking up.

Solena stood at the rail with my coat over the deepwater blue and watched the lights of the place that had nearly taken her shrink down to nothing.

“I really thought it was real,” she said, after a while. Quiet. Not asking me to fix it.

“I know.”

“The being chosen part. Not the rest of it. I knew the rest of it was nonsense.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand, brand-free, just Deb, out in the wind. “I just wanted the being chosen so badly I let them sell me the nonsense to get it.”

I didn’t tell her she’d been chosen all along by the man standing next to her with seawater coming off the deck. It wasn’t the night for it, and anyway she knew, and anyway there were three weeks and a whole life still to get wrong about it.

So I just stood there with her at the rail, and let the island get smaller, and did not let go of her, and for the first time since a ring light in a kitchen a lifetime ago, neither of us was performing for anyone at all.


Chapter 25 — One More Time

The mainland, when we finally reached it, was a wet concrete jetty and a man named Gus who ran the only cab for forty miles and did not ask why two people off a midnight boat had no bags and one of them was dressed like a votive candle.

He took us to the one place with its lights still on, a motel off the coast road called the Sandpiper. Eleven units in an L around a cracked lot, a vacancy sign with the C burned out, a vending machine throwing blue across the ice box like a little roadside chapel.

Don had peeled off at the highway with a hand on my shoulder and a promise to call about the footage and a look at the two of us that I am going to keep. Calla had gone east, toward her husband and her lawyers. And then it was just us and Gus’s taillights and the sound of actual traffic, real strangers going real nowhere in the dark, and I stood in that parking lot and felt something in my chest let go that had been clenched since the ferry.

The room was seventy-nine dollars. The man at the desk had a small TV playing a game show to nobody and a cat asleep on the laminate, and he gave us a key. A real key. Brass, on a green diamond fob with the number stamped into it. Nothing about it ran on an app or a tide bond or a serene woman explaining that we had always been free. It was a key, for a lock, that we got to hold.

Unit seven smelled of carpet shampoo and somebody’s old cigarettes and the ghost of a hundred ordinary nights, and it was, I want to be honest about this, the most beautiful room I have ever walked into. Two queen beds under spreads the color of a swimming pool. A landscape bolted to the wall so it could not be stolen, as if anyone would. A Bible in the drawer and a laminated card about checkout and an air conditioner under the window that kicked on like a propeller plane.

Every single thing in it was cheap and a little sad and absolutely, gloriously true. Nothing in that room was pretending to heal me. The lamp was only a lamp.

My mother stood in the middle of it with the deepwater blue still on her and my coat still over that, and she turned a slow circle taking it in, and I watched the island start to come off her in layers.

“There’s a Bible in the drawer,” she said.

“There’s a Bible in the drawer.”

“A real one. Not about the tide.” She sat on the end of the nearer bed, carefully, like the bed might be a trick. “Sean. The bedspread is so ugly. Look at it. It is so ugly.”

“It’s the ugliest thing I have ever seen.”

“I could cry.”

She did not. She laughed instead, the real one, the one the kitchen used to be full of before any of this started, and it cracked in the middle and went somewhere wetter for a second and then climbed back out as a laugh again, and that was the whole three weeks leaving her in one ugly beautiful sound.

We were starving. Neither of us had eaten since a breakfast that by now felt like it had happened to other people, so we walked across the lot to a diner called the Coast Kitchen that was open and empty and lit like an operating theater, and a woman behind the counter called us both hon without it meaning a single thing, and that nearly finished me off too.

We ordered like criminals. Cheeseburgers, a basket of fries and then a second basket of fries, a chocolate shake with two straws that we did not share romantically so much as fall upon, coffee that was bad in the specific way that good coffee can never manage.

My mother ate with both elbows on the table and grease on her chin and her crowned-Diver hair coming down on one side, and she did not photograph any of it. She did not arrange the plate. She did not turn the burger to its good side or find the window light. She just ate, like a person, the first unposted meal I had watched her have in years, maybe since Rainer, and I sat across from her in a vinyl booth and felt the two of us come up to the surface one slow breath at a time.

“I keep thinking it’s going to be on the bill,” she said, around a fry.

“What is?”

“All of it. The reckoning. Like Coral’s about to walk in with a card reader.” She glanced at the door. The door stayed a door. “I think I forgot food was allowed to just be food. On the island everything you ate was also a lesson. The bread was about something. The water was a whole journey.” She picked up the second burger. “This is about nothing. This is just a bad burger at one in the morning.”

“It’s a great burger at one in the morning.”

“It’s a terrible burger and I would die for it.” She chewed. Her eyes went somewhere for a second. “He’s really okay? Fathom?”

“Calla says awake and furious about the bill. That’s about as okay as anyone gets.”

“Furious about the bill.” She nodded slowly, like she was filing it under things that were allowed to be funny now. “Good. That’s the most sane thing I’ve heard in three weeks. Be furious about the bill.”

We talked about nothing and then about everything and then about nothing again. The footage going out. What a lawyer would even do with all of it. Whether the house would still be standing when we got home, whether the brand was a smoking crater, whether anyone she had ever known had watched her get crowned and then watched the rest. She said the word lawyer like a person trying on a coat from her old life and finding it still fit. And under all of it, slow and unmistakable, the thing that had ridden in the room with us for three weeks and never been allowed off its leash got up off the floor and stretched.

I felt it come back the way you feel weather change. She reached across the table to steal a fry and her fingers brushed the back of my hand and neither of us moved, and the diner got very quiet, and the woman behind the counter was doing a crossword, and my mother looked at me across a basket of fries with grease on her chin and the island finally all the way off her face, and there was nobody in the world watching us, and that was the whole problem, and that was the whole gift.

“We should go back to the room,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“I’m so tired.”

“Yeah.”

Neither of us was tired at all.

She showered first. I sat on the end of the ugly bed and listened to the water and the propeller-plane air conditioner and the real traffic, and I did not let myself think in any direction at all, because every direction it could go was a cliff. When she came out she had a motel towel around her and her hair dark and flat and her face scrubbed back to Deb, no brand on it anywhere, and she had put on one of the shirts I’d had in my coat because we owned, between us, almost nothing, and she stood in the bathroom light in my old shirt and a towel and looked at me, and the room got small.

“There are two beds,” she said.

“There are two beds.”

“That’s new.” She said it lightly and it landed like a stone. A whole three weeks of one bed and a cult counting the inches, and here were two, and no one to perform either of them for.

She came and sat next to me on the nearer one. Not on the far one. Close, our arms touching, both of us facing the bolted-down landscape like it was a window.

“We never finished the Merging,” she said, to the landscape. “Technically.”

“Technically.”

“It’s a loose end. You hate a loose end.” A breath. “We could finish it. Properly. The once. Close the loop. For the record.”

“For the record,” I said. “Strictly administrative.”

“We did pay for the full program.” She kept her eyes on the landscape, grave as a notary. “It seems irresponsible to leave it ninety percent done. That’s just throwing money away.”

“You raised me not to throw money away.”

“I raised you very well.” A beat. “And the tide would want us to be thorough.”

“The tide’s very big on thorough.”

“It’s practically a duty.” She was fighting the smile and losing. “We get it out of our system, we close the file, and then we never, for the rest of our natural lives, think about it or speak of it or so much as...”

And there she ran out of road, because there was no honest end to that sentence and we both knew it, and we both heard the exact second the bit stopped being a bit. That had been the last fig leaf either of us was ever going to bother to hold up, held between us so thin by the end you could read the whole room straight through it, and now it was simply gone. Not torn away. Gone.

Because there was no Coral to call the rite complete and no oil and no count and no dark to do it in and no asleep to pretend we’d been, there was no rule left anywhere in the world for either of us to hide behind. There was a woman and a man in a seventy-nine dollar room who had run clean out of walls.

I was already getting hard at a sprint, but she was the one who crossed the gap.

That was the thing that took the floor out from under me, the same as it had on the boat, that she came to me and not the other way around. She stopped a breath away, close enough that I could feel the warmth coming off her skin, and I watched her decide to keep the bit alive a little longer, because that is who the two of us are, people who will hold a fig leaf right up to the last second of their lives.

“Properly,” she said. “We said properly.”

“We did say properly.”

And the first thing properly meant was getting undressed, which, for the first time in three weeks, we had to manage ourselves. No one to talk us through it, no curtain, no choreography. Just the two of us taking our own clothes off on opposite sides of an ugly bed, not quite looking at each other and not quite able to stop.

I got my shirt over my head. Behind me I heard the towel hit the floor, and when I turned she was working my old shirt up off herself and got it caught on her arms for a second, and she laughed, and I laughed, and then neither of us was laughing, because there she was and there I was and the air in that little room had gone tight as a drumhead.

I looked at her. Really looked, the way three weeks of curtains and called depths and someone always circling to correct our form had never once let me. Short and sexy and built the way the algorithm hoards for itself, all of it close together and generous with no apology in it anywhere, the heavy breasts I had spent three weeks dutifully not looking at, the soft curve of her belly, the flare of her hips, the dark between her thighs.

She stood there in the bad lamplight with nothing on and nothing to hide behind and let me look my fill, and I got harder just from the sight of her, hard enough that precum was already beading at the tip of my cock before she had laid a single finger on me.

She pressed me back onto the ugly spread, gentle and official, like a coach setting up a drill.

“First we attune,” she said.

And God help us both, we did the rite.

There was no oil, because we owned nothing, so she went into the bathroom and came back with the little bottle of lotion from the tray by the sink, the free one, the size of a thumb, and she warmed it between her palms exactly the way Naia had drilled into the whole cohort, with that same unhurried sacramental patience, and it was the funniest and the least funny thing I have ever watched a person do.

A crowned Diver of the Tidewell Order performing a holy resonance with two-dollar motel lotion in a room with a Bible in the drawer. Neither of us laughed. Somewhere between the bottle and her hands it stopped being a joke.

She put her hands on me the rite’s way. The flat reverent palms, the long slow passes the cult called attunement, my shoulders and my chest and down my stomach, not grabbing, never grabbing, the whole exquisite discipline of the Merging, which was to worship the body and never once take it. I lay there and let her run the rite over me and felt every nerve I owned stand up and report for duty, and when I reached for her she caught my wrists.

“Ah, the tide is raised by another,” she murmured, serene as Coral herself, and set them back down at my sides.

I have never in my life been closer to losing my mind.

“You’re holding your tide,” she said, grave as a coach, somewhere down by my hip.

“I’m not holding anything.”

“You’re rigid with stagnant water. Coral would weep.” She dragged her slick palms slow back up the length of me and watched my face do whatever it did. “Better. Surrender to the current, Squid.”

“I am going to end you.”

“That is not at all flow of you.”

Then it was my turn, because the rite is nothing if not fair. I put her down where I had been and I did to her what three weeks of curtained stalls had taught my hands, the slow oiled worshipping passes, and there was no Coral to grade it now and no cohort breathing around us and no earthly reason to hold the discipline except that holding it was unbearable and we were both, still, only just, pretending that we would.

My hands over her like that, slick, her breasts under my palms and her stomach and the give of her and her thighs, everywhere except the one place the rite forbids, and she arched up off the spread chasing the touch I was keeping from her because the rite said keep it.

“Squid,” she said through her teeth, half a laugh and half a prayer.

That almost finished the whole charade on the spot.

“You’re meant to be attuning,” I said. “Hold still.”

And to hold still, I gave her the cruelest part of the discipline, the part that does the actual holding. I brought myself down against her and moved, slow, the length of my cock sliding along her and never once into her, riding her slick and open and right at the edge of the one inch the rite forbids, giving her everything except the thing itself.

“I can’t, you’re, that is not, oh my God, that is not in any rite.” She got a fist in the spread. “Do that again.”

We made it as far as the cult ever let us, which is to the very edge of the thing and not one inch past. The reverent passes became hands that grabbed. The discipline frayed and then it tore through. I had her under me oiled and shaking and saying things that are in no liturgy, her legs came up around me, and we were running the exact choreography the Merging ends on, the one Coral had killed at the last possible second with a hundred people watching, the brink the cult marches you to and then takes back, and we hit it, and we hung there.

And there was nobody to call the rite complete.

That was the whole thing, in the end. We got to the line the island had stopped us at, the line the Merging is built to walk you up to and never over, and we hung on the edge of it like two good students at the top of the rubric, and the curtain did not twitch, and no serene voice said let the tide recede, loves, and no hand came down on any master switch. There was the roar of the air conditioner and her breath and mine and the seventy-nine dollar room and the whole open undefended rest of our lives.

“Sean,” she said. Not Squid. Not now. She had her hand in my hair and her eyes open and she had stopped pretending anything at all. “This is so wrong.”

“I know.”

“We have to be... careful.” She pulled me down until her mouth was at my ear. “Nobody is going to stop us this time.”

“Nobody?” I said.

It came out as a real question, the realest one I had in me, and she did not answer it with words. She went still underneath me with her eyes up on mine and she watched my face, waiting, the way you wait to see whether a person is actually going to do a thing or only talk about doing it. She had put it in my hands. The whole of it, the last wall and the taking down of it, handed to me, and now she lay there quiet and watched to see what I would do with it.

So I lined myself up against her, and there was one last second, a real one, where the old machinery tried to fire, where some Tidewell ghost in the back of my skull recited you cannot raise your own tide and almost made me laugh and almost made me stop.

I did not stop. But I did not give it to her all at once either. I sank into her about an inch, just the start of it, just past the line the rite had kept shut for three weeks, and I watched her mouth fall open.

“You’re inside me,” she said, and shuddered around me, openmouthed. “Oh god. Oh fuck. You’re inside me.”

“I can’t help it,” I said. “The way you’re sucking me in. You feel so good. So tight.”

And I drew back out anyway, slow, and went right back to the rite, sliding along her slick and denied, the two of us returned to the edge with nothing crossed at all.

“Sean.” It was not a warning. It was the exact opposite of a warning.

So I did it again. A little further this time, an inch and then another into the thing that was never allowed, far enough that her whole body locked and a sound came out of her with no liturgy within a mile of it, and then I drew back out, slow, back to sliding her, back to the discipline, and left her there empty and shaking and swearing at me.

I gave us the rite a few more cruel times than that, because we had earned cruel, three weeks of it, and because watching her unravel waiting on the next inch was the best thing the surface world had ever offered me. In, a little deeper, the brink crossed. Out, back to the edge. In. Out. Each pass further into the forbidden and each one ending before either of us was allowed to fall, the whole engine of the Merging run with nobody at the master switch but me.

Except she would not stay teased. She started lifting her hips to meet me, taking each shallow slip deeper than I had given it, stealing back the inches I kept trying to hold, rising into me every time I drew away, both her hands fisted in my hair.

“Oh, Sean,” she breathed. “That’s so bad. That is so bad. Don’t you dare stop.”

And the feel of her coming up off the bed to take what I kept pretending to hold back was more than I had any way left to control.

So I gave it to her. I pushed all the way into her, slow, all of it, the one thing the rite had always forbidden and the cult had screwed a ceiling over for three weeks and Coral had slammed shut at the final second, the thing she had pulled back from on the night of the Merging in something close to horror. There was no rite now for it to not be. There was only this. She dropped her forehead to mine and shook and breathed my real name into my mouth like the answer to a question she had been asking the whole three weeks.

We held there a second at the bottom of it, both of us wrecked, both of us finally on the wrong and only side of the line. And then she moved, and I moved with her, and the careful three weeks came off us in a rush. She got a hand flat on my chest and rolled us over, and came up astride me with me still inside her.

It was nothing like the rite. It was nothing like the thing they had spent three weeks teaching our bodies to perform. It was greedy and clumsy and graceless and loud, the headboard knocking the wall, the ugly spread sliding off onto the carpet, the air conditioner roaring over the top of both of us. Three weeks of being graded on our stillness came off in the exact opposite of stillness.

She set the pace, because she has set every pace of my whole life, and she rode it out of me until I could not stand to let her run it one second longer, and I turned her under me and took it back, and she liked that, she liked it enough to tell me so, out loud, in the kind of plain unsacred words the cult kept a hundred serene euphemisms for and that she had clearly been saving up for three weeks.

We were not quiet. That was its own small revelation, that we were allowed to be loud, that there was no cohort behind a curtain and no app in the corner and no morning circle waiting to make us describe our flow. She made the sounds I had only ever heard her swallow before, in the dark, on the far side of a wall of plausible deniability, and there was no wall now, so she let them go, into the room and into my hair. She got back on top and I watched her over me in the bad lamplight, no light found, no chin tipped a practiced half inch, no good angle worked for anybody, just my mother with her head back and her hair stuck to her face, using me at last for something that would never once be content, and it was the most beautiful thing I have ever been let to see.

It went on the way a thing goes on when you have been refused it for three weeks and told the refusing was love. We wore each other down and got our wind back and started in again, slower the second time and worse for it and better for it, and somewhere in all of it the last difference between the woman I grew up calling my mother and the woman taking me apart on a cheap mattress collapsed into one single impossible person, and I stopped trying to hold them separate, because holding them separate had been the last wall standing, and it went the way of every other wall those three weeks.

At the very end, with both of us right there, she got her mouth to my ear and stopped holding back even the last sliver of herself.

“Take it,” I said into her hair. “Take my cock. Take all of it.”

“Yes.” She moaned it into my shoulder, loud and past holding anything back. “Give it to me. Give it to me hard. Your cock is perfect, oh my God, give me all of it, I’m right there.”

And that was the thing that took me right to the edge, her voice and her nails in my back and the filth of it and the truth of it landing in the same instant, and right there at the top of it, I said the word.

Not a slip this time. Not in the dark, not loosened out of me by a rite, not anything I could take back in the morning. I said it on purpose, looking right at her, the only name I have ever had for her in my whole life.

“Mom.”

“Oh, fuck.” Her whole body seized around me. “Oh fuck, Sean.”

“Mom. Mom. Mom.”

“Uh-huh, I’ve got you.” Her thumb was on my cheekbone and her eyes stayed open the whole time. “Don’t stop, sweetheart. Don’t you dare stop now.”

She did not flinch from it and she did not laugh it off and she did not file it away for the morning. She took it, the entire impossible weight of that one word, holding my face in both her hands, saying my name back like the answer to a question, and that, more than any of the rest of it, was the thing the two of us could never take back.

“I’m about to,” I muttered, which was all I could manage.

She nodded, fast, her eyes locked on mine. “Oh yes. Don’t pull out. Don’t you dare pull out.”

I finished inside her, and she came with me, the two of us going over together at the very end with nothing left between us. She had told me to, and I could not have done otherwise if the building had been on fire, and it was at once the purest thing my body has ever felt and the most frightening, with no daylight between the two. The relief of it went all the way down to the floor of me.

And underneath the relief, arriving in the very same instant, came the rest of it, the part with no clean name. That I had just done the one thing there is truly no taking back, inside the one person I was never meant to, on purpose, while calling her the only thing I have ever called her. Whatever the two of us were now, we were it for good. No morning was ever going to file this one away. And I was not sorry, and not being sorry was its own slow kind of falling, and I held onto her and let it come down.

After, we lay tangled in the wreck of the ugly spread with the air conditioner roaring and the lot light coming around the curtain, and nobody counted anything, and nobody called the tide to recede, and nobody got up to rebuild a single thing.

A long while later I reached over her for my phone, the one I’d filmed the whole meltdown on a few hours before, and I held it up and took a picture of her.

She opened one eye. Then she looked at the phone. Then she did the thing she has done my whole life, the thing fifteen years of practice does to a person, which is tip her chin half an inch and gentle her eyes and find the light from a dead motel lamp by pure animal instinct, so that what came out of a man in bed with his phone at three in the morning was a photograph you could have sent to four million strangers. A woman at rest. Nothing showing. Tasteful as a candle commercial. Both of our hats still on, even now, even here, even after that.

“Delete the first one,” she said. “My eyes were shut.”

“You looked happy.”

“I looked unconscious. There is a difference and it matters.” She put her head back down on my chest. “Send me the good one.”

I sent her the good one. It went nowhere. It sat in her phone like the first thing she had ever shot and not sold, and neither of us said that, because saying it would have made it a thing.

The traffic went by outside doing its real nothing. The cat was probably still asleep on the laminate two doors down.

“Thanks,” she said, eventually. Quiet. Into my chest, where she did not have to look at me to say it.

“For what?”

“Saving me.” Before I could turn it into a joke she kept going, which is how I knew she meant it all the way down. “They were going to have all of me by spring. You know that? Every last piece, filed and folded and sold back to me by the jar, and I would have thanked them, and I would have called you to come film it. They were going to take me apart and use me for parts. The island was going to make me into something. You’re the only one in years who came for the actual me. The one nobody’s been interested in since I was about thirty-five.”

I thought about a lot of things I could say. Most of them were the big dumb word and its relatives, and none of them would have survived contact with the room, so I did not reach for them.

“To be fair,” I said, “so did I.”

“Did what?”

“Made you into something. Took you apart, used you for parts.” I felt her go still in the good way, the listening way. “The island was going to pervert you into a Diver. I just perverted you into this. Mine took a different form, is all.”

She laughed, the real one, because it was true and it was awful and it was the most honest thing either of us had managed in a year, and it shook both of us where we were pressed together.

“That’s the worst thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said.

“It’s the truest thing I’ve ever said to anyone.”

“I know.” She found my hand under the spread and laced her fingers into it and did not make a production of it. “I know it is.”

And that was the closest the two of us came that night, or maybe ever, to saying the other thing, the enormous obvious thing, and neither of us said it, and neither of us had to, and for the first time in the whole long history of us, neither of us got up afterward and quietly put the wall back.

“I’ve got the Quattlebaums at two on Saturday,” I said, a while later, almost asleep.

“The who?”

“A wedding. I shoot weddings, when there are any to shoot. It’s the one steady thing I’ve got, and I am going to need it more than ever now that my biggest client set fire to her whole income on a global livestream.”

“Your biggest client sounds like a real problem.”

“She’s a nightmare. Come with me. You can hold a light.” I felt her go still against my chest in the good way. “It is going to be the most normal wedding you have ever seen in your life. A hotel ballroom. A chocolate fountain. A man doing the worm.”

“You’re going to cry at it,” she said. “Watch.”

I lay there in the roar of the air conditioner and turned it over, the Quattlebaums at two, the chocolate fountain, the worm, the absolute ordinary surface-world nothing of it, the rest of our actual lives waiting on the far side of one night in a seventy-nine dollar room.

“Are we actually doing this,” I said. It did not come out as a question.

“The wedding? Yes, Sean. Keep up.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know it’s not what you meant.” She did not open her eyes. Her hand stayed in mine. “Ask me again at the wedding. Ask me again at a hundred boring things. We’ve got a whole pile of boring things to get wrong about it now.”

The good photo sat on my phone, face down on the nightstand, posted nowhere, the first picture I ever took of her that was not for anybody but me. The second bed stayed empty and ugly and perfect the whole night long.


Chapter 26 — Solena Rising
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“Six months ago I joined a sea cult, loves. Genuinely. They had a god made out of a graphics card and I handed over my passport and called it healing. Anyway, I’m home, I’m broke, and yes, I still do the morning breathing, because the breathing actually works and I will not be taking questions on that. Everything else was a pyramid scheme in a kaftan. Drink water. Go touch the real ocean. It’s free and it doesn’t have a waitlist. Love you. Mean it.”
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The smoke detector in the hall had been chirping for three days, at the exact interval science designed to locate the precise center of a man’s sanity, and I was up the stepladder with a fresh battery and a flathead and a real working grudge when my mother came home with dinner.

“I got the Thai,” she called from the door. “The good one. The one that hates us.”

“Did you get the thing with the peanuts?”

“I got two of the thing with the peanuts. I’m not an animal.”

She came down the hall and stopped at the foot of the ladder, a plastic bag hanging off each hand, her hair coming loose from its clip, and there was nothing on her face for anybody. No light found. No angle. Just Deb, home, looking up at the idiot she lives with.

“It’s going to chirp again in a week,” she said.

“It is not going to chirp again in a week.”

“It’s going to chirp again in a week, and you’re going to rip the whole thing off the wall, and we’re going to live in a house with no smoke detector because a battery insulted you.”

“Get plates,” I said, with enormous dignity, and she laughed and went to get plates.

It had been six months since the boat.

We came back home, the drafty place in the crunchy little town, still full of my dad’s wind chimes and his juicer and his forty kinds of tea, and we did not exactly discuss whether I was moving back in. I just never left. That turned out to be its own kind of conversation. Deb still slept in her bedroom and I still slept in mine. At first. The arrangement lasted about a week, and I am not going to pretend to you that it lasted longer, because the whole point of the last six months has been not pretending.

We are together. I have looked for a cleaner word and there isn’t one. The magazines would need a word for it and there isn’t one, which suits us fine, because a thing with no word on it is very hard to sell.

I still call her Mom. In the kitchen, in the dark, in front of the one or two people we have let close enough to flinch. It did not resolve. I want to be honest about that, because I spent a while assuming it would, that the love would file the word down or the word would shame the love off, and neither thing happened.

We are a man and the woman who raised him and we are also the other thing, both at once, every single day, and the only part that changed is that we stopped waiting for one of them to win. You learn to carry a thing that has no bottom to it. You hold it and you keep walking and you let people make whatever face they are going to make.

She comes to the weddings now. I shoot them same as ever, the ballrooms and the chocolate fountains and the uncle who always, without fail, does the worm, and she comes along and holds the light.

Fifteen years she had me holding a lamp over her head in a kitchen so a stranger on a screen would tell her she was enough, and now she stands at the back of somebody else’s happiest day with a foam panel angled at the bride, getting it exactly right, asking for nothing back. She is good at it. She knows precisely what light does to a face. She should. She spent a whole career inside it.

You know how the rest of it went, probably, because by now most people do. The thing I filmed in the booth went where things go, and the thing Don filmed went with it, and for about three weeks in the spring you could not open social media without a frozen frame of the Keeper mid-sentence over the words OUT OF CONTEXT, which became, briefly, a way people said a thing they had very much meant.

Tidewell came down the way they all come down, slowly and then in a single afternoon. The Isle of Saltren is an asset in a receivership now. They switched the god off to save on the power bill.

People recognize her sometimes, at the pump, at the weddings. It used to be the tide lady. Now it is mostly aren’t you the one from the, and then they run out of road, because there is no polite back half to that sentence, and she lets them run out, and says yep, that’s me, with a serenity Coral spent three weeks failing to teach her, because this one is real.

She is making things again. That was the part I was afraid of, the whole drive home, if I am honest, because there is a version of my mother that goes home and turns the worst thing that ever happened to her into a content pillar and sells the wreckage back by the jar. I have met that version. I lived with her for fifteen years.

That is not what this is. What she is doing is dumber than that and a hundred times better. She makes these unhinged little videos about the cult, the deranged true ones, the lemon water and the breathwork and the man typed into a wall, and she is the punchline and the cult is the punchline and nobody in the frame is being healed of one single thing.

She kept the three pieces that actually worked, the breathing and the cold water and going to bed early, and she will tell you to your face that the other ninety percent was a sales funnel with a sound bath. She is in on it now. That is the entire difference, and it is the only difference that was ever going to matter. The grift was never the breathing. The grift was the part where they told you that you couldn’t breathe without them.

Don’s book comes out in the fall. He calls it our collaboration, which is generous of him, given that he did the years of real reporting and I did the one felony. There is a chapter that is mostly my footage, walked through shot by shot, and my name is in the acknowledgments spelled correctly, and every couple of weeks he sends me a text that just says keep those drives dry, which is the closest thing I have to a faith now.

Calla sent a postcard in June, no return address, a photograph of a deeply boring marina. Fathom’s heart is behaving itself. They clawed most of the tide-bond money back when the thing collapsed, which Fathom apparently regards as the single greatest financial triumph of his life, better than if he had never lost it at all, and Calla had written under the boring marina, in tiny furious letters, he tells everyone he beat the ocean, send help.

They are going to be fine too. Most of us are. That is the part nobody warns you about on the way out, that the not-fine is survivable, that you can hand your whole self over to something stupid and still end up with a boring marina at the end of it.

Coral, in case you were wondering, is fine.

Of course she is. I found her by accident, the way you find everything now, an ad sliding up between two other things, a serene woman on a clean white beach that was not Saltren, in linen that was not seafoam, under a word that was not Tidewell. Stillwater, this one is called. Same eyes. Same voice you could pour over an open wound.

The grift had shed its skin and strolled off wearing a fresh one, and the comments underneath were already filling with people calling it the realest thing they had ever felt. I watched the whole ad. I did not report it. You cannot report water for being wet. Some people you cannot save because they have decided that drowning is swimming, and Coral was never one of the drowning. Coral is the tide.

I have not told most of this to anybody. I told it to the only thing I have ever been able to tell the truth to, which is a row of clips on a timeline, late, at the kitchen table, after she has gone up to bed.

That is what this has been. That is what you have been inside the whole time. I have been cutting it for six months, all of it, the ferry and the clay and the storm and the god made of math and the room with the ugly bedspread, every frame, because I am a man who finally needed to finish a thing and this was the only thing in my life big enough to be worth it.

There are two cuts. The first one I made for the world, the render farm and the passports and all the ruined and refunded people, and it is hard and clean and it is true, and most of it is in Don’s book and the rest of it went where that kind of thing goes, and it did its job. Tidewell is a cautionary tag now. Call that cut the marks’ justice, for whatever justice is worth at this size.

This is the other one. This one has the room in it, and the boat, and the Merging, and there is no version of that the world gets to sit in the dark and watch. So it does not go out. It is never going to go out. It lives on a drive in the top drawer of Dad’s old desk, finished, backed up twice, the best thing I am ever going to make, and the only person it was ever for already knows every frame of it by heart.

“Sean.” From the kitchen, up through the floor. “It’s getting cold, and I am not reheating it.”

I saved the file. I closed the laptop on the best thing I will ever make. And I went downstairs to eat dinner with my mother.


Thanks for reading! I had to pause frequently while writing this one to indulge in feeling ridiculous. For earlier access to my future work, consider becoming one of my extremely cool, intelligent, and handsome patrons. It’s the best way to support me and keep my writing process sustainable.

Patron extras include access to more of my uncensored series (Household Inheritance, Household Obsession and The Faremont Shelter), exclusive standalones (The Exhibit, The Lanes), NSFW cover variants (some of which include NSFW animations), exclusive audiobooks, early access to new releases, and work that simply can't be published on Amazon.

As always, if you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It really does help small authors like me gain traction! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list.

Thanks for reading,

Anya
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