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CHAPTER 1

The most beautiful dive of his life was the one he almost didn't come back from.

He swam into the mouth at eighteen. The rock opened in the sea face and the water inside was still and clear and colder than the water outside and he went in because the most dangerous places are always the most beautiful and he was eighteen and did not yet know that this was not a coincidence.

Blue light from the entrance behind him fading to black ahead, the walls close enough to touch with his fingertips if he spread his arms. No current. No sound except his own breath cycling through the regulator, slow and even, the most private sound a person could make. The beam of his light found the ceiling and the ceiling was carved smooth by ten thousand years of water doing the only thing water knew how to do and it was beautiful. He could feel his heartbeat in his fingertips. He could feel the earth holding its breath around him.

Then the passage narrowed and the visibility dropped to nothing and the beautiful thing became the other thing. His shoulders touched rock on both sides. His tank scraped the ceiling. The beam found silt and the silt found everything and the clear still water was gone and he was inside the mouth and the mouth was closing.

His fingers found the wall and followed it because following it was the only option that was not dying. The wall curved left. The passage tightened. He could turn back or he could keep going and he kept going because he was eighteen and because turning back meant admitting the mouth had won and because somewhere ahead the passage opened or it didn't and he was going to find out with his hands.

His hands found the sheets.

5:47 on the nightstand clock, the light blue and wrong the way digital light is wrong at that hour. His breath was the breath, the long slow draw through the nose that started every dive he had ever done, and he was doing it in a studio apartment in Seattle three thousand miles from the island. The dream again. At least this time it had ended before the mouth finished closing, before the dark went total and his lungs started the countdown they always started. He lay still and waited for his hands to stop shaking. They stopped. They always stopped. It just took longer than it used to.

His phone was on the nightstand. He picked it up to look at something that was not dark water and the lock screen was a photo from three summers ago. Kristin and Violet and Rose on the dock in swimsuits, sunburned and squinting, Violet making a face at the camera. He had never changed it. He had also never let anyone on his team see it, because explaining why a grown man's lock screen was his mother and two sisters in bikinis required either a truth nobody would believe or a lie he had not yet engineered.

A text from his mother. Timestamped 4:12 AM, which meant she had sent it when she couldn't sleep, which meant she had been thinking about it long enough for it to follow her to bed.

Violet got caught in a current off the south end yesterday. She's fine. Swam herself back in. Just thought you should know.

He read it twice. His thumbs were on the glass and his thumbs were not steady.

South end.

The south end of the island was where the mouth was. His mother did not know that. His mother did not know about the mouth at all. Violet had been swimming near the place that had almost killed him at eighteen and his mother was telling him about it at 4:12 in the morning in four sentences that were carefully designed to not be asking him to come home.

She was not asking. She never asked. She put the information in front of him the way she put cream on the table for a man who drank his coffee black. Available. Not insisted on.

He sat on the edge of the bed. The apartment was dark. The apartment was always dark. It was a studio near the office with blackout curtains he had installed for sleeping after late deploys and it had the emotional architecture of a server room. He had been here for two years. Four guys on his team, all communicating through Slack and code reviews. The closest he had come to another person's skin in five months was a handshake at a work event.

He looked at the text again. There was a flight out of SeaTac tomorrow afternoon that would put him in Maine by evening. Ferry from the mainland the next morning. He could be on the island by noon if he packed tonight and sent the out-of-office before he left for the airport. His brain was building the logistics of going home and his brain had not asked the rest of him whether going home was a good idea. It hadn't needed to. The rest of him had decided when he read "south end."

He booked the flight.

* * *

The ramp was steel grating and his bag caught on it twice. He kept his eyes on the grating and on the feet of the people ahead of him and did not look at the water running four feet below on either side. His feet hit the dock and his legs took a second to trust it, the way legs do after an hour on a moving deck. A lobster boat idled past the ferry slip with its engine ticking over and a gull standing on the transom like it had paid for the ride.

The harbor was smaller than he remembered. The breakwater, the fuel dock, the row of moorings with their buoys bobbing in the chop. A man hosing down the deck of a charter boat looked up, looked at him, looked again. Cameron turned his face toward the parking lot before the recognition could finish landing. Two years of anonymity and the island had his name back in the time it took to walk a ramp.

He saw the truck before he saw her.

It was parked at the far end of the lot, nose out, the way his father had always parked it. Blue, oxidized on the roof, rust starting along the wheel wells. The same truck that had been in the family since before Cameron was born. Someone had washed it recently and the wash had exposed how much the paint had faded underneath. Someone was parking it the way Dad parked it.

Before Kristin. Before the girls. When it was just the two Carvers on the island, father and son, and the house had two people in it instead of five.

Then he saw her. His mother was leaning against the driver's side door with her arms folded and her weight settled into one hip, right knee bent slightly, watching the ramp the way she watched everything. Patient and unhurried and giving nothing away. Her hair was shorter than he remembered. Grayer at the temples where it used to be dark blonde straight through.

But her face was the same face, the straight nose and the jaw and the slight downturn at the corner of her mouth that had never been sad exactly, just settled. She was wearing a flannel over a tank top and jeans and boots that had mud on them from the shop or the garden or both, and the flannel was open and the tank top fit her the way thin cotton fits a woman who is not thinking about how it fits.

He looked at her longer than he meant to.

She didn't wave. She watched him come across the lot with the bag catching on his hip and when he was close enough she unfolded her arms and let them hang at her sides.

"There you are," said Kristin.

Her voice. He had not heard it in months. It was lower than he carried it in his head, warmer, with a weight in it that he could not name. Like she had been saving the full version of it for when he was close enough to hear it.

He set the bag down. "Hey, Mom."

"Come here." She put her hands on his upper arms first, the way she always had, checking he was real before she committed to the rest. Then she pulled him in. Her cheek pressed against his shoulder and her hair smelled like cedar and something under it that was just her. She was soft against him in a way his body had not been prepared for. Her breasts pressed flat against his chest through the flannel and he felt them and he knew he felt them and his hands were on her back and the warmth went through the fabric into his palms.

He had not been touched by another person in five months. He had not held a woman's body against his in longer than that. His arms went around her because they were supposed to and because he wanted them to and because for a second his throat went somewhere he was not going to let it go. She was warm and solid and shorter than he always thought she was. Having her on his lock screen was one thing. Missing her from three thousand miles away was one thing. This was a different thing. This was her actual body against his and two years of avoiding it and the avoiding had not prepared him for how much he had missed it.

She squeezed once and stepped back. Held him at arm's length with her hands on his shoulders and looked at his face the way a person reads a letter they've been waiting for.

She had been his mother for sixteen years, since Jordan brought her and the girls home to the island and the house went from two Carvers to five of whatever they were. No ceremony, no paperwork. Just a woman who moved in and stayed and became the thing the word meant.

"You look tired." She said it like a fact, not a question. "Have you been eating?"

"Yeah." He picked the bag back up. "Mostly."

"Mostly is not eating." She took the smaller bag from his hand without asking and walked to the driver's side. Her door, her truck, her terms. She climbed in and started the engine before he had his seatbelt on.

* * *

The cab smelled like his father and something newer that was probably hers. She pulled out of the lot and turned onto the coast road without checking her mirrors in a way that suggested she had made this turn ten thousand times and the mirrors had never once told her anything she didn't already know.

She drove the way she did everything. Steady hands, no wasted motion, attention divided evenly between the road and whatever she was thinking about, which was probably him.

"Your bed's made up," she said. "There's beef stew on the stove if you want it."

"Thanks."

Beef stew. He had loved beef stew at twelve. He had not loved beef stew since roughly fifteen, when his palate had discovered that food could be more than one temperature and one color at the same time. She had probably stopped making it years ago. She was making it tonight because she was thinking of him at twelve. He was going to eat the stew. He was going to eat it and say it was good and mean it in a way that had nothing to do with the stew.

"How's work been?" said Kristin.

"Heads down, mostly." He watched the pines. "The team is fine."

"I bet you haven't seen much of anyone."

"Not really."

"Mm."

She didn't push. She never pushed. She just put the observation in the air like a napkin on the table and waited for him to pick it up or leave it there. His mother could extract a complete diagnostic from two words and a silence. She had been doing it his whole life and he had never once figured out how to return a clean bill of health she'd actually believe.

She reached across him to adjust the air vent on his side. Her shoulder turned toward him. The flannel fell open and the tank top underneath was thin and he could see the line of her collarbone and the beginning of the shadow between her breasts and then she sat back and the flannel closed. She fiddled with the vent, angled it away from his face.

"Draft was hitting you," she said.

The draft had not been hitting him.

He looked at the road. He put the observation with the others. They were accumulating faster than he had storage for.

The trees opened and the property came through in pieces. The house first, cedar shingles darker than he remembered. Then the dock, and Slack Tide rocking gently in her slip, and the water past the boat going gray with the late afternoon. Then the dive shop's roofline, and the sign hung over the side entrance. Carver Diving. His grandfather had put that sign up. His father had repainted it twice. The letters were faded now and nobody had repainted them.

Something moved in his chest that he had not been ready for. He held still until it let go.

Kristin slowed for the turn and the gravel popped under the tires.

He had two weeks. Two weeks was a visit. Not a homecoming, not a commitment, not a return. A visit. He was already not sure he believed himself.

Through the kitchen window he could see the chalkboard by the back door. Something was written on it. He couldn't read it from this angle.

Kristin opened her door. Cameron picked up her purse from the dashboard and handed it to her as she stepped down. She took it without comment.

"Take your time," she said. "Coffee in a minute."

She walked toward the house and did not look back.

He sat. The engine ticked as it cooled. The harbor was right there.


CHAPTER 2

He gave himself a few minutes and then he got out.

The gravel was louder than he remembered. He stood by the truck and looked at the property in real space for the first time in two years, and the first thing he noticed was that it was smaller. The house was smaller. The lawn between the parking lot and the water was shorter than the lawn in his head. The dock was narrower. Everything had shrunk slightly, the way a childhood place shrinks when you come back to it with an adult's sense of proportion, and he could not decide if that was comforting or if it just meant he had been remembering wrong.

He picked up his bag and started down the gravel toward the house. Halfway down the slope he saw movement at the end of the dock.

Someone was in the water. A head surfaced, dark hair slicked back, and two hands came up and wiped the face clear in a motion that was so specific to one person that he knew who it was before her eyes opened. She tipped her face up to the sun. Then she opened her eyes and saw him.

The shriek crossed the lawn before he had time to wave.

Violet swam hard for the dock ladder, grabbed the rungs, and hauled herself up in a motion that put her whole body through the air for a second. She was smaller than he remembered and bigger than he remembered at the same time. Still five-five, still slim through the hips and waist, but everything else had filled in since he'd last seen her. Her chest was fuller, round and high under a faded green bikini top that was not doing the job it had probably done when she bought it. Water ran off her shoulders and down her stomach and beaded along the crisp tan line where the bikini bottom sat on her hips. She landed barefoot on the cedar and then she was running.

She ran the way she had run at eight, arms pumping, wet feet slapping the dock planks and then the grass, the bikini straps cutting into her shoulders from the sprint. Her hair was longer than he remembered, dark and heavy with salt water, swinging behind her. The faded green top was not built for running and her breasts bounced with every stride, the fabric lifting and falling a half-beat behind her, and he watched it happen because his eyes were not taking instructions from the rest of him. She was grinning so wide he could see it from forty feet. She was twenty years old and built like a woman now and running at him like she was still a kid and he was looking at her and he knew he was looking at her.

Kristin's daughter. Kristin's youngest. He had to remind himself sometimes because the reminding had stopped mattering when he was six and she was five and they had grown up in the same house sleeping across the hall from each other.

He had about four seconds. He put the bag down.

She hit him at full speed. His ribs took most of it. Her arms locked around his neck and her legs came up around his waist for a half second and his hands went where they could. One on her back, one on the outside of her thigh, because there was nowhere else. The skin under his fingers was wet and cold and very smooth and he registered that information in exactly the way he should not have and then she dropped to her feet and was still holding on.

"You are so bony now." She said it into his neck because she had not let go. Her wet hair was on his jaw. The bikini top had soaked through his shirt at every point where she was pressed against him and there were several points where she was pressed against him. He could feel her chest against his, the full soft weight of it through the wet fabric, and the warmth of her underneath even though her skin was cold.

He had not held a body in five months. He held this one for as long as it was offered, which was less than three seconds.

She stepped back and pushed wet hair off her forehead. A long dark strand stuck to her cheek. There was a small mole just left of her sternum that he had seen once before, years ago, when she was changing into a wetsuit. He had not mentioned it to himself then. He was not going to mention it to himself now. Her chest was moving fast from the run.

"You're soaking my shirt," said Cameron.

"I know." She grinned. "I'm doing it on purpose."

She turned toward the house with her mouth already open. "Mom! You didn't tell me he was coming today!"

His mom was on the porch, leaning on the railing with a mug in her hands. "I told you Tuesday."

"You did not."

"I wrote it on the board."

"Nobody reads the board, Mom."

Kristin sipped her coffee and said nothing, which was its own answer.

Violet turned back. "Sorry. Hi. I missed you." She said all three things as one sentence and meant each one separately.

He looked at her. She was dripping and just out of the water and grinning and twenty years old and he could not help it.

"You alright?" said Cameron.

Violet's face changed. She turned back to the porch. "You told him?"

Kristin sipped her coffee.

"I got pulled out by a current and I swam back in." Violet was looking at him now. "That is the whole story."

"Okay."

She held his eyes for a second. Decided he'd dropped it. The grin came back.

"Okay. Come on." She linked her arm through his. Her skin was wet and cold against his arm and her hip bumped his as they started walking and that was just how she moved, apparently. She was not thinking about it. He was thinking about it considerably.

He picked up the bag with his free hand. They went up the lawn toward the porch, Violet already talking. Something about a seal she had been seeing off the south dock every morning. Something about how it looked at her. She talked with her free hand, gesturing toward the water, and her shoulder shifted against his with every gesture.

Kristin held the door open. As Cameron went past her she put her hand briefly between his shoulder blades. Just for a second. Like a mother counting that her son was still made of his own bones.

Through the mudroom. Cedar and sun-warm rubber from wetsuits hanging on their pegs. Into the kitchen.

The kitchen hadn't moved. Table by the window. Dish rack at the sink. French press on the counter, two mugs out, a third behind them. The third mug was his and it was already set out and that did something to him that the harbor and the truck and the gravel had not managed to do.

His mom went to the french press. Violet pulled a dish towel off the oven handle and started drying her hair with it, standing right there in the kitchen, bikini still the only top she was wearing. She did not go anywhere first to put something else on. She was not thinking about it.

Cameron stood in the doorway with his bag.

"Sit," said Kristin.

He set the bag down by the door. He did not sit.

"You good?" said Violet through the towel.

"Yeah."

"You sound weird." She pulled the towel aside and looked at him. Her hair hung in dark unbrushed sections around her face. Water was still running down from her hair to her collarbone to the top edge of the bikini. "Mom, doesn't he sound weird?"

"He just got here, Violet."

Violet looked at him from under the towel. "You do look tired."

"That's what Mom said."

"It's because you are tired."

She steered him to the chair Kristin had wanted him in, one hand on his arm, and sat down across from him. Still in the bikini. Her elbows on the table. The towel draped around her neck.

Kristin poured his coffee and set it in front of him. "Cream's in the fridge. Sugar in the bowl, where it always was."

He drank his coffee black. He had always drunk his coffee black. She knew this. She told him where the cream was anyway because that was how she loved, by making sure all the options were available to him even the ones he would never take.

Violet was talking about octopuses.

Specifically she was talking about how octopuses had three hearts and blue blood and how the blue came from a copper-based protein called hemocyanin instead of iron-based hemoglobin, which was why their blood was blue, which was technically not blue but more of a pale blue-green, and which was more efficient at transporting oxygen in cold water, which was why octopuses had evolved it, which was actually really sad if you thought about it because two of the three hearts stopped beating when they swam, which meant they were always exhausted, which was why they preferred crawling, and the fact that an animal could have three hearts and still be tired all the time made her want to cry.

"The protein is hemocyanin," said Kristin without looking up from the counter.

"That's what I said."

"You said homocyanin."

"Same thing."

"It isn't."

Violet rolled her eyes and kept going. She was telling Cameron about Brendan, the conservationist who worked the tide pools on the north side. "Oceanographer," said Kristin. "He's an oceanographer, not a conservationist." Violet waved this away. The bikini top shifted when she waved. Her skin was drying in the warm kitchen air and the goosebumps were fading from her arms but not from the tops of her shoulders and not from the flat of her sternum above the bikini line.

Cameron kept his eyes on his coffee.

She was funny. She had always been funny. When she was twelve she had explained the entire life cycle of horseshoe crabs to a table of paying divers and none of them had minded because she did it with her whole body and a sincerity that made you want to know about horseshoe crabs even if you didn't. She was doing it now with octopus hemocyanin and a wet bikini and her elbows on the table and the same absolute conviction that this information mattered, and he was charmed by her the way he had always been charmed by her and he was also aware that the bikini was sticking to her chest and that she had goosebumps and that the goosebumps were doing something to the fabric and to him.

He drank his coffee.

Nothing in the kitchen had moved. He could not figure out where he was.

* * *

He carried his bag up the interior stairs from the kitchen, two switchbacks to the upstairs hall. The third stair from the top creaked under his weight and he had time to remember everything about that stair before his foot left it. How many times he had stepped over it coming home late. How many times it had given him away.

The hall ran the length of the upstairs. His door at the end. Violet's door and Rose's across from each other, both shut.

He went into his room and closed the door. The room was preserved. Same bed, same window, same desk with the monitor he hadn't taken. His mother had stored two boxes in one corner that hadn't been there before. Otherwise the room looked the way a person preserves a thing she isn't sure if she'll need again.

He sat on the bed. Below him in the kitchen, Violet was talking to Kristin. The words didn't come through the floor but the rhythm did. Violet's voice went fast and uneven with the cadence of someone delivering information she considered urgent. Kristin said something short. Violet laughed.

He unzipped his bag and started to unpack.


CHAPTER 3

He was on the porch with his coffee when the car pulled in.

Not a car he recognized. An Uber, silver and compact, with mainland plates. It came up the gravel slope and stopped at the far end of the lot and the rear door opened and Rose got out. The car pulled away before she'd finished closing the door.

She was wearing a blazer over a dress shirt tucked into slacks. Slacks. On this island, in this heat, in this family. She had wedge heels in one hand, carrying them by the straps, and she walked up the gravel barefoot with the blazer unbuttoned and her dark hair pinned up in a way he had never seen her wear it. The dress shirt was fitted and he could see the shape of her underneath it, small breasts sitting high, the fabric pulling slightly where it tucked into the waistband. She looked like someone else's daughter on the way home from someone else's life.

Which she was, technically. Kristin's daughter, not his father's. Not a Carver by anything except fifteen years of the same kitchen table.

She was taller than he remembered. Five-eight, maybe five-nine in the posture she was carrying, which was straight-backed and deliberate. She had always been tall but he had always been next to her in the water where it didn't matter. On land, walking toward him across the gravel, she was almost as tall as him and they both knew it.

She saw him on the porch. She stopped. Looked at him for a beat with her chin level and her face giving him nothing.

"Hey," said Rose.

"Hey." He started to stand. She kept walking. Didn't set the shoes down. Didn't come to the porch. Didn't hug him or ask about his trip or say welcome back or say anything else. She went inside and he heard her feet on the stairs and the third stair creak and then her door close at the end of the upstairs hall.

His chest was tight. His mouth had gone dry before he'd processed what he was looking at. His jaw had locked and his breath had gone shallow and the whole response had fired in the time it took her to say one word and leave, which meant his body was running full combat readiness against a woman who had given him less than three seconds of eye contact and a syllable. Four years ago she had looked at him in the upstairs bathroom and he had stood there and now his nervous system was treating her like an active threat. He knew this was ridiculous. Knowing did not help.

The tile floor. Cold under his feet. Her reflection in the mirror above the sink. He pushed it down.

Behind him the screen door opened and Violet leaned out with a mug. "Was that Rose?"

"Yeah."

"She's been like that." Violet said it with the careful authority of someone who had been managing a situation for months and wanted him to know she had it handled. "Don't take it personally."

"Okay."

"I mean it. She's weird with everyone right now. It's not you."

It was him. He drank his coffee and said nothing, and Violet watched him for a second and then went back inside, and he sat on the porch and listened to Rose's silence through the ceiling and waited for his hands to stop.

* * *

She came down forty minutes later. Changed out of the interview clothes into running shorts and a gray tank top, hair down around her shoulders, dark and still damp from where she'd washed the pins out. Feet bare. The professional costume was gone and the woman underneath it was the one he had spent years next to in the water. The tank top was loose but she had nothing on under it and he could tell because the fabric moved with her and he could see the shape of her breasts through the cotton, small and firm and sitting high the way they had in the bikini top four years ago. The running shorts sat low on her hips and showed the full length of her legs, lean and tan, the legs of a woman who had been kicking through open water since she was twelve. Her butt was full and round in the shorts in a way the slacks had hidden completely.

She moved through the kitchen doorway the way she had always moved through doorways, taking up the space she was entitled to. She had pale blue eyes, the color of slate ice, and they were looking past him.

The woman who had walked up the gravel was a stranger. This one he recognized. That was worse.

She went to the cabinet above the sink and pulled down a glass. Cameron was at the table with the last of his coffee.

"Place hasn't changed," he said.

"No." She filled the glass at the tap without looking at him.

"Weird being back."

"I bet."

She drank standing at the counter with her back half turned. Her forearms were still tan from the summer. A dive watch tan line circled her left wrist, pale against the brown, and something about the sight of it put him back in the water with her, fifteen feet down, hanging at a decompression stop with nothing to do but exist a foot apart and not look at each other.

He tried again. "How've you been?"

"Fine."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

She reached past him for the dish towel on the counter. Her arm crossed his space and he could smell soap on her skin, something clean and unfamiliar, and her wrist passed close enough that he could see the fine hairs on her forearm catch the light from the window. The reach rhymed with something and his mind served it up before he could stop it. The towel on her body. The doorway. His shirt coming off over his head. He put it away.

"Where were you today?" said Cameron.

"City."

"For what?"

"Errands."

She was giving him less information per exchange than an automated phone menu. He knew what she was doing. He had watched her do it to Kristin, to their father, to anyone who asked a question she had decided not to answer. She ran the same protocol every time. Offer a word. Let the silence do the work. Wait for the other person to either push and lose or give up and leave. He had never once seen anyone win against it, including himself, and here he was trying anyway because apparently two years off the island had taught him nothing about this particular woman.

"You looked nice earlier," he said. "The blazer."

"Thanks." She folded the dish towel and set it on the counter and the conversation was over.

Their mother came through the kitchen and touched Cameron's shoulder on the way to the stove. She looked at Rose for a half second and then looked away. Whatever she saw was something she had been seeing for a while. "Stew's almost ready," she said to neither of them in particular, and went about her work.

* * *

Violet had drifted upstairs to her room. Kristin was in the mudroom sorting something. Cameron was in the kitchen rinsing his mug at the sink and Rose was leaning against the counter three feet away, eating an apple, and neither of them was talking.

She bit into the apple and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Then she reached back and pulled her hair up off her neck with both hands, twisting it into a knot, holding it there while she chewed. Her arms were up and her tank top rode up with them and the flat of her stomach showed above the waistband of the running shorts and he could see the edge of something on her hip. A tattoo. Small, low on the bone, a line of script he couldn't read from this angle. She hadn't had that before.

His mind gave him the rest. All of it, this time.

She had been at the sink in a towel, brushing her teeth. He had come in to shower. The door had never been locked. He'd started stripping at the threshold without looking at her because they had shared that bathroom since they were kids and it had never been a thing.

She was the one who looked first. Her towel had ridden up on one side and she hadn't fixed it. The bottom curve of her ass was showing where the terry cloth had bunched, and below it the pale skin of her inner thigh where the sun never got, and he could see the dark line where her thighs met and the shadow of what was between them. He caught all of it in his peripheral vision and then he wasn't using his peripheral vision anymore. He was looking. His cock was hard before he knew he was looking. Standing in the doorway with his boxers on the floor and his hand on the shower handle and his cock hard enough that it ached and she saw it in the mirror.

She turned. Her eyes went down and stayed there. Not a glance. She looked at him the way a person looks at something they have just realized is real. He didn't move. She didn't look away. Three seconds or five or ten. Neither of them spoke. Then something broke and she turned back to the sink and picked up her toothbrush and he got in the shower and stood under the water until it went cold. She left while the water was still running. They never spoke about it. He was off the island within months.

He rinsed the mug. He set it in the rack. His hands were steady because he was making them steady.

Rose let her hair drop. She bit the apple again.

"Stew smells good," said Cameron.

"Mom's been cooking all day." She said it to the apple. "She does that when she's nervous."

"She doesn't seem nervous."

"She wouldn't."

A few seconds of nothing. The faucet dripped. Somewhere outside a gull called once and stopped.

Rose pushed off the counter. She set the apple core on the cutting board.

"I'm going to go take a shower," said Rose.

She looked at him when she said it. Her eyes on his. Her face level, practical, giving him nothing. She didn't look away. She let the word sit in the air between them in a house with one upstairs bathroom and a history that neither of them had mentioned and that she had just put back in the room without saying a single thing about it.

She went. He heard her feet on the stairs. The third stair creaked under her weight. The bathroom door closed. The water started.

Cameron stood at the sink with the sound of the shower running through the house.


CHAPTER 4

The kitchen smelled like beef stew and bread and the evening coming in through the window over the sink. His mother was at the stove with her back to him, stirring with a wooden spoon in one hand and tearing a baguette into a bowl with the other. She had changed into a loose sweater and tied her hair back and she was moving with the efficiency of a woman who had been planning this meal since before the ferry. She hadn't said welcome home. The stew and the bread and the third mug she'd set out this afternoon had said it for her.

Cameron drifted in and opened the cabinet above the dish rack. Plates, where they had always been. He pulled down four and set them on the counter.

Kristin glanced over her shoulder. "You remember where everything is."

"Nothing moved."

"No." She turned back to the stove. "Nothing moved."

He set the table without being asked. Four places. The layout hadn't changed. The chairs hadn't changed. There used to be five and now there were four and neither of them said anything about the math.

"Are you warm enough in your old room?" said Kristin. "I can get another blanket from the hall closet."

"I'm fine."

"The window sticks. If it's too cold just hit the frame on the left side."

"I remember."

She stirred the stew. He could see her shoulders were tight under the sweater even though her hands were steady. She had been doing this alone for two years. Cooking for three, running the shop, keeping the kitchen the same, keeping the plates in the same cabinet, keeping the table set for one fewer person. She was exhausted in a way she was not going to show him and he could see it anyway because he had known her his whole life and exhaustion on her looked like efficiency.

Violet came in and pulled open the napkin drawer. "What can I do?"

"Sit," said Kristin.

Violet sat. She was in pajama shorts and an oversized t-shirt that said Carver Diving across the front in cracked lettering, the old staff shirt from when his father still ordered them. The shirt hung off one shoulder and the pajama shorts were the kind that ended mid-thigh and rode up when she sat down and she tucked one leg under her on the chair without adjusting them. Her hair was still salt-textured from this afternoon, drying in waves she hadn't brushed out.

"Smells amazing," said Violet. "Is that the bread from Collin's?"

"I made it."

"You made bread?"

"I make bread, Violet."

"Since when?"

"Since about a year ago." Kristin set the spoon down. "There's not a lot to do on Tuesday nights."

Rose appeared five minutes before dinner. Hair wet from the shower. She had changed into a loose crew-neck sweater that covered everything the tank top hadn't, and jeans, and she looked like a person who had decided to present the least amount of herself possible to this table. She sat in the chair to Cameron's left, one seat over, close enough to be in the conversation and angled enough to not be in his direct sightline.

"Smells good," she said to Kristin.

Kristin served the stew without answering. She set the bowls down one at a time. Cam's first, then Violet's, then Rose's. She sat with her own last. The bread went in the center. Butter on a plate with a knife that had been his father's, a wood-handled thing that Cam remembered from every dinner he had ever eaten in this kitchen.

For the first few minutes the table worked. Kristin asked Cam about his trip. The doting register at low volume. How was the flight. Did he eat on the ferry or just the vending machine. Was the apartment squared away or did he leave it a mess.

"It's fine," said Cameron. "I cleaned before I left."

"You cleaned."

"Mostly."

"There's that word again." She passed him the bread. "The bridge on Route 3 is still under construction. They've been working on it for fourteen months. I drive past it every Thursday and nothing has changed and I have started keeping a tally."

Violet laughed. "She has. It's on the fridge at the shop."

"Fourteen months," said Kristin. "I could have built the bridge myself by now."

Rose hadn't looked up. She was eating steadily, spoon to bowl, not fast and not slow. After Cameron finished answering she said, without raising her eyes, "So you just decided to come."

"Pretty much."

"After two years."

"Yeah."

Kristin's mouth tightened.

"Violet," said Kristin, steering. "Pass your brother the butter."

Violet passed it. Her elbow bumped Cameron's arm when she reached and she left it there for a second longer than the reach required. She was sitting close enough that her knee was almost touching his under the table. The oversized t-shirt had slipped further down her shoulder and he could see the strap of whatever she was wearing underneath, thin and dark against her skin. Or maybe she wasn't wearing anything underneath and what he was seeing was the shadow of her collarbone. He looked at his stew. The stew was very interesting.

"So what's the plan?" said Rose. "How long are you staying?"

"Two weeks. Maybe less."

"And then what?"

"I have some ideas."

"Ideas." She repeated the word the way she repeated everything, as if she were holding it up to the light and finding it insufficient. She had been doing this since she was fifteen. He had never once won an argument with this woman and he could feel the old pattern settling over them like muscle memory, the bracing in his chest, the slight drying at the back of his throat, the awareness that anything he said was going to be weighed and found wanting. He knew what she was doing. Knowing had never once made it less effective.

Violet, casually, between bites. "What did you do today, Rose?"

"Job interview."

Kristin set her spoon down.

"You have a job here," said Kristin.

Rose looked at her. Pale blue eyes, level, giving nothing. "A real job."

Nobody spoke. The faucet dripped. The stew sat. Kristin picked her spoon back up and resumed eating as if the sentence had not landed in the center of the table like something dropped from a height. Violet looked between them. Cameron watched all three of them react and had no idea what to do with any of it.

Three words. A real job. The shop isn't real work. The life you've been holding together alone for two years while your husband's office stays shut and his paperwork stays untouched and his daughter applies for positions on the mainland doesn't count. Cameron could see it hit Kristin in the shoulders, the way she held them level and still the way a person holds something that is hurting.

Rose went back to her stew.

Violet broke the silence the way Violet broke every silence, by filling it. She started telling Cameron about the bioluminescence she had seen last August. Night dive off the dock, no gear, just a mask and a flashlight she turned off once she was under. The water lit up around her. Every movement she made set off a chain of blue-green light in the plankton and she could see her own hands glowing and she had floated there for ten minutes in the dark watching her body make the ocean glow.

She told it with her whole body. Her hands traced the light in the air. She leaned forward and the t-shirt shifted on her shoulders and the neckline dropped and Cameron could see the top of her chest and the beginning of the curve where her breasts started. She was not thinking about the shirt. She was thinking about bioluminescence and about the way her hands had looked underwater and she was telling him this story with the same earnest intensity she brought to octopus hemocyanin and he was charmed by her and he was also looking at the place where the shirt gave way to skin.

"The whole bay was like that for a week," said Violet. "Brendan said it was a phytoplankton bloom."

"The oceanographer," said Kristin.

"Yes, Mom. The oceanographer."

Rose had stopped eating to listen. She was watching Violet with an expression Cam couldn't read, somewhere between affection and something sharper. When Violet turned to her for confirmation Rose looked down at her bowl.

"It was pretty," said Rose.

That was the most Rose had given the table all night.

Kristin set her spoon down. "While you're here. The compressor for the tank fills is dying. It's been making a sound for about six months. I was hoping you could take a look."

"Sure." He tore a piece of bread. "It's been a while since I've worked on that stuff, but I can try."

"I hope you can figure it out," said Violet. "Because with the insurance situation it would be a nightmare to replace."

Cameron looked at his mom. "What insurance situation?"

Kristin smiled. It was a small smile and it was sad and it did not reach the rest of her face. "I'll explain later."

She picked her spoon back up. The conversation moved on. But Cameron filed the smile and the deferral in the same place he'd been filing things all day, and the place was getting full.

* * *

Rose went upstairs first. Violet drifted to the shop couch with her phone. The kitchen emptied down to Cameron and Kristin.

He picked up the dish towel from the counter and went to the sink where she was already running water. She washed. He dried. The rhythm was old and automatic. Her hands in the water, his hands on the towel, the clink of plates handed across. Neither of them had to think about it.

The kitchen was dim now. The overhead light was on and the evening light was gone and the harbor through the window had turned black. The water ran in the sink.

Kristin washed a bowl and handed it to him. He dried it and set it in the rack.

"It's been a long two years, Cam."

She said it without looking at him. Even and quiet, the register she used when she was too tired to be warm and too honest to be measured. He didn't push. She didn't elaborate. The sentence held everything in it and she was trusting him to hear what she wasn't going to say.

"I know, Mom," he said.

They washed and dried in silence for another minute. The water ran. The plates clinked.

"Leave the rest," she said. "I'll get it in the morning."

"I can finish."

"Leave it." She dried her hands on the towel he was holding. Her fingers brushed his for a second, warm and damp. "Good night, Cam."

She went upstairs. He heard her feet on the second floor, then the narrower stairs up to the attic studio. A door closed. The house redistributed itself around her absence, the way it had been redistributing itself around absences for two years.

Cameron stood at the sink. The water was still running. He turned it off.

The kitchen was quiet. The chalkboard by the back door was right there, three feet to his left. He hadn't looked at it closely since he'd been home. He looked at it now.

Kristin's handwriting on top. A grocery list. Milk, bread, lemons, coffee. Below it, in a different pen, a dive booking from sometime last week. Below that, faded, in handwriting he recognized from twenty-one years of living in this house, a line of Jordan's. Dock boards, south side, measure and order. A task his father had written down and never finished. His mother had written her grocery list over it rather than erase it.

Cameron looked at the chalkboard for a long time. Then he turned off the kitchen light and went upstairs.


CHAPTER 5

He slept in pieces and woke to voices through the floor.

The kitchen was already running when he came down. His mother at the counter with her coffee, dressed for the shop, sorting through a stack of booking slips with a pen between her teeth. Violet at the table eating a banana standing up and talking through it. Something about a regulator that was sticking and whether the 3000 PSI tanks had been filled or just the 2500s.

"Morning," said Kristin, without looking up from the slips.

"Hey."

"Coffee's in the press. There's eggs if you want them."

Violet waved the banana at him. "You look less dead than yesterday."

"Thanks."

"You're welcome." She tossed the peel toward the trash and missed. Picked it up. "I have a class at nine so I need to grab the gear bag from the shop before the Garniers get here. Mom, did you move the rental BCDs or are they still on the back rack?"

"Back rack," said Kristin. "The small is torn at the shoulder strap. Use the medium for the daughter."

Violet was out the door before Kristin finished the sentence, screen banging behind her, bare feet on the porch steps. Kristin watched her go and then went back to the slips.

Cameron poured his coffee. The kitchen was the same kitchen as last night but louder and faster and in daylight it had a rhythm he was not part of. They had been doing this without him every morning for two years and the machine did not need a new component. He drank his coffee by the counter and stayed out of the way.

* * *

Outside, the morning was already warm. Salt and fog and cedar and the harbor flat as glass below the property. He stood on the porch with his mug and looked at the swing.

Still crooked. Still hanging from the one good chain with the broken one dangling loose. He'd noticed it from the truck yesterday and his hands had wanted to fix it then and now his hands wanted to fix it again so he set his coffee on the railing and went to the gear shed for tools.

It took him ten minutes. A replacement link from a box of marine hardware under the workbench, a pair of pliers, a wrench for the eye bolt. The chain had rusted through at the third link from the top. He cut the bad link out, threaded the replacement, tightened the eye bolt, tested the swing with his weight.

It held. Clean fix. Find the break, source the part, apply the solution.

He sat on the swing and picked up his coffee and the swing held and the coffee was still warm and for approximately ninety seconds he felt like a person who was competent at something. Then he looked down the slope toward the dock and the ninety seconds were over.

* * *

Violet was on the dock with two clients. A young woman, maybe mid-twenties, and an older woman who was clearly her mother. They were at the gear table and Violet was walking them through a regulator setup, holding the first stage in one hand and pointing to the yoke with the other. She had the wetsuit on, unzipped to the waist, her bikini top underneath, and her hair was pulled back in a knot that was already coming loose.

Cameron watched from the porch swing. This class should not have been hers. This was his father's class, the intro session he ran three mornings a week in the summer while Kristin handled the register and Rose sorted rental gear. After Jordan it should have been Rose, or a summer hire, or someone with more than two years of uncertified experience and a personality that treated the open ocean like a swimming pool.

Violet was twenty. She was running a class her dead father should have been teaching and she was doing it because nobody else had stepped up and because stepping up was what Violet did when a gap appeared. She didn't question the gap. She filled it.

She was also good. She was patient with the mother, who kept touching her own regulator like it might bite, and conspiratorial with the daughter, leaning in to say something that made the younger woman laugh.

She demonstrated a mask clear by flooding her own mask and blowing it out with a sharp exhale through her nose, water streaming down her cheeks, and then she pulled the mask off entirely and wiped her face with both hands and grinned at them like she had just done a magic trick.

He was watching her teach and he was also watching her body and he knew both things were happening at the same time and he could not make either one stop. The wetsuit was peeled to her waist and the bikini top was the faded green one from yesterday, the one that was not built for sprinting, and it was doing a better job at rest but it was still a bikini top on a twenty-year-old woman in the sun.

When she reached across the gear table for a tank valve the fabric pulled across her breasts and her whole torso extended and the line from her chest to her waist to the bunched wetsuit at her hips was a line he followed with his eyes before he knew he was following it.

She bent to adjust the client's BCD strap at the shoulder, the bulky vest that held the tank to the diver's back. The angle put her back to him and he could see the curve of her ass where the wetsuit bunched at her hips, the small round shape of it in the neoprene, and the backs of her thighs above her knees where the suit ended.

He had a wrench in one hand and a chain link in the other because he'd been cleaning up the repair and he closed the pliers on his thumb and said a word he would not have said in front of his mother.

He put the wrench down. He looked at his thumb. He looked at the dock. Violet was demonstrating a regulator clear and his thumb was bleeding because he had been looking at his sister's ass in a wetsuit from sixty feet away while she taught two strangers how to breathe underwater. He was a software engineer. He solved problems for a living. He could not solve the problem of his own eyes.

* * *

"She's been doing that since March."

Rose was leaning against the doorframe behind him. He hadn't heard her come out. She was watching the dock too, arms crossed, and her face had something in it that wasn't hostility. She watched Violet help the daughter.

"Check her weight belt, Vi," she called down. "She's listing right."

Violet looked up, adjusted the belt, gave Rose a thumbs up.

Cameron sucked his thumb. "I thought that was your class."

"Violet's up to it." She said it a beat too fast, and she heard herself say it too fast, and her jaw tightened.

He should have left it there. He didn't.

"Mom told me about the current thing." He kept his voice even. "Off the south end. She got pulled out and had a rough time swimming herself back."

Rose's arms uncrossed. She looked at him for the first time since she'd come outside and her pale eyes were not doing the combat thing. They were doing something worse.

She looked shaken, the composure cracking along a line he hadn't known was there, and for a second she was not the woman who dismantled his sentences with one word. She was a woman who had stopped teaching a class her sister now taught alone in water where the currents ran in dangerous ways.

"She was fine," said Rose.

"She was fine."

"She's a strong swimmer."

"She is."

Rose looked at the dock. Violet was laughing with the daughter about something, her whole face open, her body leaned forward the way it leaned when she was delighted by something. Rose watched her for a beat and then pushed off the doorframe and went inside. Her feet on the kitchen floor. Cabinet opening. Cabinet closing. The sound of a woman pouring water into a glass she didn't need because her hands needed something to do.

* * *

He found his mother in the shop, restocking the rental mask rack. She was on her knees on the floor with a bin of masks beside her and her reading glasses on, checking each seal with her thumb.

"Violet's teaching the Garnier intro," said Cameron.

"I know."

"That seems like a lot. For her."

Kristin held a mask up to the light, checked the skirt for cracks, set it on the rack. "Someone has to."

She said it without looking at him. Four syllables, flat, carrying two years of doing it alone. Of Rose stepping back and Violet stepping up and nobody asking whether twenty was old enough to teach open-water skills to paying clients in water where the currents pulled south.

Cameron leaned against the doorframe.

"Yeah," he said. He let the word sit for a second. "As long as we have the shop."

Kristin's hands stopped on the mask. She didn't look up but she stopped moving, the way a person stops when they've heard something they've been waiting to hear and are deciding whether to let it in.

She set the mask on the rack. Picked up the next one.

"There's iced tea in the fridge if you want it," she said.

The exchange was over. The elephant was in the room and they had both looked at it and decided to let it stand there and drink its iced tea.

* * *

The afternoon went quiet. Violet finished her class. The Garniers left happy. Rose was somewhere upstairs with her door closed. Kristin was in his father's office, the door open for the first time Cameron had seen, doing something with a file drawer.

He was on the shop couch.

The couch faced the water through the big dockside window. Afternoon light came in amber and warm and the harbor was flat and the boats were still. He had sat on this couch as a kid while Jordan worked, feet not reaching the floor, watching his father sort regulators and fill tanks with the steady hands of a man who knew where everything went.

Now he was sitting on it with his feet on the floor and his father was gone and the regulators were on different hooks and the couch smelled like salt and old fabric and something faintly sweet that might have been Kristin's hand lotion or might have been the cedar underneath everything.

It was nice to be home. He hadn't expected that. He had expected the grief and the tension and the feeling of being a stranger in his own kitchen, and all of that was here, but underneath it the couch was warm and the light was good and the harbor was the same harbor and the shop bell jingled wrong the same way it had always jingled wrong and something in his chest that had been tight since the ferry was loosening by degrees.

"Scoot."

Violet was standing over him. She had changed out of the wetsuit into cotton shorts and a tank top, no bra, her hair down and still damp from rinsing the salt out. She didn't wait for him to scoot. She sat down next to him, close, shoulder to shoulder, and tucked her feet under her and leaned into him in one motion like a person settling into a chair she had been sitting in her whole life.

"Those two were sweet," she said. "The daughter wants to come back tomorrow for an advanced session. I told her we'd see."

"You were good out there."

"I know." She grinned at him sideways. Her shoulder was warm against his arm. "The mom was nervous. She kept holding the reg like it was going to explode. But by the end she was doing mask clears on her own. That's always the best part, when somebody goes from terrified to 'oh wait this is fun.'"

She talked. He listened. The class, the daughter's questions about barracudas, the mother's relief when they surfaced. Violet's voice ran like water when she was excited, one sentence spilling into the next, her hands drawing pictures in the air in front of them.

She shifted. Her head went from his shoulder to the side of his chest, finding the angle where it fit. Her legs unfolded from under her and resettled, one knee drawn up, the other leg extended across his lap, her calf resting on his thigh. The weight of her settled against him and he felt it in his whole body, the way gravity changes when someone leans into you and stays.

"You know what Brendan says about intro students?" She was talking about the conservationist now, pivoting the way she always pivoted when a thought reminded her of a thought that reminded her of a man she had never met. "He says the first breath underwater is the closest most people ever get to being born again. I mean, the guy is ridiculous, but he's not wrong."

She was warm from the afternoon. She smelled like salt and the coconut sunscreen she'd put on for the class and underneath both of those she smelled like herself, like her skin, like the specific warmth of a body that had been in the sun and the water and was now drying against his.

His arm had nowhere to go except around her or awkwardly pinned to his side. He put it on the back of the couch behind her shoulders. Not around her. Behind her. The distinction mattered to him even if it didn't matter to the geometry.

"He has this theory about tidal breathing," said Violet. "Like, he thinks humans instinctively sync their breathing to the tide if you put them near the water long enough. He measured it. He actually measured people's breathing rates on the beach and compared them to the tidal cycle."

"Did they sync?"

"No." She laughed into his chest. "Not even close. But he wrote a paper about it anyway."

Her body shook with the laugh and the vibration went through him, through his ribs, through the arm behind her, through the place where her hip was pressed against his.

She settled. Her hand found his forearm and rested there. Her legs adjusted on his lap and her shorts rode up with the adjustment, the cotton bunching at her hips, and her bare thigh was against his jeans from mid-thigh to the knee. The skin was smooth and warm and he could feel the slight tackiness of sunscreen on it.

"Do you ever think about diving again?" she said. Quieter now. Her voice had dropped from the excited register to the confidential one, the one she used when she was saying something she meant.

"Sometimes."

"Liar." She said it gently, into his chest. Her breath through his shirt. "You think about it all the time. I can tell because you watch the water when you think nobody's looking."

He didn't answer. Her head shifted on his chest and her hair fell across his arm and he could feel the individual strands, still slightly damp, against his skin. The tank top had ridden up where her body curved against his and he could see the strip of bare skin above her shorts, the smooth flat of her waist, the faint line of muscle at her side. Her belly button. The soft skin below it where her stomach went from flat to the slight curve above her hips.

"Brendan says the water remembers divers," said Violet. "He says the ocean keeps a record of everyone who's ever been under."

"Brendan says a lot of things."

"He does." She smiled. He couldn't see her mouth but he could feel the shape of the smile against his chest. "I think he's mostly full of it. But that one I kind of believe."

Her hand moved from his forearm to his hand. She laced her fingers through his and brought both their hands down from the couch back to rest on her stomach. His palm flat against the bare strip of skin where her shirt had ridden up. Her hand on top of his, holding it there.

She did this the way she did everything, without hesitation, without checking whether it was okay, because it was her brother and his hand was right there and her stomach was right there and the distance between the two was a problem she solved without knowing it was a problem.

His palm was on her skin. Her stomach was warm and flat under his hand and he could feel her breathing, the slow rise and fall of it, and the softness just below her navel where the flat gave way to something softer.

Each breath pushed her stomach into his palm and pulled it back. He was aware of the waistband of her shorts against the tips of his fingers. He was aware of the small hairs on her skin, invisible but there under his hand. He was aware that if his hand moved an inch in any direction this would become something else and he was aware that his hand was not moving.

His cock was hard. Had been hard since her leg crossed his lap, maybe before, maybe since her head settled against his chest and he felt her breathe. He was hard in his jeans and her thigh was against his thigh and her hip was against his hip and there was approximately three inches between the outside of her leg and the place where his body had made a decision his brain had not authorized.

He angled his hips slightly away from her. A small shift. She didn't notice, or she noticed and interpreted it as him getting comfortable, because she settled deeper against him and her weight shifted and the three inches became two.

"I missed you," she said. "Like, I missed everyone after Dad. But I missed you different."

Still quiet. Still into his chest. Her fingers tightened on his hand, pressing his palm into her stomach.

He could feel her heartbeat through her back against his side. Or maybe that was his heartbeat. He couldn't tell where his pulse ended and her warmth began.

"I missed you too," he said. His voice sounded normal. He had no idea how his voice sounded normal.

The light through the dockside window had gone from amber to gray. The harbor was dimming. The boats were shadows. Somewhere upstairs Kristin's footsteps crossed the floor above them and the ceiling creaked and Violet didn't move and he didn't move and his hand was on her stomach and she was breathing into his palm and the shop was quiet and warm and it was nice to be home.

It was too nice to be home.

She stayed like that for a while. Talking less and less, her voice going soft and sleepy, her body going heavy against his. Then something beeped in the shop and she stirred.

"I should shower." She sat up. Stretched, arms above her head, the tank top riding to the bottom of her ribs. He could see the underside of her breasts through the thin cotton, the round shape of them lifting with her arms. She dropped her arms and the shirt fell and she looked at him like nothing had happened because from where she was sitting nothing had.

"Go for it," he said.

"What's for dinner?"

"No idea."

"I'll ask Mom." She stood. Her hand trailed across his shoulder as she passed behind the couch, fingertips on his collarbone, a touch so casual it might have been accidental if she were anyone else and might have been accidental even because she was her. She went through the door to the interior stairs. Her feet on the steps. The third stair creaked under her weight.

Cameron sat on the couch. The light through the window was gray now, almost blue. The harbor was going dark. The couch was warm where she had been and his hand was warm where her skin had been and his cock was still hard and the shop smelled like salt and sunscreen and her.

He didn't move for a long time.


CHAPTER 6

He was in the cave again.

Not the entry. Not the beautiful part. He was past the turns and deep in the chamber where the ceiling lowered and the light found only rock and his air gauge read a number he did not want to look at twice. He knew this part. He had been dreaming this part for three years.

His fin dragged the bottom.

The silt went up.

Not slowly. Not in stages. The sand floor of the cave erupted in a single white curtain that rose from below him and swallowed the room whole. The light in his hand went from illuminating the cave to illuminating nothing, a cone of white in white, and then the silt was in the cone too and the light was useless. He could not see the walls. He could not see the ceiling. He could not see his own hands in front of his mask. The cave had not moved but the cave was gone.

He stopped moving. That was the training. Silt-out protocol. Stop. Hover. Breathe slow. Let the particles settle. Do not kick. Do not reach for the walls. Every motion makes it worse. You are still in the same room. The room has not changed. You have changed it and you can un-change it by being still.

He was not still. His breathing went fast and shallow and each exhale sent a column of bubbles upward into the white and each bubble shifted the silt and the silt did not settle. His gauge read fifteen hundred. Then twelve hundred.

He was breathing his air down in the dark and the training was in his head and his body was not listening to the training. His body wanted out. His body wanted to kick for the entry and he could not see the entry and kicking was what had done this and his body did not care.

He reached for the wall. He found it. The rock was smooth and cold under his glove and he held on and pulled himself along it and the silt boiled around him and he could not tell if he was moving toward the passage or deeper into the chamber. Two turns to get in. Two turns he had to find blind.

His gauge read nine hundred. His regulator tasted like rust. His chest was tight and his jaw was locked and he could feel his heartbeat in his ears louder than the bubbles and the room he could not see was getting smaller. The room was not getting smaller. The room was the same room. He was making it small by breathing too fast and moving too much and he knew this and knowing was doing nothing.

Wake up.

He could feel the bed underneath him. He could feel the sheets and the pillow and the weight of the blanket on his chest and he could also feel the regulator in his mouth and the rock under his glove and the silt in his mask and both places were real and he could not leave either one.

Wake up. Wake up.

His air was at five hundred. The entry was somewhere to his right or to his left or behind him. Two turns to get in and he could not remember which way the first one went. The cave wanted him to be still and he could not be still and the silt would not settle and his air was going and his father had told him never to go into caves and his father had been right and he could not move his body in the bed and he could not stop his body in the cave and both of them were running out of the same air.

Wake up.

He woke up.

The ceiling of his old room. The window with the stuck frame. The blanket twisted around his legs. His chest was soaked with sweat, his shirt plastered to his skin, and his breathing was the shallow rapid gulping of a diver who had run his tank to reserve. His hands were shaking. His jaw ached from clenching.

He lay there until his heart slowed. It slowed from panic to fast. It did not slow further.

He had found the cave at seventeen, diving the ledges south of the harbor where the shelf dropped off. A crack in the rock face, barely wide enough for his shoulders. He marked it and came back alone a month later with a full tank and a light and the certainty that he was the only person who knew it was here.

His father had told him never to go into caves. Not this cave specifically, because his father didn't know about this one, but caves in general, the way a man who had spent his whole life in the water told his son the one thing the water could do that skill could not fix.

"Caves kill divers, Cam. Good ones. The best ones. Don't go in."

He went in because he was eighteen and a gifted diver and those two facts had combined into the specific arrogance of a boy who believes skill is the same as permission. The cave was beautiful and complicated and he nearly died inside it and got himself out and kept it to himself like a boy who had broken something expensive and put it back on the shelf and waited to see if anyone noticed. Nobody noticed. Two years later his father went into the ocean and did not come back.

Cameron knew where. He didn't know for certain but he knew the way a person knows something they have been refusing to look at directly for two years. There was a cave south of the harbor that his father did not know about because Cameron had never told him, and his father had disappeared diving south of the harbor, and the two facts sat next to each other in his head and he would not let them touch.

He shook his head on the pillow. It wasn't his fault. His father could have gone anywhere. The ocean was full of places to die and Cameron's crack in the rock was one of a thousand and there was no reason to believe Jordan had found the same slot a seventeen-year-old had stumbled on by accident. No reason. He told himself this. He had been telling himself this since the funeral. The telling had not once made it quiet.

The clock on the nightstand said 2:14. The house was dark. The harbor through the window was black. He got up because lying still was the thing the dream had asked him to do and he could not do it anymore.

* * *

The hallway was dark. Rose's door was closed. Violet's door was closed. The bathroom was at the end of the hall, door open, the nightlight his mother kept plugged in by the baseboard casting a weak orange glow across the tile floor.

He went in. Turned on the tap. Splashed water on his face and held the edge of the sink and looked at himself in the mirror. His face was gray. His eyes were wrong. He splashed again and the cold hit his skin and his breathing settled one more notch toward normal and the cave let go by degrees.

He heard the footstep too late.

Rose came around the doorframe in a bra and underwear. Nothing else. Black bra, the plain cotton kind she slept in, and matching underwear that sat low on her hips and cut high on her thighs. She was half-asleep and moving on autopilot and she was three steps into the bathroom before she saw him at the sink and stopped.

They looked at each other.

Her body was right there. All of it. The narrow waist and her breasts in the bra, small and firm, pushed together by the cotton, the tops of them visible where the fabric ended. Her stomach flat and bare from the bottom of the bra to the waistband of her underwear, the line of muscle at her sides, the tattoo on her hip he had glimpsed two days ago now fully visible, a line of script in small black letters he still couldn't read.

Her legs were long and bare and tan and the underwear sat low enough that he could see the cut of her hip bones and the shadow between them where the fabric started. She was five-eight and barely dressed and standing in the orange nightlight in the room where four years ago she had been in a towel and he had been in less.

The mirror was right there. The sink was right there. He was standing where she had been standing and she was standing where he had been standing and the difference was that last time there had been terry cloth between her body and his eyes and now there was almost nothing.

The surprise was on his face before he could stop it. Not the surprise of seeing her. The surprise of how much of her he was seeing, and where, and the fact that his body was still running the cave panic and now Rose was in front of him in her underwear in the one room in this house that neither of them could be in together without the other thing filling every corner of it. His face did something he could not control and she saw it.

She misread it. He watched her misread it. He watched her see his expression and interpret it as the same flinch she had been seeing since he was eighteen, the recoil, the looking-away, the retreat that had started in this room and ended with him off the island for two years. Her eyes went hard.

"Are you going to run away again just cause you saw my tits?"

The sentence hit the tile and bounced. Four years of silence broken with a sentence that had the shape of a weapon and the weight of something she had been carrying in her chest since the last time they had stood in this room. She was looking at him the way she looked at everything, level and direct and furious, but her voice had cracked on "again" and neither of them could unhear it.

His suppression was gone. The nightmare had taken it. The cave had taken it. He was standing in the bathroom at 2 AM with wet hands and a gray face and the woman who had been dismantling him with one-word answers for three days had just said the thing neither of them had said in four years and he had nothing left to absorb it with.

"You think I ran away because of you, Rose?" His voice was low and rough and it didn't sound like him. "Because of your fucking tits?"

Her eyes changed. Not softer. Wider. When was the last time she'd heard him swear? In the three days since he'd been home she had pushed and prodded and poked and he had taken every hit with the patience of a man who had decided not to fight back and now he was fighting back and she didn't know where to put it.

She stepped closer. Not away. Closer. Into the space between them, the space that had been doing all the work in this room for four years. Her chin came up. Her eyes locked on his. She was five-eight and barefoot and he was five-ten and barefoot and the difference between them was nothing.

"I don't know." Her voice dropped. Quiet now, but tight, a wire pulled to its limit. "I certainly don't think you'd be ballsy enough to admit it either way."

He stepped forward.

Forward, into her, into the space she was holding, and her space became his space and the air between them collapsed to inches. He could feel the heat off her skin. He could see the pulse in her throat and the rise of her chest with each breath and the dark edge of her nipples through the thin cotton of the bra. The same breasts he had seen in the mirror at eighteen. She was not covering them and she was not stepping back and her bare stomach was close enough that he could feel the warmth of it without touching it and her breath was on his collarbone.

"Not ballsy enough, huh?"

He said it into the two inches between his mouth and her forehead. His voice was something he had never heard come out of himself. Low and steady and stripped of every layer of careful, measured, act-normal bullshit he had been running since the ferry. He was looking down at her and she was looking up at him and the bathroom was the same bathroom and the mirror was right there and neither of them was pretending anymore.

Rose didn't move. Her eyes were on his. Her lips were parted and her breathing was shallow and he could see her stomach tighten with each breath, the muscles drawing in below her ribs, and her hands were at her sides with her fingers open and she was not reaching for him and she was not backing away. She was holding.

"Yeah," she said.

Quiet. Almost a whisper. A word she had been using as a wall for three days, as a weapon, as a closed door. This time it opened. She said it looking up at him from two inches away in her underwear in the room where everything had started and she meant it the way a person means a word when they have been carrying it so long it has worn through the anger and come out the other side as something they cannot take back.

A floorboard creaked down the hall. Their mother's room. The sound of a body turning in sleep, carrying through the walls like a hand on a shoulder.

Rose's eyes broke. The wire in her face snapped and her expression rebuilt itself in a half-second, the combat protocol rebooting, the walls going back up with the speed of a woman who had practiced this reassembly a thousand times. She stepped back. Turned. Walked out of the bathroom and down the hall without looking at him and her door closed, not a slam, the quiet controlled close of a person who had just lost control and was putting the pieces back in the box as fast as her hands would let her.

Cameron stood in the bathroom. The tap was still running. His reflection was in the mirror where her reflection had been four years ago. The nightlight cast orange across the tile and his wet hands dripped into the sink and the house was silent and Rose's door was closed and Violet's door was closed and above both of them Kristin's floor settled back into stillness.

He turned off the tap. He went to his room. He lay down.

He did not sleep.


CHAPTER 7

He came downstairs on no sleep and the kitchen smelled like pancakes.

Violet was at the stove in an oversized t-shirt and shorts, flipping something with a spatula in one hand and arranging blueberries on a plate with the other. His mother was beside her slicing a banana into thin coins and handing them over one at a time. They were making faces. The pancakes had blueberry eyes and banana smiles and Violet was adjusting the expressions with the concentration of a woman performing surgery.

"This one looks worried," said Violet. "I'm giving it bigger eyes."

"That doesn't fix worried," said Kristin. "That makes it look startled."

"Startled is better than worried."

"Sit," said Kristin when she saw Cameron. "These are almost done."

He sat. Rose was already at the table.

She was in a sweater and jeans, hair pulled back, coffee in front of her. She was eating a piece of toast and looking at her phone. She did not look up when he sat down. She did not look away from her phone in the pointed, deliberate way she had been not-looking at him for three days. That had been combat. This was different.

This was a woman who had stared him down at 2 AM in her underwear two inches from his face and was now eating toast across from him while her sister made pancake faces six feet away and she could not locate a single version of herself that fit the morning.

"Happy face breakfast," said Violet, setting a plate in front of him. The pancake was grinning. Two blueberry eyes, a banana-slice smile, a single blueberry nose. It looked thrilled to be alive. Cameron was running on minimal sleep and his breakfast had him beat.

"Thanks," he said.

Violet set a plate in front of Rose. Rose glanced at it. The pancake was grinning at her too.

"I gave yours eyebrows," said Violet.

"I can see that."

"You're welcome."

Rose picked up her fork. Cameron picked up his fork. They ate their happy face pancakes without looking at each other while Violet sat down between them and talked about whether blueberries or chocolate chips made better eyes. Kristin poured coffee and the kitchen was warm and bright and full of the sound of a family being a family. Underneath the table Cameron's hands were steady because he was making them steady and Rose's jaw was set in a way that only he would recognize because he had watched that jaw from two inches away six hours ago.

"Cam, can you run into town for me?" said Kristin. "I need a compressor fitting from the hardware store and there's a bakery order at Collin's. Under Carver."

"Sure."

He left. Rose did not say goodbye. Violet said, "Bring me something," without specifying what.

* * *

Town was ten minutes down the coast road. He took his father's truck because Kristin handed him the keys without being asked, the way she handed him everything, as if his presence in the household had already been absorbed into the logistics.

The island's town center was three blocks of clapboard storefronts along the harbor road. Post office, hardware store, the café, Collin's bakery, a bait shop that doubled as a gift shop in the summer. Lobster boats sat at the commercial dock with their engines off and their traps stacked. A few tourists walked the sidewalk with coffee cups but the town still belonged to locals at this hour. The harbor was right there, flat and green, visible between every two buildings like a sentence that kept finishing itself.

He parked in front of the hardware store and went in. The bell on the door was not the shop bell but it jingled wrong in its own way. He'd looked at the compressor yesterday, the one Kristin had asked him about at dinner. The sound it was making was a bad coupling on the intake line, leaking air where it shouldn't. Fixable. He found the brass fitting in the marine hardware aisle, though it took him ten minutes because the store had been reorganized since he was last here and nothing was where his hands expected it to be. Two years away and the island had rearranged its hardware aisles. He was taking it personally.

The woman at the register looked at him, then looked again.

"Cameron Carver."

"Hi, Mrs. Arsenault."

"Good lord." She held the fitting in both hands and looked at him over her glasses. "When did you get back?"

"Few days ago."

"Your mother know you're here?"

"She drove me from the ferry."

Mrs. Arsenault nodded. She rang up the fitting and set it in a bag and then she put both hands flat on the counter and looked at him the way a person looks at something they have been thinking about in the abstract and are now seeing in the specific.

"Your father was a good man," she said. "We still miss him down here."

"Thank you."

"You tell Kristin I said hello. And tell her the offer still stands for the paintings. I have wall space."

He took the bag. He picked up the bakery order, a box of bread and pastries that the woman at Collin's also tried to turn into a conversation about Jordan and about Kristin and about how long he was staying. He answered three questions and deflected four. He was Jordan's son here. He was a Carver. The name meant something on this island that his two years of anonymous coding had let him forget, and the forgetting had been easier than the remembering was going to be.

He drove back. The harbor sat in the rearview mirror, flat and green and patient.

* * *

He saw his mother from the top of the drive.

She was at the end of the dock. Not working. Standing at the railing with both hands on it and her body rigid and her head turning in a slow scan across the water. The posture was wrong. Everything about the posture was wrong. She looked like a woman standing at the edge of something she could not see the bottom of.

He parked the truck and got out and left the hardware bag on the seat and walked down the slope toward the dock. She heard him on the boards and turned and her face was white.

"Violet took a tank out two hours ago." Her voice was level. Her hands on the railing were not. "She should have been back forty minutes ago."

"Alone?"

Kristin's hands tightened on the railing.

The dock was under his feet. The water was at the end of it. The harbor was flat and calm and the surface told him nothing and his mind left the dock and went into the cave.

Silt. White. The walls gone. His gauge at five hundred and the entry somewhere behind him and the room disappearing in a curtain of particles he had kicked up himself. The water was right there, four feet below the dock, and his sister was in it and the cave was in his chest and his breathing went shallow and fast and his jaw locked and his feet stopped.

He stood on the dock and could not move.

Three seconds. Five. The harbor was calm and the sky was blue and the boats were rocking gently in their slips and his body was running the same fear response it ran in his sleep, the locked muscles and the compressed breathing and the absolute certainty that the water was a room that could disappear around a person without warning. He was a diver. He was one of the best divers on this island. He could not make his feet move toward the water where his sister might be drowning.

Kristin was watching him. He could feel her eyes on the side of his face and he knew what she was seeing and he could not explain it and he could not stop it.

He was about to force himself forward, to do something, call someone, get on Slack Tide, when the shop's back door opened and Violet walked out.

She had a towel on her shoulders and her hair was wet and she was eating an apple. She looked at both of them standing at the end of the dock and her face went from relaxed to confused.

"What happened?"

Kristin's hands came off the railing. She put them behind her back. "You didn't tell me you were back."

"I came in through the shop." Violet took a bite of the apple. "I figured you saw me. I rinsed off and then I fell asleep on the couch."

"I was in the stockroom, Violet. I didn't see you."

"Well, I'm here."

"You come find me when you surface." Kristin's voice was level and tight. "Not when you feel like it. When you surface."

"Mom, I'm fine."

"Violet."

"Okay." Violet looked at Cameron. Looked at Kristin. Read something in the air she didn't have a name for and decided to let it pass. "I'm going to make lunch. Anybody want lunch?"

She went inside. The screen door closed behind her. The dock was quiet. Cameron's breathing was settling but his hands were still wrong and Kristin's face was still white and neither of them had anywhere to put the adrenaline.

"Give me a minute," he said.

He followed Violet inside. She was in the kitchen pulling things out of the fridge, a block of cheese and a jar of mustard and a bag of bread, lining them up on the counter with the efficiency of a woman who made lunch for herself every day.

"Vi."

"What."

"You can't solo dive."

She set the cheese down and looked at him. Not angry. Patient. The patience of a person explaining something obvious.

"Mom's in the shop six days a week. Rose hasn't been in the water in months. You took off for two years." She opened the bread bag. "Am I supposed to just never dive again?"

The sentence sat in the kitchen. He did not have an answer for it because the answer was yes and he could not say yes.

"You could wait for a buddy."

"My buddy left." She said it without heat. She said it the way she said everything, straight ahead, and the absence of accusation made it land harder than accusation would have. She pulled two slices of bread out of the bag. "You want a sandwich?"

* * *

His mother was on the bench at the top of the ramp where the dock met the lawn. He sat next to her. The harbor was in front of them, the shop behind them, the house above. Violet was inside making sandwiches and talking to herself.

He said it quietly.

"Why not just sell, Mom?"

Kristin looked at the harbor. She was quiet for long enough that he thought she wasn't going to answer.

"I was nineteen when I met your father," she said. "I had been living out of my car for a year. Surfing. Running from everything my parents wanted. I didn't have a plan. I didn't have anything."

She folded her hands in her lap. Her voice was even and low and she was not looking at him.

"I took a diving lesson at his shop on a Tuesday because I had nothing better to do. I walked in and there was this man behind the counter who looked like he had been standing there his whole life and he looked at me and I thought, 'Oh.'"

She paused.

"I fell in love with him and I fell in love with diving on the same afternoon, Cam. Same hour. I have never been able to separate the two. Not when he was alive and not after."

She looked at her hands. He watched her look at them.

"I know it doesn't make sense. I know the numbers. I know the insurance. I know Rose is leaving and I know Violet is doing too much and I know what it looks like from the outside." She looked at the water. "But the love is still there. Despite everything. The love for this place and for what your father built and for what it felt like the first time I went under. That hasn't gone anywhere."

Despite everything. The words sat between them on the bench. Cameron heard them and heard what was underneath them and did not push.

She was not going to sell. He could see it. The argument had never been about money. It was about who she was. The shop was the place where Kristin became Kristin, and selling it would mean admitting that the woman who had walked through that door at nineteen and thought oh was finished. She was not finished. She might never be finished.

But she could not keep going alone.

"What if we got someone in," he said. "Just for the summer. An instructor. Take some of the load off you and Violet."

"Do we need to?"

She was not asking about the instructor. She was asking why her son, who had been one of the best divers on this island, could not do what she was proposing to pay a stranger to do.

"Yeah," he said. "We do."

Kristin was quiet. She looked at the water. She looked at the shop. She looked at her son.

"I'll think about it," she said.

From his mother, that was yes.


CHAPTER 8

He posted the ad that evening. Facebook and Craigslist, the same listing on both, short and specific. Certified dive instructor, summer contract, island-based, start immediately. He wrote it the way he wrote job postings at work, clear requirements, no personality, and posted it from the kitchen table while Violet ate cereal next to him and asked what he was doing and he said "homework."

He got a response the next morning. He shouldn't have been surprised. It was an active diving region in early summer and there were instructors all over the coast looking for exactly this kind of short-term gig. But some part of him had expected the fix to take longer than twenty-four hours to compile. He scheduled the interview for that afternoon.

* * *

He was sitting on the bench outside the shop when Violet came around the side of the building in a bikini top and shorts with her hair still damp.

"What are you doing?"

"Waiting for someone."

"Who?"

"A guy who answered the ad."

"What ad?"

"The instructor ad."

Violet sat down next to him. She smelled like salt and sunscreen and she sat close enough that her bare knee touched his thigh and she did not adjust it. "Can I be here for this?"

"Sure." He looked at her knee against his jeans. Looked away. "Just don't be too salty about being replaced."

"Replaced?" Her head turned fast. "Nobody's replacing me."

"Poor word choice. Not replacing. Supplementing. He'll take the deeper dives, we'll start him on easy stuff." He paused. "It'll be good for you. Less load."

"I don't need less load."

"Vi."

"Fine." She pulled her phone out of her shorts and crossed her legs on the bench and her knee left his thigh and that was better and also worse. "But I'm not being replaced."

A blue Honda pulled into the gravel lot. A man got out. Mid-twenties, lanky, with a gear bag over one shoulder that looked like it had been purchased within the last calendar year. He locked his car twice, checked that it was locked, and then tripped on the curb walking up to the shop.

Cameron watched him recover. The man straightened his shirt, shifted the gear bag, and came up the path with the slightly overcorrected posture of a person pretending the last three seconds hadn't happened.

"Tyler?" said Cameron, standing.

"Yeah. Hey." Tyler shook his hand. Firm grip, a little too firm, the handshake of a man who had practiced handshakes. He was taller than Cameron by two inches and had a bit more muscle and the tan of someone who spent time outdoors but not the tan of someone who lived outdoors. Mainlander. Recent cert. Eager in a way that was either confidence or the thing that comes right before a person finds out it wasn't confidence.

"Cameron. This is Violet."

Violet looked up from her phone. "Hi."

"Hey." Tyler nodded at her. He looked at the shop behind them, the dock beyond it, the harbor beyond that. "This is a great setup. How deep does it get off the point?"

"Sixty to the shelf, then it drops," said Cameron. "You certified for deep water?"

"Advanced Open Water, Rescue Diver, Nitrox." Tyler listed them the way people list credentials when they want the other person to stop asking. "Did my divemaster hours at a resort in Honduras last winter."

"Resort hours," said Cameron.

"Cold water too. I grew up diving quarries in New Hampshire."

Cameron nodded. Quarries were not the ocean and Honduras was not Maine and resort hours were not the same as running classes for a family operation that was hemorrhaging money, but the certifications were real and the man was here and nobody else had answered the ad.

"Let me see your log," he said.

Tyler pulled a logbook from the gear bag. Cameron flipped through it. The entries were neat and consistent and told a story of a diver who had done everything correctly in controlled environments. What they did not tell was a story of a diver who had been surprised by the water and found out what he was made of. There was a difference. Cameron had learned the difference at eighteen in a cave he couldn't see the walls of.

He handed the logbook back. "Let's go over gear basics and then I'll have you show me a few things at the dock."

* * *

Violet had her phone out again ten minutes into the gear talk. She was sitting on the shop counter with her legs swinging, scrolling Instagram with the focus of a woman who had decided the interview was beneath her attention. Cameron was walking Tyler through the shop's rental inventory when Tyler glanced at Violet's screen.

"Is that Brendan the Beaver?"

Violet's head came up. "You follow him?"

"Used to." Tyler was inspecting a regulator and did not look up. "He's got like four sexual harassment claims against him now. Guy is a total creep."

The shop went quiet. Violet's thumb stopped on the screen. Her face went through something Cameron could not entirely track. Surprise, then refusal, then the specific settling expression of a person whose phone has just confirmed what a stranger said because she was already googling it.

"Okay," said Cameron. "Tyler, let's head to the dock."

He steered Tyler out the back door and down the ramp before the silence could get any worse. Behind them, Violet had not moved from the counter. Her legs had stopped swinging.

* * *

At the dock Tyler was competent. He assembled rental gear cleanly, did a buddy check without being prompted, and entered the water with the kind of controlled giant stride that said he had done this enough times for it to be muscle memory. He swam the perimeter of the dock area, demonstrated a mask clear and a regulator recovery, and came back to the ladder looking composed and cold and pleased with himself.

"Water temperature's lower than I expected," he said, climbing out.

"It's Maine."

"Right. Yeah." Tyler pulled off his mask. "What about the deeper sites? I'd love to see the shelf."

"Not today."

"I could do a quick orientation dive. Twenty minutes, just to get a feel for the bottom."

"Not today," said Cameron. "Get oriented to the site first. Learn the dock operation. We'll get you in deeper water this week."

Tyler nodded. He had the look of a person who wanted to argue but had the social awareness not to argue in a job interview. He dried off and packed his gear and asked two more questions about the schedule and one about housing. Cameron answered all three and then shook his hand again and told him he'd be in touch by tonight.

Tyler drove away in the blue Honda. Cameron stood on the dock and watched the car disappear up the coast road. He had just interviewed a man for the job of being the diver Cameron used to be. The irony was not lost on him. He ignored it the way he ignored everything that was true and inconvenient and standing in front of him in broad daylight.

* * *

Violet was in the kitchen. She was sitting at the table with her phone face-down in front of her and her arms crossed and the specific posture of a twenty-year-old whose fantasy had been punctured by a fact she could not argue with. She wasn't crying. She was pouting. There was a difference and the difference was fury.

"Is it true?" said Cameron.

"Yes."

He sat down across from her. Her bikini top was still damp and the straps had left pale lines on her shoulders and her hair was drying in the way it dried, messy and salt-stiffened and falling across her face. She looked like a woman who had been let down by the last safe man in her life, which was exactly what had happened, and the fact that the man was a YouTube personality she had never met did not make the expression on her face any less real.

"He didn't have to say it like that," she said.

"Like what?"

"Like it was nothing." She pushed her phone an inch across the table. "Like everybody already knew and I was the last one."

Cameron didn't say anything. The conservationist crush had survived two years of family teasing and Rose's eye-roll every time the name came up. It had not survived Tyler's offhand factual tone. There was probably a lesson in that about the difference between people who care enough to mock and people who don't care enough to notice they've just broken something.

"You want something to eat?" he said.

"No."

"You sure?"

"I want to be mad for a little bit, Cam."

"Okay." He stood up. "I'm going to find some ice."

* * *

He called out to his mother from the bottom of the stairs. "Mom, is there ice?"

"Should be in the freezer," she called back.

It was not in the freezer. The freezer had two bags of frozen shrimp, a frost-covered container of something unlabeled, and a popsicle with a bite taken out of it. No ice. He closed the freezer and went upstairs.

He found her in the studio.

He had not been up here since he came home. The attic room ran the full width of the house with skylights cut into the roof and windows on three sides, and Kristin had turned it into something that looked nothing like the rest of the house. Canvases leaned against every wall. The harbor in morning light, the shelf at low tide, a storm coming in from the east with the water gone slate and silver. Underwater scenes too, kelp forests and rock formations and the particular green of Maine water at thirty feet. The work was good. Not hobbyist good. Good in the way that made him stop in the doorway and look.

Kristin was at the easel by the north window. She was painting something he couldn't see from the door, her brush moving in short precise strokes, and she was wearing a sundress. Pale blue, thin cotton, the kind with narrow straps that tied at the shoulders. It fit her the way thin cotton fits a woman who is not thinking about how it fits, close at the waist and loose at the hem and tight enough across her chest that when she leaned forward to reach the canvas he could see the shape of her breasts shift under the fabric. No bra. The straps were doing all the work and the work was visible.

She had her hair clipped up and her feet were bare and she was backlit by the north window in a way that made the cotton nearly translucent at the edges. He could see the outline of her body through the dress, the full shape of her breasts and the dark points of her nipples where the light came through the fabric. No bra. The straps were narrow and the neckline dipped low enough that the tops of her breasts were visible, the skin there flushed from the heat and slightly damp, and a smudge of blue paint sat in the crease of her cleavage where she must have wiped her brush hand across her chest without thinking.

She was his mother. He was looking at paint in his mother's cleavage.

Ice. You came up here for ice.

"There's no ice," he said.

"I used the last of it yesterday." She didn't look up. "I meant to get more."

"I'll add it to the list."

"Mm. How did it go with the instructor?"

She leaned back from the canvas and stretched, arching her back, and the sundress pulled tight across her chest and her breasts lifted with the motion and he could see the full round shape of them pressed against the cotton, the nipples visible as dark circles through the pale blue fabric. She held the stretch for a beat. Then settled.

Cameron looked at the painting behind her. Looked at the wall. Looked at anything. The painting was abstract. He had never been more grateful for abstract art.

"He seems fine. Certified. Competent on the basics."

"Check the books before you offer him anything." She picked up a different brush. "I need to know what we can afford."

"I will."

"The insurance renewal is on Jordan's desk." She said it evenly, the way she said Jordan's name, without flinch and without ceremony. "You'll need to look at that too. The premiums doubled after the accident. We've been paying month-to-month because the annual was too much at once."

"How much?"

"Enough that a new hire needs to pay for himself inside sixty days or we're worse off than we started."

Cameron leaned against the doorframe. His mother was telling him the business was bleeding and she was doing it in a sundress with paint between her breasts while the light came through the north-facing window and made the cotton into nothing.

The studio was warm. A box fan was running in the corner, oscillating slowly, and each time it swept past Kristin the fabric pressed flat against her body and he could see everything, the shape of her stomach, the fullness of her breasts, the slight lift at the hem showing the tops of her thighs. A bead of sweat ran from her collarbone down between her breasts and disappeared into the neckline of the dress and he watched it go. She was thinking about insurance premiums.

He was watching sweat run between his mother's breasts.

Stop looking at her. Stop it.

He did not stop.

"I'll look at the numbers tonight," he said.

"Good."

She reached for a tube of paint on the shelf above the easel and the motion lifted the dress and her breasts rose with her arm, heavy and shifting under the thin cotton. The strap on her left shoulder slid down and stayed and the neckline gaped and for a half-second he could see the full inner curve of her left breast, the skin pale where the sun never reached, and the dark edge of her areola before the strap caught and the fabric settled.

He looked away. Looked back. She was squeezing paint onto the palette and she had not noticed or she had noticed and did not care and both possibilities were worse than the other.

The slow one. The quiet one. The one that didn't spike or crash but sat low in his chest like a tide that was always there and only rose when he stopped moving long enough to feel it. He was stopped now.

He was standing in his mother's studio watching the fan press a sundress against a body that had carried him and fed him and raised him and he could see the dark circles of her nipples through the fabric and the paint in her cleavage and the sweat on her chest and his body had gone very still in the way it only went still for her. Not the hammering pulse of Rose. Not the fidgeting distraction of Violet. Stillness. The quiet underneath everything else.

"Cam?"

"Yeah."

"Go look at the books."

He went.


CHAPTER 9

His father's office was a disaster.

Not visibly. The desk was clean, the chair pushed in, the filing cabinet closed. His mother had kept the surfaces neat the way she kept everything neat, the working-mother discipline applied to a room she clearly hadn't opened more than twice since the funeral. But the system underneath was his father's, which meant the system was no system.

Invoices filed by season instead of date. Customer records in a spiral notebook with no index. Insurance documents in a manila folder labeled "IMPORTANT" in capital letters, which was the kind of documentation strategy that made Cameron want to put his head through the desk.

He opened the insurance folder. Read the renewal letter. Read it again.

The premiums had doubled. Two deaths on the same business policy in the same incident. The insurer had not dropped them, which was either mercy or the recognition that a dive shop on a Maine island had nowhere else to go. But the monthly payment was now eating a third of what should have been operating margin, and the operating margin was already thin because revenue had dropped thirty percent since they lost their second instructor.

He pulled up the booking ledger. Jordan's handwriting for the first half, then Kristin's cleaner script taking over mid-page. The transition happened on a Tuesday in October two years ago. No note. No line drawn. Just Jordan's hand stopping and Kristin's hand starting and the bookings getting sparser from that point forward.

With Tyler at a reasonable summer rate, the math worked. Barely. If the season was decent and Tyler brought in even a handful of new cert students, they'd clear the insurance and keep the lights on through September. If the season was bad or Tyler didn't generate, they'd be back where they started by fall with less cash in reserve.

Cameron stared at the numbers. The fix compiled. The patch shipped. It was a razor thin margin but he was clinging to it because the alternative was admitting that the shop was dying and he had come home to watch it happen.

He wondered when this had become his problem. He had come home because Violet got caught in a current. He had not come home to take over his father's desk and his father's books and a filing system that was held together by stubbornness and sticky notes. Somewhere between the ferry and this chair the errand had become an occupation and he could not point to the moment it happened.

* * *

The sticky note was on the inside cover of the ledger. Small, yellow, the adhesive barely holding after two years. His father's handwriting, the blocky capitals he used for everything.

TELL K ABOUT FRIDAY BOOKING - MAYERSONS WANT THE FULL DAY

Cameron stared at it. The Mayersons. He remembered them. A couple from Connecticut who came up every July and booked his father for a full day on the boat. They'd been regulars for years. Dad had liked them. He'd liked most of his customers in the way that a man who spent his life in the water liked the people who wanted to be in the water with him.

The note was still here. Stuck to a page. Doing the job of reminding a man who no longer existed to tell his wife about a booking that had never been made. The Mayersons hadn't come back. Cameron didn't know if anyone had called them.

He peeled the note off the page. Held it. His father's handwriting on a two-year-old sticky note and the man who wrote it had gone into the ocean and not come back and the note was still here and Dad was not and Cameron was sitting in his chair.

The grief came sideways, the way it always did. Not as sadness. As anger. At his father for dying. At his father for going into the water one more time when he had a wife and three kids on the dock. For leaving this mess, the broken insurance, the untouched office, the shop running on his mother's fumes and Violet's recklessness and nothing else. For being the kind of man who reminded himself to tell K about the Friday booking and also being the kind of man who drowned and left K to handle every Friday booking alone for two years.

The anger was sharp and immediate and then the guilt came in behind it like a wave behind a wave. Dad was a good man. Dad built this place. Dad taught him to hold a regulator at six and clear a mask at eight and read a tide chart at ten. Dad had sat on the dock with him on summer nights and told him about the water the way a man tells his son about the thing he loves most, which was the water, which was the thing that killed him.

Cameron was sitting in his dead father's chair being angry at his dead father for dying and the anger made him a terrible son and the guilt made the anger worse and he could not put either one down because they were the same feeling wearing different faces.

He put the sticky note back. Pressed the adhesive flat with his thumb. Lined it up exactly where it had been.

He left the office.

* * *

The living room was empty. He sat on the couch and leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling and tried to think about nothing. The ceiling did not help. He sat up. There was a book on the side table, a thick paperback with a cracked spine.

He picked it up. The Art of Argument: Rhetoric and Persuasion in the Modern Age. Highlighted passages, dog-eared pages, notes in the margins in handwriting he recognized. Rose's handwriting was small and precise and slightly angry, the letters pressed hard into the page.

He flipped through it. Chapters on logical fallacies, debate structure, persuasive framing. The margins were full. Rose had underlined entire paragraphs and written things like "use this" and "weak counterarg" and "practice delivery" next to specific passages. It was a workbook, not a casual read. Someone was studying this.

He was reading a highlighted section on cross-examination technique when Rose came in from the kitchen.

She saw the book in his hands and stopped. Her face did something quick and controlled, a flinch she almost caught before it arrived. Almost.

"That's mine." Her voice was level. Her hand was out.

Cameron held the book open. "Interesting reading."

"Give it back."

"Are you going into politics or law?"

He said it as a joke. A light tease, the kind of thing a brother says to a sister who is reading a book about rhetoric. He did not know he was standing on a mine.

Rose's face went still. Locked-still. The face of a person who has just heard someone say the thing she has been hiding and has to decide in the next half-second whether they know or whether they guessed. Her eyes searched his. He watched her search and did not understand what she was searching for.

She took the book out of his hands. Not a grab. A removal. Controlled and deliberate, her fingers closing over the spine and pulling it away from him with the precision of a woman retrieving classified material.

"It's just a book, Cam."

"You highlighted half of it."

"I highlight everything." She tucked it under her arm, spine against her ribs, cover facing inward. "It's how I read."

She was already turning when he said it.

"Are you done with the shop, Rose?"

She stopped. Her back was to him. He watched her shoulders set. She was wearing a tank top and her hair was down and the muscles in her back drew tight under the fabric and held.

She turned around.

"You got to be done with it." Her voice was quiet. Controlled. The quiet that came before the loud with Rose, the pressure drop before the front. "You left for two years. Nobody asked your permission. Nobody guilt-tripped you into staying. You just left."

"I know."

"You left and Mom ran the shop and Violet filled in and I did what I could and nobody called you and nobody begged you and you just got to leave." Her eyes were steady on his. "So yeah. If I want to be done with it, I get to be done with it."

Cameron sat forward on the couch. His elbows were on his knees. His mouth was dry and his jaw was doing the thing it did around Rose, the lock, the set, the bracing.

"I'm not saying it's a bad thing," he said. "I'm saying if you're already halfway out the door, maybe it makes more sense to just sell. Take the money. Let Mom start fresh."

"Don't."

"The numbers are bad, Rose. The insurance alone..."

"I said don't."

She stepped closer. Not to sit down. To close the distance. He stood up to match, and it suddenly felt like the room had changed shape. The rhetoric book was still under her arm and her free hand was at her side with her fingers curled and she was looking down at him on the couch with an expression that had started as anger and was becoming something she was not going to name.

"You don't get to do this." Her chin came up and her eyes locked on his and she held the distance like it belonged to her. "You don't get to show up after two years and decide it's over. You don't know what it's been like. You don't know what she's done to keep this place alive. You don't know what Violet has given up."

"I'm looking at what Violet's given up. She's solo diving because there's nobody..."

"So you hired a guy." Rose's voice dropped. Lower. Tighter. "You posted an ad and hired a guy and now you've fixed it. Right? That's what this is? The big return of Cameron Carver, here to patch the ship."

That one hit. She saw it hit. Her eyes didn't soften.

"You don't fix a family, Cam. You don't debug grief. You can't optimize your way out of the fact that Dad is dead and you weren't here and now you're here and you've got an opinion about everything and you haven't been in the water once. Not once."

"Irrelevent."

It wasn't and he knew it.

Rose was close enough that he could feel the heat coming off her skin. His hand was at his side and her hand was at her side and the space between their fingers was less than an inch.

The tank top was thin and her chest was rising and falling with each short breath and he could see the shape of her bra through the fabric and the flush that had climbed her throat to her jaw. He was not going to look down. He looked down. Looked back up. Her eyes caught it.

She didn't move back. She shifted her weight forward, a quarter inch, and her knuckles brushed his.

"The shop isn't yours to sell," she said.

The words were quiet now. Barely above speaking volume. The fight had wound down to something that wasn't a fight anymore and both of them knew it and neither of them was going to be the one to step back. Her lips were parted and her breath was on his chin and his hands were open at his sides because if they closed they were going to close on her and he was not going to let that happen.

"It isn't yours to abandon either," he said.

The sentence landed between them. It worked as an argument about the shop. It worked as something else. Rose heard both. He could see her hear both. Her eyes dropped to his mouth and came back up and the drop lasted a half-second and in that half-second the bathroom at 2 AM was in the room and the "Yeah" was in the room and her body was a breath from his and the book about rhetoric was pressed against her ribs and her knuckles were still touching his and his mouth was dry and her mouth was right there.

"Stay out of my books," she said. "Stay out of my plans."

She pulled her hand away. He felt the absence of her knuckles against his like a door closing. She left. He stood in the living room with his hands open at his sides and his jaw locked and the fight still buzzing in the air around him like something with a frequency he could feel in his teeth.

His record against Rose was zero for everything. He should know that by now.


CHAPTER 10

The compressor fitting was in a paper bag in the truck. It had been in a paper bag in the truck for five days.

Cameron knew this the way he knew everything he was failing to do. The bag was on the passenger seat where he had left it after the hardware store run and it had been sitting there through the Tyler interview and the insurance review and the Rose fight and every morning since. Twenty minutes of work. Wrench, fitting, seal tape, done. Instead the compressor sat in the shop making the same bad-coupling wheeze it had been making when he arrived and the tank rack held three full cylinders instead of the ten it should have held and the three were becoming two because Violet had used one yesterday on a customer refresher.

Two full tanks. One was Violet's reserve. One was available.

Tyler needed to do his site checkout. Cameron had been putting it off because putting things off was apparently what he did now, but the man had been on the dock for four days running surface operations and he needed to see the bottom. He could not instruct at a site he had never dived.

"Vi, can you buddy him on this?"

Violet was sitting on the shop counter sorting rental masks by size. She did not look up. "He's the new guy. He should do the busywork."

"A site checkout isn't busywork."

"It is when you're doing it at fifteen feet in the harbor." She held a mask up to the light and inspected the seal. "I've been diving this site since I was fourteen, Cam. I don't need to hold his hand while he maps the pilings."

"It's not about holding his hand. It's about..."

"Having a buddy?" She looked at him. The look said then you go. She didn't say it. She didn't have to.

Cameron let it go. The logic was sound on the surface. A site checkout at fifteen to twenty feet in the harbor's inner edge, calm water, no current, clear viz. Tyler was certified. Tyler had his log book full of controlled dives in controlled environments. Violet would be on the dock as surface support. It was fine.

It was fine because saying it wasn't fine would require Cameron to explain why he couldn't go in the water himself, and he was not going to do that, so it was fine.

"Keep eyes on his bubbles," he said. "The whole time."

"Obviously."

* * *

Tyler geared up at the dock. One tank, rental BCD, his own regulator and mask. Cameron watched him do the pre-dive checks. Methodical. Correct. The man knew his gear the way a person who had been trained well knew their gear, every step in order, every connection tested.

"Swim the inner harbor first," said Cameron. "Stay inside the mooring field. I want you to know the bottom features from the dock to the first line of boats. Depth shouldn't be more than twenty."

"Got it." Tyler pulled his mask down. "What about past the moorings?"

"Stay inside."

"There's a reef on the chart about forty yards south..."

"Inside the moorings, Tyler. You're mapping the dock site. That's it."

Tyler nodded. He sat on the edge of the dock and did a back roll entry, clean, textbook, and the water took him and his bubbles started tracking along the bottom toward the first row of pilings.

Cameron walked back toward the shop. The compressor was in there, wheezing. The fitting was in the truck. Twenty minutes of work he should have done five days ago. He picked up a wrench and started working on something else instead, a sticky valve on a rental tank, because the valve was in front of him and the compressor was a thing he kept not doing and at this point the not-doing had its own momentum.

The water was right there. Twenty feet from the shop's back door, visible through the window, green and flat and moving with the slight chop of a summer morning. He could hear it against the pilings. He could smell the salt and the kelp and the faint diesel off the harbor.

His body knew what was below that surface. His body wanted to be in it the way a runner's body wants a track, the itch in the muscles, the specific restlessness of a skill going unused. He missed it. He missed it in a way that lived in his chest and his legs and his hands and he was not going to go in.

He turned back to the valve.

* * *

Violet's voice came through the shop's back window.

"Cam."

He looked up. She was standing at the end of the dock. She was standing the way Kristin had been standing a week ago, rigid, her head turned toward the water.

"Something's wrong." Her voice was tight. "He's not moving."

Cameron put the wrench down and walked out the back door and down the ramp and the dock was under his feet and Violet was pointing at a spot in the water thirty feet past the last mooring. The bubbles were there. They were fast and clustered, coming up in bursts, the breathing pattern of a diver who was burning through his air at three times the normal rate. The pattern of panic.

"He drifted past the moorings." Violet was already moving toward the gear rack by the dock's edge. "I saw his bubbles go south and then they just stopped moving."

She grabbed a BCD and reached for the one remaining tank and Cameron's feet stopped.

The freeze.

It came from the same place it always came from. His legs locked. His jaw clenched. His breathing went shallow and fast and the dock was under his feet and the water was at the end of it and his body said no with every nerve it had.

The same response that had held him in place a week ago when Violet was missing. The same locked muscles and the same compressed lungs and the same absolute conviction that the water was a place that could swallow a person whole and he could not make himself go toward it.

One second. Two.

Violet was fumbling with the BCD buckle. Her hands were shaking. The tank was heavy and she was trying to rig it fast and she was not going to be fast enough. She needed two minutes. Tyler's bubbles were getting worse. Two minutes might be what he had. Might not.

Tyler's bubbles went erratic. Clustered, then nothing, then a burst, then nothing again. The pattern of a man who was no longer breathing regularly. The pattern of a man who was either out of air or about to be.

Something in Cameron's chest snapped.

Not willpower or courage. Recognition. The diver in him reading a bubble pattern the way the coder in him read an error log. That pattern meant panic. That pattern meant tragedy. And the recognition was bigger than the fear.

His hands were moving before his mind caught up. Shoes off, kicked to the side. Shirt over his head. Jeans unbuttoned and down his legs and he stepped out of them and he was in his boxers on the dock in the sun and Violet had stopped rigging the tank and was staring at him with her mouth open.

The edge. Four feet of air between him and the water. The same edge. The same drop.

His feet didn't stop.

* * *

He hit the water and the world changed.

The sound cut first. Everything above, the gulls, the boats, Violet's voice, gone. Replaced by the hum of water against his skull and the muffled thud of his own heartbeat and the distant mechanical thrum of a lobster boat somewhere out in the channel. The temperature hit second. Cold. Maine cold, fifty-five degrees, enough to tighten his skin and compress his lungs and for one second his body wanted to gasp and he didn't let it.

He opened his eyes. No mask. The salt burned and then the burning was just salt and he could see. The green of Maine water in summer, not the tropical blue of a resort pool but the living green of a working harbor, thick with plankton, cutting visibility to ten or twelve feet. Enough. He could see the bottom. He could see the pilings. He could see the shape of the mooring chains descending into the murk and the rocks on the bottom and the dark lines of old rope crisscrossing the sand.

His body knew this place. His body had been here a thousand times. He equalized his ears and the pressure settled and he kicked downward and the water took him the way it had always taken him, easily, without resistance, as if the two years of dry life above had been a temporary miscalculation that the ocean was now correcting.

For three seconds there was nothing wrong with him. He was a diver in the water and the water was where he belonged and his body was doing what his body had been built to do.

Then the depth registered. Ten feet. Twelve. Fifteen. The surface was above him, green and silver, still visible, still close. But receding. The light was changing. The water was getting darker by degrees. And the phobia was there underneath the competence, a cold wire that said you are going down and the surface is going away and you are on one breath and if something goes wrong down here you are alone.

He pushed it down. Not gone. Just down. Because Tyler was at eighteen feet and Cameron could see him now, a shape in the green, thrashing against something on the bottom.

He reached Tyler in four kicks. The man was wrapped. Old lobster pot warp, the heavy braided line that sat on the harbor floor in tangles where traps had been abandoned and never recovered. A loop around Tyler's right ankle, pulled tight by his own kicking.

Another loop caught under his BCD's waist buckle where he had tried to reach down and pull the first one free and succeeded only in getting more of himself tangled. His movements were frantic and uncoordinated, the full-body thrashing of a man who had never been stuck underwater before and did not know that stillness was the only thing that could save him.

Cameron grabbed Tyler's shoulder. Held. Squeezed. The grip said stop.

Tyler's eyes found his through the water. Wild, white-ringed, terrified. But the thrashing slowed. Halved. Cameron held his shoulder and looked at him and kept looking until Tyler's hands stopped pulling at the line and his legs stopped kicking and his body went still except for the bubbles streaming from his regulator in fast bursts.

Cameron looked down. The ankle wrap was two loops of old braided line, cinched tight. The BCD catch was looser, a single loop under the buckle. He needed a knife. He reached for his calf on instinct. Nothing there. No knife. No gear. Boxers and skin and thirty seconds of breath left.

He scanned the bottom. A mussel shell, half-buried in the sand, the edge broken sharp. He grabbed it. The edge bit into his palm and he didn't care. He sawed at the ankle line. The pot warp was old and sun-rotted and the fibers parted in ragged strips. One loop free. Two. Tyler's ankle came loose and the man kicked involuntarily and Cameron caught his fin before the kick could tangle him again.

The BCD loop. Cameron worked his fingers under the buckle and pulled the line free. It came without cutting, loose enough to slide once Tyler stopped fighting it. The whole thing had taken fifteen seconds. His lungs were burning. The bottom of his breath was right there, the empty feeling below the ribs where the body starts to insist.

He grabbed Tyler's BCD and pushed off the bottom and they rose together.

The panic came on the way up.

Not adrenaline or urgency. The other thing. The thing that lived underneath. His lungs were empty and the surface was above him and he was rising toward it but his chest was tightening in a way that had nothing to do with oxygen debt.

The water was around him, all of it, green and close and pressing, and his vision narrowed and for two seconds he was not in the harbor. He was in the cave. The walls were gone and the silt was white and the surface was somewhere above him and he could not see it and his air was at five hundred and he was going to die in this water the way his father had died in this water.

Then Tyler's BCD shifted in his grip and the weight of another person's body pulled him back into the harbor and the green was just green and the surface was right there, five feet, three feet, and they broke through and the air hit his face and he gasped and his lungs filled and the sky was above him blue and enormous.

Tyler coughed. Gasped. Coughed again. He was breathing. He was alive. Cameron treaded water with one hand on Tyler's BCD and his ears were ringing and his hands were shaking and the shaking was not just the cold. The panic was still there, receding but not gone, a shadow pulling back from the edges of his vision. He had Tyler. He was at the surface. The sky was above him. The shaking did not stop.

He had been in the water for maybe forty-five seconds. It felt like ten minutes. It felt like nothing.

* * *

He swam Tyler to the dock ladder. Tyler grabbed the rungs and hauled himself up, coughing, shaking, water pouring off his gear. Cameron came up behind him. His hands found the rungs and his arms pulled him up and he stood on the dock dripping in his boxers with Maine saltwater running down his chest and his legs and pooling under his bare feet.

Violet was at the gear rack. She had abandoned the BCD rig and was standing with her hands at her sides and her face white and her eyes on Cameron. Her mouth was slightly open.

She was looking at him the way she used to look at him when they were kids and he did something she couldn't do, the undiluted adoration of a younger sister watching her brother be extraordinary. Except they weren't kids and he was in his boxers and the look had a weight to it that the childhood version never had.

His mother was on the ramp. She had come out of the shop. She was standing halfway between the building and the dock with one hand on the railing and she was looking at her son and her face was doing something Cameron could not read.

Very still. Very quiet. Her eyes moved down his body and back up in a way that was too slow to be a safety check. She was seeing something. He did not know what she was seeing but it was making her grip the railing and it was making her breath visible in her chest and she was not looking away.

Rose was behind Kristin. She had come out too, from the house or from somewhere, and she was standing on the grass at the top of the ramp with her arms crossed. Her jaw was set.

She was looking at Cameron in his boxers with the water running off him and his chest heaving and his hands bloody and she was looking and her expression was the expression of a woman who had told him yesterday he hadn't been in the water once and was now watching the evidence of how wrong she had been run down his stomach and drip off the hem of his shorts.

Nobody spoke for a beat. The only sounds were Tyler coughing and the water lapping at the dock pilings and Cameron's own breathing settling from desperate to merely fast.

"Thank you." Tyler's voice was raw and shaking, and he was still on his hands and knees. "Jesus Christ. Thank you."

The spell broke. Violet moved forward to help Tyler with his gear. Kristin came down the ramp asking if everyone was okay. Rose stayed where she was, arms crossed, jaw set, looking at the place on the dock where Cameron's wet feet had left prints.

Cameron stood in the sun. His boxers were wet and clinging to him in a way that left very little to interpretation and the fabric was thin and dark with water and he was aware of this and he was aware that three women were in various stages of pretending not to be aware of it and the awareness was mutual and unspoken and absurd.

"Can somebody grab my pants?" he said.

Violet laughed. It was a short, sharp sound, half relief and half something else, and she went and got his jeans from where he'd kicked them and handed them to him and her eyes were bright and her face was flushed and she was looking at his chest and then at his face and then at his chest again.

He pulled the jeans on over his wet boxers. They stuck to his legs and he had to wrestle them up and the wrestling was undignified and he did not care. He was dressed. He was on the dock. He was alive and Tyler was alive and the water was behind him and he had been in it.

Kristin appeared beside him with a towel. She put it over his shoulders the way she put everything over his shoulders, without asking, the maternal gesture that was automatic and warm and also involved her hands resting on the towel on his bare shoulders for a half-second longer than the gesture required.

"The compressor fitting is in the truck," said Cameron. His voice was steady now. Steady enough. "I'm going to install it today."

"Okay," said Kristin.

They stood on the dock. The harbor was flat and green. Tyler was sitting with his back against the gear rack breathing into his hands. Violet was crouching next to him saying something Cameron couldn't hear. Rose had gone inside.

Cameron's hand was bleeding. His lungs were fine. His body was still humming with the memory of the water around it, the green and the cold and the salt and the quiet. Two years of dry life and his body had come back in forty-five seconds. The diver in him had never left.

But the diver was awake now. And being awake meant the next time wouldn't be adrenaline and instinct. The next time would be a choice, a deliberate walk to the edge, a deliberate step off. And choices were where the phobia lived. The forty-five seconds had been a door kicked open by emergency. He could already feel it trying to close again, the tightness resettling in his chest, the water behind him shifting from the place he had just been to the place he could not go back to.

He toweled off his hair and walked to the truck to get the fitting.


CHAPTER 11

Tyler called that evening.

Cameron was on the porch. He had installed the compressor fitting an hour ago and his hands still smelled like seal tape and brass and he was sitting in the chair watching the harbor go dark when his phone buzzed. He saw the name and knew before he answered.

"Hey, Tyler."

"Hey." A pause. The sound of a man assembling a sentence he'd been working on since the dock. "So I don't think this is the right fit for me."

"Okay."

"I'm not as comfortable underwater as I thought I was." Tyler said it quickly, the way a person says the thing they've been avoiding. "What happened today kind of confirmed that. I keep thinking about what would've happened if you hadn't been there and I just don't think I should be instructing right now."

Cameron leaned back in the chair.

"I get it," he said. And he did. He got it better than Tyler would ever know.

"I'm sorry about the short notice."

"Don't worry about it. Take care of yourself."

He hung up. His fix had lasted less than a week. He'd posted the ad, hired the guy, watched the guy almost drown, saved the guy, and now the guy had quit. The whole cycle from deployment to rollback in six days. Somewhere a project manager was laughing at his sprint velocity.

* * *

His mother was in the kitchen making dinner. Something with tomatoes, the knife working in quick even strokes against the cutting board. Violet was at the table with her feet on the chair across from her, scrolling her phone, still in the shorts and bikini top she'd been wearing on the dock that afternoon. Cameron came in from the porch and set his phone on the counter.

"Tyler quit."

Violet didn't look up. "Who cares. He was a goon anyway."

"Vi."

"What? He was." She set her phone down. "We were fine before he got here. I can handle the dives."

Kristin set the knife down. She wiped her hands on the towel over her shoulder and looked at Cameron with the expression she used when she already knew what she was about to say and was giving him a chance to say it first.

"We don't really need him, Cam."

"We absolutely need him." The frustration came out faster than he meant it to. "I've seen the books, Mom. The insurance alone is eating a third of our margin. Revenue is down thirty percent since you lost your second instructor. We needed what Tyler was going to bring in. We needed someone in the water who isn't Violet doing everything by herself."

"Hey," said Violet.

"It's not a criticism. It's a fact. You're one person. This shop used to run with three."

Kristin was quiet. She folded the towel. Set it on the counter. Looked at her son.

"We don't need Tyler," she said. "We have you."

The kitchen went still. Violet's hand stopped over her phone. Kristin's eyes were on Cameron and they were steady and patient and they were not going to look away.

We have you. The obvious solution to the obvious problem. He had crossed two thousand miles of continent to avoid that sentence and the sentence had been in the kitchen the whole time.

"Mom."

"You're a better diver than Tyler. You're a better diver than anyone on this island. You proved that today."

"That was different."

"Was it?"

Cameron's jaw locked. He could feel Violet watching him from the table. He could feel the kitchen closing in, the way rooms closed in when the thing he couldn't say was taking up all the air.

"I had a close call underwater." His voice was flat. He heard it come out and it didn't sound like him. "A really close call. Before I left. It messed me up."

Violet put her phone flat on the table. "What kind of close call?"

"A bad one."

"Where? When? What happ..."

"Violet." He shook his head. That was all he was giving.

Kristin nodded. One nod, slow. Her face held something he couldn't entirely read. Concern and understanding and underneath both of those a recognition that came from a woman who had lost her husband to the water and knew exactly what a close call meant and what the water could take from a person who survived one. She didn't push. She didn't ask. Her nod said I hear you and I won't make you say more and he was grateful for it in a way that sat in his chest like a weight.

"Cam," said Violet. Her voice had gone soft. "Why didn't you tell us?"

"Because..."

"So you've got PTSD from a pool noodle incident or something?"

Rose was in the doorway. She had come downstairs without anyone hearing her, which was a talent she had perfected at fifteen and never lost. She was leaning against the frame with her arms crossed and her hair in a messy bun and the rhetoric book under one arm and the expression on her face was the one she wore when she couldn't sit with something real and had to make it small.

The kitchen went silent. Cameron looked at her. Violet looked at her.

"Are you serious right now?" said Violet.

"I'm just saying, it's a little convenient that..."

"He almost died, Rose."

Violet was on her feet. Her phone was forgotten on the table. Her voice had jumped a register in a way Cameron had never heard from her, the specific fury of a younger sister who has been swallowing things for months and has just found the permission to stop.

"He's telling us something real and you're making a joke about it?" she snapped.

"I wasn't making a..."

"You were. You were making a joke because you can't handle anyone being honest for five seconds without turning it into a bit."

"That's not what I..."

"What is wrong with you?" shouted Violet.

Her eyes were bright and her fists were at her sides and she was not the baby sister in this moment. She was a woman who had chosen.

"He came home. He's been fixing things since he got here. He saved Tyler's life. And you can't even..." She stopped. Swallowed. Started again. "You've been pulling away from everyone for a year, Rose. From Mom. From me. You barely talk to us. You sit in your room and study for whatever you're studying for and you come down to eat and you go back up and the rest of us are down here trying to hold this together and you can't even let Cam say he's hurting without making it a joke."

The kitchen was very quiet. Rose's face had gone still. Not angry-still. The other kind. The kind where a person has just heard something they can't argue with and is deciding whether to fight anyway or let it land.

She chose neither. She turned and went back upstairs. Her footsteps on the stairs were even and controlled and her door closed without slamming.

Cameron left. He couldn't be in the kitchen with the tomatoes and Violet's bright eyes and the shape of what had just happened. He went upstairs. His room. His childhood bedroom with the stuck window and the bed that was too short and the ceiling that still had the glow-in-the-dark stars he'd put up at eleven. He sat on the bed and put his head in his hands.

The close call was out. The half-truth was in the air. Rose had made it small and Violet had made it a war and Kristin had nodded and none of them knew what the close call actually was and none of them knew why it mattered and he was sitting in his childhood bedroom with his jaw aching from clenching.

* * *

The knock came five minutes later. His mother opened the door without waiting for an answer. The maternal prerogative. She knocked because she was polite. She opened because she was his mother.

She looked at him on the bed. He looked at her in the doorway. She was wearing a loose t-shirt and jeans and her hair was down and she had the towel still over her shoulder from the kitchen and she looked tired and warm and familiar.

She sat on the edge of his bed. The mattress dipped with her weight. She was close. Close enough that he could smell her, the paint from the studio that never quite washed off her hands, the soap, the specific warmth that was just Kristin. The room was small. His childhood room had always been small and she was in it and the smallness was doing something.

She didn't mention Rose. She didn't reference the kitchen. She sat.

"How are you doing?" she asked.

"I have a headache," he said. It might have been true. It didn't matter.

"Then give me your head."

She patted her lap. Matter-of-fact. The gesture of a woman who had done this a thousand times, who had done this when he was ten and came home from the boat with his eyes squinting against a sun migraine, who had done this for Jordan when Jordan came in from a full day on the water carrying the ocean in his neck and his shoulders.

Cameron lay down. His head settled into her lap. Her thighs were warm underneath him through the denim and her body was solid and close and the proximity was immediate and total in a way that sitting next to someone was not.

He was looking up at her. Her jaw from below. The line of her throat. The underside of her chin. The neckline of the t-shirt where the fabric hung loose and he could see the top of her chest, the beginning of the shadow between her breasts. The angle was intimate in a way that he had not prepared for and could not adjust away from without moving his head from her lap and he was not going to move his head from her lap.

Her fingers went into his hair. She started at his temples. Small circles, pressing into the tension with the pads of her fingers. Her touch was firm and practiced, the muscle memory of a woman who had been doing this for decades. She found the spots. The tight places behind his ears, the ridge at the base of his skull where the tension knotted. Her thumbs pressed in and something released and his breath caught and he closed his eyes.

"Your father used to carry everything right here." Her hands moved to his shoulders, kneading the muscles through his shirt. "Right in the traps. He'd come home from a full day on the boat and I couldn't even get my thumbs into the muscle."

She said it the way she said Jordan's name. Evenly. Without flinch. She was doing for her son what she had done for her husband and the sentence drew the line between the two and she did not seem to hear herself draw it.

Cameron heard nothing else.

Her hands worked down from his shoulders. The heels of her palms pressing into the muscles below his collarbone, working outward along the ridge where the chest met the shoulder. Her fingers were on his chest and her lap was under his head and her face was above him and he opened his eyes and she was looking down at him with an expression that was fully and completely maternal and that was the problem.

The tenderness was real. The warmth was real. She was his mother and she was taking care of him and his head was in her lap and her hands were on his body and his body did not care about the categories.

He could feel her thighs under his head through the denim. Warm and solid and close. He tried not to think about them. He thought about them. The shape of them, the softness where his skull settled into the muscle, the way they would feel without the jeans. His mind went there without permission and stayed there without apology and he let it stay because pulling it back would require acknowledging where it had gone.

He could feel her heartbeat through her thigh against the back of his skull. Slow and steady. He could feel the warmth of her stomach near his ear, the soft give of it through the t-shirt. Her hands made slow circles on his chest and each circle moved slightly lower and she was not tracking the movement and he was tracking it with every nerve he had.

Her fingers passed over his sternum. The flat of her palm resting on the muscle below his collarbone, then sliding down to the center of his chest, then lower. Not far. Not far enough to be anything. But the direction was there and the warmth of her hand through his shirt was there and his body had gone very still.

She was his mother and she was a woman and he was experiencing both at the same time in a way that should have been confusing and was confusing and was also something else. Something that pulled in two directions at once. The part of him that wanted to sit up and break the spell and go downstairs and be her son at the kitchen table.

And the part of him that wanted to turn his face into her stomach and close his eyes and stay in her lap until the warmth of her became the only thing he knew. He was lying in his childhood bedroom with glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling and her hands on his chest and the smell of paint and soap and her and his body was quiet in the way it only went quiet for his mother. Not the hammering of Rose. Not the fidgeting of Violet. Stillness. Quiet heat.

"You don't have to jump right back in, Cam." Her voice was soft. Her hand was still moving, slow circles. "Nobody's asking you to."

"I know."

"We're going to the beach tomorrow. All of us." Her hand came to rest flat on his chest, over his heart. She held it there. He could feel his own heartbeat against her palm and he knew she could feel it too and it was not slow. "I'd like it if you came."

"Okay."

She stayed. Another minute. Maybe two. Her hand on his chest. His head in her lap. The room warm and small and full of the smell of her and the sound of her breathing and the slow circles of her thumb against his shirt, a movement so small he wasn't sure she knew she was making it.

Then she patted his chest once. The punctuation. The gesture that ended the gesture. She eased his head off her lap and stood and went to the door.

"Get some sleep," she said.

She closed the door. Cameron lay on the bed. The warmth of her lap was still on the back of his head. The weight of her hand was still on his chest in the way a hand stays on skin after it's gone. The glow-in-the-dark stars were above him, pale green, barely visible. He had put them up at eleven. His father had held the ladder.

The headache was gone. Something else had replaced it.


CHAPTER 12

The parking lot was dirt and pine needles and the same three ruts that had been there when he was ten.

Cameron got out of the truck and stood in the dust and the smell hit him before the memory did. Hot pine resin and salt and the faint sweetness of beach rose from the path down to the water. Dad's truck had parked in this same spot every July. The cooler that leaked pink juice from whatever his mother had packed. Violet at six screaming about a bee. Rose at twelve already reading on the sand before anyone else had their shoes off. The memories were warm and clean and he let them stay because this was one of the few places on the island where his father was just his father and not the man who drowned.

"Cam, grab the umbrella," said Kristin.

He grabbed the umbrella from the truck bed. Big, striped, the pole heavy and sand-pitted from years of use. Kristin had the cooler. Violet had a bag of towels and was already halfway down the path in flip-flops and a coverup that came to mid-thigh. Rose was behind them all, sunglasses on, book under her arm, walking with the enthusiasm of a woman being marched to her own sentencing.

"This is better than the house," said Kristin, not turning around.

"I was fine in the house," said Rose.

"You were brooding in the house."

"I was reading."

"You were brooding and reading. Now you can brood and read at the ocean."

Rose did not respond. She would read with a hostility that made the pages afraid. Cameron had seen this move before. She could punish an entire family with her literacy.

The path opened onto the beach. Small, crescent-shaped, tucked between two rocky points that kept the tourists on the main beaches half a mile north. Not really a secret anymore but still mostly empty. Today it was theirs. The sand was pale and coarse and the water was flat and green and the sun was high and hot and the whole scene looked like the postcard version of a childhood he had actually lived.

Kristin directed the setup. Umbrella here. Towels there. Cooler in the shade. One instruction per person, no discussion. Cameron drove the umbrella pole into the sand and spread the towels and Violet dropped the bag and pulled her coverup over her head and was in her bikini and heading for the water before anyone else had sat down.

Rose claimed the towel farthest from the group. Sunglasses on. Book open. The physical barrier of narrative fiction deployed against her family.

Cameron sat on his towel and started unpacking the beach bag. Sunblock, water bottles, a paperback Kristin had brought, a ziplock of grapes. His hand closed around something at the bottom of the bag. Silicone. Familiar.

He pulled it out. His goggles. His snorkel. The silicone slightly yellowed, the strap still adjusted to his head size from the last time he'd worn them. Before the cave. Before everything. The mask seal was a little flat from years in a drawer but the fit would still be there. His hands knew it.

Kristin was watching. She had planted them without saying anything, embedded the offering in the logistics the way she embedded everything, without ceremony, without pressure.

"You want to give it a try?"

The sentence landed as more than it meant. Not just snorkeling. Not just putting his face in the water. The diving. The life. The person he'd been before the ordeal in the cave took it from him. She was asking about all of it and she might have known she was asking about all of it and he sat there holding his old goggles with the strap set to a head that was two years younger and nodded.

Kristin grinned. It changed her whole face. She reached for the hem of her sundress and pulled it over her head in one motion.

Cameron blinked and then blinked again.

Her swimsuit was dark blue, one piece, cut high on the legs and low enough at the neckline to show the full shape of her breasts where the fabric held them. Not a bikini. More coverage, which somehow showed more. The way the lycra sat on her hips. The softness of her stomach visible above the waistline, the skin there pale and smooth. Her breasts were full and heavy in the suit and the fabric stretched across them without apology and the morning after having his head in her lap, her hands on his chest, her heartbeat against the back of his skull, he was seeing her in less clothing than he had seen her in since he came home.

She caught her hair up with both hands and twisted it into a knot and the motion lifted her breasts and tightened the fabric across her nipples and he could see the shape of them through the dark blue lycra. She was forty-five and she was beautiful and he was already picturing the drive home, Kristin peeling the wet swimsuit off in the shower, the water running down her back and her ass and her thighs while he stood on the other side of the wall and listened. The image arrived fully formed and he did not send it back.

"Coming?" she said.

He followed her to the water.

* * *

His mother waded in without hesitation. She moved through the shallows with the easy confidence of a woman who had learned to swim before she learned to walk, the water rising up her thighs, her hips, her waist, the dark blue swimsuit going darker where the water touched it.

Cameron stopped at the edge. The water lapped at his feet. Cold. The same Maine cold that had hit him during Tyler's rescue, but this time there was no adrenaline, no drowning man, no emergency kicking the door open. This time it was a choice. A deliberate walk to the edge. A deliberate step in.

The phobia pulsed. Low and distant, like sonar at the far edge of his range. He was in a foot of water. The bottom was right there. The surface was right there. He could see both. He put the goggles on. Put the snorkel in his mouth. Put his face in the water.

The world below. Sand rippled by current, shells caught in the ridges, a hermit crab dragging itself across a flat stone. Small fish darted in a school that turned as one and the green-gold light of shallow water made everything glow. Beautiful. Quiet. The phobia was a pulse rather than a scream and he could breathe around it. He could do this.

He swam out to where his mother was treading water. She had her own goggles on and her face was wet and her eyes were bright above the mask and she looked younger in the water, the tension in her shoulders gone, the working-mother discipline softened into something that was just a woman in the ocean on a hot day.

They snorkeled the shallows together. Side by side, their bodies moving through the water in parallel. Kristin pointed at a starfish on a rock and her fingers found his forearm and stayed. Underwater, her body was different. Horizontal, the swimsuit shifted and rode, the lycra pulling tight across her ass as she kicked, the neckline gaping when she angled down and he could see the full inner curves of her breasts and the shadow between them and the water made everything slow and close and weightless.

She was right there. Her leg brushed his. Her hip turned toward him as she pointed at something on the bottom and the side of her breast pressed against his arm through the wet fabric and she didn't move away and he didn't move away and the touch lasted three seconds and he counted every one.

They surfaced together. She pulled her goggles up and her face was close and wet and she was breathing through a grin and the water was between them and on them and he could see the shapes of her body through the wet swimsuit, everything visible, everything outlined, the dark circles of her nipples and the flat of her stomach and the water running down her chest into the neckline.

"See?" she said. "Not so bad."

Not so bad. He hadn't been in the water by choice in two years and he could barely think about it because his mother's cleavage was six inches from his face and the wet lycra was hiding nothing and his eyes kept going there and staying there and the ocean was supposed to be the point of this exercise.

Kristin waded back in. She put her hand on his shoulder as she stepped over a rock and her fingers trailed across his back as she passed, slow, the tips dragging along the muscle below his shoulder blade before lifting off. She didn't look back.

She walked up the sand and reached behind her neck and adjusted the strap of her swimsuit where the water had pulled it loose, lifting her breasts with the motion, and then she hooked her thumbs under the leg openings and tugged the fabric down where it had ridden up over her ass and the gesture was practical and unselfconscious and one of the most distracting things he had ever seen a woman do.

Cameron stayed in the water.

* * *

Rose had been on her towel reading with the intensity of a woman proving a point. But the heat was real and the water was right there and Cameron was treading in the shallows when he saw her put the book face-down on the towel. She stood up and pulled her tank top over her head and stepped out of her shorts.

Her bikini was black. Simple. The kind of bikini that didn't try because it didn't have to. Her body was lean and tight and her stomach was flat and her breasts were small and firm in the bikini top and her legs were long and tan and she did not look at him as she walked to the water. She waded to her waist and stood with her back to the beach and her hands in the water and her body language said don't.

Cameron watched her from the water. He'd had enough of the attitude. The silent treatment and the PTSD joke and the book-as-barricade and the way she moved through the house like the rest of them were furniture she was navigating around. She was standing in the ocean ignoring him with a precision that was its own kind of attention and he decided to ruin it.

He ducked under the surface. He could see her legs below the waterline, pale and long, the water moving around her calves. He watched her from ten feet away.

She had no idea he was there. He circled wide and slow, keeping his kicks small so the water wouldn't ripple, coming around behind her the way a man who had spent his childhood hunting lobsters on a single breath knew how to move through water without being noticed. Her back was to him. He closed the distance to three feet. Two.

He pinched her calf.

Rose shrieked. Spun. The splash hit him in the face before he could surface all the way.

"What is wrong with you?"

"You looked bored," he said.

"I was not bored. I was relaxing."

"You were brooding. In the ocean. That's a new one even for you."

She splashed him. Hard, both hands, the flat-palmed kind that sends a wall of water into someone's face. He wiped his eyes and grinned at her and the grin made it worse because Rose did not like being grinned at when she was angry and she was always angry and the grin was the thing that tipped it.

"You're such an asshole," she said, and shoved him under with both hands on his shoulders and then jumped on him.

He grabbed her waist and twisted and they went sideways and the water churned white between them and it was immediate and total, the way it always was with Rose, zero to war in one second.

She pushed him under again. He came up laughing and grabbed her arm. She wrenched free and lunged at him. Her legs wrapped around his thigh to pull him off balance and his hands went where they could. Her hips. Her ribs. The side of her breast as he caught himself. Neither of them apologized for where their hands went. Apologies would have required acknowledging what was happening and neither of them was going to do that.

The wrestling got tighter. He caught her from behind, his arm around her waist, and for one second her back was against his chest and her ass was pressed against his hips and her wet hair was on his shoulder and she was breathing hard and laughing and fighting and the water was at their waists. Her body was flush against his and he could feel the heat of her through the cold water and his arm was across her stomach and his forearm was touching the underside of her breasts and she was not pulling away.

Then she was. She drove her elbow back, caught his ribs, broke free. Turned and shoved him with both hands. He went under. Came up. She was four feet away, breathing hard, hair plastered to her face, bikini top shifted, the strap on one shoulder pulled halfway down her arm. Her eyes were bright and furious and her chest was heaving and she was looking at him like she wanted to drown him and also like she wanted something else and the "something else" was louder than the drowning.

"Enough."

Kristin's voice from the shore. One word. The maternal authority that didn't need volume.

They relaxed, though Rose shoved him once more. Not playful. The shove of a woman who knew what had just happened and was making it his fault. She waded toward the beach without looking back.

Cameron stood in waist-deep water with his hands at his sides and his chest going fast. He had just been outfought, outgrappled, and emotionally dismantled by a woman who had been reading a book five minutes ago. His record against Rose held. Zero for everything.

He looked at the shore. Kristin was watching. She was sitting on her towel with her knees drawn up and her arms around them and she was watching her son and her daughter come out of the water from whatever that had been and her expression was very still and very quiet. She had seen it. What she did with having seen it was for later.

* * *

Violet was on her towel in the sun. She had been in and out of the water on her own all morning, swimming with the easy comfort of a woman who lived in the ocean. Now she was on her stomach, bikini straps loosened, skin going pink across her shoulders and the small of her back.

Cameron sat down on the towel next to hers. His hands were still shaking from Rose. His chest was still tight. And now he was on a towel next to Violet and the beach had been doing this to him all day, rotating him from one woman to the next without giving him time to reset. His system was flooded and the frequencies were crossing and he couldn't remember which one he was supposed to be vibrating on.

Violet lifted her head from her arms. Squinted at him. Sand on her cheek and her hair falling across her face.

"Can you do my back?"

"I suppose."

Sunblock. She handed him the bottle. He squeezed some into his palm.

He started at her shoulders. His hands on her skin. She was warm from the sun and slightly damp from the ocean and her skin was smooth and tan and he was rubbing sunblock into his sister's back while she lay face-down on a towel in a bikini. He had been doing this since she was twelve. The gesture was routine. The body was not routine anymore.

She talked. She always talked.

"There was a striped bass out there," she said into her towel. "Huge. Came right up to me. I think he liked me."

"Fish don't like people, Vi."

"This one did. He kept circling. Wouldn't leave me alone." She shifted under his hands. "Seemed curious about me."

His hands moved down her back. He didn't answer that.

"You're good at this," she said. Her voice was lazy, sun-warm. "You could charge for this, you know. Add it to the shop services. Dives and massages."

"I'm putting sunblock on you. That's not a massage."

"It's a little bit of a massage." She turned her head on the towel so one eye was looking up at him. "Don't stop, though."

His hands moved lower. The small of her back where the bikini bottom sat low on her hips. The sunblock was warm and slippery and his fingers were close to the waistband and she didn't flinch and he didn't stop.

"Can you untie me? I don't want a line."

The bikini top. The strings that tied at her back. She was asking him to untie her so the sunblock went on evenly and she didn't get a tan line. She had asked him this before, years ago, on this same beach. But years ago she was sixteen and the request was nothing and now she was twenty and the request was everything and the everything was sitting in his hands waiting for him to pull.

He untied the strings. The fabric loosened. The sides fell away and he could see the outer curves of her breasts pressed flat against the towel, the pale skin where the sun never reached.

The banter had stopped. The silence that replaced it was conspicuous in a way that neither of them addressed, as if the talking had been a net and they'd both just watched it drop and done nothing. The only sounds were the waves and his palms on her skin and her breathing, which had gotten slower.

His hands went back to work. The skin where the strings had been. His fingers moving across her bare back with no fabric barrier and the scope of where his hands went had expanded and he noticed, with the self-awareness that was the specific torture of his situation, that he was going further than the sunblock required.

The sides of her ribcage where the skin was soft. The outer edges of her breasts where the top had fallen away. The slow deliberate movement of his fingers along the waistband of her bikini bottom, ostensibly getting the line, actually just touching her.

He couldn't tell if she was teasing him. The "untie me" might have been exactly what it was. A girl who didn't want tan lines. Or it might have been something more devious. He didn't know.

What he knew was that he was teasing back. The places his fingers went. The pressure. The lingering. He was putting sunblock on his sister's back and he was touching her more than he needed to and she was letting him and neither of them was saying anything about it and the silence was saying it for them.

Violet shifted under his hands. A small sound, not quite a sigh. Her hips moved a fraction against the towel and her back arched slightly into his palms and the movement was small enough to be nothing and specific enough to be everything. His thumbs traced the dimples at the base of her spine, just above the bikini line, and her breath caught. He felt it in her ribs under his fingers.

His hands moved back up. The sides of her ribcage again, where the skin was softest, where the outer curves of her breasts began. He had already been here. He was going back. His fingers slid along the swell where her breast pressed against the towel and he went further this time, further than the first pass, his fingertips tracing the edge where tan met pale and then past it, into the skin that never saw the sun, and he knew he had crossed his own line and he kept going. The pad of his index finger brushed the very edge of her areola and Violet's breath stopped and his breath stopped and neither of them moved.

Her arm, the one closest to him, reached out from where it had been folded under her head. Her fingers found his thigh. Rested there. Then moved inward, slowly, her fingertips trailing along his skin toward the hem of his shorts, reaching for something she wasn't going to name and neither was he.

"I think you're good," he said.

"...Okay," said Violet.

He tied the strings back. His fingers brushed the skin between her shoulder blades as he pulled the knot tight and she let out a breath and he wasn't sure what the breath meant and he was going to think about what the breath meant for the rest of the day.

He wiped his palms on his shorts. Sat back on his towel. Violet put her head down and closed her eyes and the sun was on both of them and his hands smelled like coconut and her skin was glistening where he had touched her and the beach stretched out in front of them under the hot, hot sun.


CHAPTER 13

He couldn't find the second insurance policy.

Cameron had been in his father's office for an hour, going through the filing cabinet for the third time, looking for something that would change the math. A savings account. An asset he'd missed. A revenue line buried in the notebook that would make the numbers work without him having to do the obvious thing and step behind the counter of his dead father's dive shop.

He wasn't finding it. He was finding his father's handwriting and expired certifications and a take-out menu from a restaurant that had closed in 2019 and he was not finding a way off this island.

His hands still smelled like coconut.

He'd washed them twice. Soap, hot water, the gritty orange stuff from the shop sink. The coconut was gone but his brain hadn't gotten the message. His mind kept circling back to the beach.

The silence after Violet asked him to untie her. The banter dropping away and neither of them picking it up. Her skin under his fingers, warm and slippery, and the scope of where his hands went expanding with each pass. His thumb crossing the line where tan met pale and then crossing the next line, the one that mattered, and her breath stopping under his fingers. Her hand reaching for his thigh. Her fingers trailing inward toward the hem of his shorts.

Did that really happen?

It happened. He knew it happened because his body was still responding to the fact that it happened and the response was not ambiguous. He touched his sister's breast and she reached for his shorts and they both knew what they were doing and neither of them had said a word about it since.

Violet had closed her eyes and gone to sleep on her towel and he had sat next to her in the sun smelling like coconut with his hands shaking and that was that. No acknowledgment. No conversation. Just the thing that happened sitting between them like a live wire neither of them was going to touch.

He opened the bottom drawer of the desk. More folders. He'd been through these already but he pulled them out again because the alternative was sitting in his father's chair thinking about his sister's body and at least the folders gave his hands something to do.

Behind the folders, at the back of the drawer, a safe. Small, fireproof, the kind a person buys at a hardware store. The combination lock was set to three zeros. Cameron turned the handle and it opened.

Inside. A few hundred dollars in twenties, rubber-banded. The original deed to the property, which was useful. A life insurance document that had already been claimed, which was not. And at the bottom, face-down, a photograph.

He turned it over.

His mother. Young. Twenty, maybe younger. She was on a bed in warm light, wearing a white cotton bra and nothing else below the waist except a sheet that had been arranged across her hips with the deliberate carelessness of a woman who knew exactly what she was showing and what she was withholding.

The bra was thin and her nipples were visible through the fabric and she was looking at the camera with an expression that was not for her stepson to see. It was for Jordan. It was the kind of photo a young woman takes for the man she loves when the love is new and physical and she wants him to have something to look at when she isn't there.

Cameron looked. He looked longer than he should have.

She was beautiful. Not beautiful the way she was now, the warm, tired beauty of a forty-five-year-old woman who had survived her husband and raised three kids and held a business together with her hands. Beautiful the way a twenty-year-old is beautiful when she doesn't know yet what the world is going to cost her.

Her body was leaner then. Her breasts were higher, smaller, the skin tight and smooth. Her stomach was flat and her hips were narrower and her hair was long and dark and falling over one shoulder and she was grinning at the camera with a grin that was half dare and half offering.

He saw Rose in her. The set of the jaw. The edge in her eyes even while posing, the challenge underneath the vulnerability, the look at me and see if you can handle it. That was Rose.

He saw Violet in her. The shy smile that didn't quite sell the innocence. The eagerness underneath it, the body offered with a confidence that was half bravado. The way she held the sheet like she might drop it and wanted you to know she might drop it. That was Violet.

His mother at twenty was both of her daughters at once. Or her daughters were both versions of who she had been. He was looking at all three of them in a single photograph and his mind was doing something he could not allow it to do and it was doing it anyway. The three women collapsed into one image and the image was lying on a bed in a white cotton bra looking at him with his father's camera.

He put the photograph back. Face-down. He closed the safe and spun the combination and sat in his father's chair with his hands flat on the desk.

The rationalization arrived on schedule. It was an accident. He was looking for financial documents. Anybody would have looked. The rationalization was garbage and he knew it was garbage because he had held the photograph for a full minute and nobody needs a minute to determine that an image is not an insurance policy. He came in here to find a way off the island and instead found two more reasons he couldn't leave.

* * *

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out. A Seattle number. His manager.

He considered letting it ring. He had been letting it ring for two weeks and two weeks was the line between personal leave and professional negligence and the line was here.

"Hey, David."

"Cameron. Hey." The voice of a man who was trying to sound casual about something that was not casual. "How are things?"

"Fine. Family stuff. Taking longer than I thought."

"Sure. Totally understand." David paused. The pause was the kind that preceded a sentence with a deadline in it. "So the Meridian sprint is kicking off Monday. I've been holding your tickets but the project manager is asking and I need to give him something. When are you back?"

The office was quiet. His father's desk was under his hands. The photograph was in the safe behind him. Through the window he could see the dock and the harbor and Violet's silhouette on the bench outside the shop.

"I need another week," he said.

"A week I can do. After that it gets complicated."

"I know."

"Cam, is everything okay out there? You sound..."

"I'm fine. One more week. Tell everyone I'll catch up fast."

He hung up. One week. Seven days. After that his job expected him back in a chair in Seattle writing code for a company that made project management software and his life on the island was over and everything he was feeling would be filed under the category of things that happened when he was somewhere else being someone else and none of it would follow him home because home was a one-bedroom apartment with no ocean and no dock and no women in it.

He almost believed it.

* * *

His mother was on the porch swing he'd fixed his first week home, drinking iced tea, watching the harbor go dark. She looked up when the screen door opened.

"Find anything useful?"

"No." He sat in the chair across from her. "The numbers are the same. The insurance is the same. We can't sustain this, Mom."

"We've been sustaining it for two years."

"Barely. And that was before Tyler. You're down a body again. Violet is going to be running every dive by herself until you find someone else and you're not going to find someone else because nobody wants a summer gig on an island with doubled insurance premiums and no housing."

Kristin sipped her tea and held it in both hands.

"What are you suggesting, Cam?"

"I'm suggesting we have a conversation about selling."

"We've had that conversation."

"We've had the first sentence of that conversation and then somebody changes the subject." He leaned forward in the chair. "Tyler almost died in the harbor. On a checkout dive. In fifteen feet of water. What happens when a customer gets tangled in pot warp? What happens when Violet takes someone to the shelf and something goes wrong and she's the only instructor in the water?"

"Violet knows what she's doing."

"Violet is twenty years old and she's been solo-diving for two years because there's nobody else. That's not competence, that's negligence. If the insurance company did a site audit tomorrow they'd pull our policy and we'd be done anyway."

Kristin's hands tightened on the glass. Her face did not change. She was quiet for long enough that he thought she was going to get up and leave the way she left conversations she was done with, economically, without slamming anything.

She didn't leave.

"Your father knew the risk," she said. Her voice was soft. Firm. The combination that was uniquely Kristin, the warmth that did not give ground. "He knew it every time he went in the water. I knew it every time I watched him go. Mina knew it. This has always been what it is. The water is dangerous and we chose it and I am not going to sell the life your father built because the risk that was always there is suddenly visible to a son who left for two years and just got back."

The sentence sat between them.

"You can run away again if you really want to," she said.

His jaw locked. The fury came up hot and fast and it was not directed at her and it was entirely directed at her. Run away. She said it the way she said everything, without raising her voice, without giving him anything to fight against. She was right. Selling was running. Leaving was running. He had run two years ago and he was looking for permission to run again and she was not going to give it to him.

"That's not fair," he said.

"No," said Kristin. "It's not."

She finished her tea. Set the glass on the railing. Looked at him with an expression that held no anger and no judgment and a great deal of something he could not name that might have been love or might have been grief or might have been the thing that lives where the two meet in a woman who has already lost the first man who sat in that chair.

She went inside. The screen door closed behind her. Cameron sat on the porch with his jaw aching and the harbor going dark and the lobster boat finding its mooring and his mother's voice in his head saying run away again and the photograph in the safe and Violet on the bench and one week left.

* * *

He went to the dock.

He walked down the ramp and stood at the edge where he'd stood the day Tyler almost drowned and the day before that and every day since he came home. The water was dark now, late evening, the green gone to black, and the air was cool with the salt and the kelp and the faint diesel off the harbor.

He had the goggles and snorkel in his hand. He didn't remember picking them up. They'd been on the bench by the shop door where he'd left them after the beach and now they were in his hand and his shoes were off and his shirt was over his head and the dock was under his bare feet.

The water was cold. Colder than the beach. The harbor held the chill longer than the open coast and his skin tightened when he waded in and his breath went short and the phobia pulsed. Louder than the beach. Darker water, no one else beside him, no sunny shallows. Just the green-black of a Maine harbor at dusk and the bottom dropping away under his feet.

He put the goggles on. Put his face in the water.

The world below was dark and it was beautiful. The pilings and the mooring chains and the shapes of rocks on the bottom, all of it rendered in the blue-green of low light. A school of silversides turned in unison near a piling, catching the last light like a handful of coins thrown into the water. The sand was rippled and clean and the kelp moved with the current in slow arcs and the silence was the silence he had been missing for two years.

Not quiet. The ocean was never quiet. But the particular hush of being under, the way the world above stopped mattering, the way his heartbeat became the loudest thing and then even that settled. He had learned to dive before he learned to drive. The water had been his first language and his body had never forgotten it.

He pushed deeper. A breath hold. Five feet. Eight. The phobia was a wire in his chest pulling taut but underneath it was the other thing, the older thing, the pull that had nothing to do with fear. The way the pressure changed against his eardrums. The way the light shifted from green-gold to green-blue as the depth took it. The way his body moved through the water with an efficiency that his land-body never had, streamlined, purposeful, every kick calibrated by a decade of muscle memory.

He had always known he would come back to this. Even in the apartment in Seattle, even in the months when he couldn't look at a pool without his chest locking up, some part of him had known that the water was where he would end up because the water was where he had started.

He stayed. One second. Two. Three. The wire was pulling but it was not breaking and he was not surfacing and the green was just green and the dark was just dark and he was in the water by choice.

He came up. Breathed. Went down again. Deeper this time. Ten feet, maybe. The bottom was closer and the surface was farther and the wire pulled harder. But the beauty pulled harder still. A lobster picking its way across the sand. The underside of the dock above him, the barnacles and the mussels and the life that grew in the places nobody looked. He stayed and he stayed and then he surfaced and the air hit his face and the sky was above him and he was shaking. Not from the cold.

He swam back to the dock ladder. Climbed out. Sat on the edge with his feet in the water and his elbows on his knees and the goggles around his neck.

He wasn't going to sell the shop. He knew that now. He had known it on the porch. He had probably known it on the ferry.

He sat on the dock and let the water dry on his skin and watched the harbor go dark.


CHAPTER 14

Violet was at the shop counter with the phone tucked between her ear and her shoulder, writing something down. Cameron was in the back sorting rental regulators that should have been sorted a week ago. He could hear her voice through the doorway, professional and bright, the customer-facing version of Violet that was warmer than her normal register but not by much because her normal register was already warm.

She hung up. Looked at what she'd written. Her face did something that wasn't quite concern but wasn't quite confidence either.

"Big group?" said Cameron from the back.

"Eight divers. This afternoon. Full gear rental, guided dive off the point." She pulled the gear inventory sheet out from under the counter. "Corporate retreat. Some tech company from Boston. We've got enough tanks if the compressor holds. Rental BCDs are fine. I'll need to check the regs."

She started working the logistics. Eight divers, eight tank fills, eight full rental rigs, one instructor. She was mapping it out on the back of the schedule with a pen, drawing a dive-site diagram, calculating gear sizes, and she was doing it alone and she was not asking anyone for help because asking for help was not something Violet did because there had been nobody to ask. She was twenty years old and running logistics that would have made his project manager weep.

Cameron watched her from the doorway. His sister was planning to take eight strangers into the ocean by herself because the alternative was turning down the biggest booking they'd had in months and she wasn't going to do that because she was twenty years old and fearless and stubborn and she had been holding this shop together since their father drowned and she would keep holding it until it crushed her.

"I'll help with the group," he said.

She looked up. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. I can run surface ops. Gear, briefings, boat. You dive, I'll handle the rest."

She nodded. Went back to the schedule. "Cool."

"Just until we sell," he said.

The sentence sat in the room. Violet didn't look up. She was writing something on the schedule and her pen did not stop and her expression did not change and the silence was the silence of a person who has heard a thing they don't believe and has chosen not to waste energy on it.

From the kitchen, through the window that looked into the shop, Cameron heard his mother set down a coffee mug. He did not hear her say anything. He did not need to.

* * *

His first full day behind the counter felt like putting on a suit that belonged to someone else and finding that it fit.

He knew where everything was. The logbook in the top drawer, the spare O-rings in the coffee tin by the register, the cabinet that stuck unless he lifted the handle and pulled. He knew the tide chart on the wall and the radio frequencies written in his father's hand on the whiteboard and the way the bell over the door jingled with a wrong note because the clapper had been bent since he was fourteen. His hands knew this shop. His body remembered the rhythm of it, the morning gear check, the tank fills, the way the sun came through the front windows and made a stripe across the counter by ten.

What he didn't know was how to be the person standing where his father had stood.

A couple walked in around eleven. Honeymooners, maybe. She was excited. He was pretending not to be nervous. They wanted a discover dive, the beginner package, the one where Violet would take them to fifteen feet in the harbor and teach them to breathe and clear their masks and look at fish.

Cameron talked them through the waiver and the pricing and the schedule and he found himself explaining the water the way his father had explained it, the temperature, the viz, what they'd see on the bottom. He was smiling. He caught himself smiling and the catching was its own problem because he had been here for four hours and he already liked this more than his real job and that was extremely inconvenient for the man who had just said "just until we sell."

The couple booked. Cameron wrote their names in the logbook. His handwriting sat on the line below Kristin's, which sat below Jordan's from two years ago. Three handwritings in one ledger. He closed the book.

It was claustrophobic. His entire world had contracted to a building and a dock and four people. He was working out of his childhood home, in his dead father's office, with his mother in the kitchen and his sisters in the shop and the ocean outside the window doing the same thing it always did.

But the work was physical and immediate and human in a way that writing code had never been. People walked in wanting something real. They wanted to be in the water. He could give them that, or at least give them the logistics of that, and the giving felt different from shipping a feature that three people would use and nobody would notice.

* * *

The bell jingled at two. Cameron looked up from the booking ledger.

A man stood in the doorway. Older, sixty maybe, with the deep tan and the rope-burned hands of someone who had spent his life on the water. He was wearing a faded cap and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and he was looking at Cameron with an expression that had stopped mid-step.

"Jesus Christ," said the man. "You look just like him."

Cameron set the pen down. "Can I help you?"

"Cam?" The man came forward. His face broke into a grin that rearranged every line on it. "Cam Carver. You son of a bitch. You're home."

The name came back slow and then all at once. Hank Pelletier. Lobsterman. Ran traps off the south end for forty years. He'd been at every Fourth of July and every Christmas party and he'd taught Cameron to tie a bowline when Cameron was eight and couldn't hold the line steady. He'd been at the funeral. Cameron remembered his cap, the same cap, in his hands at the church.

"Hank," said Cameron. "Hey."

Hank grabbed his hand and then pulled him into a hug that smelled like bait and diesel and Old Spice. The hug of a man who did not know how to express what he was feeling and had decided to express all of it at once.

"Look at you. Behind the counter." Hank stepped back and looked at the shop. Looked at Cameron again. "Your old man would be losing his mind right now."

"I'm just helping out for a bit."

"Sure you are." Hank grinned. The grin faded to something softer. "I've been meaning to come in. Haven't been by much since... well." He gestured at the shop. At everything. "The vibes have been rough, you know. Since the whole Jordan and Mina thing."

"Yeah," said Cameron. "It's been a hard couple years."

Hank nodded. Then he looked at Cameron with an expression that shifted. Not the grin. Something behind it, older and more careful.

"Before that, too." He said it quietly. "Your dad wasn't perfect, Cam."

The sentence sat between them. The shop was quiet. The radio was crackling low on the shelf and the tide chart was on the wall and Jordan's handwriting was on the whiteboard and Cameron was standing where his father had stood and a man who had known his father for thirty years had just said something that did not mean what it appeared to mean.

"What do you mean?" said Cameron.

Hank's face changed. The look of a man who has just heard his own words come back to him and realized he has opened a door he did not intend to open. He adjusted his cap. Looked at the counter.

"I just mean nobody's a saint. That's all. He was a good man." Hank put his hand on Cameron's shoulder. "He was a real good man. I'm glad you're home, kid."

He left. The bell jingled. Cameron stood behind the counter with the sentence in his chest and the logbook open and his father's handwriting on the page and a question he did not know how to ask forming in the place where the grief had been.

Your dad wasn't perfect.

Before that, too. Not after. Before. Before the accident. Before the cave. Before whatever happened that made Hank Pelletier look away from a twenty-one-year-old kid and change the subject.

He opened the logbook. Not the current page. He flipped back. Past Kristin's entries, past the blank space where the shop had been closed, back into his father's handwriting. The blocky capitals. The dive logs.

He found what he wasn't looking for.

Jordan and Mina. Diving together. Not with clients. Solo dives, just the two of them, logged on days with no bookings. A Tuesday in August, no customer name, just "J + M, south shelf, 60ft." A Thursday in September, same. A Monday in October.

Then more.

The frequency picking up through the fall and into winter, one or two a month becoming one a week, the entries brief and consistent and always just the two of them. Some of the dives were deep. Some were at sites the shop didn't use for customers. The last entry was three days before the accident. "J + M, east wall, 80ft. Good viz."

Cameron read patterns for a living. He sat behind the counter and read this one in his father's own handwriting and the pattern did not say colleagues and it did not say friends and it did not say two instructors keeping their skills sharp on slow days. It said something else.

Jordan had documented it himself without knowing he was documenting it, dive by dive, date by date, the evidence laid out in a logbook that anyone could have opened at any time and apparently nobody had.

He closed the logbook. He was not going to ask his mother. He was not going to ask because asking meant the answer might be yes and the answer being yes meant that the grief he had been carrying for two years, the anger at his father for dying, the guilt about the anger, all of it would have to be rebuilt from the foundation and he did not have the tools for that renovation.

He put the logbook in the drawer. He went to check the compressor.

* * *

The dive group finished at four. Cameron heard them before he saw them, the chatter of eight people who had just done something they were going to talk about for the rest of their vacation, coming up the dock ramp with their rental gear rattling. Violet was behind them, herding them toward the shop the way a border collie herds sheep, efficient and cheerful and not quite letting them stop.

She processed their gear returns at the counter while Cameron started carrying tanks to the fill station. The customers filtered out. The shop went quiet. Violet grabbed an armful of BCDs and headed for the gear room.

"I'm going to rinse these and get out of this suit," she said over her shoulder. "Can you grab the regs?"

He gathered the rental regulators and followed her.

The gear room was small. It had always been small. A closet with hooks and a rinse bin and a rack for tanks and barely enough room for two people to stand without touching. It smelled like neoprene and salt water and the particular mustiness of a room that never fully dried.

Violet had her back to him. She had already started peeling the wetsuit down. The neoprene stuck to her skin and she was working it off her shoulders, rolling it down her arms, the way a person peels a wetsuit after hours in the water.

The suit resisted. She pulled harder. It came off her shoulders and her upper back and the bikini top underneath had shifted, the strap twisted, the fabric riding up on one side so the lower curve of her breast was visible where the lycra had bunched.

She worked the suit down to her waist. Then the shimmy. The particular motion that peeling a wetsuit off your hips required, the side-to-side rocking that was functional and mechanical and also involved her hips moving in a way that Cameron's brain filed under a category that had nothing to do with neoprene.

He hung the regulators on their hooks. He was three feet from her. The room was small and she was half out of her wetsuit and her skin was flushed from the water and her hair was plastered to her neck and she was working the suit down her thighs with both hands and the bikini bottom had ridden with the neoprene, pulled low on one hip, showing the tan line and the pale skin below it.

"God, I hate this part," she said. She was wrestling with the suit around her knees. "It's like being eaten by a tire."

"Sit down."

"Where? There's no room."

He moved the tank he'd been leaning against and cleared a space on the bench. She sat. The wetsuit was bunched around her knees and her legs were out in front of her and she was looking at him with the expression of a woman waiting for someone to solve a problem she could solve herself but had decided not to.

He crouched in front of her. Took the neoprene at her calf and started working it down over her ankle. It should have been nothing. He had helped people out of wetsuits a hundred times. But his hands were on her leg and the neoprene was peeling away from her skin and underneath was her bare calf, wet and smooth, and his fingers were wrapped around her ankle and he was undressing her. That was what this was. The outer layer, the functional layer, the layer that didn't count, and it didn't matter because his hands were shaking and his pulse was in his throat and he was on his knees between her legs pulling clothing off her body.

The suit peeled off her left leg with a wet sucking sound and he dropped it and did the right. Slower this time. His thumb tracing the line of her calf muscle as the neoprene came free, not because it helped but because he couldn't stop himself. Her skin was wet and warm under his fingers and he was crouching between her knees in a room the size of a closet.

The wetsuit came off. He dropped it in the rinse bin and looked up.

The bikini top had shifted worse than he'd thought. The left strap had twisted and the fabric had pulled across her chest so that her right breast was almost entirely exposed, the triangle of lycra bunched to the side, and her nipple was out. Just there. Pink and small and hard from the cold water and three feet from his face in a room the size of a closet.

Violet's breasts were not her mother's. They were round and high, the unmarked fullness of a body that had never been anything but young, larger than her small frame had any right to carry. Her nipple was a pale pink that was almost the color of her skin, the areola small and tight from the cold.

He was looking at it. He was looking at it the way he had looked at Rose in the bathroom four years ago, the same frozen stare, the same sharp realization that his sister was dizzyingly attractive, and the parallel hit him in the chest like a fist. The shower. Rose's towel. The same locked gaze and the same silence and the same room shrinking around two people who were not moving.

Violet looked down. She saw what he was seeing. She looked back up at him.

She didn't fix it.

Her hand was still on his shoulder. Her eyes were on his and they were not embarrassed and they were not surprised and they were something else, something that looked like the "...Okay" on the beach, the same quiet permission that wasn't quite permission and wasn't quite an accident. She was letting him look. She knew he was looking and she was standing in front of him with her breast exposed and her hand on his shoulder and she was letting him.

His mouth went dry. His hands were at his sides and they wanted to move and he was not going to let them move and the wanting was in his chest and his throat and his cock. The room smelled like neoprene and salt and her skin and he could see the goosebumps on her breast from the cold and the small hard point of her nipple and he was staring and she was letting him stare and nobody was speaking and the silence was the loudest thing in the building.

"Thanks," she said. Her voice was quiet. Steady. Her thumb moved once against the muscle of his shoulder.

"Anytime," he said. His voice was not steady.

She held his eyes for one more second. Then she reached up and adjusted the bikini top, pulling the fabric back into place, covering herself with the casual efficiency of a woman who had just made a decision about what to show and for how long. She picked up the wetsuit and turned to the rinse bin and started rinsing and the moment was over.

Cameron stood in the gear room with his jaw tight and his hands shaking and the image of her nipple burned into his vision the way a bright light stays behind closed eyes. The door was open. The shop was on the other side. He walked through it and he did not look back because looking back would have meant staying and staying would have meant his hands and his hands would have meant everything.

-


CHAPTER 15

Violet was making coffee when he came downstairs. She was at the counter in shorts and a tank top with her hair pulled back and she was humming something he didn't recognize and she was behaving exactly like a woman whose brother had not stared at her bare nipple in the gear room yesterday.

"Morning," she said. Did not look up. Poured two mugs. Slid one across the counter to him.

"Thanks."

"We've got a couple booked at ten and a family of four at two. I need you on the counter for the morning group and rigging tanks for the afternoon." She was looking at the schedule on the clipboard, pen in her teeth, the tank top shifting where it was loose at the neck. "Also, Mom wants you to do a refresher before you go out on any dives."

"I'm not diving, Vi. I'm running surface ops."

"She doesn't care." Violet pulled the pen from her teeth. "She said if you're on the boat, you're doing the refresher. Tank basics, buddy check, the whole thing."

"I've been snorkeling. I'm not suiting up for clients."

"Take it up with Mom."

She said it with the cheerful finality of a woman who had delivered the message and was not interested in the appeal. She was right and she knew she was right and she was not going to argue about it because the argument was not with her. The knowing didn't help because she was standing three feet from him in a tank top with no bra and he could see the shapes of her nipples through the cotton and yesterday he had seen one of them bare and pink and hard from the cold and she was relaying their mother's instructions about tank basics.

"Fine," he said.

"Good." She picked up her coffee and the clipboard and headed for the shop. At the door she turned. "Cam?"

"Yeah."

"It's good that you're doing this."

She left. The screen door closed behind her. Cameron stood in the kitchen with his coffee and the morning sun coming through the window and the image of her nipple sitting in his skull like a photograph he couldn't put back in a drawer.

* * *

He found Mina on his phone during a gap between customers.

He'd been thinking about it since the logbook. Since Hank. Since "your dad wasn't perfect" landed in his chest and stayed. He wasn't going to ask his mother. He wasn't going to ask Violet. But he had a phone and a name and the particular modern compulsion to look up people who couldn't look back.

Her memorial page was still active. Friends and former students posting on her birthday, on the anniversary. The cover photo was Mina on a boat, grinning, her hair blowing sideways in the wind. The profile picture was a headshot, professional, the kind a freelance instructor would use for a certification website.

He scrolled. Mina at the shop, leaning against the counter where he was sitting right now. Mina on the dock with a certification class, six students in wetsuits, her hand raised mid-explanation. Mina at what looked like a barbecue, someone's backyard, holding a beer and laughing at something off-camera.

She was beautiful. He'd known that. He'd been nineteen when she worked here and he'd noticed the way any nineteen-year-old notices and filed it under the category of women who were older than him and worked for his father and were therefore not his problem. But he was looking at her now through the filter of the logbook entries and Hank's vague insinuation and the question he couldn't ask, and what he saw was different.

The cheekbones. The way her hair fell across her face the same way Kristin's did when she didn't pin it back. The grin in the barbecue photo, half-challenge, half-offering, the kind of grin that dared you to keep looking. She looked like Kristin. Not exactly. Not a copy. But the type. The same architecture of face and body and attitude that Jordan had fallen in love with at nineteen when a wild girl walked into his dive shop and never left. Twenty-five years later, another version of the same woman walked in. Younger. Leaner. The same dare in her eyes.

Cameron sat behind the counter looking at a dead woman's Facebook page and understanding something about his father that he did not want to understand. Jordan at forty-seven, married for twenty-six years, three kids, a shop, a life. And he'd hired a woman who looked like his wife had looked when they met. The logbook entries. The frequency increasing from once a month to once a week. The deep dives at sites the shop didn't use for customers. The last entry three days before the accident.

He closed the app. Opened it again. Closed it.

* * *

"That's Mina."

Rose was in the doorway. He hadn't heard her come in, which was her gift, the silent arrival that she'd weaponized at fifteen and never retired. She was leaning against the frame with her arms crossed and her eyes were on his phone and her expression was not the combat mask and was not the verbal-defensive posture and was something else.

Cameron locked the screen. Too late. She'd seen.

"Yeah," he said.

Rose came in. She pulled the stool from behind the gear rack and sat on the other side of the counter. Her legs were crossed and her hands were in her lap and she was sitting the way she sat when she was about to be a person instead of a performance.

"Why are you looking at Mina's page?"

He could lie. He could say he was looking through old shop photos. He could say nothing and wait for her to leave. But Rose was sitting across from him without her armor and the rarity of that was worth more than the comfort of deflection.

"Hank Pelletier came by yesterday. Said something about Dad."

"What did he say?"

"That Dad wasn't perfect."

Rose's face didn't change. Her hands didn't move. The stillness was the tell. A woman hearing something she already knew, delivered by a source she hadn't expected.

"He said it in a way that felt... I don't know," said Cameron. "That's why I'm looking at her page. Because I don't know."

Rose looked at the counter. She was quiet for long enough that the shop's silence became a sound of its own, the radio crackling low on the shelf, the compressor humming in the back room, the wrong-note bell not jingling because nobody was coming in.

"I was twenty," she said. Her voice was quieter than he'd heard it since he came home. "You were already gone. And nobody thought I was paying attention."

"What did you see?"

"Nothing. Everything." She uncrossed her legs and crossed them the other way. "I saw them on the dock once. After hours. He had his hand on the small of her back. Not a buddy thing. Not a colleague thing. The way you put your hand on someone you're allowed to touch."

She looked at him. Her eyes were clear and careful and stripped of the usual rhetoric.

"Mom doesn't talk about her," said Rose. "Not the way she doesn't talk about Dad. With Dad it's... warm. She says his name and there's warmth in it even when it hurts. With Mina there's nothing. She doesn't say her name. She doesn't reference her. It's like Mina was never in the building. That's a different kind of not talking, Cam."

The shop was quiet. His father's handwriting was on the whiteboard. The logbook was in the drawer. The photograph was in the safe.

"Did you ever say anything?" he asked. "To Mom?"

"No." She said it without hesitation. "What was I going to say? Hey Mom, I think Dad is sleeping with the new instructor? You were gone. Vi worshipped him. And then they were both dead and it didn't matter anymore."

It mattered. It mattered in the way she sat and the way her voice had gone flat and the way she had been carrying this for two years without anyone to set it down in front of. She was twenty and she saw her father with another woman and she couldn't tell her mother and she couldn't tell Violet because Violet was eighteen and idolized Jordan and she couldn't tell Cameron because Cameron was gone and she was alone with it. The carrying was written in the muscles of her shoulders and the set of her jaw and the particular quality of her isolation that he had been reading as hostility since he came home.

"Rose."

"I'm fine." She said it the way she said everything she didn't mean. Then softer, almost to herself. "I just didn't think anyone else knew."

She stood up. Put the stool back. Paused at the doorway with her hand on the frame and her back to him and her shoulders holding something they had been holding for a very long time.

"Don't ask Mom," she said. "Whatever you're thinking about asking her. Don't."

She left. Cameron sat behind the counter with Rose's sentence and Mina's photograph and the logbook in the drawer and his father's handwriting on the wall and the weight of a family that had been lying to each other for longer than he'd known.

* * *

His mother found him after lunch. She came into the classroom with a tank on one shoulder and the look of a woman who had already decided how the afternoon was going.

"Refresher. Now."

"I'm running surface ops, Mom. I'm not diving."

"You're on the boat. You're doing the refresher."

She set the tank on the bench and pulled a BCD off the wall rack and laid it out. Regulator. Octopus. Gauges. The equipment arranged in the order his father had always arranged it, the order every instructor taught, the order that was muscle memory for anyone who'd been through this room.

Jordan's whiteboard was on the wall behind her. His handwriting in blue marker, the dive-site diagram he'd drawn for a certification class that had never been erased. The room where clients learned to breathe underwater. The room where Mina had taught. The room where his father had stood.

Kristin walked him through the basics. Tank assembly. She showed him the valve orientation, the yoke connection, hand-tightening the knob. Her fingers were quick and sure. She'd done this a thousand times. She was good at it, confident, the warm no-nonsense register of a woman who had been teaching alongside Jordan for twenty years and had been teaching alone for two.

"Your turn," she said. She stepped back and crossed her arms.

He assembled the rig. Valve to yoke, regulator attached, BCD connected, air on. She watched. Corrected his hand position on the purge button. Showed him the gauge reading and made him calculate the dive time.

"Good. Now gear up."

He looked at her. She looked at him.

"Full rig," she said. "Wetsuit, BCD. I need to see you in the gear before I sign off."

The wetsuit was on the rack. He was in shorts and a t-shirt. Violet was in the shop on the other side of the doorway, close enough that he could hear her on the phone with a customer.

"In here?"

"Where else?" Kristin tilted her head. The look of a mother who has identified nonsense and declined to participate in it. "Grow up, Cam. It's fine. You used to do it all the time."

Violet wandered in halfway through the regulator explanation. She was looking for a spare fin strap or a logbook or something that required her to open three drawers and check behind the tank rack and eventually settle into the folding chair in the corner as if she'd been planning to stay the whole time.

She was still in the tank top. She was still not wearing a bra. Cameron wondered, briefly and with no evidence, whether this was payback for the gear room. Whether she had walked in on purpose to watch him do the thing he was about to have to do. The thought was paranoid and self-centered and he couldn't shake it.

Cameron pulled his shirt over his head. The room was small. Kristin was four feet to his left. Violet was four feet to his right. He was standing between them and taking off his clothes because his mother had told him to and his sister was watching.

He dropped his shorts. Boxers. Just boxers and the wetsuit on the rack and two women in the room and his body doing something it should not have been doing. He was not hard. He was not soft. He was somewhere in the territory that boxers could not hide, the territory that existed because Violet's nipple was still in his head and Kristin had just told him to undress and both of them were looking at him and his cock did not understand the categories and did not care.

Kristin's eyes went to his chest, his stomach, the waistband of his boxers, and then below the waistband for a half-second that was longer than a glance and shorter than a stare. Her face did not change. She was an instructor evaluating a student's physical condition. She was also a woman who had just looked at the shape of her son's cock through cotton and her face had not changed and the not-changing was worse than any reaction because it meant she had decided what her face was going to do before she looked.

"You've lost weight," she said.

Violet was looking too. She was not as controlled as her mother. Her eyes went where they went and they went to the front of his boxers and they stayed for a second that was a second too long and her lips parted a fraction and she caught herself and looked at the tank on the bench as if the tank were the most interesting object in the room.

"He looks fine," said Violet. To their mother. Not to him. The word "fine" sitting in the air between the three of them with more weight than four letters had any right to carry.

Cameron grabbed the wetsuit off the rack and pulled it on faster than he had ever pulled on a wetsuit in his life. The neoprene was cold and stiff and he didn't care because the neoprene was hiding what the boxers were not. He worked the suit up his legs, his hips, his torso, and zipped the back with the reach-behind pull that his body remembered even if his dignity didn't.

Kristin stepped in. BCD over his head. She pulled the straps snug at his shoulders, her fingers at his collarbone, tugging the webbing through the buckles. Her hands were professional. Her proximity was not. She smelled like coffee and the cedar soap from the studio and the specific warmth that was just her, and he was standing in a wetsuit that was hiding his cock and she was adjusting straps that ran across his chest and her face was close and her breath was on his neck.

"Chest clip." Her fingers at his sternum. She fastened it, tugged it, checked the release. Her knuckles against the flat of his chest through the neoprene.

"Waist belt." She reached around him, both arms, pulling the belt from behind and clipping it at the front. For one second both her arms were around his waist and her chest was against his arm and she was close enough that he could feel the warmth of her breasts through her shirt against his bicep and her hair was at his jaw and neither of them moved.

She pulled the belt tight. Stepped back a half-step. Still close.

"Crotch strap."

The crotch strap on a BCD ran between the diver's legs from the back of the waist belt to a clip at the front. Checking it meant reaching between the thighs, following the webbing from back to front, making sure the strap wasn't twisted and the buckle was secure. Standard procedure. Every buddy did it. Every instructor checked it.

"I've got it," he said, quickly.

"You probably do." Kristin's hand went between his legs. "But it's been a while, so let's make sure you're all set."

Her knuckles followed the strap along his inner thigh. The neoprene was between her hand and his skin and it didn't matter because the pressure was there and the direction was there and her hand was moving from back to front between his thighs and her knuckles grazed the underside of his cock through the wetsuit and his breath stopped.

She found the buckle. Checked the clip. Her fingers worked the release mechanism, testing it, and each motion pressed her hand against him through the neoprene. She was professional. She was thorough. She was touching her son's cock through a quarter-inch of rubber and her face was the face of an instructor running a standard check.

She finished. Stepped back. A flicker crossed her face, brief and unreadable. She laughed. Short, warm, the kind of laugh a person uses when they've bumped into something they didn't mean to bump into.

"Sorry. Strap was twisted."

Cameron did not speak. Cameron was not going to speak because speaking required blood in his brain and all of his blood was somewhere else.

Violet was on the folding chair. Her chin was on her hand. She was watching.

Kristin looked at the BCD. Looked at Cameron. Looked at the strap again with an expression that was performing consideration.

"Actually, let me get the other side too. Even it out."

"Seriously?" He let out a sigh that was more automatic than annoyed, feeling an odd thrill as she came close again.

His mother stepped back in. Her hand went between his legs again, the other side this time, her knuckles following a strap that did not need to be followed to a buckle that did not need to be checked.

The pressure was deliberate. Her hand moved slowly. She was not checking a strap. She was touching him and she was smiling and the smile was warm and the smile was something else and her knuckles pressed against the side of his cock through the neoprene and held there for one second longer than the check required.

"There," she said. She patted his hip. "You're good."

She stepped back into instructor mode as if the last thirty seconds had not happened. "Regulator purge. Show me."

Cameron's hands were not steady. He brought the regulator to his mouth and purged it and his jaw was tight and his cock was hard now, fully hard, the wetsuit the only thing between it and the room, and Kristin was watching him purge a regulator as if she had not just put her hand between his legs twice and Violet was on the chair watching her mother and watching him and her expression had changed. Not shock. Not confusion. Something smaller. Something that lived in the space between noticing and understanding, the expression of a woman who had just seen her mother do something she was still deciding whether she'd seen.

They finished the refresher. Mask clear. Emergency ascent procedure. Weight drop. Kristin ran through each item with the steady competence of an instructor who had been doing this for two decades. Violet chimed in on the mask clear, demonstrating the technique, correcting his hand angle. Professional. Easy. The three of them in the classroom working through dive safety as if the gear check had been exactly what a gear check was supposed to be.

Cameron stripped the rig and hung the BCD on the rack. He did not take off the wetsuit. He could not take off the wetsuit because the wetsuit was the only thing between his erection and the room and he was going to wear the wetsuit until the situation resolved itself or until both women left, whichever came first. Neither was happening fast enough.

Kristin picked up the tank. "Gear's fine. Next step is getting you in the water."

She said it like it was the next line on a checklist. She walked out calm, her shoulders easy, the woman who had just run a textbook refresher and touched nothing she wasn't supposed to touch and touched everything she was not supposed to touch and was now going to the kitchen to make herself lunch.

Violet stood. She looked at him. She looked at the wetsuit he was not taking off and he watched her eyes go to his waist and below it and the neoprene was thick but it was not thick enough and he saw the recognition land on her face, the understanding of why he was still in the suit, and her lips pressed together and her cheeks flushed and she looked away.

"You did good," she said. Her voice was a fraction off its normal register. "Know it must be a lot."

She left. The classroom was empty. Jordan's whiteboard was on the wall. The marker was blue. The dive-site diagram was his father's hand and his father had stood in this room and taught students how to breathe. Cameron was standing in the same room with his cock hard in a wetsuit because his mother's knuckles and his sister's eyes and the strap that was twisted and the strap that was not twisted and the word "fine" and the word "even" and the room smelled like neoprene and whiteboard marker and the ghosts of everyone who had ever been taught anything in it.

He sat on the bench. He waited.


CHAPTER 16

The mail was on the counter when he came downstairs from changing out of the wetsuit. A stack of the usual. Electric bill, a postcard from a rental company, a dive magazine addressed to his father that nobody had redirected in two years. And a letter. Thick envelope, cream-colored, the kind of stiff institutional stationery that universities use when they want to look serious. The return address was a law school on the mainland.

Cameron picked it up. He was still reading the return address when Rose came around the corner and took it out of his hand.

Not grabbed. Took. The motion of a woman who had been waiting for this letter and had not expected her brother to be holding it. She turned it over. Looked at the thickness. Her thumb ran along the seal.

She opened it standing in the kitchen. Cameron watched her eyes move across the page. He watched the muscles in her jaw change. He watched something behind her expression close like a door shutting at the end of a long hallway, quiet and final, and the sound it didn't make was louder than anything she could have said.

She folded the letter. Put it in her back pocket.

"What is it?" said Cameron.

"Nothing." She was already moving toward the stairs.

"Rose."

"It's nothing, Cam."

"Is that from a law school?"

She stopped. Her back was to him. Her hand was on the banister and her knuckles were white and she was standing very still.

"The rhetoric book," he said. "The interview clothes. The drives to the mainland you don't talk about." He said it carefully, without accusation. The voice of a man assembling pieces he'd been collecting since his first morning home. "You applied to law school."

Rose did not turn around. She stood at the bottom of the stairs with her hand on the railing and her shoulders squared and the letter in her back pocket and she was quiet in a way that was different from her normal silence. Her normal silence was a weapon. This one was a wound.

"Come on," he said.

"What?"

"Let's go. The last thing you need right now is to spend the rest of the day sulking in your room."

"I'm not sulking."

"You're about to be. Come on."

She turned. Her face was the combat mask but the combat mask had a crack in it and the crack was in her eyes and she was looking at him with an expression that wanted to say no and couldn't quite find the word.

She came.

* * *

The ice cream place was on the harbor road, a shack with a hand-painted sign and a window that opened May through September. Cameron ordered a cone. Rose stood next to him with her arms crossed and her sunglasses on and her jaw set and the body language of a woman who had been kidnapped by her brother and was not going to enjoy it on principle.

"Pick a flavor," he said.

"I'm not hungry."

"Nobody eats ice cream because they're hungry. Pick a flavor."

She picked chocolate. She held the cone without eating it. They walked along the harbor road with the boats on one side and the shops on the other and the tourists moving between them like slow fish in a current. Rose was silent. The other kind of silence, not the verbal-defensive kind he could volley against. The kind where a person was holding something heavy and couldn't talk around it.

"How long?" he said.

"How long what."

"How long have you been planning this?"

She licked the ice cream once. A concession to the cone, not to the conversation. "Since junior year."

"And nobody knows."

"Nobody knows."

They walked. The ice cream melted in the sun. Rose ate it the way she did everything when she was upset, mechanically, without tasting it, the motion of eating as a substitute for the motion of feeling. Cameron ate his in silence beside her.

"Environmental law," she said. Not to him exactly. To the harbor. "Coastal policy. Fisheries, climate, the whole thing. I was going to practice in Maine and run for state office and change how this coast works. That was the plan."

Cameron looked at her. She was staring straight ahead through her sunglasses and her jaw was tight and she was carrying the collapsed architecture of a future she had built in secret and had just watched fall.

"You can reapply," he said.

"Don't."

He didn't.

* * *

The thrift store was two blocks up from the harbor. A converted house with clothes on racks and books in milk crates and a cat asleep on the register. Rose did not want to go in. Cameron went in. Rose followed because the alternative was standing on the sidewalk alone and her pride was already in enough pieces for one afternoon.

She browsed with the aggressive disinterest of a woman proving a point. She picked up a ceramic mug shaped like a lobster and looked at it as if it had personally offended her. She found a section of old paperbacks and stood in front of them without pulling any out.

Cameron found a pair of sunglasses in a bin. He put them on. They were enormous, the kind a woman twice his age would wear to a funeral.

"You look like someone's aunt," said Rose.

"Good. I'm going for the aunt look."

She didn't smile. Her mouth did something that was adjacent to a smile and then pulled back. She moved to the clothing racks and started pushing hangers with the mechanical disinterest of a woman killing time. Then she stopped.

She pulled something out and held it up. A dress. Not a summer dress, not a sundress, something darker. Black, simple, fitted, the kind of thing that had ended up in a thrift store on a Maine island because someone had bought it for a life they didn't live here.

"I'm trying this on," she said. Not asking. Telling.

She disappeared behind the curtain in the back corner. Cameron stood by the sunglasses bin and scratched the cat behind the ears and waited. The cat purred. The store was empty except for the woman behind the register who was reading a magazine and not looking up.

The curtain opened. Rose stepped out.

The dress fit her like it had been cut for her body. Black, sleeveless, the neckline straight across her chest, the fabric sitting close through her waist and her hips and ending above her knees. Her shoulders were bare and tan. Her dark hair was still down from the ice cream walk, falling past her shoulders, and it looked different against the black fabric, darker, longer, the hair of a woman he didn't recognize.

The dress showed everything the tank tops and running shorts hid by being ordinary. Her breasts were small and high and the fabric lay flat across them without a bra, the shape of her nipples faintly visible where the cotton pulled tight. Her waist was narrow and the dress followed the line of it down to her hips, which were slim and angular, a runner's hips, and below the hem her legs were long and tan and bare.

She was looking at herself in the mirror by the door. She turned. The back of the dress was cut lower than the front and the line of her spine was visible and the muscles of her upper back shifted as she turned and the dress moved with her body in a way that running shorts had never moved.

She was not wearing anything under the dress. He could see that in the way the fabric sat on her hips, the absence of lines, the way the black cotton followed the curve of her ass without interruption. She had taken everything off behind the curtain and put on the dress and nothing else and she was standing in a thrift store in the middle of the afternoon with her hair down and her feet bare on the wooden floor and she looked like a woman who belonged to a completely different life than the one she was living.

Cameron's mouth went dry. His hands went still at his sides. She was his sister and she was standing six feet from him in a black dress with nothing underneath it and his body was doing the thing his body did around Rose, the combat-physiology thing, the tight chest and the shallow breath and the locked jaw, except this time there was no combat.

There was just her in a mirror turning slowly and looking at herself with an expression he had never seen on her face. Not anger or performance, but something private. The look of a woman seeing a version of herself she had been planning to become and was now not going to become and the dress was that woman's dress and she was wearing it in a thrift store on an island she couldn't leave.

She looked at him in the mirror. She caught him looking. He didn't look away. She didn't tell him to.

The moment held. Her eyes in the mirror and his eyes in the mirror and the dress and her bare shoulders and the shape of her body through the black cotton and the afternoon light coming through the window and the cat purring on the counter. It was the bathroom again. The same locked gaze and the same silence and neither of them moving and neither of them looking away. Except this time they were both standing and she had chosen to walk out in front of him and she knew what she looked like and she knew he was looking.

"It's twelve dollars," said the woman behind the register, not looking up from her magazine.

Rose turned from the mirror. She went back behind the curtain and Cameron stood by the sunglasses bin with his hands in his pockets and his pulse in his throat and the image of her spine in the low-cut back of the dress sitting in his chest next to every other image of Rose that lived there.

She came out in her shorts and tank top. She bought the dress. The woman folded it into a paper bag and Rose took the bag and walked out and Cameron followed her and neither of them mentioned it.

* * *

The bar was called The Helm. It had been called The Helm since before Cameron was born. Dark wood, low ceiling, the kind of place where the stools had grooves worn into them by forty years of the same asses. It smelled like beer and fried clams and the particular mustiness of a building that had been absorbing salt air since the Kennedy administration. Two fishermen sat at the far end watching a baseball game on a TV that had no business still working.

Rose sat at the bar. Cameron sat next to her. It was two in the afternoon.

"Two whiskeys," said Rose. To the bartender. Not to Cameron. She didn't ask what he wanted.

The whiskeys came. Rose drank hers in one motion and set the glass on the bar and the bartender looked at her and looked at Cameron and Cameron shook his head once, the universal signal for she's having a day.

"Another," said Rose.

Cameron sipped his. Rose drank her second slower. The bar was quiet. The baseball game murmured from the TV. One of the fishermen laughed at something. The afternoon light came through the window in a long stripe across the bar top and Rose sat in it with her whiskey and her sunglasses pushed up into her hair and her jaw still tight but the tightness was loosening. Eroding, rather than relaxing.

"I had a plan," she said. "An actual plan. Every step. Undergrad, law school, clerkship, practice, office. I had the whole thing mapped out and I didn't tell anyone because telling people means they get to have opinions and I didn't want opinions. I wanted to do it and then tell everyone after."

She finished the second whiskey. Signaled for a third. Cameron did not stop her.

"And now it's gone and I'm here and I'm going to be here and there is no exit." She picked up the glass but set it down without drinking. "Do you know what that feels like? To build a way out and have someone close it?"

"Yeah," said Cameron. "I do."

She looked at him. The sunglasses were off. Her eyes were bright and wet and she was looking at him without the mask and without the posture and without any of the architecture she usually stood behind and she was just a woman at a bar at two in the afternoon with a rejection letter in her back pocket and no plan.

"You can reapply to a different school," he said.

"I said don't."

"I heard you. I'm saying it anyway. You can reapply."

"That's not the point, Cam."

"What's the point?"

"The point is I built the whole thing alone. Every piece. Nobody helped me. Nobody even knew. And it still wasn't enough." She drank. "I'm so tired of doing everything alone."

The sentence sat between them. The bar was quiet. The fishermen were watching the game and the bartender was wiping glasses and the afternoon sun was moving across the bar top and Rose was sitting next to him with her third whiskey and her shoulders down and the last wall standing was the one she'd been carrying since he was eighteen.

"You weren't the only one who felt it getting weird," she said. Quietly. Looking at her glass. "Between us. Before you left."

Cameron's chest went tight. His hands went still on the bar. She was talking about the shower. She was talking about the thing that had been underneath every interaction since he came home, the thing neither of them had named, the incident that lived in the upstairs bathroom and had been following them through every room they shared.

"It wasn't weird," he lied.

"No, it was," she said. "I thought about it a lot, after. I thought... maybe that was why you left."

"It wasn't only that."

"But it was part of it."

He didn't answer. She didn't need him to. She was looking at him with her armor off and her eyes wet and the whiskey making her honest in a way that sobriety would have never allowed and the acknowledgment was sitting between them on the bar top like a glass neither of them was going to pick up or put away.

She leaned into him. Her shoulder against his arm. Her head tilted until it was almost on his shoulder, not quite resting, hovering at the distance where a person decides whether to close the last inch. He could smell her hair. Something clean and sharp, not floral, something that was just Rose.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For what?"

"For the PTSD comment. In the kitchen. That was shitty."

"Yeah. A little."

"I know."

She closed the last inch. Her head on his shoulder. The weight of it. The warmth of her against his arm and the whiskey on her breath and the bar quiet around them and the afternoon sun moving and her body against his side and the touch was not sexual and it was not nothing and it lived in the space between that Rose had been inhabiting since the bathroom door and would keep inhabiting until one of them built a bridge across it or burned it down.

They sat like that. Cameron did not move his arm. He did not put it around her. He sat still and let her lean and the leaning was enough and more than enough and the shower was in the air between them and neither of them touched it again.

* * *

They came home at four. Rose was not drunk but she was not sober and she was walking with the careful precision of a woman controlling her gait. Cameron was half a drink behind her and steadier and carrying her sunglasses because she had forgotten them on the bar.

His mother was in the kitchen. She looked up from the cutting board and saw them and her eyes went from Cameron to Rose and back to Cameron and her expression changed twice in a second. First the recognition. Then the assessment. Then the particular stillness of a mother who has identified a situation and is choosing her angle.

"Have you two been drinking?"

"Sort of," said Cameron.

"It's four o'clock."

"Yep."

Kristin set the knife down. She looked at Rose. Rose was already heading for the stairs, her hand finding the banister with the practiced ease of a woman who knew every step in this house.

"Rose."

"I'm fine, Mom." Said over her shoulder. Said the way she said everything she didn't mean. Her feet on the stairs were even and measured and her door closed at the end of the hall without slamming.

Kristin looked at Cameron. The look of a mother who knows she is not being told something and is deciding whether to push.

"What happened?"

"She's having a rough day."

"I can see that. What happened?"

"I can't tell you. It's her thing."

Kristin's expression shifted. Something more complicated than anger. The recognition of a mother watching her son choose his sister's confidence over hers. The understanding that he was right to do it and the discomfort of being on the outside of a secret in her own kitchen.

"Is she okay?"

"She will be."

* * *


CHAPTER 17

His mother had the tank on the dock by nine. She had set up both rigs before he came down, hers and his, the BCDs laid out on the cedar planks with the regulators coiled and the fins standing upright against the bench. The morning was flat and gray. No wind. The harbor looked like a plate of dark glass and the boats sat on it without moving and the air smelled like kelp and diesel and the particular stillness that came before fog.

"Good conditions," she said. "Slack tide. Low current. Viz should be decent."

She was in her wetsuit already, the top zipped, her hair pulled back. Instructor mode. The warm no-nonsense register she used when the task was the task and nothing else was on the table.

Cameron looked at the water. The water looked back.

"We'll stay in the harbor," she said. "Fifteen feet max. Just a checkout. Get you comfortable on the rig and bring you back up."

He nodded. He'd been nodding at this plan for two days and the nodding was easy and the doing was going to be something else. He had not been on a tank in over two years. The last time he had breathed compressed air underwater he had been eighteen years old in the dark with his mask full of silt and the walls of the slot closing around him and his lungs pulling at a regulator that was delivering air he couldn't see through and his hands on rock that was dissolving into mud under his fingers.

He picked up his BCD and started rigging.

Kristin checked his gear. Quick, professional. She ran the straps without lingering. She checked the crotch strap without comment. Whatever had happened in the classroom two days ago was stored in a compartment she had closed and Cameron could feel the closed compartment the way a person feels a door that has been shut in a room they're standing in. Present by its absence.

"Buddy check," she said.

She turned and he checked her rig. Tank valve open. Air on. Gauges reading full. He tugged her straps the way his father had taught him, the way he had done for Rose a hundred times before the water became the thing it became. His hands knew this. His hands remembered being good at this.

They walked to the edge of the dock. His mother sat, put her fins on, and slipped into the water without ceremony. She surfaced and looked up at him.

Cameron sat on the edge. The water was two feet below his fins. The harbor was dark and flat and the surface was right there and the bottom was somewhere below it and between the two was the space he had been avoiding for two years.

He put his regulator in his mouth. Breathed. The air was dry and tasted like rubber and the sound of his own breathing through the demand valve was the loudest thing on the dock. He breathed again. The valve clicked open, delivered air, clicked shut. Open. Shut. The rhythm of a machine keeping him alive.

He pushed off the dock and went in.

* * *

The cold hit first. It always hit first. Maine water in early summer, fifty-five degrees, the kind of cold that shrank the world to the surface of his skin. The wetsuit held it off after the first shock but the first shock was real and his breath spiked through the regulator and the demand valve clicked faster and he was floating at the surface with his face in the water and the green below him and Kristin beside him and the sky behind him.

"Okay?" She signed it. Thumb and forefinger in a circle. The universal question.

He signed back. Okay. He was not okay. He was floating on the surface of a harbor he had grown up in with a tank on his back and a regulator in his mouth and his heart was running at a speed that had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with the green.

They descended. Kristin went first, slow, controlling her buoyancy with small puffs from her inflator. Cameron followed. Five feet. The dock pilings were beside him, thick with barnacles and mussels and the dark fuzz of algae.

A school of silversides turned near a piling and caught the gray light like a handful of dimes. The bottom was sand and shells and the rippled texture of current and it was close and it was fine and he could see it and the surface was right there above him and this was fine.

Eight feet. The pressure changed against his eardrums. He cleared, pinching his nose through the mask, and the pressure equalized and the world opened slightly. Wider. Quieter. The sound of the surface fading, the slap of water against the pilings going muted, replaced by the sound of his own breathing and the click of the valve and the slow percussion of bubbles rising past his ears. The underwater hush. The thing he had missed.

Ten feet. Kristin was beside him, horizontal now, her kicks slow and even. She looked at him through her mask and her eyes were steady and calm and she signed okay and he signed back and the signing was true for the moment he signed it.

Twelve feet. The light was changing. The green was darker. Not the bright green-gold of the shallows but the deeper green that came when the sun had to work harder to reach him. The bottom was still visible. The surface was still visible. But the two were separating. The space between was growing and he was in the middle of it.

Fifteen feet. The surface was a ceiling now. Silver and distant, rippling with light he was no longer part of. He could see it. He could see the sky through it, smeared and broken by the water. But it was above him in a way that had weight. The distance between his face and the air was fifteen feet of water and fifteen feet of water was a long way when your body knew what fifteen feet of water could become.

His breathing spiked. He heard it before he felt it, the demand valve clicking faster, open shut open shut, the rhythm breaking from the slow cadence of a calm diver to the rapid staccato of a man whose lungs were asking for more air than he needed. The spike burned oxygen. He could feel the tank draining faster behind him, the finite supply of air on his back being consumed by a fear that was eating his breath.

He looked up. The surface. The silver ceiling. Far.

He looked down.

He shouldn't have looked down. The bottom was there, the sand and the shells and the rocks, but past the bottom the harbor shelf dropped away. The sand ended and the green went darker and the seafloor fell into a slope that led to deeper water, to thirty feet and forty feet and the places where the light stopped reaching and the green became black.

He could see the edge. The line where the known bottom ended and the unknown began. And his brain, the part of his brain that had been in the slot at eighteen with silt in his mask and rock dissolving under his hands, that part took the edge and made it into a mouth.

His breathing got worse. The valve was clicking fast now, a mechanical chatter, and each click was pulling air he could not afford and the sound of the clicking was the sound of the cave. The same rapid demand-valve stutter he had heard in the silt-out when his breathing had gone from controlled to survival and the air in his tank had dropped from half to quarter in minutes because panic eats air the way fire eats oxygen, fast and total and without mercy.

He checked his gauge. Reflex. The needle was fine. The tank was nearly full. He had been down for six minutes and he had three thousand PSI and the gauge was telling him he was safe and his body was telling him he was drowning and his body was louder than the gauge.

Kristin was beside him. She saw it. She knew what she was looking at because she had been married to a diver for twenty-six years and she had seen panic before. She reached out. Her hand closed around his forearm and she squeezed once, firm, and her eyes through the mask were steady and she signed up with her free hand, thumb pointed at the surface.

He hit the inflator. The BCD filled and he was ascending, too fast, the bubbles streaming past his face, and Kristin was with him, her hand still on his arm, controlling his ascent by pulling him horizontal, slowing him down, her own buoyancy compensating for his.

They rose together. Ten feet. Five. The surface brightened. The silver ceiling came down to meet him and then he was through it and the air hit his face and the sky was above him and he was gasping around the regulator and pulling it from his mouth and breathing real air, wet and salt and fog.

Eight minutes. Fifteen feet. He couldn't stay.

His mother surfaced beside him. She didn't say anything. She kept her hand on his arm and they floated at the surface and she let him breathe and she did not ask if he was okay because she could see that he was not okay and asking would have made them both liars.

They swam to the dock ladder. Cameron climbed out first. His legs were shaking. He sat on the dock with his tank still on his back and his fins still on his feet and his hands on his knees and the harbor flat and gray in front of him and the fog starting to come in from the east the way it always came in, silent and soft and total.

* * *

The gear room smelled like neoprene and salt and the particular mustiness of a space that never dried. Cameron hung his BCD on the hook next to Violet's, which was still damp from yesterday's dive. Her wetsuit was on the rack beside his. Her rinse bin was in the corner. The room held her even when she wasn't in it.

He sat on the bench. The same bench where Violet had sat with the wetsuit bunched around her knees and her breast exposed and her hand on his shoulder. He sat where she had sat and pulled his wetsuit down to his waist and leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes.

The anger was not at himself. He had expected it to be at himself and it was not. It was at the water. At the harbor. At the island and the shop and the dock and the cave and the family that had chosen to build their life beside the thing that took from them.

His father had died in the water. Mina had died in the water. Tyler had almost died in the water. Cameron had almost died in the water. And his mother was still here. And Violet was still diving. And the shop was still open and the sign was still up and the tanks were still being filled and the whole operation ran on the premise that the water was worth the cost and Cameron was sitting on a bench in a gear room with his hands shaking because the water had just shown him, again, that the cost was real.

His mother came in. She had peeled her wetsuit to her waist, the neoprene rolled down and hanging from her hips. Her swimsuit was dark blue, the same one from the beach, wet and clinging to her body. Her stomach and her shoulders were bare and her skin was flushed from the cold water and her hair was wet and loose and she looked tired and she looked sad and she looked like a woman who had just watched her son fail at the thing her husband had died doing.

She didn't say anything. She stepped toward him and put her arms around his shoulders and pulled him in.

His face went against her chest. Her swimsuit was wet and cold against his cheek and beneath the cold fabric her skin was warm and her heartbeat was there, slow, steady, the heartbeat of a woman who had been keeping herself steady for twenty-six years and two of those years had been without the man who used to be the reason she could. Her arms were around his head and her hands were in his hair and she held him the way she had held him on his bed when she found him awake in the dark, maternal, complete, the holding of a mother who has a son who is hurting.

He put his arms around her waist. The wetsuit was peeled to her hips and his arms went around the bare skin above it, her lower back, the curve where her waist met her hips. Her skin was cool from the water and warming under his hands and he was holding his mother and she was holding him and the room was small and the room smelled like Violet's neoprene and Kristin's salt and his face was against the wet fabric that covered her breasts and her heartbeat was in his ear.

The hug went past the place where a hug ends. The place where the arms loosen and the bodies separate and the comfort becomes a pat on the back and a step away. That place came and went and neither of them moved. His arms tightened around her waist. Her fingers tightened in his hair. He could feel her breathing against the top of his head, slow and deliberate, the breathing of a woman who was controlling something.

She pulled back. Not all the way. She pulled back enough to look at his face and her hands went from his hair to the sides of his jaw and she was holding his face and looking down at him on the bench. Her eyes were wet. Her lips were parted. Her thumbs moved once across his cheekbones, wiping water or tears or nothing, the gesture ambiguous and the ambiguity was the whole problem.

Her face was close. Her mouth was close. The distance between them was the distance a person crosses without deciding to cross it, the distance that closes itself. He could see the lines at the corners of her eyes and the freckles across her nose that the sun had put there and the slight chap of her lower lip and her breath was on his mouth and his breath was on hers and the room was very small and the room was very quiet and neither of them was breathing at the speed they were supposed to be breathing.

He tilted. A fraction. A degree. The involuntary lean of a body toward the thing it wanted, the lean that happened before the brain could intervene, and she was tilting too, her thumbs still on his cheekbones, her mouth moving closer by millimeters, and the distance was almost nothing and the almost was everything.

She stopped. Her eyes changed. Something behind them reassembled, the way a woman rebuilds a wall she just watched herself take down. She closed her eyes. Opened them. The mother was back. The mother had returned from wherever she had gone for the last three seconds and the mother's hands were on her son's face and the mother was going to step away now.

She kissed his forehead. Her lips on his skin, firm and brief, the kiss of a mother putting a period at the end of a sentence that had almost become a different sentence. She held her mouth there for one second. Then she straightened.

"You'll try again," she said. Her voice was steady. Almost steady.

She let go of his face and stepped back.


CHAPTER 18

The truck was smaller with four people in it. Cameron rode shotgun. Rose and Violet were in the back seat, Rose behind Kristin with her knees against the driver's seat and her sunglasses already on, Violet behind Cameron with her bare feet up on the center console between the front seats.

His mother adjusted the mirror and pulled out of the gravel lot and the truck smelled like his father's aftershave trapped in the upholstery and the cedar soap Kristin used and the coconut sunscreen Violet had put on her legs ten minutes ago and was still putting on her arms as the truck turned onto the harbor road.

"Feet," said Kristin.

Violet put her feet down. Put them back up thirty seconds later.

Cameron was in his father's seat. He had not sat here since he was seventeen, when Jordan drove and Cameron rode and the truck was the space between conversations. Jordan's right arm on the window ledge, left hand on the wheel, the specific way he let the truck coast downhill in neutral because he trusted gravity and did not trust the brakes.

Cameron's hands were in his lap and the seat was adjusted for someone shorter than he was and a hand-painted fishing lure hung from the rearview on a loop of monofilament that had gone yellow with age. Blue and white, striped, the paint chipped at the nose where his father had nicked it on a rock twenty years ago and laughed about it for a week. Kristin had not taken it down. Two years and she had not taken it down.

The ferry was early and half-empty. Kristin drove on without cutting the engine. The harbor fell behind them and the channel opened up, gray and flat, and Cameron sat in the truck on a boat on the water and watched the island shrink. The houses went first, then the trees, then the silhouette of the shop's roof against the sky. He watched it disappear and felt something loosen in his chest that he had not known was tight. The island was behind him. The mainland was ahead. The water between them was somebody else's problem for the next forty minutes.

"When's the last time we were all off the island together?" said Violet.

Nobody answered. The question sat in the cab like a rock dropped into a still pond and the ripples touched everybody differently and nobody wanted to say what they all knew, which was that the last time all four of them had been off the island together was when Jordan was alive and Cameron was not gone and the family was a thing that worked.

"Long time," said Kristin. She said it warm and sad and did not elaborate and the ferry horn sounded once and the channel spread wide under a sky that was trying to decide whether to be blue or gray and was settling for both.

* * *

Kristin pulled the truck over eight miles from the supply shop. A house on Route 1 with a sagging porch and a yard sale that had been picked clean except for a card table, a box of paperbacks, and a surfboard leaning against the mailbox. The surfboard was old. Yellow, sun-faded, the fiberglass cloudy with age and a long crack running from the nose to the first fin. A piece of masking tape across the deck said FREE in black marker.

"Hold on," said Kristin. She was already out of the truck.

She crossed the yard and picked up the board. Turned it over. Ran her hand down the rail the way a person touches something they haven't touched in a long time, the fingers remembering before the brain does. She checked the fins. Pressed the deck near the crack, testing for delamination. She knew what she was doing. She knew what she was looking at.

"Mom," said Rose from the back seat. "What are you doing?"

Kristin carried the surfboard to the truck. She slid it into the bed, diagonal, the nose sticking over the tailgate. Got back in. Started the engine.

"Since when do you surf?" said Violet.

"I used to."

Two words. She said them the way she said things that had rooms behind them, rooms she was not opening. She pulled back onto Route 1 and her hands were at ten and two and the surfboard was in the bed behind them and Cameron was looking at her profile and the two words were rearranging something in his head.

I used to.

The woman in the photograph. Twenty years old, lying on a bed in a white cotton bra with a grin that was half dare and half offering, the dark hair over one shoulder, the body that was leaner and wilder than the body beside him now. That woman had a life before Jordan that Cameron had never seen and was seeing now, in the way his mother's hands knew the rail of a surfboard and the way she checked the fins without being taught and the way she carried it to the truck like she was carrying something home.

Rose and Violet exchanged a glance in the back seat. Cameron saw it in the mirror. The glance said what the hell and also said not now and also said we'll discuss this later and the truck drove on and the surfboard rattled in the bed every time Kristin hit a bump.

* * *

The supply shop was a warehouse north of Camden with a loading dock and a woman behind the counter who knew Kristin by name.

"Kris. Haven't seen you since February."

"I know. I'm sorry, Linda. It's been a year."

"It's been two."

Kristin ordered twelve aluminum 80s, a set of replacement regulator diaphragms, two new SPGs, and a box of mask straps. She negotiated the bulk price down by nine percent in four minutes without raising her voice or changing her expression. Cameron stood behind her and watched her work and she was good at this. She was sharp and warm and funny with the vendor in a way that made Linda laugh twice and concede the price without seeming to mind. The way she leaned on the counter. The way she tilted her head when she was about to make a point. The specific warmth she deployed like a tool she had been sharpening for twenty-six years.

Jordan had watched this for two decades. This woman. This sharpness. This warmth that she could aim at anyone and make them feel like the only person in the warehouse. And at some point it wasn't enough. At some point he hired a younger version of her and took the younger version to the deep sites and wrote the younger version's name in his logbook in handwriting Cameron could still see on the whiteboard in the classroom.

Cameron stood behind his mother and watched her be brilliant at a counter and thought about his father watching the same thing and wanting something else and the thought made him sick and the sickness had nowhere to go so he picked up two tanks and carried them to the truck.

The loading took twenty minutes. Cameron and Violet hauled tanks from the loading dock to the truck bed while Kristin signed paperwork and Rose leaned against the tailgate and offered commentary.

"You missed a spot," said Rose. She was pointing at the truck bed.

"Grab a tank," said Cameron.

"I'm supervising."

"Grab a tank, Rose."

She did not grab a tank. She pulled her sunglasses down and watched them work and Cameron stopped asking because Rose was going to supervise regardless of instruction and the energy required to change her mind was energy he did not have.

The tanks were thirty-five pounds each. Aluminum, cold from the warehouse, awkward to grip. Cameron carried them two at a time, one in each hand, and his arms burned by the fourth trip. Violet carried them one at a time but she carried them faster, her bare legs working under the cutoff shorts, the tank braced against her hip with one arm while the other hand steadied it on top.

She was in a white tank top and the shorts were short and her hair was in a ponytail that swung with each trip and her skin was starting to flush from the work. By the eighth tank her top was damp between her shoulder blades and the fabric had gone translucent where the sweat soaked through and Cameron could see the dark line of the sports bra underneath and the skin on either side of it.

She set the last tank in the bed and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and her chest was rising and falling and the tank top was stuck to her stomach and her face was flushed and she grinned at him the way she grinned at everything, wide and immediate.

"Two more boxes," she said. She was already heading back to the dock.

They loaded the boxes. Regulator parts, mask straps, the SPGs wrapped in bubble wrap. The truck bed was full except for the space the surfboard occupied, which was most of the diagonal, which meant two boxes and an overflow tank had nowhere to go except the back seat. His mother came out with the invoice and looked at the bed and looked at the surfboard and looked at the back seat and her mouth did a calculation.

"Boxes in the back seat," she said. "Two of you up front with me."

"This would not be a problem," said Rose, "if someone hadn't picked up a surfboard off the side of the road."

They put two boxes on the back seat. The boxes and the overflow tank and the consequences of Kristin's roadside impulse took up half the seat. Rose was already in the passenger seat with her sunglasses on and her posture said I am not moving.

"Rose, get in the back."

"I was here first."

"You're the smallest. You fit better."

"Violet's smaller than me."

"Rose."

"No."

Kristin looked at Rose. Rose looked at the windshield. The particular immovability of a woman who had decided, which was always.

"Fine." Kristin turned to Cameron and Violet. "You two are in the back."

Cameron looked at the back seat. Half of it was boxes. The remaining space was enough for one person, maybe one and a half. Not two.

"There's no room," he said.

"Make room," said Kristin. She got in the driver's seat and started the engine and the conversation was over.

* * *

Violet got in first. She sat in the remaining space and her left side was against the boxes and her knees were up and she looked at the space that was left, which was not a space, and looked at Cameron standing at the open door.

"Just get in," she said. "I'll sit on your lap."

She said it the way she said everything. Easy, practical, the voice of a woman solving a geometry problem without awareness that the geometry had other dimensions. Cameron got in. Sat down. The seat was warm from the drive out. Violet shifted her weight and settled onto his lap and the door closed and the truck was moving and her ass was on his thighs and the afternoon was twenty minutes long.

She was light. A hundred and fifteen pounds, maybe less, distributed across his thighs. Her back was against his chest. Her ponytail was at his jaw and the coconut sunscreen was still there, under the sweat, and her hair smelled like the two things mixed together and the smell was close and constant because her head was six inches from his face. The tank top was still damp from loading. He could feel the moisture through his t-shirt where her back pressed against him.

"Sorry," she said. She adjusted. Her hips shifted on his lap, left to right, finding the position that worked, and each adjustment was a small rotation of her ass on his thighs and his hands were on the seat and his jaw was tight.

"You're fine," he said. His voice was level. His voice was doing the work of a man who was fine with this and his body was doing the work of a man who was not fine with this and the two men were going to have to coexist for twenty minutes.

Kristin pulled onto Route 1. The road was two lanes and the pavement was rough and the truck's suspension was thirty years old and every imperfection in the road traveled up through the tires and the chassis and the seat and into Cameron's thighs and into Violet's body on Cameron's thighs and into the specific place where her ass met his lap. She bounced. Slightly. Constantly. A low-frequency oscillation that was not her doing and was not his doing and was the road's doing and the road did not care what it was doing.

She was talking to Rose. Something about the tanks, the fill schedule, whether they'd have the new inventory online by Saturday. Her voice was easy and her hands were moving when she talked, the way they always moved, and her body was animated above the waist and still below the waist and the still part was the part that was on him and the animated part was the part that kept shifting her weight every time she turned to gesture at Rose through the gap between the seats.

Cameron breathed. Controlled, deliberate, the breathing of a man managing a situation. His hands were on the seat beside his thighs. His fingers were spread flat against the upholstery and he was pressing them down as if the seat were the only thing keeping him where he was.

A pothole. The truck dipped and Violet's body dropped against him and her weight concentrated and his cock, which had been trying to stay neutral, stopped trying. The blood went where the blood was going to go and the timeline on that was about ninety seconds and the ninety seconds were going to be the longest ninety seconds of his life because she was sitting on the place where the blood was going and he was in shorts and she was in shorts and the cotton between them was doing nothing.

She leaned forward to say something to Kristin. Her back left his chest and the air hit the damp spot on his shirt where her sweat had been and then she leaned back and her weight settled against him again and her shoulders were against his chest and the back of her head was near his shoulder and she was comfortable. She had found her position and her position was against him and he was hard now, fully, the kind of hard that cotton shorts could not hide, and she was sitting on it.

Did she know? He searched her posture. Her body was relaxed, her weight easy, no tension in her back or her legs. She was still talking to Rose about the Saturday clients and her voice had not changed and her breathing had not changed and she was either oblivious or she was the best performer in the family, which, given the competition, was saying something.

The truck turned. Kristin took a curve and Violet's body shifted with the turn, sliding left on his lap, and her hip pressed against his cock through the shorts and he stopped breathing. She corrected. Slid back to center. The correction was a motion of her hips, a small grind that started at one side of his lap and ended at the other, and the grind passed over him and he felt every inch of it and she said "sorry" again without turning around and the sorry was casual and the sorry told him nothing.

He tried to think about the tanks. Twelve aluminum 80s, each rated to 3000 PSI, manufactured by Luxfer, serial numbers starting with the lot prefix. The tanks did not help. He tried to think about the regulator diaphragms, the silicone compound, the service interval. The diaphragms did not help. Nothing was going to help because Violet's ass was on his cock and she was shifting every thirty seconds and each shift was a small devastation that no amount of scuba inventory could prevent.

"You okay back there?" said Kristin. She was looking in the rearview mirror.

"Fine," said Cameron. The word was gravel.

"You sound weird," said Violet.

She turned her head. Half-turned, looking at him over her shoulder, and her face was close and her eyes were bright and her lips were parted from talking and the turn had shifted her weight onto his right thigh and the rotation of her torso had pressed her hip into him and she was looking at him with the face of a woman who was asking a simple question and the question was not simple.

"I'm fine, Vi."

She looked at him for one more second. Her eyes moved across his face with something he could not read. Then she turned back to Rose and said something about the SPG calibration and her hips settled back to center and the settling was slow. Slower than it needed to be. A deliberate rearrangement or a comfortable person finding comfort and Cameron could not tell the difference and the not telling was the whole problem.

Another pothole. She bounced. Her body left his lap for a fraction of a second and came back down and the coming-back-down was weight on hardness and his hands went from the seat to the door handle and the door handle to the seat and there was nowhere for his hands to go that was not her hips and his hands were not going to her hips.

"Cam," she said. Still facing forward. "You can put your hands somewhere. You're being weird."

"Where do you want me to put them?"

"I don't know. On my hips? I don't have a seatbelt on. You're sitting there like a mannequin."

He put his hands on her hips. His fingers on the curve of bone through the thin cotton of her shorts, the warm skin just above the waistband where her tank top had ridden up. He held them there and her hips were narrow and his hands fit around them the way hands fit around something they were made to hold and his palms were against her bare skin and he could feel the heat of her and the slight movement of her body with each breath.

He shifted. Moved his arms around her waist instead, the way a person holds someone on a motorcycle, forearms crossed against her stomach. Her stomach was flat and warm and he could feel the muscles under her skin tighten when the truck hit a bump and his arms were around his sister and she was leaning back into him.

Too much. He moved his hands back to her hips. Fingers on the bone, thumbs against her lower back, a grip that was practical and was not practical and was the best of a series of options that were all bad.

"How's this?" he said.

"However you want." She said it easy, the way she said everything, and the words sat in the cab like a dare she did not know she was making or knew exactly.

She leaned back into him. Her shoulder blades against his chest. Her head tilted until her ponytail was on his shoulder and her temple was almost at his cheek and she was watching the road through the windshield and she was comfortable and she was on his cock and his hands were on her hips and he could feel the muscle under his thumbs and the heat of her body through the thin cotton and she was talking.

"I think we should run the Saturday group at Pumpkin Ledge instead of the harbor. Better viz and the current's been mellow all week."

He could not form a sentence about Pumpkin Ledge. He could not form a sentence about anything. She was leaning against him and her body was warm and damp and her bare thighs were under his hands and her ass was on his cock and she had just told him to put his hands on her and his cock was hard against her and she was discussing dive sites.

"Whatever you think," he said.

"You're being weird again."

"I'm not being weird."

"You are. You're doing the voice."

"What voice?"

"The robot voice. The I'm-trying-to-sound-normal voice." She shifted again. A full rotation, hip to hip, settling deeper into his lap. "Relax, Cam. It's just a car ride."

He could feel her through his shorts. The shape of her ass against his cock and the thin layers of cotton between and the heat that was hers and the heat that was his and the road kept feeding bumps into the truck and the truck kept feeding bumps into her and she kept settling and adjusting and each adjustment was friction and each friction was cumulative.

The twenty minutes had been twelve so far and there were eight more and he was going to survive eight more minutes of this because the alternative was asking his mother to pull over so he could get out of the truck because his sister was sitting on his erection and he could feel the shape of her through his shorts and the asking was not something he was going to do.

"Almost there," said Kristin.

Six minutes. The ferry dock was ahead. Cameron could see the water and the dock and the ferry ramp and the six minutes were the last six minutes and Violet was still on his lap and still talking and still shifting and his cock was still hard and his hands were still on her hips and her skin was still warm under his thumbs and the waistband of her shorts was right there under his fingers. Six minutes was a long time to hold your sister's hips and feel her weight on your cock and pretend that both of those things were fine.

She shifted one last time. A big adjustment, both hips lifting and coming down, the kind of full-body repositioning a person does when they've been sitting too long and need to redistribute. Her weight left his cock for a half-second and came back down directly on it and the pressure was centered and unmistakable and she went still.

For one second, she did not move. Did not breathe. Did not talk. The conversation about Saturday clients stopped mid-sentence and the silence was a presence in the truck and Cameron's hands were on her hips and she was sitting directly on his cock and she had just felt it.

Then she exhaled. Soft, through her nose, a breath that could have been anything. She leaned forward, away from his chest, and put her hand on the back of Rose's headrest.

"I think we should do two groups on Saturday instead of one," said Violet.

Her voice was the same voice. Her body was forward now, off his chest, a few inches of air between her back and his front, and the few inches were new and the few inches were the answer to the question he had been asking for twenty minutes.

She knew.

The truck pulled into the ferry line. Kristin turned off the engine. Rose opened her door and got out immediately, stretching, and Kristin followed. Violet stayed on Cameron's lap for two more seconds. Two seconds where the truck was still and the engine was off and everyone else was getting out and she was still sitting on him.

Then she climbed off. Her hand braced on his knee as she stood, her fingers pressing into his leg, and she was out the door and walking toward the ferry ramp and her ponytail was swinging and she did not look back.

Cameron sat in the truck. He did not get out. He sat in the back seat with the boxes and the overflow tank and his shorts doing nothing to hide what Violet had been sitting on for twenty minutes. Rose's head appeared at the window.

"Coming?"

"In a minute."

Rose looked at him. Looked at his lap. Looked away. Her expression did not change but she walked away faster than she needed to and Cameron sat in the truck and waited for his body to calm down and his body was not going to calm down because Violet's weight was still on his thighs and Violet's sweat was still on his shirt and the moment she went still was sitting in his chest like a photograph he was going to carry for the rest of his life.

He got out of the truck. The ferry was loading. The water was gray. The island was a shape on the horizon, getting closer, and the thing that had loosened in his chest that morning when they left was wound twice as tight now and the island was the problem and the island was the destination and the truck smelled like coconut and sweat and every woman in his family.


CHAPTER 19

The group was due at ten. Cameron was in the shop at eight, rigging tanks, checking regulators, running the compressor through its warm-up cycle. The compressor was behaving. The new tanks from the mainland were filled and racked and the SPGs were calibrated and the shop looked like a shop that functioned, which was new.

Violet came in at eight-thirty. She was in the wetsuit, unzipped to the waist, her bikini top underneath, her hair already up. She went to the gear wall and started pulling BCDs without looking at him. She pulled four, checked the inflators, hung them on the dock hooks. She came back for regulators. She was three feet from him at the counter and she did not look at him and he did not look at her and they were both not looking at each other with the specific intensity of two people who were doing nothing but looking at each other.

It had been three days since the truck. Three days of this. Of entering a room and finding her already in it and his eyes going to her hips before he could stop them because his hands had been on her hips and his thumbs had been on the bare skin above her waistband and she had said however you want and the words were living in his chest like a second heartbeat.

Three days of catching her looking at him across the kitchen table and watching her look away a half-second too late.

Three days of her body orienting toward him whenever they were in the same room, her shoulders turning, her knees pointing, the subtle geometry of a woman whose body was asking a question her mouth had not asked, and his body answering it with the same geometry, leaning in doorways she was about to walk through, standing at counters she was about to stand at, the two of them circling each other through the house like planets that had lost their original orbits and were falling into a closer one.

He could feel her behind him at the gear wall. He could feel her the way a person feels a heat source without turning around. She was pulling a regulator off the pegboard and her arm was reaching past his shoulder and she was close enough that the neoprene of her wetsuit brushed his back and neither of them moved away and neither of them acknowledged it and the not-acknowledging was louder than the brush.

His mother came in through the side door. She had the surfboard under one arm and a coffee in the other hand and she was wearing a rash guard Cameron had never seen and board shorts that were either new or very old and she looked like a woman who was about to do something she had not done in twenty-five years and was not going to discuss it.

"Swell's up on the south side," she said. She set the coffee on the counter and leaned the surfboard against the wall. "I'm going to paddle out while you two run the group."

"You're surfing," said Cameron.

"I'm going to try." She said it with the particular calm of a woman who had decided and was announcing rather than asking. "I haven't been on a board in a long time. Don't watch."

"I'm absolutely watching," said Rose. She was in the doorway with her own coffee. "I'm getting a chair."

Kristin ignored her. She looked at Cameron. Looked at Violet. Looked at the space between them, which was the three feet of counter that they were standing on either side of without facing each other.

"What's going on with you two?"

"Nothing," said Cameron.

"You've been weird for three days. You won't look at each other."

"We're looking at each other." He looked at Violet. Violet looked at him. Her eyes met his and the meeting was a collision and her lips parted a fraction and her gaze dropped to his mouth for a half-second and came back up and the whole exchange took less than a second and contained more information than any sentence either of them had spoken in three days.

"See?" he said. "Looking."

Their mother's eyes moved between them. The assessment of a mother who has identified a frequency she cannot quite tune in. She knew something was different. She did not know what. The something was sitting on the counter between her children like an object they were both pretending not to see.

"Sort it out before the clients get here," she said.

She picked up the surfboard and walked out and the screen door closed behind her and Rose followed her toward the water saying something about wipeout videos and Cameron and Violet were alone in the shop.

The silence was specific. The silence of two people who had been on the same truck seat three days ago and one of them had been on the other one's lap and one of them had been hard and one of them had felt it and neither of them had said a word about it since and the word they were not saying was taking up more space than any word they could have said.

Violet broke it. "We need twelve sets of weights."

"Yeah."

"And the spare masks are in the back."

"I know."

She looked at him again. Longer this time. Her eyes steady, her chin slightly raised, the look of a woman who was deciding whether to say something and was deciding not to and the deciding-not-to was itself a statement.

She turned and went to the weight rack and Cameron stood behind the counter with his hands flat on the surface and his pulse in his neck and the group was due in ninety minutes and he was going to spend those ninety minutes in the water with the woman whose hips he could still feel under his fingers.

* * *

The group was eight. Beginners, all of them, a mix of couples and friends in their twenties and thirties who had booked a discover-dive package. Violet ran the briefing on the dock. She was good at it.

She had the warm authority of a young woman who knew more than the people she was teaching and wore the knowledge lightly. She explained the regulator, the BCD, the hand signals. She made them practice the okay sign and the thumb-up for ascent and the flat-hand waggle for something's wrong. She made a joke about not touching the lobsters that got a laugh and Cameron watched her work and she was her father's daughter in front of a class, the same easy competence, the same ability to make nervous people less nervous by being calm.

Cameron checked gear beside her. They worked side by side on the dock, handing BCDs to clients, adjusting straps, checking tank pressures. Professional. Efficient. Their hands never touched. Their bodies never bumped.

They maintained the three feet of distance that had become the treaty line and the treaty held because there were eight strangers watching and the strangers did not know about the truck and did not know about the treaty and did not know that the two instructors who were smiling and checking straps were running a second operation underneath the first one, an operation that consisted entirely of not touching each other.

The clients entered the water. Violet went in first. Cameron followed. And the water changed everything.

It started at the surface. The chaos of eight beginners splashing and adjusting masks and breathing too fast through their regulators, the noise and the spray and the management of it. Cameron and Violet worked opposite ends of the group, corralling, calming, signing okay and getting shaky okays back. They descended together, the group between them, and the descent was slow because beginners descend slow and the slowness was the pace Cameron needed.

Five feet.

The dock pilings.

Ten feet.

The pressure in his ears, the clearing, the world opening. Fifteen feet, where the phobia had fired with Kristin a week ago, and the phobia was there but quieter, a pulse rather than a siren, because Violet was across the group from him and her eyes through the mask were checking on him and her eyes were steady and he was steady because she was steady.

Twenty feet.

He had not been to twenty feet in over two years. The light was different here. Greener, filtered, the sun working through more water to reach him. The bottom was sand and rock and a garden of kelp that moved in the current like something breathing.

A crab walked sideways across a boulder. A school of cunner turned in formation near the kelp line, copper-colored, catching the filtered light. The world was quiet. The world was the sound of his own breathing and the click of the valve and the slow column of his bubbles rising past his ears and the beauty of it hit him in the chest like a door opening into a room he had locked two years ago.

Violet was beside him. She had drifted from the far side of the group to his side and she was hovering at his depth and she was looking at him through her mask. She signed okay. He signed back and the signing was true. She held her hand out, flat, palm down, and waggled it. How are you really. The unofficial sign, the one that wasn't in the book, the one that meant tell me the truth.

He gave her a thumbs up. Not the ascend sign. Just a thumb. Just good. She nodded behind her mask and her eyes smiled and he could see the smile even though her mouth was around a regulator because the smile was in her whole face and they were twenty feet down and they were fine.

They worked the group along the bottom. Violet pointed out a sea star for the clients. Cameron found a hermit crab and held it in his palm and let one of the women photograph it with a rental underwater camera. Violet caught his eye and crossed her eyes behind her mask and he laughed around his regulator and the laugh produced a burst of bubbles that startled the woman with the camera and Violet's shoulders shook with silent laughter and they were having fun. Real fun. The kind that doesn't come from deciding to have fun but from two people doing a thing they both love with people who are discovering it for the first time and the discovery is contagious.

She was explaining something to a client, a man in his late twenties with a rental wetsuit that didn't fit and a mask he kept flooding. She hovered in front of him and used her hands the way she used them on land, animated and specific, except underwater every gesture moved her whole body.

She pointed at his mask seal and her hips shifted with the motion. She demonstrated the clear technique, tilting her head back, and her hair floated free of the mask strap in a slow fan, dark against the green water, drifting around her face like something alive. Her fins kicked to keep position, slow and even, and the kicks moved her legs in a rhythm that was hypnotic at depth, the long muscles of her thighs flexing under the neoprene.

The man was watching her. Cameron could see it through the mask, the particular quality of attention that had nothing to do with mask-clearing technique. The man's buddy, another guy in his twenties, was watching her too. They were watching her the way men watched Violet when Violet was in her element, which was always, because Violet's element was wherever she happened to be standing.

They were watching the way her body moved in the water and the way her hands talked and the way the filtered green light caught the curve of her neck above the wetsuit seal and they were falling a little bit in love with their dive instructor the way every man who had ever been taught anything by a beautiful woman fell a little bit in love with the teacher.

The thought irritated him. A specific, irrational irritation that sat in his chest like a hook. These men were strangers. They were paying customers. They were allowed to look at their instructor. The irritation had no basis and no justification and it was there anyway, sitting beside the other thing that had no justification, which was the memory of her weight on his lap and the sound of her voice saying however you want.

He had no claim on her. He had no right to the irritation. He was her brother and her colleague and the man who had been hard underneath her three days ago and the irritation was not about them looking. It was about the possibility that she might look back.

She finished with the client and turned to Cameron and her eyes through the mask found his and held. The green water was between them and the bubbles were rising past both their faces and the filtered light was on her cheekbones and her eyes were steady and warm and she was not looking at the client. She was looking at him. She kicked toward him, slow, and hovered at his depth, and they floated side by side for a moment with the group behind them and the kelp below them and the quiet of twenty feet around them and the quiet was the thing. The quiet was the danger.

Because on land there was always noise, always a room to leave, always a door to put between himself and the way she oriented toward him. Down here there were no doors. There was just the water and the breathing and her body beside his in the green silence and the dive-buddy intimacy of trusting someone with your air, your depth, your life. A different kind of nakedness. The kind that snuck in through competence instead of skin and arrived at the same place.

They drifted south along the bottom. The terrain changed. The sand gave way to larger rocks, then ledges, the geology stacking into shelves that dropped away in stages toward deeper water. Cameron knew this bottom. He had grown up on this bottom. He had swum this contour a hundred times before the cave, before the silt, before his hands found rock that dissolved into mud. The group was behind them now, following Violet's fins, and the dive path was curving along the shelf and ahead of them the rock wall turned and there was a shadow in the wall that was not a shadow.

The opening. Low and wide. A dark mouth in the rock at the base of the shelf, maybe four feet across, the edges smoothed by current. The water near it was darker, colder, a subtle current pulling toward the entrance the way water pulls toward a drain. From this angle, at this depth, it looked like nothing. A geological feature. An interesting darkness. The kind of thing a curious diver swims toward because curious divers swim toward interesting darknesses and that is how curious divers die.

Violet was swimming toward it. Not fast. Not deliberately. Just following the terrain the way a good diver follows terrain, letting the rock lead her, and the rock was leading her toward the opening and she was ten feet from it and she was looking at it the way a diver looks at something she hasn't seen before.

Cameron grabbed her arm. His hand closed around her forearm and he pulled her left, away from the wall, away from the opening, and the pull was harder than it should have been and she turned and looked at him through her mask. Her eyes were confused.

He signed the direction change, thumb pointing back the way they'd come, and his hand was still on her arm and his grip was tight and his breathing had spiked and the demand valve was clicking faster and the rhythm was the rhythm he knew and the rhythm was the cave.

She looked at his hand on her arm. Looked at the opening behind her. Looked at him. She did not pull free. She let him redirect her and they turned the group and headed back along the shelf toward the shallows and Cameron's hand did not leave her arm for another thirty seconds and when it did the absence of the grip was its own kind of presence.

They surfaced in the harbor. The clients were happy. Splashing, pulling masks off, talking over each other about the hermit crab and the sea star and the kelp. Violet surfaced beside Cameron and pulled her regulator out and her face was flushed and her eyes were bright and she was grinning at the clients and she was grinning at him and the grin was the grin from the truck, wide and immediate, except now it carried twenty feet of shared water and a silent laugh and a moment where his hand had been on her arm for a reason she didn't understand.

"That was amazing," she said. To the group. To him. To the water.

Cameron treaded beside her. The harbor was around them and the sky was above them and their mother was visible on the south side, a small figure on a surfboard, sitting in the water, not surfing but sitting, looking out at something only she could see. The three of them on the same water. The same ocean that had taken Jordan and Mina and nearly taken Cameron and would not stop being the place they all came back to.

"Yeah," he said. "It was."

* * *

The call came at four. Cameron was on the porch rinsing regulators when his phone buzzed and the number was Seattle and the area code was the area code of the life he had been pretending did not exist.

He had asked for one more week. That was in his father's office, the day he found the photograph, the day of the fight with Kristin. One more week, he'd told his manager. Tell the project manager I'll at the Monday meeting. That Monday had come and gone. He had not been at the meeting. He had not called. He had been loading tanks and rigging BCDs and diving to twenty feet and letting his sister sit on his lap in the back of a truck and the week he asked for had stretched into something he had not named because naming it meant deciding and deciding meant leaving.

He walked around the side of the house to take it. His manager. Not friendly this time.

"Cam. I booked you a flight."

"What?"

"We need you back here. You blew past the deadline you gave me. Patel wanted to term you last Friday and I talked him out of it. So I booked you a flight. It's in your email."

Cameron looked at the harbor. The clients were gone. The dock was empty. The tanks were racked and the BCDs were drying on the hooks and the shop was closed for the day and the evening light was doing the thing it did on the water, turning the surface gold and then silver and then something darker.

"I'm not ready to come back yet."

"That's not one of the options. The options are you're on that flight or you're not employed here anymore. I went to bat for you, Cam. This is what I got."

Cameron was quiet.

"Check your inbox," said his manager. "And please be on the plane."

He hung up. He stood at the side of the house with his phone in his hand and the harbor going gold in front of him and the regulators dripping on the porch behind him. He opened his email. The confirmation was at the top. Portland Jetport to Seattle-Tacoma. Two days from now. Two p.m. One way.

Two days. He had two days left on the island and he had just had the best dive of his life and his sister's eyes through her mask were still in his chest and his mother was inside humming and the ticket was one way because his manager was not leaving room for ambiguity.

He went inside. Kristin was in the kitchen. Her hair was salt-stiff and her cheeks were pink from the wind and the rash guard was damp and she was making dinner and she was humming and she looked like a woman who had spent the afternoon on the water doing something she loved and had come home to make food for the people she loved and the humming stopped when she saw his face.

"What happened?"

"Work called. They booked me a flight home."

She set the knife down. The motion was careful, the knife placed parallel to the cutting board, the gesture of a woman buying herself a second before she responds.

"When?"

"Three days."

She nodded. One nod. The nod of a woman who had been expecting this and had been expecting it to hurt and was right on both counts. She picked up the knife and went back to the carrots and her shoulders were even and her humming did not come back.

Violet was in the doorway. Cameron did not know how long she had been there. She was still in her wetsuit, peeled to her waist, the bikini top damp, her hair down and tangled from the dive. She had heard him.

Her face was doing something she was trying to control and the trying was not working. Her lips were pressed together and her eyes were bright and the brightness was not the dive brightness from the surface an hour ago. It was the brightness of a woman who had just learned that the person she'd been orbiting for weeks had two days left.

"Two days?" she said.

"Vi..."

"Two days. You were down there with me an hour ago and you have two days left and you didn't say anything."

"I didn't know. They just called."

"You knew they were going to call. You've known this whole time."

She was right. The observation landed with the precision of a woman who had heard every word and understood exactly what the words meant, which was that Cameron had known since the day he asked for another week that Seattle was coming for him and he had let the deadline pass and let the meetings go and let the days pile up and none of that had been an accident.

"I have a job," he said. "I have an apartment. I have a life there."

"Right." She said it flat. She said it the way Rose said things when Rose was hurt, which was the worst possible register for Violet to use because Violet's voice was not built for flat and the flatness was a costume she was wearing badly. "Right. Of course."

She turned and walked out. Her feet on the stairs were fast and her door closed at the end of the hall and the closing was not a slam but it was not quiet and Kristin was at the cutting board and Cameron was in the kitchen and the flight was in his inbox and his inbox was closed and the flight was real whether he looked at it or not.

Rose appeared from the living room. She had her phone in one hand and a book in the other and the expression of a woman who had heard everything and was going to have an opinion about it.

"About time," she said. She said it looking at her phone, not at him.

Cameron did not answer. Cameron went to the porch and sat in the chair his father used to sit in and the harbor was going dark and the gold was gone and the silver was going and two days was two days and the flight was at two in the afternoon.

On the other side of the flight was Seattle and on this side of the flight was the shop and the water and the cave and his mother at the cutting board with her humming gone and his sister's face in the doorway when she heard the number and the number was two and two was not enough for anything and two was too many for everything.

-


CHAPTER 20

He heard the back door close. It was past ten. The house was quiet, his mother's door closed at the end of the hall, Rose's light off, and the sound of the back door was the sound of someone leaving without announcing it. Cameron was in his room with his phone in his hand and the flight confirmation still on the screen and the blue light of the email making the room feel like a place he was already gone from.

He went downstairs. The kitchen was dark except for the light over the stove. The dishes were drying in the rack. The back door was unlocked.

He found her on the beach. She was walking south along the tide line, barefoot, in a t-shirt and shorts, her hair still damp and loose from the dive. She was walking fast, the pace of a woman burning off something she had been holding since four o'clock when she heard the number three and the number had been sitting in her chest for six hours. She did not hear him coming or she heard him and did not turn around. He fell into step beside her.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." She did not look at him. She kept walking.

"You okay?"

"I'm taking a walk, Cam."

"I know. I'm coming with you."

She looked at him then. A quick look, sideways, the kind that assessed whether a person was there because they wanted to be or because they felt obligated. Whatever she saw in his face passed the test. She kept walking and he walked beside her and the beach was south, a strip of rocks and sand that curved away from the property toward the headland. The moon was up and nearly full and the water was silver and black and the air smelled like kelp and the last heat of the day rising off the rocks.

Violet walked without talking. Her feet were bare on the sand and she was not slowing down. Cameron walked beside her. The beach was narrow and the water was on one side and the rocks were on the other and they were close enough that their arms almost touched and the almost was deliberate on both sides.

She stopped. Sat down on a flat rock above the tide line. Drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them and looked at the water.

"Do you know what it's like to be the only person who wants to be here?"

Cameron sat beside her. The rock was cold through his shorts. The moon was on the water and the water was doing the thing it did at night, going flat and silver and infinite, the kind of water that made a person feel small in a way that was either peaceful or terrifying depending on what they were carrying.

"I know Rose wants to leave," said Violet. "She doesn't say it but I can feel it. She's been different since you came back. More restless. Like she was waiting for someone to show up so she could go. And that's fine. Rose should go. Rose should do whatever Rose is going to do. She'd be amazing at it, whatever it is."

She picked up a piece of sea glass from the rocks beside her. Green, worn smooth, the kind that took decades to make. She turned it in her fingers, feeling the edges that weren't edges anymore.

"And Mom's checked out. She's been checked out for a while but I kept telling myself she wasn't. And then she picked a surfboard off the side of the road and now she's surfing while we run the shop. That's the thing that made it real. The surfboard. She's not even pretending anymore."

She threw the glass. It hit the water without skipping.

"And you're leaving in two days."

"Vi."

"You came back. You were here. You were in the water with me today and you were good and you were having fun and I could see it on your face and then you got a phone call and now you're leaving in two days."

Her voice was steady. The steadiness was the tell, the way Kristin's steadiness was a tell, the daughter performing the mother's trick of keeping her voice even while everything behind it was not even.

"Yeah," he said.

"Everyone has somewhere to go. Everyone has a plan. Rose has whatever Rose has. You have Seattle. Mom has whatever the surfboard is. And I'm here."

She looked at him. Her eyes were wet and she was not crying and the not-crying was costing her something visible in the muscles of her face.

"I'm here, Cam. This is where I want to be. This shop, this water, this island. I don't want to leave. I don't want to be a lawyer or a coder or a surfer. I want to dive. I want to teach people to dive. I want to run the shop that Dad built and I want to be good at it and I am good at it and none of that matters because everyone is leaving and I'm going to be here alone."

The sentence sat between them on the rock. The water was silver and the moon was high and Violet was sitting next to him with her knees drawn up and her arms around them and her hair falling across her face and she was the loneliest person he had ever seen. The loneliness was worse because she was sitting three inches from him. The same three inches that had been between them in every room for three days, the distance they maintained because crossing it meant admitting what the truck had been and what the truck had started and neither of them had admitted it.

"I don't want to go," he said. He said it before he could stop himself. He said it the way he had said two weeks to his manager, the truth arriving ahead of the decision, the mouth outrunning the brain.

"Then don't."

"It's not that simple."

"Why not?"

Because he had a lease and a job and a life that existed on paper in a city two thousand miles from here. Because the shop was drowning and selling it was the responsible thing and staying was the irresponsible thing and he had been irresponsible for three weeks already and the irresponsibility was the best thing that had happened to him in two years. Because his sister was sitting next to him and he could feel the warmth of her arm through the air between them and three days ago she had been on his lap and he had been hard and she had felt it and neither of them had spoken and not speaking was the last wall standing and the wall was made of sand and the tide was coming in.

"It's complicated," he said.

"That's what people say when they don't want to say the real thing."

He did not say the real thing. The real thing was sitting on the rock between them. It had been sitting between them since the truck. Since the gear room and the nipple. Since the first morning she hugged him in the kitchen in her bikini top. The real thing was that he was in love with his sister and the love was not separate from everything else. It was Violet diving alone in water that had already taken someone. It was Rose in the bathroom and Rose in the black dress. It was his father in the cave and the photograph in the safe and three weeks of this family pulling every thread tighter until none of them moved without moving the others. A plane was not going to untangle it.

His sister. Kristin's daughter. Not his blood and it did not matter because the not-mattering was the whole point and the whole problem.

She stood up. Brushed the sand off her shorts. Looked at the water.

"I'm going in," she said.

"It's eleven at night."

"I don't care." She turned toward the water and pulled her shirt over her head. He saw her back first. The line of her spine in the moonlight, the muscles of her shoulders shifting as she pulled the fabric over her head, the narrow taper from her shoulders to her waist. She was not wearing a bra. He could see the side of her breast as she dropped the shirt on the rock, the pale curve of it, and then she was pushing her shorts down and stepping out of them and she was in underwear, plain cotton, the kind a person wears when they are not expecting anyone to see them.

"Violet." He was standing. He didn't remember standing. "Violet. Don't be stupid."

"Stubborn, not stupid," she said. She said it over her shoulder, already facing the water, her thumbs in the waistband. "I need to feel something that isn't this."

"Vi, you can't just..."

"What?" She looked back at him. The what of a woman who knew exactly what and was waiting for him to say it so she could dismiss it. He did not say it.

She pulled the underwear down and kicked it off her ankle and she was naked with her back to him on the beach. Her body in the moonlight was slim and tight, her ass small and round, the tan line crisp across her lower back where the bikini had been. Her hips were narrow and her legs were long and the moonlight traced the line of her from her shoulders to her ankles and she was twenty years old and she was naked and she was walking toward the water and she did not look back at him because looking back would have made it an invitation and not looking back made it a fact.

She waded in and the water took her calves, her thighs, the curve of her ass disappearing into the dark surface. When she was waist-deep she turned and he saw her breasts for the first time, round and high, her nipples tight from the cold, and the moonlight was on her stomach and the water was at her hips and she was looking at him with the expression of a woman who had been facing away and was now facing toward and the facing-toward was the dare.

She gasped when the water hit her ribs because it was Maine and it was night and the water was fifty-five degrees and gasping was what a body did. She pushed off and swam, a few strokes, and then she was floating on her back with her arms out and her breasts above the surface and the moonlight on her stomach and the water silver around her.

Cameron sat on the rock. His sister was naked in the ocean ten feet from him. He could see her body through the water and above the water and the moonlight was not kind enough to hide anything and he was sitting on a rock with his hands on his knees and his cock hard in his shorts and his options were to stay on the rock and watch his naked sister swim, which was one kind of terrible, or get in the water with her, which was every other kind of terrible.

He pulled his shirt off. Pulled his shorts down. Boxers. He looked at the boxers. The boxers were the last thing between him and the water and the water had his sister in it. The boxers were a decision and the decision was already made because he was standing on the beach in the moonlight with his hands on the waistband and his sister was floating naked ten feet away and she was the loneliest person he had ever seen and he was the second loneliest and the water was right there.

He took the boxers off. Walked in. The cold hit his ankles and his shins and his thighs and then the cold hit everything and his breath went sharp and his body contracted and he was in the water, naked, in the Atlantic, at eleven o'clock at night, with his sister.

She was floating five feet from him. She had turned from her back to treading water and she was watching him and her eyes were dark in the moonlight and her hair was slicked against her head and her shoulders were bare above the surface and below the surface was everything else and the water was dark enough to hide it and clear enough in the moonlight to not quite hide it.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"You came in."

"I wasn't going to sit on the rock."

"You could have."

"No. I couldn't."

She smiled. The smile was small and sad and real. It was the first real smile she had given him since the truck because the smiles since the truck had been performances and this one was not a performance and the difference was visible in the way it moved across her face, slow, like something that had been waiting.

The current moved them. The water was not still, not exactly, and the slow pull of the tide was bringing them closer by inches. He was treading four feet from her. Then three. Then two. He could see the water on her face and the moon reflected in her eyes and the drops on her eyelashes and the shape of her body through the dark water, the pale blur of her skin, her breasts, her stomach, the shadow between her legs.

"Cam," she said. Quiet. The name carried across the two feet of water between them.

"Yeah."

"I don't want you to go."

"I know."

"I'm serious."

"I know you're serious."

She drifted closer. One foot. The water moved her or she moved herself and the difference was the difference between gravity and choice and both of them ended in the same place. She was close enough that he could see the water beading on her chest, the drops sitting in the hollow between her breasts, her nipples dark and hard just below the surface.

She was close enough that he could feel the water displaced by her treading, the small currents her legs made touching the small currents his legs made, and he was naked and she was naked and two feet of dark water was the only thing between his cock and her body and two feet was nothing.

She reached for him. Her hand found his arm under the water, his bicep, and she held on. The grip was firm and her fingers were cold and his whole body went still. Her fingers on his arm and his cock hard under the water and his heart in his throat and the space between their bodies shrinking from two feet to one. Her eyes dropped. Down his chest, his stomach, to the surface of the water where the rest of him was visible in the moonlight, wavering and dark beneath the surface, and she looked and she did not look away.

"Vi." His voice was thick.

She pulled herself closer. Her other hand found his other arm and she was holding both his biceps and her face was six inches from his and her breath was on his mouth and below the surface her thigh brushed his cock and the brush sent a spike through him that landed in his gut with dirty heat. She felt it. He felt her feel it. Her lips parted.

She kissed him.

Her mouth was cold from the water and warm underneath and the kiss was tentative for half a second, the testing pressure of a woman who was not sure the kiss would be returned, and then his mouth opened against hers and the testing was over. Her hands tightened on his arms. Her body came against his under the water and he felt everything at once.

Her breasts against his chest, the nipples hard and cold pressing into his skin. Her stomach flat against his stomach. Her thighs against his thighs. His cock trapped between their bodies, pressed against her stomach. She felt the full length of it against her. He wanted her to feel it. She made a sound into his mouth, a small sound, not a word, and the sound undid him.

His hands went to her waist under the water. The narrow curve of her hips, the skin he had been holding in the truck through cotton and was now holding with nothing between his palms and her body. He pulled her against him and the pull closed the last distance and they were flush, chest to chest, hip to hip, his cock pressed flat against her stomach and the water moved around them like it was trying to push them closer.

Her tongue found his. Her fingers moved from his arms to his neck, to his hair, pulling his mouth harder against hers. Her legs wrapped around his waist under the water. The wrap opened her against him and his cock slid between her thighs and the heat of her was different from the heat of the water, hotter, specific.

She gasped into his mouth and her hips tilted and the tilt pressed him against the soft folds of her and the contact was direct and the contact was everything and he was kissing his sister in the Atlantic Ocean at eleven o'clock at night with his cock between her legs and her tongue in his mouth and her legs locked around his waist.

Insanity.

She moved against him. A slow grind, her hips rocking, the water making the motion fluid, and each rock slid him along her and the friction was slick and unhurried and deliberate. Her breath was ragged against his mouth. His hands moved from her hips to her ass, cupping her, pulling her tighter against him, and she moaned, quiet, a sound that the water swallowed and that he felt in his chest.

She said his name against his lips. "Cam." She said it again. "Cam." The name was a sound she was making while her hips were grinding against his and her legs were around him and the sound went through him like something that would never come out.

His hand moved from her ass down the curve of her thigh. His fingers found the crease where her thigh met her hip and he was close, his fingers were close, and she shifted against his hand, tilting, opening, asking without words, and the asking was the thing that stopped him.

The asking was real. The asking meant the next thing was the next thing and the next thing was not a kiss and the next thing was not friction and the next thing was his fingers inside his sister in the ocean and the next thing was a line he could see clearly for the first time because he was standing on it.

He pulled away.

His hands left her body. His mouth left her mouth. He pulled back through the water, one foot, two, and the cold rushed into the space where the heat had been and the heat had been considerable and the cold was brutal. She was floating in front of him with her lips swollen and her chest heaving and her legs no longer around his waist and her eyes wild and the water between them was two feet of dark Atlantic and his cock was aching and she was right there, her breasts and her mouth and her legs, and two feet was nothing and two feet was the hardest distance he had ever held.

"Cam." Her voice was wrecked.

"We can't."

"We just did."

"Vi."

"Don't tell me we can't when I can still feel you."

She looked at him. Her eyes in the moonlight were dark and wet and her lips were parted and her breathing was not slowing down. The looking was the looking from the truck except the truck was nothing compared to this. In the truck there were clothes and a family and a road.

Now there was just water and skin and the taste of her still on his mouth and the feel of her still on his cock and the moonlight on her breasts and the knowledge, absolute and irreversible, that they had both just felt something that was not going to unfeel itself.

The voice came from the house.

"Cameron? Violet? Are you out there?"

Their mother. Distant. The back porch, maybe the dock. Her voice carrying across the water the way voices carry at night, clear and far and maternal, and that word was the thing that hit Cameron in the chest like a fist because it was the reason they couldn't and it was calling from the house and he was in the water naked with her daughter.

Violet's face changed. The rawness closed. Something practical took over, the same efficiency she used in the gear room, the ability to shift from one register to another in the space of a heartbeat.

"Yeah, Mom. We're on the beach."

"It's late."

"We're coming in."

Kristin's voice did not come again. A light moved on the porch, a flashlight or a phone, and then the light went inside and the door closed and they were alone in the water again.

They looked at each other. The kiss was between them. The kiss had happened. The kiss was going to be in every room they shared for the next few days and those few days were all that was left.

"We should get out," said Cameron.

Violet nodded. She swam to the shallows and stood and the water fell off her body in sheets, silver in the moonlight, and she was naked and walking out of the ocean and he was behind her and they were both naked and the beach was dark and Kristin was inside and they had maybe thirty seconds before the thirty seconds became a risk.

He found his boxers in the dark. Pulled them on wet. Shorts. Shirt. Violet was faster, pulling the t-shirt over her head, stepping into the shorts without the underwear, stuffing the underwear and the cotton panties into her pocket. Her shirt was wet against her body, clinging, the shape of her breasts visible through the damp fabric, and she was dressed and he was dressed and they were standing on the beach in the dark three feet apart and breathing harder than the cold water required.

"Vi," he said.

"Don't." She held up her hand. "Don't say we can't again. Don't say it's complicated. Don't say any of the things you're about to say."

He didn't say them.

She stepped toward him. Close. Her hand found his chest, flat, over his heart. She held it there for three seconds. She could feel his heartbeat. He could feel her feeling it.

"Two days," she said. She said it looking at her hand on his chest. Then she looked up at him and her eyes were steady and her mouth was the mouth he had just been kissing and she was his sister and she was the woman he was in love with and she was right. Two days.

She turned and walked toward the house. He followed. They went up the path and through the back door and the kitchen was dark and the house was quiet and Kristin's door was closed and Rose's light was off. Violet went up the stairs without looking back. Her door closed at the end of the hall. Cameron stood in the kitchen with the taste of salt on his lips and the feel of her body against his still printed on his skin. Two days. The plane was in two days. The kiss was one minute old and already the kiss was the realest thing that had ever happened to him and the plane was a piece of paper in an email. He stood in the dark kitchen. He did not move for a long time.


CHAPTER 21

He did not sleep.

He lay in the dark with the ceiling above him and the taste of salt on his mouth and the feel of her body against his still printed on his skin like something the water had not washed off because the water had been the thing that put it there. He tried. He closed his eyes and counted his breathing the way the therapist had taught him... which did nothing because the breathing kept syncing to the rhythm of her hips grinding against him in the ocean and every time he started to drift toward sleep his body went there instead.

He took a shower at one in the morning. Stood under the water with his hand on himself and tried to think about nothing and thought about everything. Her legs around his waist. The heat of her through the cold water. The sound she made into his mouth when she felt him against her stomach. His hand moved and his mind moved with it and the place his mind went was not the memory of what had happened but the version where he had not pulled away.

Where his fingers had kept going. Where her hips had tilted and he had slid inside her and the water had been around them and the moon had been above them and she had said his name the way she had been saying it, Cam, Cam, except in the version his mind built she said it while he was inside her.

He came standing in the shower with one hand on the tile and the other on his cock and the orgasm was mechanical and the relief lasted four seconds and then the image was back and the image was worse than the memory because the memory was something that had happened to him and the image was something he had chosen.

He had built it. Frame by frame. His sister's body against in the water and his cock inside her and her face and her voice and her legs locked around him. The fantasy was more dangerous than the act because the act had been a current pulling two people together and the fantasy was a man alone in a shower deciding exactly what he wanted to do to his sister and doing it in his head with a specificity that left no room for accident or tide or the excuse of proximity.

He went back to bed. Did not sleep. The ceiling was the same ceiling and the dark was the same dark and the flight was tomorrow and the kiss was five hours old and the shower had solved nothing. Somewhere around four he drifted into something that was not sleep but was not waking and the something lasted until the light came through the window and the light was the light of his last full day on the island.

He went downstairs.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and toast. Violet was at the counter with her back to him. She was wearing a tank top and cotton shorts and her hair was up in a knot and the back of her neck was visible and the back of her neck was the same neck he had been looking at when she walked naked into the ocean twelve hours ago and his body registered the neck before his brain could intervene.

"Morning," she said. She did not turn around. She was buttering toast with the focus of a woman who was putting her entire attention into the act of buttering toast because the alternative was putting her attention on the person who had just walked into the room.

"Morning."

He went to the coffee maker. She was two feet to his left. The counter was narrow and the kitchen was small and two feet was nothing and two feet was everything and two feet was the distance they had been maintaining since the truck except now two feet had a kiss in it. He poured coffee. His arm was close enough to hers that he could feel the warmth coming off her skin without touching it.

She moved. A half-step sideways, away from him, and then she caught herself and moved back and the correction was worse than the flinch because the correction meant she was managing herself around him and the managing was new and the managing meant she was feeling something she had to manage.

"Toast?" she said.

"Sure."

She put a slice on a plate and handed it to him and their fingers touched on the edge of the plate and neither of them pulled away for one second and then both of them pulled away at the same time and the toast sat on the plate between them like a piece of evidence.

He sat at the table. She sat across from him. The table was four feet wide and four feet was better than two feet and four feet was still not enough because she was looking at him and her eyes were the eyes from the water, dark and direct and carrying the weight of a mouth that had been on his mouth and a body that had been against his body, and four feet of pine table did nothing to dilute any of it.

"You look tired," she said.

"Didn't sleep great."

"Me either." She bit her toast. Chewed. Looked at him. "Wonder why."

The wonder-why was dry and flat and loaded and it was the first crack in the pretending and he could feel the pressure behind it, the entire previous night compressed into two words delivered over toast at seven in the morning.

"Vi."

"I'm just saying. I didn't sleep great either. Weird coincidence."

She was doing the thing. The Violet thing. The thing where she said the unsayable by pretending it was casual and the casual was the disguise and the disguise was transparent and she knew it was transparent and she was daring him to acknowledge it.

He had seen her do this with tanks and regulators and scheduling and dive logistics and now she was doing it with the fact that they had been naked and kissing in the ocean twelve hours ago and her attitude was both unbearable and a relief because at least she was not pretending it hadn't happened.

"What time's your flight tomorrow?" she said.

"Two."

"So you have to leave for the ferry at what, ten?"

"Something like that."

"Ten in the morning." She put her toast down. "So that's it. One more morning."

"I haven't really unpacked."

"Cam. You're really going."

She looked at him. The dryness was gone. What was underneath was the thing from the rock, the loneliness, the everyone-is-leaving, except now it had the kiss layered on top of it and the combination was heavier than either one alone.

"I have a job."

"You hate your job."

He did not have an answer for that because the answer was yes and the yes would have been the first honest thing he had said to her since the water and the first honest thing would have led to the second honest thing and the second honest thing was that the job was not the reason he was going. The reason he was going was sitting across the table from him with toast crumbs on her lower lip and the reason he was going was the same as the reason he wanted to stay and the reason was that he was in love with her and staying meant finding out what that became and he was afraid of what that became.

"I don't hate my job," he said.

"Liar." She smiled. The smile was quick and sad and it did something to her face that made her look seventeen and twenty at the same time and he wanted to reach across the table and put his thumb on her lower lip where the crumb was and the wanting was in his hands before he could stop it and he kept his hands on his coffee mug and drank.

His mother came downstairs. She was in a robe with her hair loose and she looked like she had slept well and the sleeping-well of a mother while her children had been naked in the ocean felt like a verdict on something Cameron could not name.

"Morning, you two." She went to the coffee maker. "What's the plan today?"

"Shop opens at nine," said Violet. "Two small groups. Ten o'clock and two o'clock."

"I'll take the ten," said Kristin. "Vi, you good with the afternoon?"

"Yeah. They're both beginners. I can handle it."

Kristin looked at Cameron. "Your last day. Go do something. Take a walk. Go sit on the dock. You've done enough."

Cameron looked at Violet. Violet looked at Cameron. The looking lasted one second too long and then both of them looked somewhere else and the somewhere-else was transparent and if Kristin noticed she did not say so. She poured her coffee and sat at the end of the table and the table now had three people at it and the three people had three different versions of the morning and none of the versions overlapped.

Violet finished her toast and stood and put her plate in the sink and walked past Cameron's chair and her hip brushed his shoulder and the brush was an accident or it was not an accident and she was gone up the stairs before he could decide which.

* * *

He found his mother in the afternoon.

She was on the side of the house where the grass went to dirt and the dirt went to the bluff. She was sitting cross-legged on the ground with the surfboard across her thighs and a bar of wax in her hand, working it in slow circles across the deck. She was wearing a sundress and her feet were bare and the dress was riding up past her knees and she looked like a woman who had been sitting there for a while, doing the kind of nothing that was actually something.

"Hey," he said. He sat on the ground across from her.

"Hey."

She did not stop waxing. The circles were even and practiced, the muscle memory of a person who had done this before, and the before was the part that interested him. The woman in the photograph, twenty years old, lying on a bed in a white cotton bra with a grin that was half dare. That woman waxed surfboards. That woman had been somewhere in Kristin for twenty years, waiting for someone to leave a free board on the side of the road.

"How is it?" he said.

"The board? It's decent. The rails are a little soft and there's a pressure ding on the nose but the foam is solid." She looked up at him. "You don't care about the board."

"Not really."

She smiled. The Kristin smile, warm and knowing and slightly ahead of wherever the conversation was going.

"You're leaving tomorrow," she said.

"Yeah."

"And you came out here to talk to me about it."

"Something like that."

She put the wax down. Rested her hands on the board. The board lay across her legs like something she was protecting and the protecting was unconscious and the unconscious made it real.

"Cam, I'm not going to ask you to stay."

"I know."

"I thought about it. These last few weeks, watching you in the shop, watching you with Vi in the water. You're good at it. You're good here. And I thought about asking." She looked at the water. "But that's not fair to you. You came to help. You helped. You kept helping past the point anyone would have expected. And now you have a life to go back to."

"Thought at all about what I said?" he asked, carefully. "About selling?"

She picked up the wax again and made one slow circle on the board and put it back down.

"Some days I think we should sell," she said. "Some days I think selling would be the thing that kills whatever's left of him here. And some days I think keeping it open is just me being stubborn because stubborn is easier than grieving."

"Which day is today?"

"Today's a 'maybe we should sell' day." She looked at him. "The money would be fine. Not great. Fine. Enough for the girls to do whatever they want to do. Enough for me to figure out whatever I'm going to figure out."

"What about Violet?"

Kristin was quiet for a moment.

"Violet is the one I worry about," she said. "Rose will land on her feet. Rose always lands on her feet. But Vi. This place is hers in a way it was never mine and was never Rose's. She's her father's daughter. She's the one who inherited the water."

He felt the sentence land. Her father's daughter. The water. The shop. The cave. The things Cameron knew about and the things Kristin did not know about and the gap between his knowledge and hers was the gap that had kept him off this island for two years.

"Maybe there's no right answer," said Kristin. "Maybe that's what I'm trying to say. You go back. You don't go back. We sell. We don't sell. There's no version where everyone gets what they want. All we can do is not lie to each other about what we're choosing."

The sentence hit him harder than she meant it to. Not lying. He was lying. He was lying about the cave and lying about his dad and lying about why he was leaving and lying about what had happened in the water last night and the lies were stacked so deep that the truth was somewhere under them and he could not reach it without moving all of them and moving all of them would silt everything up.

"Mom," he said.

"Yeah, honey."

"Thank you for letting me come back."

She reached across the surfboard and put her hand on his knee. Her palm was warm and dry and her fingers were steady and the touch was maternal and the maternal was the thing it was supposed to be and also the thing it was not supposed to be and he held still under it the way he always held still under it, letting the warmth of her hand go through him without letting it go where it wanted to go.

"You were always welcome back," she said. "You just had to figure that out for yourself."

She went back to waxing the board. He sat with her for a while. The sun was on the water and the water was blue and the surfboard was between them and the surfboard was hers and the surfboard was the thing she wanted for herself and the wanting-for-herself was new and the new was good. He let her have it. He sat and watched the water and did not talk and the not-talking was enough.

* * *

He could not sleep again.

He was in his room with his bag half-packed on the floor and the flight confirmation on his phone and the dark pressing in. Midnight. The house was quiet. He got up and went to the hall.

Rose was sitting on the floor at the top of the stairs with her back against the wall and her knees up and her phone in her hand, the blue light of the screen on her face.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." She did not look up. "Can't sleep?"

"No."

"Join the club."

He sat on the floor across from her. The hall was narrow and their legs almost touched and the light from her phone made a small blue pool on the floorboards between them.

She turned her phone off. The dark came back. He could see her in the moonlight from the window at the end of the hall. Her face was different in the dark. Softer. The armor she wore during the day was somewhere else, hung up on the back of a chair or folded in a drawer, and what was left was a woman sitting on the floor in shorts and a t-shirt who could not sleep in her dead father's house.

"Big day tomorrow," she said.

"Yeah."

"You going to miss it?"

"The island?"

"All of it. The shop. The water. The whole thing."

He was quiet for a moment. "Yeah. I'm going to miss it."

"Just because it was Dad's life doesn't mean it has to be ours," she said. She said it looking at the dark end of the hall, not at him. "We're allowed to want different things."

"I can't tell if you're trying to convince me or yourself."

She looked at him. The quick Rose look, the one that assessed whether a comment deserved a response or a dismissal. She gave it a response.

"Both, probably."

They sat in the dark. The house was doing the thing it did at night, settling, the wood contracting, the silence broken by small sounds that were not silence. Rose's door was open behind her. His door was open behind him. Violet's door was closed at the end of the hall.

"Remember when we were teenagers and the biggest problem was who got the bathroom first?" said Rose.

The sentence landed in his chest like something with weight. The bathroom. The bathroom was a room in this house and the room had a door and the door had been unlocked and he had been eighteen and she had been nineteen and the thing that happened behind the door had been sitting between them for three years and she had just put it in the hall at midnight on his last night.

"Yeah," he said. "I remember."

"Simpler times."

She said it with a half-smile that was visible even in the dark. The half-smile knew what it was doing. The half-smile was Rose saying the thing without saying the thing.

"Were they simpler?" he said.

"No," she said. "They were exactly as complicated. We were just dumber about it."

He laughed. The laugh surprised him and it surprised her and the surprise was good because the surprise meant something real had just happened that was not heavy and was not loaded and was just two people laughing in the dark about how dumb they had been.

"Cam," she said. The laugh was gone. Her voice was quiet.

"Yeah."

"I'm glad you came back. Even if you're leaving."

"Me too."

She stood up. Brushed off her shorts. Looked down at him sitting on the floor.

"Get some sleep," she said. "You look like hell."

"Thanks, Rose."

"That's what sisters are for."

She went into her room. The door closed. He sat on the floor in the hall with the moonlight on the boards and the sentence sitting where she left it. That's what sisters are for. The sentence meant one thing on the surface and the surface was all Rose was offering and the surface was enough and what was underneath was hers and she would bring it when she was ready and tonight was not that night.


CHAPTER 22

He woke up at seven and lay there.

The bag was on the floor where he had left it. The flight confirmation was on his phone. He did not pick it up. He lay there and listened to the house and the house was doing the thing it did in the early morning, ticking and settling, the pipes warming, a gull somewhere outside. He had been awake for six minutes and already the day felt like something he was being dragged into rather than something he was choosing.

He got up. Showered. Dressed. Checked the bag. Zipped it. Carried it downstairs.

His mother was in the kitchen. Coffee in her hand, hair in a clip, reading glasses on, looking at the booking sheet on the counter. She looked up when he came in.

"Morning," she said. "You all packed?"

"Yeah."

"Coffee's fresh."

He poured a cup. Stood at the counter and drank it. The kitchen was quiet. The house was quiet. Violet's door had been closed when he passed it and he had not knocked because knocking meant a goodbye and a goodbye meant her face and her face was the thing he could not do at seven in the morning and still get on a ferry at ten.

"Cam." Kristin had put the booking sheet down. She was looking at him the way she looked at him sometimes, the way that saw past whatever he was showing.

"Yeah."

"You okay?"

"Yeah. Just didn't sleep great."

"You never sleep great."

She smiled. She stood and came around the counter and hugged him. The hug was all his mother. Warm and steady and smelling like coffee and the lotion she put on her hands every morning and the hug lasted one beat longer than a goodbye hug and the one beat was the beat that had been in every mom hug since the gear check, the beat that said something the rest of the hug did not say. She let go.

"Call me when you land."

"I will."

"And eat something on the plane. You never eat enough."

"I'll eat."

She put her hand on his face. Her palm on his cheek, her thumb near his eye, and the touch was maternal and the maternal was real and the other thing was also real and both things existed in her hand at the same time the way they always did. She took her hand away.

"Go," she said. "Rose is waiting."

Rose was on the porch. She was sitting on the railing with her legs dangling and her phone in her hand and she was wearing sunglasses even though the morning was overcast and the sunglasses were the armor and the armor was how Rose did goodbyes.

"Ready?" she said.

"Yeah."

She looked at him over the sunglasses. The quick assessment, the Rose read. Whatever she saw she filed without comment. She slid off the railing and took the truck keys from the hook by the door and walked to the truck and he followed with his bag over his shoulder.

He put his bag in the bed and got in the passenger side and Rose started the truck and they pulled out of the gravel drive and onto the road that led to the harbor.

The island went past. The houses, the trees, the glimpses of water through the gaps. Three weeks of this island and the island was memorized and the memorizing had happened without his permission. The curve where the road dipped toward the cove. The mailbox at the end of the Garniers' drive. The osprey nest on the power pole. He knew this place and the knowing was in his body and his body was leaving.

Rose drove without talking. Her hands were steady on the wheel and her jaw was set and her sunglasses were on and she was Rose. After a mile she said, "You going to come back this time?"

"Yeah."

"That's what you said last time."

"I mean it this time."

She looked at the road. "Don't be a stranger, Cam. That's all. Whatever you need to do in Seattle, do it. But don't disappear again. Mom can't take it. Vi can't take it. I can't take it."

The sentence sat in the truck between them. Rose saying she couldn't take something was Rose at her most unguarded and the unguarded lasted two seconds before the sunglasses went back to the road and the jaw went back to set and the moment was over.

"I won't disappear," he said.

"Good."

The ferry terminal was at the harbor. A small building, a parking area, the ramp down to the dock where the ferry sat broad and white with its vehicle bay open. Rose pulled into the lot and stopped.

"This is you," she said.

He got out. Took his bag from the bed. Walked around to her window. She rolled it down.

"Thanks for the ride."

"Thanks for coming back." She said it flat, Rose-flat, the flat that meant more than the words. "Go. You'll miss the boat."

She backed out. Pulled forward. Stopped. Looked at him through the windshield for one second. Then she drove to the edge of the lot and parked and sat there with the engine running and her hands on the wheel and she did not leave.

Cameron walked to the terminal. He bought his ticket at the window. He sat on the bench outside with his bag at his feet and the ferry loading in front of him and the water flat and the sky gray and the island behind him. The island was behind him and the plane was ahead of him and between the island and the plane was water and time and two thousand miles and everything he had not said and everything he had said and the taste of salt that had not left his mouth in two days.

The flight was at two. The ferry crossed in forty-five minutes. He would be on the mainland by eleven, in Portland by noon, at the airport by one. By tonight he would be in Seattle. By tomorrow the island would be behind him, a memory of people and places that existed separately from his day to day.

His phone rang. His mother, probably calling to check in one last time. He picked up.

"Cam." Her voice was wrong. Her voice was usually the steadiest thing in the house and the steadiness was gone and what was left was something Cameron had never heard from her.

"Mom. What's wrong?"

"Violet took a tank."

The sentence hit him in the chest. He was standing. He did not remember standing.

"What do you mean she took a tank?"

"I went to the gear room to set up for my ten o'clock. The count's off. We're short an eighty and a reg and the red BCD is gone. Her wetsuit's not on the hook. Cam, she took a full rig and went in the water alone."

"When?"

"I don't know. Early. She was gone when I went to check. Cam, where would she go? She doesn't have a dive scheduled. She doesn't solo dive. Where would she go?"

He knew. The knowing was not a thought. The knowing was a place in his body that had been holding this since he was eighteen, a locked room with a specific geography inside it, and the lock had just broken. The opening in the rock at the base of the shelf. Four feet across, smoothed by current. Violet drifting toward it during the dive last week and his hand on her arm and the panic he did not hide fast enough. She had filed the opening. She had filed his reaction. And she had gone back.

"I know where she is," he said.

"What? Where?"

"There's a cave." He was moving. Walking across the lot toward Rose's truck, walking fast, the bag left on the bench. "South of the point, past the shelf. An opening in the rock at the base of the wall. Dad knew about it."

Silence. The silence of a woman processing a sentence that had arrived from nowhere and reorganized everything.

"What do you mean your father knew about it?"

"He found it years ago. He showed me. I went in when I was eighteen and I almost didn't come out. Mom, I think Violet saw the opening when we were diving last week. She saw it and she saw my reaction and she went back."

"Cameron. Why didn't you ever say anything?"

His mother's voice had changed. The panic was still there but something else was under it now, something quiet and heavy, the weight of a question that had been forming since he said the word cave.

The question went through him like cold water. The silt. The dark. The walls of the cave closing around him at eighteen with his mask full of mud and his hands on rock that was dissolving under his fingers and the regulator delivering air he could not see through.

His palms were wet. His shirt was damp at the back of his neck. He had not said anything because saying it meant admitting he had gone in and admitting he had gone in meant admitting his father had warned him and he had gone anyway and the going-anyway was the thing that sat at the center of everything.

"Mom. We can talk about this later. Right now I need to get back and I need a tank and I need to get in the water."

"Cam, you can't go in there alone."

"I'm the only one who knows the cave. Set up a second rig. You can follow me in. I need a reel. A full reel of line, not a spool."

"Cam."

"Mom. Please. Set up the gear. I'm coming."

He hung up. He was at the truck. Rose had rolled down the window. Her sunglasses were off. Her face was the face of a woman who could hear something wrong in the speed of his walk and the way he was holding the phone.

"Turn the truck around," he said. "Violet's in the water. Missing."

Rose did not ask what that meant. Rose did not ask him anything that would waste time. Rose looked at his face and put the truck in drive and pulled out of the lot and the tires hit the road and she drove.

The island went past faster this time. The same houses and the same trees and the same glimpses of water except the water was different now because the water had his sister under it. Rose drove the way Rose did everything, with precision and focus and the jaw set and the hands steady and the speedometer past fifty on a road that asked for thirty-five.

"How bad?" she said.

"I don't know."

"What the hell was she thinking?"

"I don't know, Rose."

She drove. The road curved toward the house. The harbor appeared. The dock. The shop. The house with the porch and the railing and the surfboard leaning against the side wall. Rose pulled in and the gravel sprayed and Cameron was out of the truck before it stopped.

Kristin was in the gear room. She had pulled a tank from the rack and a regulator was laid out on the bench and the BCD was inflated for a check and her hands were moving fast and her face was white. She looked up when he came in and her face did something he could not read because reading it would have taken time and time was the thing he did not have.

"Reel?" he said.

"On the bench."

He grabbed the reel. Checked the line. Two hundred feet, maybe two-twenty. Enough. His wetsuit was upstairs and upstairs was time he did not have.

His father's spare wetsuit was on the hook where it had been for two years. He pulled it down. It smelled like neoprene and salt and something else, something faint and specific that he was not going to think about. It was loose across the shoulders and long in the arms and it was his father's and he was putting it on to go into the cave where his father died and he did not have time to think about that either.

"I'm going in from the south shore," he said, talking while he dressed, pulling the wetsuit up, shrugging the BCD on, checking the gauge. Full tank. Three thousand PSI. "Past the point, follow the wall down to about thirty feet. The opening is at the base of the shelf. Four feet wide, smooth edges. You'll see my line going in."

"Cam."

"Give me ten minutes head start. Then follow my line. Bring the spare tank."

"Cameron." Kristin's voice. The voice that stopped things. He stopped.

"Yeah?"

"You come back out," she said. "Both of you. You come back out."

He looked at her. His mother. Her face white and her hands shaking and her eyes steady because the steadiness was the last thing she had and she was holding it with everything. He nodded.

He took the tank and the reel and walked out of the gear room and across the yard and down the path to the water. Rose was standing at the top of the path. She had not followed him inside. She was standing with her arms crossed and her sunglasses off and her face was the face of a woman who could not go where he was going and knew it and the knowing was costing her something visible.

"Bring her back," said Rose.

He gave a small nod and walked past her. Down the path. Over the rocks. To the water's edge. The water was flat and gray-blue and fifty-five degrees and his sister was somewhere under it.

He put the regulator in his mouth. Checked his air. Checked the reel. And then went in.


CHAPTER 23

The water took him the way it always did. The cold first, then the weight, then the silence.

He swam south along the wall. The regulator was in his mouth and the reel was clipped to his BCD and the tank was full and the tank was the only thing between him and the thing he was afraid of and the thing he was afraid of was under the water ahead of him.

The wall sloped down to his left. Rock and weed and the dark shapes of ledges dropping away. The water was clear. Fifteen feet. Twenty. Twenty-five. The shelf appeared below him, the flat terrace of rock where the bottom stepped down before the deeper water, and he followed it south, scanning the base of the wall.

The opening was where he remembered it. Four feet across. Smooth edges, worn by decades of current, the rock polished to the color of wet clay. A dark mouth in the wall at the base of the shelf. It looked like nothing. It looked like a shadow. It looked like the kind of thing a person would swim past a hundred times without noticing unless they knew what they were looking at.

Cameron knew what he was looking at.

He tied off the reel at the entrance. Wrapped the line around a rock outcrop three times, pulled it tight, clipped it. The line would pay out behind him as he went. If the cave branched, he would remember which way he turned. The line would lead him back.

His father had taught him this. His father had drawn diagrams on the back of a napkin at the kitchen table, the reel, the tie-off, the line, the protocol that cave divers used to keep themselves from dying in places where dying was what the place wanted you to do.

He checked his gauge. Three thousand PSI. He checked his watch. Nine forty-two. He looked at the opening.

The last time he had gone through this opening he was eighteen years old and stupid and alone and he had not told anyone where he was going. This time he was twenty-one and terrified and alone and he had told everyone where he was going and the telling did not make the opening any less terrifying. The dark inside was the same dark. His body knew this dark and his body was telling him not to go in and his body was wrong because his sister was in there.

He went in.

The tunnel was narrow for the first twenty feet. Rock on all sides, close enough to touch, the beam of his light bouncing off walls that were brown and orange and streaked with white mineral deposits. The sound of his breathing was loud in the enclosed space. Each inhale pulled air from the tank and each exhale sent bubbles against the ceiling where they pooled in silver pockets and the silver pockets were the only thing moving besides him.

Then the tunnel opened.

The cave was not what he expected. The cave was not what anyone would expect.

The main chamber was enormous, maybe sixty feet across and forty feet high, the ceiling vaulting above him like the inside of a church made of rock. Light came through fissures in the ceiling, thin beams of blue-green daylight that cut through the water at angles and lit the chamber in columns of color. The water was still and clear and the visibility was a hundred feet and everything the light touched was alive with it.

The rock was layered. Strata of amber and gray and deep red, compressed over millennia, the geological record of the island written in the walls. The formations were intricate. Shelves and arches and pillars sculpted by water over thousands of years into shapes that looked designed. Overhangs with scalloped edges. A natural arch near the far wall, maybe ten feet across, the rock worn thin enough that light came through it in a pale green haze.

The floor of the chamber was sand and rubble and scattered boulders, and between the boulders small fish moved in schools, cunner and juvenile pollock, silver and quick, catching the light beams as they passed through. A sculpin sat on a ledge and did not move when Cameron's light hit it. Anemones clustered in the crevices, orange and white, their tentacles drifting in the faint current.

He remembered this. He had been eighteen and he had come through the entrance tunnel and the chamber had opened around him and he had hung in the water for a full minute doing nothing, just looking. He had never seen anything like it. He had grown up diving these waters and he had never imagined this was under the island, this cathedral, this hidden architecture.

He understood in that minute why his father had found the cave and kept it hidden and warned him to stay out of it. The cave was not a place you shared. The cave was a place you protected because the cave was perfect and perfect things drew people and people destroyed them. Jordan had kept the cave the way a man keeps a secret about someone he loves.

The beauty hit Cameron like a fist because the beauty was the trap. This is what Jordan saw. This is what brought him back. This is what brought Violet in alone with a single tank and no line and no plan.

He forced himself to move. The reel paid out behind him, the line trailing from the tie-off at the entrance, a white thread through the blue-green water. He swept his light across the chamber. Three tunnels branched off the main space, dark mouths in the rock at different heights, each one leading somewhere else, each one looking the same as the others.

This was the confusion. A diver could enter one tunnel, swim for five minutes, and come back to the main chamber thinking they had found the exit when they had found a different branch entirely. This is what had happened to him at eighteen. He had gone into one tunnel and come out into the main chamber and gone into another tunnel thinking it was the way out and it was not the way out and by the time he understood he was lost the silt was up and the viz was gone and the panic had started.

He swam to the first tunnel. The entrance was wide, maybe six feet, and he let himself drift inside, keeping his fins high and his kicks small. The floor was the problem. The floor of a cave was not like the floor of the ocean. The floor of a cave was a layer of fine sediment, sometimes inches thick, sometimes feet, deposited over decades, and the sediment sat there undisturbed until something touched it.

A fin tip. A knee. A hand reaching for a wall and missing.

One touch and the silt lifted off the bottom in a slow cloud and the cloud did not settle quickly and the cloud turned clear water into milk and milk into nothing. Cameron kept his body horizontal and his fins above the floor and moved through the tunnel without touching anything below him. The walls were close, rough granite streaked with quartz, and his light picked up the detail of them. Tool marks in the rock, or what looked like tool marks, the grooves of water working the same channels for ten thousand years.

The tunnel curved and narrowed and then opened into a small dead-end chamber, maybe ten feet across, the walls smooth, the floor a perfect undisturbed blanket of gray silt. No one had been in here. He backed out carefully, reeling in his line, and moved to the second tunnel. Same procedure. Narrow entrance, close walls, the floor untouched. Clear. Empty.

The third tunnel was different. The water at the entrance was cloudy, a pale milky haze that dulled his light and blurred the edges of the rock. Silt. Kicked up from the bottom by someone moving through the passage. The silt was settling but it had not settled and the not-settled meant the disturbance was recent. Hours, not days.

Violet had gone in here.

Cameron floated at the entrance to the silted tunnel and his body did the thing it had done at fifteen feet on the beginner dive. His breathing went fast. His hands tightened. His chest locked. The silt was in front of him and the silt was the thing, the specific thing, the trigger that lived in his body like a wire connected to every alarm he had. The silt meant blindness and blindness meant the walls closing and the walls closing meant the dark and the dark meant the cave at eighteen with his mask full of mud and his fingers on rock that was dissolving and his lungs pulling at air he could not see through.

His body was telling him to turn around. His body was screaming it.

Left. He was going left. He told himself to remember that. He checked his gauge. Twenty-six hundred PSI. At a normal breathing rate that was roughly forty minutes of air. At the rate he was breathing now, closer to twenty-five. He checked his watch. Nine forty-eight. Six minutes in. Kristin would follow his line in four more minutes.

He did the other math. The math he did not want to do. Violet had left the house before seven. It was almost ten. One aluminum eighty at this depth gave an experienced diver maybe an hour. Maybe seventy minutes if she was calm and breathing slow. But he didn't know when she entered the water. She could have sat on the rocks for a while. She could have hesitated at the entrance. She could have done a surface swim that took twenty minutes.

And Violet was a better breather than he was, always had been, her air consumption on a dive was a thing he envied, she could make a tank last longer than anyone he knew. If she entered the cave at eight, if she was breathing slow, if she was calm, she might still have a sliver of air left. She might.

He knew he was bargaining. He knew the math was not generous enough for bargaining. But the alternative to bargaining was a version of the world where Violet was dead at the bottom of this cave and that version of the world was not a version he could enter and keep moving and he had to keep moving.

He entered the silted tunnel.

The viz dropped to three feet. Then two. Then the viz was gone and his light was a yellow smear in white nothing and the walls were there and he could not see them. He kept one hand on the line and one hand on the wall and he moved forward and the moving was not swimming, it was pulling, hand over hand along the line, his fins barely kicking because kicking would disturb more silt and more silt would make the nothing worse.

His breathing was too fast. He knew it was too fast because the bubbles were coming in rapid bursts against the ceiling and rapid bursts meant he was burning air and burning air meant the math was changing and the math was already tight.

He tried to slow down. He breathed in for four counts and out for four counts and the counting helped for ten seconds and then the silt brushed his mask and his face went cold and the counting stopped and the breathing went fast again.

The tunnel branched. He felt an opening on his right, another passage splitting off, and he kept left. Left. Remember left. Twenty feet later it branched again. Another offshoot, another dark mouth in the rock. Left again.

The tunnel was not a tunnel, it was a system, a maze of passages and dead ends and false turns, and without the line the system was a trap and the trap was the thing that had caught him at eighteen and was catching Violet now.

He felt the wall curving left, and he followed the curve and the silt was thicker here and his light was useless and he was moving by touch and the touch was the thing that connected him to eighteen because at eighteen he had moved by touch in this same dark in this same silt and at eighteen he had been alone and now he was alone again and the alone was the worst part. The alone was worse than the dark.

He thought about Violet. He thought about her in the kitchen yesterday morning with toast crumbs on her lip. He thought about her on his lap in the truck with his hands on her hips and the six minutes of her weight on him. He thought about her in the water, naked, swimming toward him in the moonlight with her eyes dark and her lips parted. He thought about her and his hands kept moving and his fins kept kicking and the silt was in his mask and the dark was in his eyes and Violet was ahead of him somewhere in this tunnel and Violet was the reason he kept moving when he wanted to stop.

The tunnel opened. He felt the space before he saw it. The wall under his hand fell away and the water expanded and his light caught the edge of something, a chamber, smaller than the main one, maybe twenty feet across. The silt was dense here, a fog, but through the fog he could see two things.

The first was above him. The ceiling of the chamber rose and narrowed to a crevice, and in the crevice was a dark mirror. An air pocket. Trapped air, held against the rock by the geometry of the chamber, a pocket maybe three feet across where the water ended and the air began.

The surface of it was flat and still and reflective and a source of objective, necessary hope. She had found it. She had surfaced inside the cave, pressed her face into the pocket, and breathed real air while the dark pressed in around her. She could have stayed there for hours, her face above the waterline, her body in the water, breathing and waiting and not knowing if anyone was coming.

The second was below him and the second ended everything.

She was on the bottom. Wedged against a rock shelf with one hand on her regulator and the other hand limp against the rock. Her body was still. Her eyes were closed behind her mask. She was not moving. The not-moving went through Cameron like something that would never come out.

The air pocket had not been enough. She had gone back under to find the way out and she had kicked up silt and lost the pocket and lost her direction and the tank had run dry. She had settled against the shelf the way a body settles when the body has stopped being a person and become something the water keeps.

His regulator fell from his mouth. He did not feel it go. His chest seized and his throat closed and the sound that came out of him was not a sound a person makes underwater, it was the sound of a man drowning in air, and the bubbles from his open mouth rose in a silver column toward the pocket above him and the pocket did not matter and the cave did not matter and the line did not matter and the protocol and his father's training and all of it did not matter because his sister was on the floor of the cave and she was not moving.

He grabbed his regulator. Put it back in his mouth. The training did that, not him. Some part of him that was still a diver and not just a man staring at his dead sister. He put the regulator back in and took a breath and the breath was ragged and thin and he was moving toward her, pulling through the silt, his hands reaching.

He saw the bubbles.

Small. Slow. A single stream rising from the regulator in her mouth, one bubble every three or four seconds, the smallest possible evidence that a person was still pulling air through a valve. She was breathing. She was breathing so slowly that the bubbles were almost invisible in the silt and the slow was what had fooled him because the slow looked like nothing and nothing looked like death but the slow was not death.

The slow was Violet doing the thing she was better at than anyone he knew, the thing he had envied on every dive they had ever done together. She was rationing. She was sipping air from a tank that should have been empty hours ago and would have been if she had not found the pocket above, and the sipping was keeping her alive, one small breath at a time, her body barely consuming, her heart rate somewhere low and deliberate, the discipline of a diver who knew that panic was the thing that killed you and stillness was the thing that saved you.

Her eyes opened. The eyes found him through the mask and the silt and the dark and the finding was the finding of a person who had been alone for a long time and was no longer alone. Her hand came up from the rock and gripped his wrist and the grip was desperate and strong and alive, the grip of a woman who was not dead, who had not died, who was breathing, who was here.

He checked her gauge. Two hundred PSI. Minutes of air. Maybe five at her sipping rate, less if her breathing sped up when the relief hit, and the relief was already hitting because her breathing was changing, the slow sips becoming faster pulls, the body's response to rescue undoing the rationing that had kept her alive.

He pulled his regulator from his mouth and held it to hers. She took it. Breathed. Two breaths, deep, the kind of breaths a person takes when they have been starving for air and the air has arrived. He took the reg back. Two breaths. Gave it to her. Two breaths. The rhythm established itself, the back and forth, his mouth to her mouth on the same mouthpiece, his air becoming her air, alternating, the most basic form of trust two divers could perform. He unclipped a carabiner from his BCD and clipped her harness to his line. She was on the line now. The line led out.

He started to pull them back along the tunnel. Hand over hand, the line in his left fist, his right arm around Violet, the two of them moving through the silt as one body. She was limp against him, holding the reg when it was her turn, breathing, giving it back. Her eyes were closed. The effort of staying alive for the last hour had used everything she had and now that Cameron was here the everything was gone and what was left was a woman being towed through a cave by her big brother with his arm around her waist and his breathing in her lungs.

The tunnel curved. He felt the junction, the opening on his right where a branch split off, and he followed the line right because he had gone left on the way in. The silt was up again, stirred by their passage, and the viz was dropping and the walls were close and he was pulling them both through by feel, hand over hand, the line taut under his fingers.

He checked his gauge. Eight hundred PSI. Enough. Maybe. If nothing went wrong between here and the entrance. If his breathing stayed even. If Violet's breathing stayed even. If the math held.

Another branch. Right. Another branch. Right. The line leading them through each junction the way the line was supposed to, the protocol holding, his father's napkin diagrams keeping them alive.

Until the line went slack.

He pulled. No resistance. The line came toward him in loose coils, weightless, the tension gone. He pulled more and the end of the line came into his hand and the end was frayed, the fibers splayed, cut by a rock edge somewhere between him and the main chamber. The line was not connected to the entrance anymore. The line was connected to nothing.

Cameron stopped. He was somewhere in the branching tunnel with his sister clipped to a broken line and five hundred PSI between them. The tunnel split ahead of him and behind him and around him and every split looked the same in the silt and the line that was supposed to lead them out was a dead rope in his hand and he had no way to tell which passage led to the main chamber and which led deeper into the rock.

Four hundred PSI.

He had to move. He could not stay here. He could not float in a branching tunnel with his sister on his arm and four hundred PSI and wait for the air to decide. He had to pick a direction.

He tried to remember. The way in had been left at every junction. Left, left, left, following the silt, following the disturbance Violet had made. So the way out was right. Right at every branch. He told himself this. He told himself the logic was clean. Right at every branch. He took the right fork.

The tunnel narrowed. He did not remember it narrowing on the way in. The walls were close and the ceiling was dropping and the rock brushed the top of his tank and the brushing sent a sound through his body, metal on stone, and the sound was the sound from eighteen, the same sound, and his hands were shaking. He gave the reg to Violet. She breathed. He took it back. Three hundred and fifty PSI.

The tunnel dead-ended.

A wall of rock in front of him. Solid. No opening, no passage, no continuation. He had chosen wrong. He had gone right and right was wrong and the dead end was the thing that undid the last of whatever had been holding him together. He turned around and pulled Violet back through the narrow section and the narrow section was tighter going back than it had been going in because that was what narrow spaces did, they got smaller when you were afraid, and his breathing was ragged and the regulator was delivering air he could feel the end of, the slight hesitation in the valve that meant the tank was reaching the bottom of what it had to give.

Back at the junction. Left this time. Or was it straight. There were three passages here. He had come from one and the dead end was behind him and there were two left and two was a coin flip and a coin flip was not a thing he could afford because the next wrong answer was the last wrong answer.

His hands were on the wall and his hands were not steady. The phobia was back. Not the managed version, not the version he had pushed past for Violet, but the full thing, the cascade, the silt and the dark and the walls and the lungs and the eighteen-year-old boy in this same cave with his mask full of mud and his body telling him he was going to die in here and his body had been right then and his body was right now.

He chose the left passage. Because left was all he had. Because choosing was better than floating. Because Violet was on his arm and Violet was breathing his air and if he was going to die in this cave he was going to die moving.

The passage curved. The silt thinned. He could see two feet in front of him. Then three. Then he saw something that was not rock and not water.

A light.

A beam, cutting through the water from ahead, from around the curve, and behind the beam a shape. Their mother. She had followed his line from the entrance into the branching tunnel, moving toward them, her light sweeping, her fins kicking too fast, the kicks of a diver who was not comfortable in this space and was in it anyway.

She saw them. Her hand went to her chest. Her fingers closed over the neoprene above her heart and she held there for one second and the one second was the second of a mother seeing her children alive when she had been preparing herself for the alternative.

She saw Violet. Saw the buddy breathing, the shared reg, the alternating rhythm. Saw Violet's eyes open behind the mask. Saw Cameron's arm around her. The hand came off her chest. The panic on her face shifted to something else, something that was still terrified but was also relief, the specific relief of a woman who had lost one person in this water and was not going to lose two more.

Kristin had a spare tank clipped to her BCD. She unclipped it, handed it to Cameron. He swapped the reg, gave Violet the fresh air, and Violet took it and breathed and the breathing was the breathing of a woman who was coming back to herself one lungful at a time.

Cameron took two breaths from the spare and clipped his old reg to his BCD. Kristin turned and they followed her light back through the branching tunnel, back along the intact section of line, junction by junction, until the silt began to thin and the visibility climbed and the walls opened and the main chamber was around them again.

The blue-green light from the fissures above. The vaulted ceiling. The three tunnel mouths. Cameron pulled Violet through the clear water toward the entrance tunnel, the white thread of line leading out.

Then he saw it.

Below them and to the left, at the base of the chamber wall, half-buried in the silt. A fin. Black rubber, split-blade, the kind a working diver would use. The strap was twisted and the blade was silted but the fin was recognizable and the recognizable was the thing that went through Cameron like a wire because the fin was his father's. The fin was sitting on the floor of the cave forty feet below the surface and two years below the day his father went into this water and never came back.

He did not stop. He looked at the fin for one second and the one second contained everything. His father putting on those fins in the gear room. His father checking the straps. His father walking to the water the way Cameron had just walked to the water, fast, afraid, going anyway.

His father's body somewhere deeper in this cave, past the silt, past the tunnels, in a place Cameron would not go because Cameron had his sister on his arm and his mother at his side and both of them were breathing and his father was not. The triage was simple. The triage was the simplest thing he had ever understood.

The three of them moved into the entrance tunnel, following the line out, the white thread leading them toward the opening, toward daylight, toward air that did not come through a regulator.

The tunnel was narrow and they moved through it single file, Cameron first with Violet clipped to him, his mother behind, her light on their backs. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten. The opening appeared. Four feet across, smooth edges, the pale green of open water beyond it.

Cameron went through first, pulling Violet through after him, and the open water hit them and the light hit them and the weight of the cave was behind them and the weight of the open water was nothing, the open water was freedom, the open water was everything the cave was not.

They went up. Fifteen feet. Ten. Five. Cameron's head broke the surface and the air hit his face and the air was just air, Atlantic air, salt and wind and the sound of waves on rock. He pulled the regulator from his mouth and breathed and the breathing was ordinary and the ordinary was everything.

Violet surfaced beside him. She gasped. Then she sobbed. Then her arms were around his neck and her face was in his shoulder and she was shaking against him, the delayed reaction of a body that had been holding itself together for hours and had finally been given permission to stop.

Kristin surfaced behind them. She did not speak. She put her hand on Violet's back and her other hand on Cameron's shoulder and the three of them floated in the water south of the point with the sky above them and the cave below them and Jordan below the cave and Rose standing on the rocks above the waterline with her arms wrapped around herself and her face white and her sunglasses gone and her mouth open.

"She's okay," called Cameron. His voice was hoarse. The salt was in his throat. "She's okay."

Rose sat down on the rocks. Just sat. Her legs gave out or she let them give out and she sat on the rocks with her hands on her knees and her head down and she did not say anything.

Cameron held Violet in the water. She was shaking against him, her arms locked around his neck, her face in his shoulder. She was saying something into his wetsuit. Into his father's wetsuit. His name, over and over. Cam. Cam. Cam. The way she had said it in the ocean two nights ago except this time the name was not desire and was not heat. It was the sound of a woman who had been alone in the dark and was not alone anymore.

He held her. The water held them both. The sky was gray and the air was cold and the island was there and they were alive and the cave was below them and the cave would be there tomorrow and the day after and the day after that, holding what it held, keeping what it kept. But they were not in it anymore. They had come back up.


CHAPTER 24

They sat on the rocks.

The four of them. Cameron and Violet and Kristin and Rose. The gear was piled behind them, the tanks and BCDs and regulators heaped on the granite like something a tide had brought in. Violet was wrapped in a towel that Rose had brought from the house. Cameron was still in his father's wetsuit, the neoprene cooling against his skin, the zipper half-down. Kristin was beside Violet with her arm around her. Rose was sitting three feet away with her knees up and her arms around them and her face the color of the sky, which was gray.

Nobody was talking. The water was flat in front of them and the water did not look like a place that had almost killed two people twenty minutes ago. The water looked like water. The gulls were back. A lobster boat was rounding the point to the south, the engine a low hum, the wake a white line on the gray surface. Everything was normal. Everything was the same as it had been that morning except that it was not.

Violet said it.

"I saw Dad's fin."

She said it into the towel. Her voice was small and raw and the words came out like something she had been holding in her chest since the surface and the holding had run out. She said it to everyone and to no one. She said it looking at the water.

Kristin went still. The arm around Violet did not tighten and did not loosen. The stillness was total, the stillness of a woman whose body had stopped processing and was waiting for her mind to catch up. Rose looked at Violet and then looked at Cameron and the looking was a question and the question was is this real.

"It's in the cave," said Violet. "On the bottom of the main chamber. His fin. I recognized it. The split-blade."

"Vi," said Kristin.

She said the name and nothing else. The name was enough. The name carried the weight of a woman who had buried her husband without a body two years ago and was now being told that her daughter had found part of him forty feet underwater in a cave she had not known existed until this morning.

Cameron watched his mother's face. The composure was holding but behind the composure something was moving, something he could see in the muscles around her eyes and the set of her mouth. She was processing. She was processing the fin and the cave and the fact that her son had known about the cave since he was eighteen and the fact that her husband had known about the cave longer than that.

And then the thought came. Quiet. Almost casual in its arrival, the way the worst thoughts always were. If Jordan disappeared into the ocean, and Mina disappeared around the same time, then Mina was in the cave. Mina was why Jordan went in.

Cameron looked at his mother and his mother was looking at the water and his mother's face was a face he could not read and the opacity was new because he had always been able to read his mother's face. Not yet. Not today.

Rose moved first. She pulled out her phone. "I'm calling 911."

"No," said Kristin.

Rose looked at her.

"Call the non-emergency line. Tell them we had a diving incident and we need a medical check. Don't mention the cave."

Rose looked at Cameron. Cameron looked at their mother. Their mother looked at the water.

"Not yet," said Kristin. "Not today."

Rose called. The paramedics came in twenty minutes. They checked Violet first, then Cameron. Blood pressure, pulse ox, pupils, the standard battery. They asked what happened and Kristin said her daughter had gone for a solo dive and gotten disoriented and her son had gone in after her.

She said it calmly and she said it looking the paramedic in the eye and the calm was the motherly calm, the calm that held everything behind it, and the paramedic wrote it down and did not ask follow-up questions because the calm was convincing and the story was plausible and the island had diving incidents twice a summer.

Cameron sat on the rocks and let the paramedic check his vitals and thought about his mother's face when she said not today. He thought about the cave and the fin and Mina and the silence his mother had chosen and the silence was a door he was not going to open. Not today.

* * *

They went inside. Cameron found his phone on the kitchen counter where he had left it that morning. The screen showed four missed calls from a Seattle area code and one voicemail and two texts from his manager.

He looked at the screen. Put it face-down on the counter. The gesture was small and complete and the gesture meant Seattle was over and the over was not a decision he had made but a decision that had been made for him by a cave and a fin and a woman who had been breathing in the dark.

They ate on the couch.

Pizza. The island had one place that delivered and the pizza was not good and the pizza was perfect. Rose had ordered while Cameron was in the shower, washing the salt and the neoprene smell off his skin, standing under the water for a long time, letting the hot water do the thing it did, which was make a person feel like a person again.

Violet had showered after him. She had come downstairs in sweatpants and one of Cameron's t-shirts, the one she had taken from the laundry pile three days ago, and the t-shirt was too big on her and the too-big made her look small and the small made something in his chest tighten.

The pizza was on the coffee table. Paper plates. No one had suggested the kitchen table. The couch was where the family wanted to be and the family was on the couch and the couch was enough.

"So," said Rose. She had a piece of pepperoni in her hand and she was looking at Cameron with the Rose look, the one that was evaluating whether a moment could withstand what she was about to say. "You came back for what, three weeks? And in that time you tried to sell the shop, nearly drowned on a beginner dive, missed the ferry, and went into an underwater cave to rescue our sister. Is that the full list or did I miss something?"

"I didn't miss the ferry," said Cameron. "I chose not to board the ferry. There's a difference."

"There really isn't," said Rose.

Violet laughed. The laugh was small and hoarse and surprised her and surprised everyone and the surprise was the thing that cracked the evening open. The laugh was the first real sound Violet had made since the water that was not a sob or deflated and the sound was good and the sound changed the room.

"He also fixed the porch swing," said Violet.

"He did fix the porch swing," said Kristin.

"So the trip wasn't a total loss," said Rose.

They ate. The pizza disappeared and someone opened a second box and the second box disappeared too. Rose put on a movie, something with car chases and explosions, the kind of movie that asked nothing of the viewer and gave nothing back and was exactly right.

Cameron was on the couch with Violet beside him. Rose was in the armchair with her legs over the side. Their mother was on the other end of the couch with a blanket over her lap and her glasses on and she was not watching the movie. She was looking at her phone or she was pretending to look at her phone. Cameron could not tell which.

Violet leaned against him. Her shoulder against his arm, then her head on his shoulder, then her weight shifting toward him by degrees. The leaning was allowed. The cave had made the leaning allowed. He had pulled her out of the dark and the pulling gave him permission to hold her and the permission was visible to everyone in the room and no one in the room was going to question it because the day had been the day it had been.

She settled against him. Her body warm through the t-shirt. His t-shirt. Her hair still damp against his neck and the smell of her shampoo, something with coconut, and her hand was on his thigh under the blanket, resting, the fingers not moving, the hand just there.

The hand on his thigh was the hand from the truck and the hand from the water and the hand was Violet's hand and his cock responded to Violet's hand the way it always responded, which was immediately and without consultation, and he shifted his weight slightly to angle himself away from her hip so the response stayed his own.

He was thankful for the blanket. He was thankful for the day, which had been so large and so heavy that the room's attention was on the movie and the pizza and the fact of being alive and not on the specific angle of his body under a blanket on the couch.

The heat was there. The heat was always there. The heat had been there since the truck and would be there until something resolved it or he died. But the heat was his tonight, quiet under the blanket, while his sister breathed against his shoulder and the movie played and the family sat in the room together and the sitting was enough.

Their mother went to bed first. She stood and folded her blanket and kissed Violet on the forehead and put her hand on Cameron's shoulder, a brief squeeze, and said goodnight. Rose lasted another twenty minutes. She uncurled from the chair and stretched and looked at them on the couch, Violet tucked against Cameron, his arm around her, and Rose's face did something small that Cameron caught and filed.

Not jealousy. Not suspicion. Something closer to recognition, the look of a person seeing something they had been expecting and finding that the expecting had been accurate.

"Night," said Rose.

"Night."

She went upstairs. Her door closed. The movie was still playing. The explosions were still exploding. Violet's eyes were closed and her breathing was even and she was asleep or close to it and Cameron was awake with his sister against him and the house quiet and the family upstairs and the evening settling into the thing evenings become when the crisis is over and the normal has not yet arrived.

He shifted. Tried to ease his arm out from under her, to carry her upstairs. Her hand caught his arm. Her fingers closed around his wrist and held.

"I was so scared, Cam."

He looked at her. Her eyes were open. She had not been asleep. She had been lying against him with her eyes closed and her breathing even and she had not been asleep.

"I know," he said.

He did know. He knew the specific flavor of the fear she was describing because he had tasted it at eighteen in the same dark in the same silt with the same walls and the knowing was not sympathy. The knowing was memory.

"I'm still so scared."

Her voice broke on the word. A small fracture, the kind that showed the pressure behind it. She was looking at him and her eyes were wet and she was not crying but the not-crying was close.

He nodded. He knew that too. The fear did not leave when you left the cave. The fear came up with you. It rode in your chest for days and weeks and haunted your dreams for years and years. The cave lived in your body after your body left the cave.

He was scared too. More now than before. Before the cave had been a memory and a shape in the dark. Now the cave had his father's fin in it and the fin meant his father was in there, somewhere past the silt, past the tunnels, in a chamber Cameron had not reached and would not reach.

He had thought about it before. Late at night in Seattle, in the apartment, in the dark. What his father looked like after two years in the water. The wetsuit would hold the shape of him. The neoprene would keep the outline of the man long after the man was gone. The mask would be on his face or near his face. The tank would be empty. The hands would be on the rock or curled against the chest, the last position the muscles held before the muscles stopped holding anything.

He had imagined it and the imagining had been terrible and the imagining had been abstract because the cave was far away and the cave was a place he would never go back to. Now he had been back. Now the cave was forty minutes behind him and the fin was real and the fin meant everything else was real too. His father was in the dark in the cold in the rock and the dark was the dark Cameron had just pulled his sister out of and the dark was going to be in his chest for a long time.

"You came back up though, Vi," he said. "You're okay."

She looked at him. Her eyes were wet and her face was open and the openness was the openness of a person who had been cracked by something and had not yet closed back up.

"You came in after me," she said.

"Yeah."

"Into the cave. The place you were afraid of. You went in."

"Yeah."

She was quiet for a moment. Her hand was still on his wrist. The movie was playing to an empty room and the light from the screen moved across her face in blues and whites.

"I don't want to sleep alone tonight," she said.

Cameron looked at her. He knew what she was saying. He did not quite know what she was asking. The sentence had a surface and the surface was a woman who was afraid of the dark and did not want to be alone and the surface was real and true and the surface was not all of it.

Underneath the surface was the beach and the water and the kiss and the truck and every room they had shared for three weeks and underneath was the thing that had been building since the ferry and he knew it and she knew it and the knowing was in her eyes.

"Please?" she said.

The word was small. The word was Violet without any of the things Violet put in front of herself, the competence and the logistics and the schedules and the dive plans. The word was just her.

He nodded. He did not care about the underneath or the surface or the difference between them. He did not care about what it meant or what it would become. His sister needed him tonight and the needing was enough and the rest could wait until the morning or the next day or the rest of his life. She needed him.

She stood. He stood. She took his hand and the hand-taking was natural and unperformed and the naturalness was the thing that made it real. She led him to the stairs and they went up and the stairs creaked under their feet and the creaking was the sound the house always made and the sound was ordinary.

They passed their mother's door. Closed. The light was off. They passed Rose's door. Closed. A thin line of light underneath, the light of a phone or a reading lamp.

Violet opened her door. Her room. The unmade bed. The window showing the water, the moon on it, the silver and black of it. She went in. He followed. He closed the door.


CHAPTER 25

The room was dark except for the moon.

It came through the window in a wide band, silver on the floor, silver on the unmade bed, silver on the water outside that was flat and black and doing the thing the water always did at night, which was look like a place that had never tried to kill anyone. Violet was standing at the foot of the bed with her back to him. She had not turned on the light. She had not said anything since the door closed.

"I can turn the light on," said Cameron. "If you want."

"It's okay." She pulled her hair out of its knot and shook it loose. "It's okay as long as you're here."

She reached down and pulled the sweatpants off. Stepped out of them. She was wearing his t-shirt and underwear and nothing else and the t-shirt came to mid-thigh and the moonlight was on her legs and her legs were the legs from the water and from the truck and from every room they had shared for three weeks.

"I usually sleep in my underwear," she said. She said it to the window, not to him, and the saying was an explanation and the explanation was for both of them and the explanation was not quite true because the truth was she was taking her pants off in front of him and the truth did not need an explanation. It needed a witness.

Cameron pulled his t-shirt off. Took off his jeans. Stood in his boxers and undershirt. The room was cool and the cool was good because the cool was a thing to feel that was not her legs in the moonlight.

She got into bed. Pulled the sheet up. Looked at him.

"Come on," she said.

He got in. The bed was a full, not a queen, and a full was not big enough for two people who were not supposed to be in it together and was exactly big enough for two people who were. The mattress dipped under his weight and the dipping pulled her toward him by a degree and the degree was physics, not a choice, and physics was blameless.

She turned on her side, facing away from him. Pulled the sheet to her chin. Her back was a curved line under his t-shirt and the curved line was close and the close was the thing she had asked for and the thing he had agreed to and the agreement was simple. She needed him. He was here.

"Cam?"

"Yeah."

"Can you..." She reached behind her and found his arm and pulled it over her and placed his hand against her stomach and held it there. "I keep feeling like I'm back in the dark. Like the walls are close. When you hold me it stops."

He moved closer. His chest against her back. His arm around her. His hand flat on her stomach through the cotton of his own t-shirt and her skin warm underneath and his palm registering the warmth and the flatness and the small movement of her breathing.

"Better?" he said.

"Yeah." She pressed his hand tighter against her. "Don't let go."

She settled. Her breathing slowed. His did not. His breathing was doing the thing it had been doing for three weeks, which was pretending to be calm while his body ran a separate operation underneath the pretending.

She was against him. The full length of her, shoulder blades to lower back to the curve of her ass against his hips. He was holding his sister in her bed in the dark and the holding was allowed and the holding was good and the holding was going to become something else in approximately thirty seconds because his body was already ahead of the rest of him and the head start was not subtle.

He tried to think about the cave. The silt. The dark. The fear. He tried to think about his dad's fin half-buried in the sediment and the image was terrible and the image did nothing because his sister's ass was pressed against him and terrible could not compete with wrong.

She was quiet for a long time. Long enough that he thought she might be asleep. Long enough that the hope of her being asleep became the only thing between him and the obvious, which was that he was hard and getting harder and the boxers were not doing anything about it and the sheet was not doing anything about it and her body was right there, the heat of it, the shape of it, and the hope of sleep was a thin door and the door was closing.

She shifted.

A small motion. Her hips moving back against him by a fraction. The fraction was small enough to be accidental and was not accidental. The fraction was a woman who was awake and had been awake and had felt him hard against her and was pressing back because she wanted to press back and the wanting was ignoring every reason not to.

His hand tightened on her stomach. Involuntary. The tightening pulled her closer and the closer put him against the curve of her ass through his boxers and her underwear and two layers of cotton were not enough layers and two layers of cotton were too many layers and both of these things were true at the same time.

"I like your arms around me," she said. Her voice was quiet and not sleepy. Her voice was the voice of a woman who had been lying in the dark deciding what to say. "Like in the truck. Except we're not in the truck this time."

"Obviously," said Cameron.

The word came out with the shape of a big-brother tease and the shape was automatic and the shape was the last remaining piece of the thing they had been pretending to be and the pretending was almost over.

"Yeah," she said. "Obviously."

Except she said it different. She said it with breath behind it, the breath catching on the second syllable, and the obviously was not a tease. The obviously was dangerous.

Her hips moved again. Not a fraction this time. A slow grind, deliberate, her ass pressing back against his cock through the cotton and the pressing was the end of the pretending because the pretending could not survive what she was doing with her hips and what his hand was doing on her stomach and what his cock was doing against her and all three of these things were happening at once and none of them were accidental.

He pulled her tighter. His hand slid up from her stomach to her ribs and his fingers found the underside of her breast through the t-shirt. The line had been there for three weeks. The line was gone. Her breast was full and warm in his hand, round and heavy for her frame, and his palm closed over it and the closing was the thing he had been not-doing since the sunblock and the wetsuit and every morning she walked into the kitchen in a tank top.

She made a sound. A small sound, not a word, the sound of a woman whose breath had been taken by a hand on her breast. Her hips pushed back harder and his cock was against her ass and the cotton was nothing and the grinding was everything and his thumb found her nipple through the shirt and the nipple was hard and the hard was a fact and the fact went through him like current.

"Cam."

His name in her mouth. Not a question. A statement. A sound that meant she knew what was happening and she was not going to stop it and the not-stopping was the permission he had been waiting for since the truck or the beach or the ferry or the first morning she walked into the kitchen in a tank top and shorts and he had looked at her legs and known he was in trouble.

His hand moved down. Over her stomach, over the waistband of her underwear, over the cotton, and he cupped her through the fabric and she was hot through the cotton, hot and damp, and the damp was the fact that ended the last thought he had about stopping.

She pressed against his hand. Her hips tilted forward into his palm and back against his cock and the rhythm was new and was not new because the rhythm was the ocean three nights ago except now there was a bed and a door and the family was asleep down the hall and the family was why this was wrong and the family was not enough to make it stop.

He slid his hand under the waistband.

His fingers found her. Wet. The wet was not a little wet. The wet was the wet of a woman who had been lying against him in the dark for a long time and the lying had done this to her and the this was on his fingers now, slick and hot, and she made a sound that was almost his name and was not his name and was better than his name.

He touched her. Slow at first because slow was what his hand knew to do even when the rest of him was shaking. His fingers moved through the wet and found the spot and the finding made her hips jerk and the jerk was involuntary and the involuntary was the thing that broke whatever was left of the voice in his head that had been saying stop since the truck.

The voice was gone. The voice had been replaced by the sound she was making into the pillow, small and broken and rhythmic, and his fingers were making the sound and his cock was against her ass and his mouth was on her neck and the taste was salt and coconut and her.

She came with her face in the pillow. Her body went rigid against him, her back arching, her thighs clamping around his hand, and the sound she made was muffled by the pillow and the muffling was the family asleep twenty feet away and the muffling made it dirtier and the dirtier was the truth of what they were doing. She held his wrist and held his hand against her while the rigid became shaking and the shaking became still and the still lasted a long time.

He almost pulled his hand back. He almost said something that would have been the thing a brother says to make this okay, to put the lid back on, to turn the crossing into a detour. He almost did the thing he had done at the beach and in the ocean, which was stop.

She rolled over.

She was facing him. Her eyes were dark and open and her breathing was rough and she pulled his t-shirt off over her head in one motion and the motion was not graceful and was not trying to be graceful and was Violet doing the thing Violet did, which was move toward the thing she wanted without waiting for the thing to be ready. She was naked from the waist up. Her breasts in the moonlight, round and pale and sitting high on her chest, her nipples pink and hard, and she was looking at him and her hands were on the waistband of his boxers.

"Vi."

"Shut up," she said. She kissed him. The kiss was clumsy and hard and her cheeks were wet against his and her hands were pulling his boxers down and her fingers found his cock and the finding made him inhale against her mouth. Her hand wrapped around him and the wrap was tentative, the grip of a woman who was figuring out the size and the shape and the heat of him, and the figuring was inexperience and the inexperience was real and the real made his chest hurt in a way that had nothing to do with the cave.

He pulled her underwear down. She kicked them off. They were both naked in her bed in the dark and the dark was the room where she had slept for her entire childhood and the room had her cute things in it, her clothes on the chair, and the room was hers and he was in it and he was naked and hard and his sister was naked and wet and this was happening.

She pulled him on top of her. Or he moved on top of her. The sequence was lost because the sequence was two people arriving at the same place at the same time and the arriving was not a decision. It was a collapse. The weight of three weeks and a cave and a fin and a kiss and every room they had shared. The collapse was where the decision lived and the decision had been made a long time ago and the making had been in his body and her body and the bodies had known before the minds had caught up.

He was between her legs. His cock against her, not inside, against, the wet heat of her on the underside of him and the against was the last second before the thing he could not take back and the second lasted and the second was heavy.

"Please," she said. The same word from the couch. The same small word without any of the things she put in front of herself. "Cam, please."

He pushed inside her.

The sound she made was not a moan. It was a breath that broke. Her eyes went wide and her hands went to his shoulders and her fingers dug in and the digging was the feeling of him inside her, the stretch and the fullness and the newness of it, and he held still because holding still was the thing his body knew to do even though his body wanted to move and the wanting to move was in every part of him.

"Okay?" he said.

"Yeah." She breathed. "Yeah. Move."

He moved.

Slow at first and then not slow. Her legs came up around his hips and the legs-around-his-hips was the ocean and the truck and every time she had wrapped herself around him and this time the wrapping had him inside her and the inside was hot and tight and wet and the wet was on him and the sound of it was in the room. It was the specific sound of two bodies doing the dirty thing they were doing, and the sound was louder than it should have been because the house was quiet and the quiet made the dirtiness real.

Her fingers were in his hair. Her mouth was on his neck. She said his name, Cam, said it into his skin, said it the way she had said it in the water when he pulled her out of the dark except the register was different now. The register was a woman with her brother inside her and the brother was moving and the moving was making her say his name because his name was the only word she had.

He was not going to last. He knew it the way a diver knows his air, by feel, by the rate of consumption, and the rate was fast and the air was running out. It was too much. Her body under him and her legs around him and the sounds she was making and the wet and the heat and the fact that this was Violet, that this was his sister, that the woman he was inside of was the woman he had carried out of a cave six hours ago and the carrying and the fucking were connected by something he could not name. Whatever it was would still be enough to make him come.

The bed was hitting the wall. A small rhythmic sound, the headboard against the plaster, and the sound was the kind of sound that carried through old houses and he did not care. She did not care. Her teeth were on his shoulder, biting, not hard enough to break the skin, hard enough to leave a mark, and the biting was Violet holding on because the holding on was what her body needed to do with the force of what was building in her.

She whimpered against his skin. The whimper was high and thin and muffled by his shoulder and the muffling was her trying to be quiet and failing and the failing was the hottest thing he had ever heard.

He fucked her harder. The word was the right word. The word was what they were doing. Not making love, not sleeping together, fucking, his sister, in her bed, with her teeth in his shoulder and her hips rising to meet him and the bed announcing it to the walls.

She got there first. Her back arched off the bed and her legs locked around him and her hands went to his face and she was looking at him when it happened. Eyes wide open. Violet without anything between them for the first time, no water, no truck, no clothes, no excuse. Just her face and his face and the sound she made which was quiet and broken and real.

Her legs held him. He tried to pull out. He got halfway, not all the way, and the halfway was the distance between what he meant to do and what his body did. He came inside her. The first pulse deep, the second deeper, his hips pressed flush against hers and his cock buried in her and his body emptying into his sister with a shudder that started in his spine and ended everywhere. He pressed his forehead against her shoulder and breathed and the breathing was the breathing of a man whose world had just changed and the change could not be undone.

They lay there.

The moonlight was on the bed and the bed was wrecked and they were tangled and breathing and he was still inside her. The aftermath was the part the movies and shows never got right because the aftermath was where the people had to be people again and the being-people was harder than the sex.

She was crying. Small sounds, not sobs. Her face was against his chest and the wet on his skin was tears and the tears were not the tears from the cave. He knew the difference.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"Not sad crying," she said. Her voice was thick. She wiped her face with the back of her hand. "It's just. A lot."

"I know. But I meant. I'm sorry for not, well, you know. I tried to pull out."

She laughed. The laugh was small and wet and surprised and the surprise was the thing that made it real because the surprise meant she had not been thinking about the practical and the practical was the world outside the bed and the world outside the bed was going to need to be dealt with.

"We'll take care of it tomorrow," she said.

He pulled out of her. Gentle. Rolled onto his back. She rolled with him, her head on his chest, her leg over his, her hand flat over his heart. The position was the spooning in reverse and the reverse was the after and the after was quiet.

"Cam."

"Yeah."

"Dad went into the cave for Mina. You went in for me." She was drawing a small circle on his chest with her finger. "Both times it was a secret."

"I didn't go in because of a crush, Vi. I went in because you're my sister."

She was quiet for a moment. Her finger kept moving on his chest. The circle was small and even and the evenness was Violet thinking.

"It wasn't just a crush," she said. "Dad and Mina. It wasn't just a crush."

He looked at the ceiling. She was right. He knew she was right and the knowing was the thing he had been carrying and the thing Kristin had been carrying and the thing the cave had been holding for two years along with a wetsuit and a split-blade fin and whatever was left of a man who went into the dark for someone he loved and did not come back.

"No," he said. "It wasn't."

She pressed her face against his chest. Her breathing slowed. The crying was over and the talking was over and the thing that came after the talking was sleep, which was coming for her the way it came for people who had almost died and then been rescued and then been held and then been fucked by their brother on the same day. She was allowed to sleep.

He lay in the dark with his sister against him and the room around him and the ocean through the window. The water was black with the moon on it. Silver and black. The water was doing what the water always did, which was move and not explain itself and not apologize and not stop. The water had taken his father and had almost taken Violet and had given them both back to him in different ways and the different ways were something he was going to be figuring out for a long time.

Violet was asleep. Her breathing even against his chest. Her hand still over his heart. The moon was on the water and the water was on the rocks and the rocks were the island and the island was the place he had come back to.

The island was home.
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