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  Chapter one
What She Calls Self-Knowledge


The Thursday crowd at Waves Edge has thinned to eleven regulars and a couple near the window I haven't placed yet. The end-of-season count is doing itself, and I’m letting it. I count glasses I don't need to count, gauge the bourbon against the conversation by habit, and arrive at the same answer I've had since Labor Day stopped being a someday and became a date with a circle around it: this bar is winding down. 
Mr. Hargrove at the near corner switched to Macallan neat tonight. That's his late-season tell — the same Thursday every year, the week his wife begins packing their suite. Three years and the man has never once confirmed this theory, but he doesn't need to. I have the pour built before he sets down the gin glass and place it on the napkin already there. He gives the nod that means the service was correct. The silence is the point.
The uncategorized couple near the window: late forties, matching resort tans, body language angled with the calibrated proximity of people performing intimacy instead of inhabiting it. Her rings are new enough to catch the pendant lighting. He watches her drink instead of drinking his own. Second marriage, at least for one of them—I'd put money on it, if I were a woman who bet on strangers, which I am, just not out loud. I'll have the full read by their third round. This one, I can tell, will make me earn it.
I pour Mrs. Whitfield her second sauvignon blanc and make the small acknowledgment she needs—lovely evening out there—and receive her brief, contented smile. We've had this exact conversation two or three times a week for two months, and neither of us has seen a reason to improve on the formula.
The resort strips back to something more honest this time of year. Peak season is social theater—everyone performing for everyone else. Late August, that falls away. The people who stay have run out of material or never had any to begin with, and what's left is closer to reality. It lets me work harder and think less, a trade I will take every time.
The bar clears by ten-thirty. Late-season Thursdays do this to themselves. I use the lull to check the lower shelf, find a bottle of Aperol that missed morning prep, and reach below the counter for the backup.
"You're doing that thing again."
Juno, from the service end of the bar. She appeared without a sound, which she's been perfecting since our first season together. She's identified roughly three angles of approach that fall outside my peripheral vision, and she rotates through them with more consistency than some people bring to their actual jobs. I surface with the Aperol.
"What thing."
The shelf-organizing thing. Where the shelf doesn't need organizing and I'm supposed to believe it's about the shelf." She takes the end stool with the ease of a woman who considers the staff side of this bar her personal territory after ten. Coordination lanyard around her neck. Mouth already slightly open, like she's been rehearsing the first word the whole walk over.
"The shelf needed Aperol."
"The shelf had Aperol."
"In the wrong position."
She watches me place the new bottle with the label facing the pour rail — exactly where I keep it, exactly where the old one was — and I can feel her running the same read on me I use on guests, pointed back in my direction with the sureness of someone who's been doing it for five seasons. I hate that she's right. It is also why she is, in this building, the closest thing I have to a friend.
"Six more weeks," she says, and the sentence carries what it always carries when she says it this time of year: not a countdown, but a door held open. What happens in October. She's been not-asking it since August started.
"Six more weeks," I agree, and let it close.
She reaches into the garnish tray and steals a maraschino cherry. I keep two extras in the tray for exactly this reason. I've never told her.
"Naya and Felix had their baby," she offers, resetting to the news we use as social currency after hours. "Eight pounds, two ounces." She pops the cherry stem out of her mouth. "Naya sent a photo. She looked genuinely transcendent, and I stared at it for six minutes and felt something I have decided not to name. You are not seeing it.
"Eight-two is a healthy weight."
"That response is perfectly calibrated to reveal nothing and I respect it enormously." She finishes the cherry. "His name is Rafael. After the grandfather."
Naya worked guest services my second season — left Waves Edge with a plan and then, unusually, actually followed through on it. She belongs to a small category of people I find both admirable and mildly exhausting to think about for too long. "Good name."
"Good woman. Good plan. Good execution." Juno ticks these off without looking at me, which is the version of her commentary reserved for when the real observation is running underneath the stated one. She gives me the silence to register this, then slides off the stool. "I'll be in the office until midnight. Not that you need anything." She takes a second cherry, not pretending she isn't. "Which I mean as a compliment and also its precise opposite."
She goes, lanyard swinging, toward the guest services corridor. I let the exchange sit where she left it. The precise opposite part can stay right there on the counter. I'm not reaching for it tonight.

      [image: ]The bar closes at midnight. Mr. Hargrove settles with his room number and a handshake. The blue-linen-dress woman—on someone else's reservation, low-maintenance, tips well—closes her tab without being asked. Then the closing ritual, all muscle memory: glasses racked, surfaces wiped, pour rail cleaned, garnish trays sealed and refrigerated. I run inventory against the ticket tape. The numbers match. They always do.
I kill the pendant lights. Stand in the ambient glow for four seconds longer than strictly necessary — a habit I've never named. Then I fold my apron and go.
The staff wing at midnight is all quiet breathing behind doors, the walls carrying the faint salt scent that gets into everything on the coast. My room is at the end of the east corridor. Single occupancy, a privilege I requested in my second season and got. A clean record buys exactly one thing at this resort: a door that locks behind only you.
The laptop is open on the desk, screen dark. The browser is still on the Beverage Management Certification Program application I opened in July. Twelve fields, two essays. The money has been set aside three times over, as if that were ever the obstacle.
I've been telling myself I'll submit it when the season ends, when I have the reference, when the timing is right, when I'm ready.
The season is ending. The reference is within reach. The timing has been right since July.
Ready is the word I put in front of a decision when the decision has already made itself, and I'm hoping, without evidence, that something will change if I wait a little longer. This is a fact, I've known it since June. I've known it with great efficiency for months, which is its own special talent — being perfectly aware of the thing you're perfectly avoiding.
I close the laptop without touching the keyboard. Brush my teeth. Lie in bed with the fan on low and the window cracked to the salt air — the smell of the coast at night, which I will miss when October comes. I miss it every October, and I keep leaving anyway.
I sleep, or something close enough to count. Tomorrow the bar opens at four with Friday arrivals filling the stools I wiped tonight, and I'll read each of them inside two exchanges, and the reads will hold, and the work will carry me forward, and the application will stay in its tab.
The corridor bulletin board holds today's arrivals list, pinned fresh by the front desk. I pass it on the way to morning opening. I don't stop to read it. The guests will come to my bar and I'll read them there, which is better information anyway.
Eleven arrivals for Friday afternoon. Suite assignments, dietary flags, VIP designations. Near the bottom, a single-occupancy booking in the east wing. No special requests. No VIP tag. No flags of any kind.
Calloway, W.
I don't read the name.I'm already past the board, walking toward the bar. The letters sit in the corridor where I left them, just a name on a list, unread.






  
  Chapter two
The Name on the Reservation


"Calloway, W. Single occupancy, east wing, ocean-facing suite." The front desk clerk reads from her screen, her eyes never lifting to my face. After three years of the look-up—the flicker of recognition, the careful neutrality—its absence is the most welcome greeting I've received in a long time. She runs the welcome script and hands me the key. "Anything else, Mr. Calloway?" My own name, landing as a room number and nothing else. The knot I've carried in my chest for two years doesn't vanish, but it loosens. Just enough to feel the difference. 
"That's everything," I say.
I carry my own bags because there's no one here to stop me, which is a sentence I haven't been able to construct in three years. The bags aren't even heavy. That might be the best part.
The suite is on the second floor, end of the east wing. I open the door and stand in the doorway for a count of ten — a habit I've developed, giving a room a moment before I go in and start contaminating it with my presence. This one holds the neutrality of a space that hasn't been shaped by anyone yet. No protocol. Nothing predetermined. Three years of rooms set to someone else's key, and this one's still open.
King bed, white linens. Balcony facing the ocean. Desk beneath the window with a brass reading lamp aimed at the chair — at the actual reading position, not just adjacent to it, which sounds like a low bar but in my experience is not a low bar. The bathroom is marble and chrome; the minibar stocked in a way that suggests the resort has opinions about its guests.
The guitar case goes on the luggage rack. I unzip it and let the lid fall open, and the Martin D-28 sits in its velvet cradle, the spruce top darkened along the bass side where my forearm has rested for twenty years, the finish worn through to bare wood at the neck joint. That's always been the thing about this guitar — it existed before the career; it will exist after, and what happened in between is my problem, not the guitar's.
The notebook goes on the desk.
I look at it from across the room for a moment. Same cracked spine. Four months of silence inside it, since Memphis, since the night on the tour bus when I sat down to write and the page looked back at me like we'd both forgotten how this was supposed to work. I've tried twice since then. Both times, nothing — not even the pretense of nothing. Just the space where something used to be.
This is the actual reason I called Roan; told him I needed to disappear for two weeks, somewhere I could check in as Calloway and not have it mean anything to anyone.
He said yes, the way he says yes to everything I've asked since I was old enough to ask: a beat of silence — he's thinking about what it costs him — and then yes. He didn't ask why. He asked if I was okay, which amounts to the same question. I said yes, which wasn't true, and he held the pause long enough to let me hear him registering that, and then: book the room, I'll cover for you, call me when you get there. I told him I loved him. He said he knew. I think this is just how we talk. I'm not always sure.
The guilt of hiding sits in the same place in my chest as the relief. Same key. Same volume. I can't tell them apart yet.
After a shower, I call Roan from the balcony. "I'm here," I tell him. He gives me the rundown: Bev has left three messages; I'm officially off the grid. Below, the ocean breathes its tired rhythm against the sand. When I hang up, the phone feels heavy with connections I came here to sever. For a moment, there is only the sound of the water and the unfamiliar quiet of a blank calendar. No one in this building knows who's on this balcony. It's a fragile, recognizable feeling—the person I was before the noise, returning.

      [image: ]At nine, I go to the bar.
The lounge is built to be the center of the resort, and the architects knew it. Pendant lighting, dark wood, a glass wall framing the ocean that makes the whole room face the same direction. The sound level's low enough that the ocean comes through the glass, a fact of the room. The crowd is end-of-season thin; eight or nine guests, the energy low and unhurried. I've spent three years in rooms full of people working to be seen. Nobody here is performing for anyone.
The woman behind the bar catches my attention before I consciously direct it.
She's working the full counter in a rhythm I recognize before I can name it — the rhythm of someone who has done a thing long enough that the doing has stopped being separable from the person. I've seen this with musicians: the moment the instrument becomes an extension of the body rather than an object being operated. She moves from pour to garnish to a brief exchange with a man at the corner with no gap between tasks, no recalibration, no checking. The bar doesn't interrupt her. The bar is how she moves.
She is not tall. Hair cropped close; a choice, clearly, not an afterthought. Her skin is warm brown under the pendant lights, her forearms carrying the marks of years behind a hot counter: small scars, old burns, the physical record of a long competence. Her mouth holds a set I'm reading as neutral from across the room and reading, from the end stool I take, as something more active. Assessment, maybe. Or the face of someone who is always in the middle of a thought.
I take the end stool because it's farthest from the couple at the other end of the bar conducting what sounds like an argument structured as a pleasant conversation, and because the angle gives me the glass wall, and because three years of being in the center of rooms have made the edges feel like oxygen.
At the pace she set for herself and expects the room to match.
"What can I get you."
Flat delivery, warm register. A combination that takes practice to make look effortless. The question, aimed directly.
"Bourbon, neat."
She doesn't ask which bourbon. A pause of maybe two seconds — long enough to be a choice — and then her hand goes to the Woodford without hesitation. She pours without measuring and sets the glass on a napkin I didn't see her place. I notice this the way I notice a musician who's been playing long enough that the technique has gone invisible; you see the result and understand you missed how it happened.
"Passing through or staying?"
Bartender geography. But she asks it as if she actually wants the answer, which is different from professional interest, and the difference registers.
"Staying. Two weeks."
The nod she gives is complete in itself. She turns to check on the man at the corner, and I've been graciously, specifically dismissed — and the feeling that lands is relief. She's received me as a two-week bourbon drinker and found that sufficient. I could be anyone. For the first time in a long time, I briefly am.
I drink slowly and watch her work.
There's a half-lyric that's been running in my head for six months — something like the room holds its breath when you're actually in it — I can't get past that line, can't find what comes after it without the whole thing going flat. I've been circling the thing without landing it, which is its own kind of torture. Watching her run this bar, I catch a glimpse of the center, and I don't reach for it — reaching is how you kill it. I just note that it's there and stay still.
Seventeen minutes in, she comes back to check the glass.
"You're not watching the ocean," she says. No emphasis, just an observation. But she's been tracking my sightline while running eight other people, which means she's been running mine.
"Watching the room."
"Most people here are here for the ocean."
"Most people aren't watching the room."
Her mouth adjusts, a small shift in the neutral set, into something that might be amusement or might be the face of a woman cataloguing a line she's heard too many variations of. "Tell me what you're watching, then."
Then she stops. Her hands settle on the counter. She waits — full, undivided attention, no performance of patience, the thing itself. She asked because she wants to know. She will stand there until the answer comes.
I've done this to people. Turned this quality of focus on someone and watched it work. I know what it costs to produce, and I know what it costs to receive when you're not ready for it.
"The way you work," I tell her. "The bar doesn't exist without you in it. You walk away, it's furniture."
The shift in her mouth widens, maybe an eighth of an inch. "That's the bourbon talking."
That's the songwriter talking." The word is out before I catch it, and I feel the familiar flinch, the urge to take it back. But her face doesn't change. She receives the word itself, not the name attached to it. "Songwriter," she repeats. Neutral. Curious. The word sounds clean in her voice, stripped of the machinery I've built around it. "That explains the room-watching.
"It explains most of my bad habits."
"I'll keep a list." She picks up the cloth she'd set down to listen to me, returns to the bar's flow — but she holds my eye for a beat past the natural close of the exchange, a beat that doesn't belong to her rhythm or mine, and then she moves to the center of the counter.
I stay twenty minutes past the empty glass. I don't order a second drink. I watch her run the room, and when I leave, I tip forty percent on a single bourbon because she will read it correctly and I intend her to.

      [image: ]The suite is quiet when I get back. Ocean through the balcony door. Notebook on the desk.
I sit down. Open it.
The blank page.
I write, in the handwriting Bev has told me is illegible — she is not wrong — the question the woman at the bar asked me:
Tell me what you're watching.
I sit with it the way I sit with a chord that doesn't resolve — not forcing it anywhere, just letting it hang in the room until the room gets used to it. Then I close the notebook with the question inside it, leave the lamp burning, and lie down on the bed with my shoes still on.I know I'll be at the bar tomorrow at nine. I haven't decided to be there. These two facts are, as far as I can tell, the same fact.






  
  Chapter three
No Counter Between Them


The private beach is the one part of this resort that requires nothing from me, which is why I’m here on my twice-monthly morning off. The tide’s out, the wet sand firm and cool under my shoes. It’s barely six-thirty, but without a checklist or inventory, the not-having-anything-to-do sits in my chest like a bar prepped for a shift that isn't coming. Even my brother’s six a.m. text — Celestine wants to know if you're eating — feels like an assignment I’ve already completed. Out here, the gulls work the waterline, and the light is soft. Nothing’s been decided about the day yet.
There's someone already down at the turning point.
I clock him before I place him — guitar case open on the sand beside him, a man sitting with his knees up and an instrument across them, head bent over the neck in the posture of someone chasing something that keeps almost arriving. No cap. I almost don't recognize him without it, and then I do, and I stop walking for a step longer than I need to before I carry on.
Calloway, W. Bourbon, neat. Songwriter, apparently.
I have two seconds. I could keep walking, adopt the studied unbothered quality of someone who simply didn't see him. The easy thing. The smart thing. I’ve never been very good at the smart thing.
"Morning," I say, when I'm close enough that pretending I hadn't seen him would require an Olympic-level commitment to the bit.
He looks up, and whatever chord he's holding goes sideways under his fingers, an ugly little clash of notes that he winces at before he's even fully looked at me, like his hand registered the surprise before his face did.
"That's the worst thing I've ever heard a guitar do," I say.
"In fairness, you startled it."
"I said one word."
"It's a sensitive instrument." He sets his hand flat against the strings to kill the ring, and there's something almost sheepish in it — a man caught doing something private, recalibrating in real time. "You're up early."
"I have the morning off." I say it like it's an explanation, and realize halfway through that it isn't one, particularly. "I walk when I have mornings off. It's an unbroken tradition. Two mornings a month."
"High frequency."
"Don't start."
He laughs — short, surprised, like the laugh got out before he'd decided whether to allow it — and something in my chest does an unhelpful thing in response, a small lift I decide not to examine.
***
I should keep walking. There's a whole version of the day that starts with that—a nod, a polite smile, and tonight he's just the man at the end of the bar again. An easy, uncomplicated day.I sit down instead, leaving a few feet of sand and his guitar case between us. It's already a statement, and I'd rather make this one.
"What were you working on?" I ask. "Before I ruined it."
"Nothing, technically. That's most of what I do out here." He turns the guitar slightly, as if he's deciding whether to demonstrate or confess. "There's a — I don't know what to call it. A shape. A thing that's almost a melody but isn't one yet. I've been carrying it around for about six months, and every morning I come out here and poke at it for twenty minutes, and it stays exactly as unfinished as it was the day before."
"That sounds like the worst chore in the world."
"It's not a chore." He says this quickly enough that I believe him. "It's more like — you know when you're trying to remember a word, and you can feel the shape of it, the number of syllables, even the first letter sometimes, and it just won't surface? It's like that. Except the word is a song, and I've been trying to remember it since April."
"Have you considered it's not a word. Maybe it's nothing. Maybe you're just sitting on a beach making noise."
"Brutal." But he's smiling at the sand. "No. It's something. I can tell when something's real versus when I'm just filling time, and this is real. It's just — not arrived yet."
I look out at the water instead of at him. At this hour, it’s better to focus on the tide going out, the gulls assessing the shoreline. Better to watch anything other than the effect he produces, which doesn't need a name.
"You don't seem like a guy who has trouble with patience," I say.
"I have a lot of patience for other people's stuff. My own — less." He runs his thumb along the strings without pressing down, a soft hiss of sound, not quite music. "Occupational hazard. You spend enough time being told a thing is ready before it's ready, you lose the ability to tell the difference yourself. So now I just sit on beaches a lot."
"Is that a real strategy, or are you describing avoidance with better lighting?"
He looks at me properly then — the full attention, the one I clocked across the bar last night and am apparently going to keep clocking, because it doesn't seem to come with a lower setting. "Honestly? Probably both. Is that an acceptable answer?"
"It's a more honest one than I expected, so. Bonus points."
"I'll take bonus points wherever they're offered. I don't get a lot of them."
That lands somewhere I wasn't ready for, and I don't poke at it, because the morning doesn't feel like it's asking me to. Instead, I pick up a flat shell and turn it over, because my hands apparently need a job even when nothing else does.
"You're not what I expected," I say. "From the bar, I mean. Five days at the same stool, same time, same drink. Most people who do that either want to talk or want you to notice they're not talking. You've just been sitting there.
"Give it time."
"Is that a threat or
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