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The Cape Town airport felt brighter than Chris expected.

Not the light itself but the arrivals hall. It was the same fluorescent wash you got everywhere, with the same ceilings pressing down on the same slow shuffle of people dragging carry-on bags toward the same glass doors. He had already cleared immigration, and was just moving along with everyone else, following the overhead signs, letting the crowd set the pace.

He had spoken about Cape Town enough times in the weeks before that it had stopped sounding like a place and started sounding like an answer.

Because it was. First there had been the speaking engagement. A simple leadership event, two days of keynotes and panel work, the kind that required him to be switched on from seven in the morning until the last executive stopped wanting five more minutes of his time. He had done it dozens of times and was good at it.

He had nearly said no. He had never been to Africa, and something about that unfamiliarity had made him hesitate longer than usual. He was still not entirely sure what had made him say yes.

But when he did, he decided to make a vacation of it.

Four days of work followed by three weeks of nothing in particular. A hotel room in Camps Bay with an ocean view. That was what he had told himself. A working vacation, somewhere new, somewhere far enough that the familiar routines of his life would not follow him through the door.

His old college friend Sam had laughed when he had mentioned it.

“You’re going to love Cape Town,” Sam had said. “And wait until you see the men.”

He had asked Sam how he would know since he had never been, and all Sam had done was show him some clips on social media.

Chris smiled faintly at the memory. They made their collective judgement based on a bunch of half-naked men posing online.

The baggage carousel began moving and he watched the suitcases appear one by one, tumbling onto the belt. He tried to identify what he was actually feeling. He was not nervous but there was a low-grade restlessness that had been present for months. The busyness of his work had always kept him distracted but lately the effect was wearing thin.

It had taken him years to be good at his life. He knew what it had cost to build it. What he had rebuilt it from. He kept that part to himself mostly, offering the bones of the story to audiences when the talks required it, but never the full weight of it. The full weight he carried alone, which was how he had always preferred things. Or had preferred things, because he was not so sure about that anymore.

On the flight over he had made himself one quiet promise. Whatever he was in a room full of people, he would not bring it with him to Cape Town. The city did not know him. The people did not know him. He intended to use that.

His first suitcase appeared on the belt and he stepped forward to lift it down with a practiced motion, setting it up right beside him. The second would follow.

At thirty-five he had everything he was supposed to want and an unsettled feeling he could not quite name. He simply had the sense, growing steadily louder that something was missing. Nothing was broken or absent, but he felt as if there was something that had not shown itself yet. As if he had built his life carefully and left one room in it unfurnished.

He was not the sort of man who generally talked about things like that.

The second suitcase arrived and he lifted it off the belt, placed it beside the first, and pushed the luggage trolley toward the exit doors.

Outside, warm air greeted him almost immediately, and above the roofline the sky stretched wide and pale and blue in a way that had nothing to do with the airports he usually moved through. 

A cab driver with a big uneven smile was waving from the curb, and within minutes his bags were loaded and the car was merging into traffic. Through the window the mountains appeared. Sudden and enormous, rising from the flat land surrounding the city like something that had always been there and always would be.

Chris leaned back against the seat.
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The cab driver’s name was Paul.

Chris learned this within the first two minutes because a small laminated card was clipped to the sun visor on his side of the car. It showed his name, his license number, and a photograph that looked nothing like him. The photograph showed a younger, thinner man with a careful expression. The man next to him, currently navigating the airport exit ramp with one hand on the wheel and the other gesturing at the windscreen, was broader, grey at the temples, and appeared to be on excellent terms with everyone they passed.

Paul honked at a bakkie, a small pickup, pulling out without indicating and then waved at the driver pleasantly.

“You been to Cape Town before?” Paul started.

“First time.”

“First time?” It sounded like a diagnosis. “Okay. So, let me tell you something. You’re going to think you understand this city after a week. You won’t. After two weeks, you’ll think you were wrong about the first week. After three weeks, you’ll stop thinking you understand it and you’ll just start enjoying it.” He tapped the steering wheel. “That’s the beauty of this place. Everyone goes through it.”

“How long does it take to actually understand it?”

Paul laughed. “I’ve been here forty-two years. I’ll let you know.”

Chris smirked and looked out the window. 

The highway curved away from the airport and the city opened ahead of him, low and sprawling under a sky that was doing something he had not quite seen before. Not blue exactly. More like blue that had been left in the sun too long and had gone pale and vast and slightly luminous, as though the light were coming from behind it rather than above. On the left, a line of mountains ran parallel to the road, closer than they looked on any map he had studied, their peaks catching the afternoon light. Table Mountain was somewhere in that range. He had read about it. Even seen some images. But he knew that he had probably not been prepared for how present it would feel, how completely it would dominate the skyline without appearing to try.

That was confirmed the moment the side of the big flat mountain came into view.

“That’s the mountain,” Paul said, following his gaze.

“I can see that.”

“Some people tear up the first time they see it.” He said this without particular emphasis, as though it were a traffic statistic. “I don’t know why. They just do.”

Chris had no misty eyes but he understood the impulse. There was something about the scale of it that made the rest of the view seem slightly provisional, a confirmation that the mountain had been there first and everything else had arranged itself around it.

He turned back to face the road and let the city move past him.

Forty-five minutes later Paul pulled up outside a three-story building in Camps Bay that looked less like a hotel and more like a house that had quietly outgrown itself. White walls, a wooden deck visible along the upper level, and below that a row of glass doors that opened onto a small terrace where two men were sitting with wine glasses and the unhurried posture of people who had nowhere to be. The street behind Chris was narrow and the ocean was directly across it, which he had not noticed from the hotel’s photographs online. 

He stepped out of the car and stood for a moment on the pavement with the strong salty air moving against his face, the sound of waves coming from somewhere he could not quite see, and above him the shriek of gulls. 

Paul handed him his cases from the boot.

“If you need transport while you’re here, you call me.” He pressed a card into Chris’s hand. “Not the hotel taxis. They’ll charge you too much.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Chris nodded.

“Camps Bay is nice,” Paul said, climbing back in. “But go to Llandudno if you want the quiet. Go to Kalk Bay if you want character. And go to Long Street if you want to do something you’ll regret in the morning.” He considered this. “In whatever order you feel like.” 

Then he gave Chris a wink and pulled away before Chris could respond.

The room was on the second floor and faced the ocean. He had realized this from the booking but knowing it and standing at the open glass doors with the Atlantic ocean stretched out below him towards the horizon were different experiences, and he stood there for longer than he intended. The water was a deep, restless blue, darker than he expected, and the waves were moving with a kind of muscular indifference, rolling in from nowhere in particular and breaking white against the rocks at places on the beach below. To his left a group of people were still swimming, unhurried, while the sun started its slow drop toward the horizon. It was already well into the evening hours.

He unpacked methodically. It was a habit from years of hotels and he did it without thinking, hanging shirts, arranging toiletries, finding the outlets for his devices. The room was spacious and clean with a bookshelf against one wall stocked with a small, carefully chosen mix of travel guides and what looked like some old novels. There was a bed that was wider than necessary, dressed in white linen, and a bathroom with a rainfall shower and a window of frosted glass. It was the kind of room that asked nothing of you, which was exactly what he needed.

When everything was put away, he sat in the armchair near the window and looked at his phone. The fresh breeze drifted through the open glass doors.

There were eighteen messages. His AI assistant confirming the speaking schedule for the following morning. Two clients wanting to reschedule calls he had already deferred twice. A hello from his friend Darnell in Atlanta asking how Africa was. 

There were also three from Sam.

Sam: Did you land okay? 

Sam: Chris. 

Sam: Seriously, you always do this. Just send one word so I know you’re alive.

He typed back. 

Chris: Not dead. Landed. Hotel is good. You were right about the mountain.

The reply came inside of a minute.

Sam: I TOLD you. Now stop looking at the mountain and go see if the guys are as hot as they are online. Who knows, you may meet your future husband.

Chris chuckled and set the phone down on the armrest without replying to that. 

He decided to call his mother, and after pressing her number he put it on speakerphone.

She picked up after four rings, slightly breathless in the way she always was when she answered the phone, as though it had caught her mid-task regardless of the hour.

“Chris. How’s Africa?”

“Warm,” he said. “Beautiful. Also, it’s a continent, Mom, not a country.”

“Don’t be smart with me. How’s Cape Town specifically?”

“Great. Fresh actually.” He could hear her moving around, the soft clink of something being set down, the familiar background noise of her kitchen. 

“Have you eaten?” she asked.

“I’m about to.”

“Eat something proper. Not from a minibar.”

“The hotel has a restaurant, Mom.”

“I know they do.” She said this with a certainty that brooked no argument. “Have you seen any wildlife yet?”

Chris closed his eyes briefly. “I’m in a city. There isn’t any wildlife. Just a lot of birds.”

“Shirley told me some people keep wild animals as pets there.”

Chris rolled his eyes, “You should stop believing everything Shirley tells you.”

She laughed. The sound of it was warm and immediate and it moved through him in the way her laugh always did, slightly undoing whatever careful composure he had assembled around himself. He had spent years learning to accept that. His mother was one of the few people who could reach through his defenses without appearing to try, and she had earned that access in ways that still cost him something to think about directly.

She had not known.

That was what she had said when she called him after the confrontation, her voice unsteady in a way he had never heard from her before. I did not know. And he had believed her, because the alternative was a version of his life he had not been willing to construct. He had chosen to believe her and she had chosen to act and the man who had done the damage was gone from both of their lives and that was the arrangement they had built and maintained for seventeen years without ever speaking about it at length.

The ocean outside was doing nothing in particular and he was grateful for that.

They spoke about other things instead.

They spoke about her job, which she loved with the same uncomplicated enthusiasm she had brought to it for as long as he could remember. She worked in high-end retail merchandising, which involved a great deal of travel and the kind of creative problem-solving that kept her, at sixty-one, considerably more energized than most people Chris knew half her age. She was flying to Las Vegas the following morning for a project involving a boutique retail chain and she described the details with a satisfied briskness that made him smile.

“How long are you there for?” he asked.

“Ten days. Then Portland. Then I think I get two weeks at home, which’ll be a nice change.”

“You’d be bored in a week.”

“Four days,” she admitted. “But it’s the principle.”

He laughed.

After a moment she said, more quietly, “And how are you, really? Not the hotel, not the mountain. You.”

The question landed in the way it always did when she asked it, direct and unhurried, leaving him no obvious route around it. She had an instinct for timing these questions for when he was too far from his usual routines to deflect effectively. He suspected this was intentional.

“I’m fine,” he said.

A beat.

“Chris.”

“I’m genuinely fine, Mom. I’m tired in the good way. I think this trip was the right call.”

“I think so too.” She paused. “You’ve been too still lately. For you, I mean. You do your best work when you’re moving. But moving isn’t a life.”

“I’m always moving. I was in three cities last month. I enjoy my life.”

“Moving through cities isn’t the same as living, Chris,” she said. “You know what I mean.”

He did know. He said nothing for a moment, watching a container ship move slowly across the horizon, very far out, so far it barely seemed to be moving at all.

“I’ll be okay,” he said.

“You’ll be better than okay.” She said it with the simple certainty she reserved for things she had already decided were true. 

“I love you, Chris.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

After the call he sat for a while in the chair with the phone in his lap and the last of the daylight going gold and flat across the water. The container ship was gone. The swimmers had cleared the beach. A couple walked along the road below the hotel, close together, the woman laughing at something the man said, and he watched them pass and disappear around the corner of the block.

He was hungry, he realized.
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Chris showered and changed and went down to the hotel restaurant, which was small and warm and smelled of something braised and fragrant. 

He went and sat at a table near the window and ate a lamb dish with some Afrikaans name he could not pronounce but which was very good. With that he enjoyed a glass of Stellenbosch red that the waitress recommended. Her confidence turned out to be entirely justified. 

Around him the other tables filled slowly. There was a family with two teenage children, the parents visibly exhausted, the kind that came from several days of travel with teenagers. Then there was also a group of four women who appeared to be celebrating something, their laughter coming in sudden bright waves and then subsiding. 

Eating alone at the bar was an older man with a book open beside his plate, turning pages unhurriedly, content with his own company.

Chris observed them all in the way he always did in public, the way that had become second nature long before he understood it as a professional skill. Reading rooms, reading people, looking for the thing underneath the visible.

It was useful in his work. But it was less useful at two in the morning when his mind would not stop doing it.

He ordered a second glass of wine and left his phone alone.

The evening started moving around him at its own pace and he let it. He was feeling a particular easing that came from being somewhere no one needed anything from him. It was a place where his name did not carry weight or expectation, somewhere he was simply a man at a table with a glass of wine and nothing that needed doing.

He stayed until the restaurant was nearly empty.

Walking back up to his room he stopped on the landing where a window faced east toward the dark mass of the mountains, and stood there for a moment with his hand on the frame.

He had come here for reasons he could name and reasons he could not. That was all right.

He had learned a long time ago that the reasons you could not name were often the ones worth listening to.

☸

He spent the first full day gently.

Coffee on the terrace in the morning with the ocean doing what it apparently always did here, which was move. Even on a calm morning the birdsong was relentless, a constant low-level insistence, and he found he did not mind it. At home nature was something you went to deliberately, a destination. Here it was simply present, indifferent to whether you paid attention to it or not, and there was something in that indifference he found unexpectedly restful.

He called Paul.

The briefing at the convention center was at eleven and he was told the event would be held across two venues over the three days. His own keynote was the following morning, which left the present as preparation and orientation, the quiet before the performance. 

He moved through the welcome session and the introductory lunch and two rounds of informal networking with a practiced ease. 

He was good at this. He was comfortable at making people feel heard, at asking the right question at the right moment, at finding the thread of genuine interest in a conversation that might otherwise have stayed on the surface.

He was tired of it. He had not quite admitted that to himself until today, standing in a conference center foyer with a glass of sparkling water and a badge around his neck. A man from Johannesburg was telling him about a leadership restructure that was genuinely interesting but underneath it all he was feeling a low and familiar exhaustion.

He had been doing this for eight years, and he had loved it for seven of them.

That last single year of difference sat in him like a question he had not yet found the right context to answer.

The afternoon he spent alone, which was its own relief. He walked along the Victoria and Alfred Waterfront and watched the seals on the dock and ate a mediocre toasted sandwich at a café where the coffee was excellent. He browsed for twenty minutes in a bookshop where he bought a collection of South African short stories and a novel whose cover caught his eye without his being able to explain why. Back at the hotel he swam in the small rooftop pool and lay on a sun lounger afterward reading until the light went.

By the second day he was ready to give his keynote address.

He was not nervous before he spoke. He had not been nervous before a talk in years. What he felt instead was a different quality of attention, a sharpening, the world going slightly quieter in a specific way as the hour approached. He showered early and dressed in the dark grey suit he always wore for keynotes, which was expensive in a way that was not immediately obvious, tailored rather than bought off a rack. 

He ate breakfast alone in his room, reviewing his notes without needing them, running the talk through in his mind the way a musician might play through a piece backstage, finding the rhythm of it.

The talk ran just over an hour and went well.

It went more than well, if he was being honest. There was something about the distance from his usual context, from the familiar circuit of American and European conference rooms and corporate atriums, that gave him a slightly different angle on the material, and that difference translated into the room. He could feel it in the way the audience was attending. Not the polite, slightly divided attention of a crowd that had seen many speakers and was waiting to be convinced, but something more open than that, more genuinely curious. 

When he finished and the floor opened for questions, the conversation went places he had not expected, pushed by people asking things that were not on the standard list, and he felt for a stretch of those forty minutes something close to what he used to feel every time.

Which told him something.

Not that he needed to stop. That he needed to remember why he had started.

He spent the last hour of the day’s official program in a long conversation with a woman named Amahle who ran a social enterprise in Durban and who had, he thought, one of the most genuinely incisive minds he had encountered in a professional setting in a very long time. They talked until the venue staff were stacking chairs around them, exchanged details, and parted warmly. They had recognized something real in each other where real things were not always on offer.

He had Paul take him back to the hotel in the early evening. Once there he decided to take a walk along the beachfront road with his jacket over his arm and the ocean going pink and gold on his right and the sense of Cape Town beginning to assemble itself around him in a way he had not anticipated. But he was not sure what he had expected, exactly. The city defied the version of itself he had arrived with.

He thought of Paul’s formula. The process everyone went through.

☸

The three days passed easily.

He ate well and slept well and did not rush anything. He walked the beachfront in the mornings, had coffee in a different café each day, and read his way through half the short story collection. He found a wine bar in a side street off the main road where the owner was a compact Afrikaans woman who had very specific opinions about wine and was not shy about expressing them. He would eventually return twice, not just for the wine but because he liked her certainty. 

After each day’s session, he would take a slow afternoon drive along the coastal road to various towns with Paul, who provided a running commentary on the peninsula’s history that was equal parts accurate and entirely entertaining.

He did not think about home. In fact, he did not miss it and that felt significant, though he was not yet sure in what direction. He did miss his mother, but that was all.

☸

On the fifth morning he woke early and lay in bed listening to the ocean and the first birds and thought about what he wanted from the day. He had nothing scheduled. Three weeks of unscheduled days stretched ahead of him and he understood that if he was not deliberate about them, they would fill themselves with comfortable routines that kept him pleasantly occupied without going anywhere. 

He had done that before. He was good at making busyness feel like purpose.

He got up and opened the glass doors and stood on the small balcony in the early light. He was only in his sleep shorts and the cold air moved over his skin, immediately, raising goosebumps. The only sounds were the birds and the low roar of the ocean. 

It was invigorating.

He could see the beach below was empty. The water looked cold and intentional, the waves moving with their usual insistence. As for the mountains behind him, what he could see from the corner of the balcony, they cast a shadow but the sky above them was already bright. A single gull crossed the frame of his vision and disappeared, shrieking about its lot in life.

He had not been in the ocean yet. The previous evening he had managed only a quick dip in the hotel pool. The ocean was just ten meters across the road and he could not believe he had not yet gone in, which seemed, in this light, like an oversight worth correcting.

He went downstairs and found the concierge, a young man named Sipho who had the gift of making every request feel like a reasonable and welcome idea.

“The main beach here,” Chris said. “It’s going to fill up?”

“By ten, yes,” Sipho said. “Before that you’ll have it mostly to yourself.”

“Is there somewhere quieter? Not too far.”

Sipho did not hesitate. “Llandudno,” he said. “Between the mountains on the way to Hout Bay. Small beach with big rocks. Much less busy. And beautiful.” He paused. “But wherever you go, the water is very cold, sir. The Atlantic current here is freezing.”

“Noted.”

“I can arrange a taxi.”

He wanted the quiet of his own thoughts.

“Please.”

He went back up and changed. Red swimming trunks, a blue t-shirt, white sneakers. He packed a small rucksack with a towel from the hotel rack, sunscreen, sunglasses, a bottle of water. 

At the bookshelf he paused. He had already started the short stories, but they were not quite the right thing for a beach. He scanned the titles. A travel guide to Namibia. A thriller with a creased spine that suggested it had been read many times. And there, between a coffee table book on Cape architecture and a slender biography of Dr. Christiaan Barnard, a used copy of Oliver Twist.

He had not read Dickens in years. Since university, probably.

It went into the bag.

The cab was waiting when he arrived downstairs.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3.

[image: ]


Llandudno was, as advertised, aloof. The road dipped between high slopes lined with expensive hidden mansions, and then the beach suddenly appeared at the end of the road. It was a curve of pale sand held between enormous granite boulders at each end of the beach that looked as though they had been dropped intentionally to create a private beach. In front of him the water was the same dark, restless blue he had been watching all week, but here it looked bigger, less approachable. More itself.

He walked down the wooden stairs from the parking lot, passing underneath a few oddly placed trees, and found a spot on the sand.

It was early enough and the beach was quiet. There were a few people already established with umbrellas and cooler bags, and he could see a young woman running along the waterline with a focused expression. Two small children were attacking a sandcastle with what appeared to be deliberate malice, supervised by a man reading a newspaper who had made his peace with the impending outcome.

Chris spread his towel and sat down on it, stretching out in the sun.

He applied sunscreen thoroughly, put on his sunglasses, and opened the book.

Dickens was immediately good in the way he had forgotten Dickens was good, the prose hitting its stride within the first paragraph and not letting up, carrying him forward with momentum that made reading feel effortless and inevitable. He read three chapters before he looked up.

The beach had not filled much. The children’s sandcastle was now completely dismantled. The running woman was gone. Further along the beach, nearer the largest cluster of rocks, a young man was moving toward the water.

Chris watched him.

He was lean, the easy leanness of someone whose body was shaped by outdoor work rather than a gym. Dark hair with only a few silver streaks that caught the sun as he moved. A close beard, dark like his hair. He was wearing light blue swim briefs that did not leave much to the imagination and he walked into the water with no apparent hesitation. He did not test the temperature like the cautious shuffle Chris knew he himself would manage. He simply walked in, dove, then surfaced and began swimming. His strokes were efficient. It seemed the cold Atlantic was not a once off event but a habit.

Chris watched for perhaps a minute or two before he became aware he was watching and looked back at his book.

He read another chapter.

When he looked up again the man was out beyond the break, moving parallel to the shore with a steady, unhurried stroke. From this distance Chris could not make out much detail, only the movement, the easy rhythm of it, the sense of a man completely comfortable in a place that would not have been particularly welcoming to most people. There was something about it that held his attention in a way he did not immediately examine.

He turned another page.

By noon the heat had become serious. He had to move from the towel to a wooden bench under a tree at the edge of the beach. The shade helped and the book was still very good. He read a bit more and drank most of his water.

He looked up to rest his eyes and found that the swimmer had returned.

The young man was now sitting on a large flat rock above the waterline, his eyes on the ocean. His posture had changed entirely. Where the swimmer in the water had been loose, easy, in motion, the man on the rock was very still, and the stillness had a quality to it that was not rest exactly. Something more inward than that. He was sitting with his arms around his knees and his eyes on the horizon and the expression on his face, even from where Chris was seated, showed he was having a conversation with himself that was not going particularly well.

Chris watched him for a moment.

Then looked back at his book and read two more sentences and stopped.

He set the book down on the bench beside him.

There was no reason to go and say hello. They were strangers on a beach. The man on the rock clearly wanted to be left alone. Chris had spent the last four days making a deliberate practice of not rushing toward things, of letting Cape Town reveal itself at whatever pace it chose, and that practice had served him well. There was no reason to stop it now.

He picked up the book.

Read one sentence.

Set it down again. Then he stood up. Something in him had already decided. 

He was still sitting with that thought when he saw the man rise to his feet and slip on the loose gravel, going down sharply onto the rock. 

Chris ran before the thought fully formed and reached him quickly.

“Easy,” Chris said, crouching beside him.

The man was already trying to sit up, jaw set, one hand pressed against his shin where a graze was bleeding steadily.

“Give yourself a second,” Chris said.

The man looked up.

Brown eyes, a little startled, and then something that moved through them quickly and settled into something else. Not quite recognition. More like the surprise of finding something where you had not thought to look.

“I’m such a fool,” the man said. His accent was South African, the particular lilt of it, and his voice was lower than Chris had expected.

“You slipped?” Chris asked.

“I should know the gravel is loose here. I’ve been on this rock a dozen times.”

Chris almost smiled. “Right. How does the ankle feel?”

The man moved it experimentally and winced. “Fucking sore.”

“But not broken?”

“No, I don’t think so.” He pressed the heels of his palms against the ground and tried to push himself upright. Chris put a hand under his arm and took most of his weight without making it obvious he was doing so.

“Where are your things?” Chris asked, scanning the beach.

“I didn’t bring anything.”

“No towel?”

“I was only going for a swim.” He said but then added, “My friend who gave me a lift here has one in his car.”

“Okay.” Chris looked at the shin, which was continuing to bleed with quiet persistence. “Let’s at least get you off the rocky ground.”

He guided him across the uneven surface to the soft sand, letting the man set the pace, which was slow and careful and clearly more painful than he was letting on. When they reached the area near the bench, Chris sat him down on another bench and crouched again to look at the graze properly. Loose gravel embedded at the edges, bleeding slowly, the skin around it already starting to color.

“That needs cleaning,” Chris said.

“I’ll rinse it in the water.”

“Salt water on an open graze?”

“Works fine.”

Chris looked at him. The man looked back at him steadily, like he was accustomed to managing things himself and mildly resistant to the implication that he might not.

“I’m Chris, by the way,” Chris said.

Something shifted in the man’s expression. Not quite a smile but the beginning of the conditions for one. “Alex.”

The name suited him. Chris filed that thought away without examining it.

He retrieved his rucksack from the bench and found the small first aid kit he had started carrying years ago after an incident in someone else’s Berlin hotel bathroom he preferred not to revisit. He cleaned the graze with what he had, which Alex submitted to with a tight-jawed patience, and covered it with a dressing that was not quite the right size but would hold for the afternoon.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Alex said.

“It was either that or watch you rinse it in the ocean and be proven wrong, which I don’t enjoy.”

Alex laughed. It was brief and a little surprised, as though it had got out before he could decide whether to let it. “American?”

“That obvious?”

“The accent. And the first aid kit.” He glanced down at his bandaged shin. “Nobody around here carries a first aid kit to the beach.”

“Not all Americans do, but what do locals carry to the beach?”

“A towel, if they’re very organized.”

Chris sat back on his heels and looked at him properly for the first time. Up close the lighter streaks in his hair were mostly gone, made by salt and sun having worked on them over what looked like a lifetime’s worth of outdoor time. The scruffy beard was surprisingly neat, the kind that looked intentional. He was younger than Chris had assumed at first, though the eyes were older, and there was a quality to his stillness now that Chris recognized without being able to name. The particular stillness of a self-contained man.

“You were on the rock for a while,” Chris said. It came out before he had decided whether to say it.

“You were watching me?” Alex looked at him steadily. “I was watching the horizon.”

Chris did not answer but asked, “Is the horizon all right?”

A beat. Then the smile arrived properly, brief and genuine, the kind that changed the whole face. “I’m not sure yet,” Alex said. “I’ll keep checking.”

Chris held his gaze for a moment and then looked out at the water, which was doing its usual indifferent thing, the waves coming in and breaking and drawing back without concern for whatever was happening on the shore.

“How’s the ankle?” he asked.

“Better.” Alex tested his weight on it, standing carefully. “Good enough.”

“Good enough for the water?”

Alex looked at him, something calculating in the look. “You want to swim?”

“I’ve been meaning to go in all week.”

“It’s cold.”

“So, I’ve been told.”

Alex tilted his head toward the ocean. “Come on then.”

Chris removed his shirt and sneakers and they went in together, which was not what Chris had planned but which felt, once it was happening, like the only natural outcome of the last twenty minutes. The cold was immediate and total and absolutely merciless. He submerged and came up gasping and found Alex standing chest-deep, watching him. His expression was that of transparent satisfaction.

“You said you were warned,” Alex said.

“I
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