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​Chapter One — Everything in Its Place
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The bookshop opens at nine, but Felix is always there by seven.

It is not a compulsion, or at least he has stopped calling it one. It is simply the best part of the day — the hour before anyone else arrives, before the bell above the door begins its small announcements, before the world outside remembers to be loud. He unlocks the front door, silences the alarm, and stands for a moment in the dark of the shop with his key still in his hand. He does this every morning. He is not sure what he is waiting for. He does it anyway.

The shop is called Tidal, which he chose because it implies something that returns. He had a different name first, something clean and literal, and then he'd thought about what it meant to open a place every day and fill it with things other people had made — all those accumulated words, all that survived feeling — and he'd changed the name before the sign went up. Nobody has ever asked him about it. This is fine. He knows why.

He turns on the lights in sections, the way he always does: back room first, then the main floor, then the window lamps last, because the window display deserves its own reveal even when there's no one watching. This morning's display is seven books arranged with their spines facing outward, titles visible to the street — he'd changed it last night, after close, when the arrangement that had been there for two weeks started feeling finished. He stands behind it now and looks out at Marcelline Street through the layered glass, the titles reversed from this angle, the early morning light doing something particular to the pavement.

The street is still mostly his. A delivery truck idling at the corner. A woman with a dog moving quickly, like she has somewhere to be before she's fully awake. The coffee cart that appears on Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven forty-five, the man who runs it never speaking above what's strictly necessary, which Felix appreciates.

Next door, the tattoo parlor is dark.

Inkwright, it is called. Black lettering on a frosted glass door, a stylized geometric bird logo that Felix has studied more times than is probably warranted. The windows are thick enough that nothing shows through from inside. He knows the outline of it from the shared doorway in the back — the hallway that connects through to the parlor's storage — but he has not been inside the front room. He knows this the way he knows other things about the parlor: without having sought the knowledge, without intending to hold it. The music that comes through the shared wall in the mornings. The smell of green soap that drifts sometimes under the door they've never fully closed. The sound of other people's voices, warm and indistinct, gathered around something.

He turns away from the window.

The fiction section needs attention. This is not true — the fiction section was perfect when he left last night — but he walks to it anyway, letting his fingers trail along the spines as he goes. There is something about the weight of books against his hand, the particular give and resistance of a well-made spine, that settles him in a way he couldn't articulate to someone who hadn't felt it. He touches them the way other people press their palms to warm radiators. Just contact. Just the evidence of something solid.

He pulls a novel from the middle shelf — one he hasn't shelved quite right, the title at a fractional angle from the others — and slides it back into place. Pulls another. Slides it back. He is not rearranging. He is simply ensuring. The distinction matters to him.

The shop has been his for four years. Before that he worked at a chain bookstore downtown, in the department that nobody asked for help in, reshelving other people's misplacements. Before that he was somewhere else entirely, in a different city, and he does not think about that with any regularity. The shop is the start of the story as he has chosen to tell it. He opened it when he was twenty-five with money he had saved working jobs that had nothing to do with books, and he has not regretted it in the way he has regretted most things. He regrets the hours sometimes. He regrets the margin on new releases. He does not regret the thing itself.

The walls are bookshelves. Not all of them — there are windows, a door, a section near the register where he's hung a few prints, small things, a botanical illustration of a plant he couldn't identify, a map of a city that doesn't exist anymore. But mostly walls of books, the shelves built out to exactly the depth of a standard paperback, painted a dark green that took him three tries to get right. He got it right eventually. He gets things right eventually. This is the only approach he knows.

The back section is different from the front. The front section is alphabetical, organized, accessible to anyone who knows how to read a spine label. The back section is his — organized by a logic that lives only in his head, shelved by feeling and association rather than author or genre. He calls it the essay section in his head, because the arrangement is a kind of argument, a point of view expressed in the placement of books against each other. A customer once spent forty minutes back there and emerged looking slightly shaken and asked him who organized it. He said: it's just a browsing section. She bought four books. He counted that as a success.

He makes tea in the back room. He will forget to drink it. This is understood, this is accounted for, this has happened every morning for four years and he makes the tea anyway because the making of it is the point, not the drinking. He puts the kettle on and stands looking at the small window above the sink while it heats, the window that faces the alley — the narrow gap between his building and the parlor, running back to where the dumpsters live and beyond that to the next street. The alley is quiet at this hour. Concrete, brick, the metal overhang from his side that keeps off the rain if you stay close.

He knows the alley better than anyone would expect him to. This is not something he examines.

The kettle clicks off. He pours the water over the leaves — he uses loose leaf, he has opinions about this — and sets the mug on the counter, where it will sit until it goes cold and he will carry it back to the kettle and start again. He does not look at this as a flaw in his character. It is simply what happens.

At seven thirty, he goes back to the front of the shop and looks at the shelves.

The fiction section is fine. He rearranges it anyway.

Not in any way that would be visible to a customer — not by color, not by size, not by anything as obvious as mood. He shifts three books three inches to the left because something in the grouping had been almost right and now it is exactly right. He moves a novel from the mid-century shelf to the contemporary shelf and then back again. He picks up a story collection and holds it for a moment, thinking about where it lives — what other books it needs to be near, what conversation he wants it to be part of — and then slots it in with an authority he doesn't feel about much else.

This is the thing nobody sees, when they come into the shop and say, oh, how charming, what a great curation, you must love books. He does love books. He loves them in the specific, curated, arrangement-and-proximity way that most people reserve for relationships. He tends them. He introduces them to each other. He thinks about what they need to be understood.

Nobody asks him if he needs to be understood.

This is fine. This is the arrangement as he has chosen it. He has friends, in the loose and manageable way that he allows — people he sees at the shop, a woman from his building he sometimes runs into at the laundromat, a customer who started coming in once a week and who he knows by reading order if not by name. This is sufficient. He does not have a family he calls. He has a phone with a number he could dial if he chose to and he does not choose to. He has a shelf in the back section that has no logical neighbors — three books that live together purely because they each contain a particular kind of grief that he has never found words for — and he does not show it to anyone. The shop is fine. His life is fine. He has constructed it with care, and it holds.

At eight fifty-five, five minutes before open, he stands at the front window one more time.

The street is waking up. The coffee cart has materialized on the corner. Two people are consulting their phones outside the bar two doors down that also does brunch on weekends. A courier on a bike navigates the delivery truck with irritated precision. Marcelline Street is not a beautiful street in the postcard way of beautiful streets, but Felix has come to believe that it has a quality — a particular mid-morning light that hits the brick across the way at a certain angle, a rhythm to the foot traffic that changes by the hour in a pattern he now knows by feel.

He looks at the parlor.

Still dark. It is not yet nine. The parlor opens at ten, sometimes ten-thirty; the people who work there keep different hours than he does. He knows this without having established it deliberately. He knows the hours of the music. He knows which days run late. He does not think about why he knows these things.

He reaches out and touches the window glass. Not the street side — the interior, the cool smooth expanse of it, his shop looking back at him in reflection. His own face superimposed over Marcelline Street outside: his dark eyes, his hair fallen across his forehead in the way it does at this hour, the bookshop behind him all green shelves and warm lamps. He exists in two places at once in the glass. The street, and here. Outside, and in.

He pulls his hand back.

He turns the sign from CLOSED to OPEN and steps back behind the register.

At nine-oh-three, the first customer of the day pushes through the door, and the bell announces them, and Felix puts his hands on the counter and says, good morning, with a warmth that he has practiced until it no longer feels like practicing. He is good at this. He is very good at this. The customer wants something for their sister who likes mysteries but not the violent ones, and Felix listens, and recommends, and wraps the book in the plain brown paper he uses for gifts, and the customer leaves satisfied, and the bell says goodbye.

The shop is his. The shop is fine.

At nine forty-seven, there is a sound through the shared wall.

Low. The bass register of a speaker warming up, the first bars of a playlist, something with a heartbeat underneath it. Muffled through the brick but present — warm, textured, unmistakably alive. Someone on the other side of the wall, moving around in there with their coffee and their music, beginning their day in the particular way that the parlor begins its days.

Felix is in the middle of shelving a new delivery. He has a novel in each hand.

He does not put them down. He does not cross the room. He does not do anything, in fact, except go very still for a moment — the kind of stillness that isn't frozen, just contained, a body of water not moving on the surface — and register the music through the brick.

Then he shelves the novels, and goes to the register, and starts on the delivery log.

He does not think about the music. He does not think about the wall.

He makes another cup of tea, later, and forgets to drink that one too.
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​Chapter Two — The Man Next Door
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The client's name is Petra, and she wants a moth.

Not a generic moth — she has a reference image, has had it for eight months, has been carrying it in her phone with the careful reverence of someone who understands that a thing lives on your body differently than it lives anywhere else. She sits in Ezra's chair now, the reference pulled up on her screen, turned toward him while he examines it. The moth in the image is enormous and detailed, its wings a study in geometry and dust, the pattern at the center of each wing like two watching eyes.

"You want the eyespots," Ezra says.

"That's the whole thing," Petra says. "The eyespots are the whole point."

He takes the phone, tilts it to look at the image at a different angle. In the outer office, he can hear Dre giving someone a tour of the flash sheets — hear him doing the voice he uses for prospective clients, a slightly more edited version of himself, which means the swearing only happens once or twice per sentence instead of continuously. Ezra has learned to monitor Dre the way you monitor background music: not listening but always aware.

"I can get them," he says. "The trick is going to be the gradient on the lower wings. You want it to read as dusty, not smudged."

Petra looks at him with an expression he recognizes — the cautious hope of someone who has carried something precious for a long time and is now in the process of handing it over. He gets this look frequently. It never stops feeling like something he should be careful with.

"I trust you," she says.

"You should," he says, not to be arrogant — because arrogance would be a comfort he's not entitled to, a feeling he associates with people who haven't yet made a bad call — but because it's accurate and he knows it's accurate and she deserves the accuracy. He trusts his hands. He has worked very hard to trust his hands. "We'll do the stencil placement first, make sure you're happy before I touch the machine."

He sets up. This is his favorite part, if he's honest with himself, which he tries to be in the particular limited way of a person who has done the other thing and knows what it costs. The set-up is the thinking part, the planning, the laying-out of intention before action. He mixes his inks with the methodical pleasure of someone working through a problem they already know the answer to. He places the stencil three times before it's right. He adjusts the angle of the lamp. These are not perfectionist gestures — he doesn't think of himself as a perfectionist, not exactly — they are simply the natural actions of a person for whom precision is a language.

The needle starts.

For the next two hours, there is the client and the design and the work. This is the most honest he is, probably. When he's tattooing, the management of things — the careful administration of how much he lets in, of what gets through, of where he puts the feelings he doesn't have time for — all of that quiets. It's the quality of concentration, or maybe it's the quality of his hands doing the thing they were built to do. Whatever it is, he doesn't examine it. He just lets himself be in it.

The parlor is his. He built it seven years ago, when he was twenty-five, with the conviction of someone who had survived something difficult and emerged needing something real to hold. It had not been easy. It had been specifically and exhaustingly hard in the way that good things are sometimes hard, the way that involves staying with something through the parts where it doesn't look like what you thought it would look like. But it exists now. It has walls and chairs and a schedule and a reputation. Inkwright is the kind of parlor that people drive to, that people save up for, that people recommend to their friends the way they recommend a doctor they trust. He had known, building it, that this was the goal. He had built it anyway and been surprised, when it arrived, how much the surprise had cost him.

He'd expected to feel more settled by now.

He does feel settled. He feels it in the way that something true feels that's sitting on top of something more complicated that you've decided not to lift the lid on. He is three years clean. He is thirty-two years old. He has his work and his parlor and a group of people he would call family if someone pointed a gun at him and demanded the word. He has his grandmother's tarot deck in the top drawer of his station, where it has lived since she died, which he doesn't read and doesn't examine. He has all of this, and the weight of it is real, and he has decided that the weight is enough.

"How are you doing?" he asks Petra. He checks in every twenty minutes, not just because it's professional but because he means it.

"Good," she says. "It hurts but like. The right kind."

"That's the spot."

In the outer office, Dre has moved from his client voice to his regular voice, which means the tour has concluded and the prospective client has either booked or fled. Ezra hears the drawer of the front desk open and close — Dre looking for something, probably the good pens, which have migrated to wherever good pens go in environments that contain Dre. The scheduling board is visible from here; Ezra can see it through the glass partition, and he can see that two appointments have been moved from their original slots in a way that he didn't authorize.

He notices this. He does not stop working.

Later, he will look at the scheduling board and think about whether it matters. It will matter in the sense that the logic was wrong, not in the sense that anything important was lost. This is something he has learned to do, over years and considerable internal argument: the distinction between what matters and what is simply not the way he would have done it. The second category is Dre's entire professional relationship with the scheduling board, and Ezra has decided to let that be true.

"You know what your problem is," Dre says.

He has materialized in the doorway of the station room. This is a thing Dre does — not knocking, not announcing, simply appearing, in the way of a person who treats all spaces as continuous with himself. Petra opens her eyes. Ezra does not look up.

"I'm working."

"I know you're working, I'm just saying. You moved the Hendricks appointment again."

"The Hendricks appointment was in the wrong place."

"It was in the place I put it."

"That's what I said." He finishes a line on the lower wing, checks the saturation, continues. "You can go."

"I'm going, I'm going." But Dre doesn't go. He leans against the doorframe with the comfortable entitlement of someone who knows he won't be removed. Petra, who has been here before and knows this dynamic, closes her eyes again. "You know what your problem is," Dre says again, "is you act like needing something is the same as losing it."

Ezra goes quiet.

Not a pointed quiet — not the silence of someone choosing a response — just the natural settling of someone who has heard a thing and is letting it pass through. Dre says things like this. He has been saying things like this for four years, since he was twenty-six and first walked into Ezra's old studio with a portfolio and an overabundance of confidence and an entirely correct read on his own talent. He says the true thing at full volume and then he moves on, without apparent need for acknowledgment or response. This is either a generous quality or an aggravating one depending on the hour. Ezra has mostly made his peace with it.

"The Hendricks appointment goes on Wednesdays," Ezra says.

"The Hendricks appointment goes wherever I put it, because I'm the one who books—"

"Dre."

A pause. Then: "Wednesday, got it." The doorframe is vacated.

Petra says, without opening her eyes: "He's right, you know."

"You're a client," Ezra says. "You don't get an opinion."

He can feel her smile without looking at her face.

He works for another forty minutes and then they take a break — he cleans the area, checks her face for the particular grey that means she's done more than she thinks, gets her a juice from the small fridge behind the front desk. She sits up carefully and looks at the moth in progress in the mirror, the back of her shoulder, the half-completed wings.

"Oh," she says.

"It's going to be right," he says. "The eyespots still need the full detail pass."

"I can already see it," she says, and she says it the way people say things when they mean more than the literal content — when they mean: you understood what I was trying to say. He nods. Takes a drink of his own water.

Through the partition, Tomás is at the front desk, handling something on the phone with the specific efficiency of a person who could run an entire organization and has, for reasons of their own, chosen to run a tattoo parlor's front desk instead. Tomás has been with him since the beginning — walked in six months after the parlor opened, said: you need someone who can talk to nervous people, your current front desk person is making them more nervous, and Ezra had thought about it for approximately fifteen seconds and said: when can you start. He has never regretted it. There are not many decisions in his life that he can say that about without asterisks.

After Petra's session — finished, cleaned, wrapped, the moth complete and perfect and already a little bit hers in the way tattoos become immediately and irrevocably a person's thing — Ezra stands in the back of the parlor and does the end-of-session clean with the focused pleasure of someone who doesn't mind the routine. He breaks down his station. He soaks the tubes. He wipes the chair with the specific care he always takes, because the chair is where people come when they've decided to put something permanent on their bodies, and that deserves care.

His phone vibrates on the counter.

He doesn't look at it immediately. He finishes the wipe-down. He recaps the inks. He washes his hands at the sink in the back, watching the water carry the color off his fingers, and then he picks up the phone and looks at it.

The name on the screen is one he hasn't seen in three months.

He puts the phone back down. He finishes drying his hands. He picks up a sketching pencil and turns to the paper pad he keeps at his station for client consultations, and begins drawing a moth, not Petra's moth, a different one, just the shape of it, the way the wings articulate at the body, the engineering of a creature designed to look like something it isn't.

He puts the pencil down after a while.

He picks up his phone and does not call back. He goes to the front of the parlor instead, to where Tomás is finishing up the last booking of the day, and says: go home, I'll lock up. Tomás looks at him for a moment — that unhurried assessment that Tomás deploys so sparingly that it carries more weight than other people's direct questions — and says: okay. He doesn't ask. He gathers his things and goes, and the door closes behind him, and Ezra stands in the front room of his parlor in the late-day quiet.

The flash sheets on the wall are his design and the designs of everyone who's worked here, layered over years, a kind of collective record. He made the first ones himself, seven years ago, when he was twenty-five and the parlor was raw and new and he was raw and new in a way he hadn't been since before the transition, when he'd been twenty-four and building himself out of language and small daily choices. The sheets cover three walls. He knows every design. He knows who drew them, what they were thinking, what it was like on the day.

He thinks about Kieran the way he sometimes does — not constantly, not with any particular drama, just with the quality of a fact he hasn't fully metabolized. Kieran, who had been there for all of it, who had known him before and after and through, who had said: I need you to choose and Ezra had thought he was calling a bluff that wasn't a bluff. He had been wrong. He is clean. He is three years clean, which is something, which is a real thing, which sits in his chest like a stone that is also a foundation. He got sober. Kieran didn't come back. These two facts live next to each other and he has learned not to try to reconcile them.

He steps out the back door.

The alley is quiet, the evening just beginning to go soft. He leans against the brick with the kind of tiredness that isn't about the day's work — the other kind, deeper, the one he carries. The shared wall between his building and the bookshop runs along his left. He does not think about this. He looks up at the narrow strip of sky above the alley, the specific dark blue of a sky that hasn't decided to be night yet.

Through the bookshop's small back window, one lamp is on.

He can see, from this angle, the faintest shape of someone inside — a silhouette, movement, the suggestion of shelves reorganizing in the late-day light. Someone in there, working, after hours, in the particular way that people work in spaces that have become extensions of themselves.

He watches for longer than he means to.

He goes back inside. He locks up. He does not examine how long he stood in the alley or what he was thinking while he was standing there. He goes home. He is fine.

He is completely fine.
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​Chapter Three — Yolanda, in the Rain
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The rain starts at six and doesn't look like it's planning to stop.

Felix is in the back section when he hears it, that particular shift in the sound of the shop — the ambient street noise contracting, the way the city sounds when it has remembered it has weather. He comes to the front and looks out the window at the street. The pavement is already dark, the gutter already running. The coffee cart man is long gone; he leaves at four, as reliable as a tide. Marcelline Street has emptied in the way that streets empty when the rain comes without warning, shops swallowing their awnings, people making decisions about umbrellas.

It is ten minutes to eight. He should close soon.

He is still deciding this — closing, the mechanics of it, the sign turned, the register balanced, the specific sequence he follows every evening in the same order because the order matters — when someone knocks on the glass door.

He goes to open it, because there is someone on the other side of the door and they are knocking, and he is not, whatever else he may be, the kind of person who does not open a door.

The woman outside is in her late fifties, he guesses, with the particular composure of a person who has gotten wet before and not been diminished by it. She is wearing a light jacket, which is soaked, and carrying a large paper bag that she has managed to keep mostly dry
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