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​Chapter One - What the Water Knows

[image: ]


The natatorium smells like chlorine and something older underneath it, something mineral and still, the way caves smell when you go deep enough that the air stops moving. Caleb has been in this building since five forty-three in the morning. He knows because he checked his watch before he pushed through the side door, the one that sticks in its frame and requires a shoulder, and the display said 5:43 in green numerals and he thought: twelve minutes before anyone else gets here.

He gave himself twelve minutes.

He is in the water now, in lane four, and the watch is on the bench with his towel and his team bag and the version of himself he wears for other people. The overhead lights are off. The emergency lighting strips along the base of the walls cast everything in a low amber that turns the water a colour that does not exist anywhere else in his life, a deep, lit-from-within blue that is almost navy, almost black, moving with him as he moves.

He does four lengths of freestyle without thinking about technique. This is not something he is allowed to do when Coach Marsh or any of the assistants are present. At practice there is always the correction, the angle of the elbow on entry, the hip rotation, the wall push-off that has to be explosive and precise. There is a version of swimming that is engineering. Caleb has spent four years learning to love it.

But this, before the lights, before the team, before any of it becomes about performance or time or the shape of his body as recorded by other people's eyes—this is different.

He turns at the wall without looking, muscle memory doing the work, and goes back the other way.

The thing about water is that it holds you without asking anything. It does not require you to be pleasant, or capable, or consistent. It asks for nothing except motion and breath, and even breath it gives you back if you come up for it at the right moment. Caleb has understood this since he was seven, when his father first brought him to the YMCA and stood at the edge of the pool with his arms crossed and watched Caleb jump in without being asked, without hesitation, with the complete and unthinking certainty of someone who has just discovered the place they are supposed to be.

His father had said, afterward, in the car: You're a natural.

He had meant it as a compliment. Caleb had understood it as a description of something he'd better become.

Four years of scholarship swimming later, he is in his twenty-first year, in the university natatorium, at five forty-something in the morning, doing freestyle without counting his strokes, and for approximately eight minutes the mathematics of who he is supposed to be do not apply.

He does this three mornings a week. Sometimes more. The facilities staff open the building at six and by six-fifteen the rest of the team has usually filtered in, Dex first among them because Dex is also someone who arrives early, though Dex arrives early out of genuine enthusiasm, which is a quality Caleb admires the way you admire something you cannot replicate. Caleb arrives early to have the pool to himself. There is a difference. He knows the difference.

He surfaces after his sixth length and floats for a moment on his back, arms out, ears submerged, listening to the building's particular underwater quiet. Somewhere in the structure, pipes breathe. Something clicks at irregular intervals that might be the heating or might be the building settling or might be something older, the way old buildings accumulate sounds that have no origin. The emergency strips make the ceiling amber above him, the girders and the high institutional windows still dark outside.

He lets himself think about cathoderay.

Not for long. He has rules about this—not rules he wrote down, nothing as formal as that, but the kind of rules that form themselves over time the way calluses do, from repeated contact with something abrasive. He thinks about the chat logs in the context of designated spaces: in the water before anyone arrives, in the particular forty-five minutes between dinner and when his roommate comes back, in the transit between places where no one is watching his face. He does not think about them anywhere else.

cathoderay, who types in complete paragraphs without abbreviations, who asked Caleb last Tuesday what he meant when he said he felt like he was living in two different time zones, who waited twelve minutes for the answer and then said: I think I understand. Like you're always doing the math to figure out which time it is where you actually are.

Caleb had read that message four times. He had typed back: yeah exactly. He had deleted that and typed: That's a good way to put it. He had sent that.

He is thinking about this when the lights come on.

They do not come on gradually. They come on all at once, the full fluorescent bank across the ceiling clanking into life with the particular sound of institutional light fixtures, the kind of sound that reminds you you are in a building owned by someone else, governed by someone else's schedule. The water changes colour instantly, blue to blue-white, ordinary. The amber goes out of it. The natatorium becomes a natatorium again.

From somewhere past the equipment room, Caleb hears the sound of the facilities staff moving through the hallway with a cart.

He stays where he is for one more moment, floating, looking up at the ceiling which is now lit and entirely unglamorous, and then he rights himself. He finds the ladder. He climbs out of the pool.

On the bench, he picks up his towel and dries his face and sits for a moment with the towel over his head, which is something he only does alone because it is not a particularly composed position and composure is the first thing he puts on in the morning, before anything else, before his team suit, before the particular set of his shoulders that reads as confidence.

Under the towel, in the dark he has made for himself, he thinks: it is Tuesday. cathoderay will be online tonight. Around eleven, usually, sometimes later. They have a loose schedule that neither of them named but that both of them keep.

He takes the towel off his head.

He rolls his shoulders. He sits up straight.

By the time Dex comes through the equipment room door at six-oh-eight, smelling of the dining hall's early breakfast and wearing the particular expression of someone who cannot understand why anyone would not be excited about a Tuesday, Caleb is standing at the edge of lane four with his goggles on and his hands loose at his sides, looking at the water, and his face is the face the team knows: focused, even, already somewhere ahead of the next thing.

"You're early," Dex says. This is not an observation. It is the beginning of a ritual.

"So are you," Caleb says. This is the second half of it.

Dex drops his bag, cracks his neck, and grins at the pool in the proprietary way of someone who has made peace with a large body of water. "You warm up already?"

"Yeah."

"How's it looking?"

Caleb looks at the water, which is ordinary now, which is blue-white and lit from above instead of from within, which is the surface of a pool in a university building at six in the morning.

"Good," he says.

He dives in.
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​Chapter Two - cathoderay Is Typing

[image: ]


The campus computer lab closes at midnight on weekdays, which gives Eli forty-seven minutes from the time he sits down at terminal nine, his preferred terminal because it is in the back left corner and the monitor faces the wall rather than the room, which means no one walking past can see what he has open.

What he has open, nominally, is a project brief for Foundations of Digital Art. What he actually has open is a split screen: the brief on the left, minimised and largely complete, and on the right the chat room he logs into three or four times a week because it is the only place on campus he does not feel like an exhibit.

The room is not technically a room. It is a text interface with a name that sounds like a radio station, hosted on a university server that is theoretically for LGBTQ student community connections and has approximately sixteen active users on any given evening, which is small enough that Eli knows the habits of most of them. There is a user called velvetchain who only appears on Friday nights. There is someone called m00n_phase who types entirely in lowercase and appears to be working through something that Eli has learned not to ask about directly. There is a user called static202.

static202 has been here for six weeks. Eli noticed him the first night—not because of anything he said, but because of the way he did not say things, the specific quality of someone who composes a thought and then sits with it before sending, so that the message that arrives is already edited, already considered. Most people in chat rooms type the way they think, in fragments and corrections and backtracks. static202 types the way someone writes a letter. Eli had noticed this and then noticed that he had noticed it and then had a brief internal conversation with himself about what that meant, which ended inconclusively.

It has been six weeks. He is still having the conversation.

Tonight he has been here for twenty minutes, and the brief is finished, and he and static202 are talking about—he checks the thread—the concept of negative space in music, which had started as a question Eli asked about a composer he'd been listening to and had become something else in the way conversations with static202 sometimes did, drifting toward a centre neither of them named directly.

He reads back three exchanges:

static202: i think the silence is doing more work than the notes in some of those pieces

cathoderay: I think that's true of most things that matter. The thing that isn't being said is usually the sentence.

static202: yeah. or the version of yourself you're not showing.

Eli looks at this last message for a moment. He types:

cathoderay: Do you ever feel like the version of yourself you wrote is better than the real one?

He sends it without rereading it, which is not something he usually does. He usually reads back twice, because his sentences have a tendency to start in the middle of a thought and occasionally they start too far into the middle, and he will get a reply that says wait, I'm lost and have to walk it back. static202 has never sent that message. This is either because static202 is unusually good at following the thread of Eli's thinking, or because he has the specific patience of someone who is used to waiting for meaning to arrive, or both.

The cursor blinks.

The status bar at the top of the chat window says: static202 is typing.

Then it says: static202 has stopped typing.

Then: static202 is typing.

Eli turns slightly in his chair and looks at the lab. There are six other people here at this hour, all of them fixed on their own screens with the particular tunnel-vision focus of people who have something due. A girl in a green sweatshirt has fallen asleep with her head on her arm, and her cursor blinks at her document with what Eli finds to be a completely unjust patience. Two people at adjacent terminals are clearly together but pretending, for reasons of their own, not to be.

He turns back.

Four minutes have passed.

static202: yeah. every day.

That is all. Three words and a period, and Eli reads it and something in him goes very still in the way something does when you have asked a question expecting a deflection and received, instead, the truth.

He types:

cathoderay: The night version of a person is usually the real one. Or at least the honest one.

He watches the status bar. static202 is typing.

static202: what makes you say that

cathoderay: Because the daytime version is the one you built for other people. The night one is what's left when the audience goes home.

There is a pause, shorter this time.

static202: that's kind of a sad way to put it

cathoderay: I don't think it's sad. I think it's just accurate.

Another pause. Eli stretches his arms above his head, feels the familiar pull across his shoulder blades from too many hours bent over a canvas. He has been working on a large piece this week—has been working on it for three weeks, actually, though calling it working is generous for what is mostly the act of looking at a canvas and understanding something about it and then doing nothing about the understanding. The piece is about a signal that exists but cannot be located. He has told his critique group it is about surveillance and landscape. This is not a lie exactly.

static202: i think you're right. it's accurate. i just notice that you made it sound okay.

Eli smiles, which is something he does alone or with Sable and almost nowhere else, because his smiles are private things that he has not yet found a way to offer at the wattage that reads to strangers as friendly rather than odd. This one is small and slightly sidelong and he is glad no one can see it.

cathoderay: I've had some practice.

He closes the project brief because it is finished and he does not need it anymore, and he settles in properly, both feet on the floor, sketchbook open beside the keyboard out of habit more than intention, and they talk for another half hour about nothing that is nothing at all.

At eleven forty-eight he types:

cathoderay: I have to go. Lab closes.

static202: okay

static202: same time thursday?

The same time. Not a scheduled time, not a time they have ever named out loud. And yet. Eli looks at this message and thinks about the word same and what it implies: that there is a time, that both of them know what it is, that the assumption is continuity.

cathoderay: Yeah. Thursday.

He logs out. He closes the browser. He packs his sketchbook into his bag, stands up, rolls his neck twice. He gathers his jacket from the back of the chair, where he drapes it every time and then forgets it exists for the duration of whatever he is doing, which Sable has noted is a reliable indicator of how absorbed he is. He had it over his arm by minute three tonight. He is, he supposes, moderately absorbed.

He pushes through the lab door into the hallway, which is emptier than the lab and colder, and starts the walk back to the dormitory. He takes the route that passes the library and then the sports buildings because it is longer and he prefers walking at night to arriving. The campus at eleven fifty is very quiet in a way he finds easier than the campus at noon, when there are too many surfaces to reflect yourself back from and he has to make decisions about which version of himself to bring.

At night it is just him, in his coat, with his bag.

He passes the bulletin board outside the athletics building without looking at it, though if he had looked he would have seen, among the meet schedules and the photograph of the swim team taken at the start of the fall semester, a face he does not yet know.

He walks back to his room.

He makes tea, because he always makes tea at the end of the night regardless of the hour, a habit assembled from his mother's kitchen and six years of British secondary school and the particular comfort of having something to do with his hands while he thinks. He stands at the small kettle on his desk and watches it boil and thinks about yeah. every day.

He thinks about the gap between the version you write and the version you are, and how he has spent three years filling that gap with eyeliner and sketchbooks and the particular performance of someone who has decided that visibility, at whatever cost, is preferable to the alternative. He thinks about how static202 said it was sad and then revised that to accurate, and how the revision felt more honest than the original.

He drinks his tea. He turns off the desk lamp. He lies down without changing out of his clothes, which is another thing Sable has noted, and opens his sketchbook to a blank page and stares at it in the dark from his pillow for a while.

He writes, in the corner of the page, in the small pressed-together script he uses when he doesn't want anyone to read it easily:

night version.

He does not draw anything else.

He sleeps.
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​Chapter Three - The Architecture of Fine
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Practice is at six, which means Caleb is in the water by five fifty, which means he is out of bed by five-ten and in the corridor by five twenty-five and he is aware, as he always is, that most of the building is unconscious around him, that the hallway smells of someone's late-night instant noodles and someone else's laundry left too long in the machine, and that he moves through it without making noise not because he is trying to be considerate but because silence has become, over time, a form of self-preservation.

He does not examine this. He just moves quietly.

Practice runs until eight-fifteen. Caleb is in lane four again, which is his lane, chosen for no reason the team discusses but universally respected in the way that lanes get allocated on teams, through a process that is partly hierarchy and partly personality and partly the physics of who needs to see the clock from which angle. Dex is in lane three. TJ Crowe is in lane one, closest to the wall, and he swims like someone who has been told he is excellent and has absorbed this information at a cellular level, which means his technique is very good and his relationship to correction is complicated.

Marsh runs the session from the deck, clipboard, stopwatch, the same two phrases he cycles through: push the turn and you're late on the breath. He uses Caleb's name sparingly and specifically, which Caleb has learned to read as a
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