
Between Tides

A Novel

––––––––

Siphokazi Jonazi

Tide Press · 2026


Table of Contents

Title Page

Between Tides

Table of Contents

Story Elements

Prologue

The Arrival

Fire and Smoke

The Painting

Threshold

Luminous Dark

The Complication

Rising Water

Midpoint: What Painting Knows

The Climax: Everything at Once

The Return

Epilogue

Author's Structural Notes

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Between Tides

[image: ]


by Siphokazi Jonazi

––––––––
[image: ]


First published 2026 by Tide Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cover design and typography by Tide Press Design Studio

For every woman who has stood at the edge of something

and chosen to step forward anyway.

"The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever."

— Jacques Cousteau
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Protagonist: Mara Voss, 34, a critically acclaimed but creatively blocked South African novelist living in Cape Town, known for precise, emotionally distant prose that wins awards and satisfies no one, least of all herself. She has not finished a sentence she believed in for two years.

Antagonist: Not a villain but a force: Mara's own terror of being truly known. Her armour, irony, intellectual distance, and the performance of competence are the antagonists. Inès Aubert, the painter she falls for, functions as both catalyst and mirror, exposing the armour by refusing to be fooled by it.

Stakes: Mara's creative identity, her emotional survival, and, for the first time in her adult life, the possibility of a love she cannot manage at arm's length. If she cannot open herself on this island, she will go home and write another brilliant, hollow book, and the real story, the one inside her, will never be told.

Setting: Île Solane, a fictional small island off the southern French coast, October. Grey skies, a lighthouse that no longer works, a café that closes at four, two rented cottages separated by a gravel path. The island's isolation functions as a pressure chamber: nowhere to hide, no one to perform for.

Theme: The relationship between vulnerability and art. Both painting and writing require the artist to look directly at what is true, and so does love. The novel argues that all three are the same act.

Hook: Mara Voss came to the island to finish the book that was killing her. She did not expect the painter next door to be the reason she finally could.
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Before the Island
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The last thing Mara Voss published was a sentence she did not believe.

It was the closing line of her second novel, a book that had taken four years, two relationships, and one spectacular public breakdown at a literary festival in Edinburgh. The sentence read: 'And so she let go.' Critics called it devastating. Her editor called it earned. Her mother called it beautiful and asked what it meant.

Mara knew what it meant. It meant she had run out of courage somewhere around page two hundred and forty and had written toward the ending she could manage rather than the one that was true. She had let the character let go because Mara herself could not, and she had dressed the evasion in such careful language that no one noticed. Or perhaps they noticed and chose not to say. Either way, the book won a prize. Mara smiled in photographs.

That was two years ago. Since then: nothing. A blank document, cursor blinking, that she opened every morning and closed every afternoon without having written a word she intended to keep. She had written around the true subject so long she had begun to wonder if the subject existed, or if she had invented it as an excuse for her own paralysis.

Her therapist, a patient woman in Sea Point who had heard most of this before, suggested a change of scene. Her publisher, less patiently, suggested a deadline. Both were correct, and neither was sufficient.

What was sufficient, though Mara did not know it yet, was an island. And a painter. And the quality of October light that falls on the northern coast of France makes everything look like it is on the edge of becoming something else.

She booked the ferry on a Tuesday. She told no one where she was going. She packed two bags and then unpacked one, which felt like a gesture toward commitment.

She was afraid. She was also, underneath the fear, something she had not been in a very long time: curious.

The sea was grey when she left Cape Town. By the time she reached France, it was the colour of old pewter, and the ferry to Île Solane smelled of salt and diesel and the loneliness of places that have seen too many people arrive hoping for transformation.

She was the last passenger off the boat. She always was.

This is a story about two women, a painting, and what happens when the thing you have been avoiding turns out to be the only thing worth running toward. It will not be comfortable. It will be true.

Chapter 1
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The Arrival
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"The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too greedy, or too impatient."

— Anne Morrow Lindbergh

Third person limited — Mara. Mara arrives fragile, defended, and determined to feel nothing but her work. A stranger's gaze immediately threatens all three. Inès's invitation to dinner is an act of claiming. She says 'I was here first' about the island, but she means something else entirely. Scene: Mara arrives, meets Inès. Sequel: Mara alone in her cottage, unsettled, unable to name why.

The ferry groaned against the pier at Île Solane like something tired of the crossing, and Mara Voss was, as always, the last passenger to disembark. She stood on the weathered planks with her single canvas bag and let the October wind cut through her jacket with what felt, after two years of careful emotional insulation, almost like relief. She had needed to feel something. The island was already obliging.

Île Solane did not appear in major guidebooks. It appeared in two obscure ones: a 1970s French cycling pamphlet that called it 'adequately scenic,' and a curated retreat collection that described it as 'severe but restorative, recommended for writers and painters requiring genuine seclusion.' Mara had found the rental through the second. Three months. A two-room cottage at the island's northern tip, no neighbours within half a kilometre, a writing desk facing the sea, and internet so slow it functioned less as a connection to the world than as a meditation on the concept of trying.

She had come to finish the novel that had been unfinished for two years, or to admit that it never would be. Her publisher maintained a professional patience that communicated a precisely calibrated alarm. Her editor's emails had become studies in ambiguity, concern dressed as encouragement; threat dressed as concern. Mara had stopped replying in October. She had started driving to the sea at odd hours and sitting in her car looking at the water and not writing anything down, which was perhaps the most honest creative act she'd managed in months.

The island had three streets, a market smelling of lavender and fish, a post office open Tuesday morning, a lighthouse that had not worked since 1994, and a café run by a Breton man named Gilles who seemed constitutionally committed to unhappiness. There were forty-three permanent residents, most of whom regarded the arrival of winter tenants with the polite neutrality of people who have seen enough hope to know its shelf life.

Mara had rented the northern cottage for the solitude. She had not anticipated the second cottage.

Nor its occupant.

* * *
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The woman emerged as Mara was wrestling with her rusted lock, appearing from the blue door of the adjacent cottage with a bundle of firewood under one arm and paint on both hands: cerulean blue across the knuckles, a streak of raw sienna at the wrist, as though she had tried to reach inside the canvas and had only partly succeeded.

She was tall. Dark hair pulled
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