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			Dedication


			“Dedicated to my parents, Jan and Roger, 
who died at age 87 and 88 
during the year that I wrote this story. 
Mom and Dad, thank you for instilling in me 
a strength of perseverance 
as well as passion for sports and psychology.


		




		

			Quotations


			“You are not your trauma; 
you are the strength that rises from it.”


			Marcus Kane


			~*~


			“To heal is to touch with love 
that which we previously touched with fear.”


			Stephen Levine


		




		

			1. Jordan


			“A DOLPHIN!” KIM SHRIEKS.


			I stop swimming and pop my head up to scan the turquoise water around my sister. She jabs her finger straight ahead. “He just swam past me, that way!”


			Treading water, I frown. “Bummer, I missed him.” My disappointment vanishes, though, when a gray triangle rises over the calm sea about thirty feet in front of Kim. Reverently, I watch the dolphin’s graceful arc as it slips back into the ocean. I wish I were that smooth and powerful in the water.


			Kim’s broad grin borders on idiotic. “This is so cool.”


			“Yeah,” I agree. The shards of sunlight stabbing into the cool Sea of Cortez almost blind me.


			“Thank you, Jordan.” Her mirrored goggles block my view of her eyes, but I imagine them crinkling with happiness. “This is such a thoughtful birthday present.”


			Since she and I both swam at Kenyon College, a small school in Ohio, I knew she would seize the chance to take a swimming vacation with our former teammates for her fortieth birthday. For the past few days, we’ve camped on a remote island off Baja, Mexico. Twice a day, guides have driven us in small boats called pangas to various locations for a mile or two of open-water swimming. The hidden world of wildlife weaving in and out of the coral below me has stolen my breath more than once.


			I shrug. “We had to take this trip before you’re too old to keep up.”


			There’s a good chance her eyes now narrow at me, given the tight press of her lips. “Ever the irritating little brother,” she says.


			“That’s my job, to annoy you. Even when you’re an old woman.” I use eggbeater kicks to keep my head above water as I stretch my triceps. “You’re so old, your soccer ball was a dinosaur egg.” The peeved pucker of her mouth keeps me going, though I’m only two years younger. “You’re so old, you babysat for Yoda.”


			“I get it,” she grumbles. “I’m old.”


			I shouldn’t get this much satisfaction from teasing her now that we’re adults. I give her a break with my next joke. “Hey, Kim. What’d the shark say after he ate a clownfish?”


			Her mouth is a slash of anticipation, maybe dread.


			“This tastes a little funny.”


			Not even a crack of a smile from her. She shakes her head. “I feel sorry for your wife and kids, having to deal with you. Your team, too.”


			“Aw, they love me.” I coach a club swim team in South Carolina. Though the youth swimmers usually consume me, they’re a distant memory right now in this idyllic, fantastical water world. Kim wasn’t the only one coveting this swim vacation—I needed a break, too, especially after the awful high school state meet. My burgeoning star, Mason McCall, had subpar swims, and I’ve been mired in guilt ever since. “Just like you love me,” I add.


			Kim points behind me. “Watch out for that coral.”


			The current has pushed me backwards during our conversation, and I spin around to see a slab of reddish-brown rock near my knee. Just before I knock into it, I take a quick pull to move my body away. The voice of Peter, our guide, echoes in my mind. “Sharks, stingrays, jellyfish—they’re unlikely to be a problem on this trip. But please avoid the coral. It’s sharp, and it can cut you.”


			“Thanks,” I say. More evidence that my big sister loves me. I look ahead and notice our teammates are some distance away now. To my right, Peter is on the panga, gripping a pole that supports the boat’s canopy. He wants us to swim as a group for safety, and he’s already admonished Kim and me for drifting apart while admiring an eel or parrotfish. “C’mon, we need to catch up.”


			Kim nods and glides into her smooth, strong stroke. I’m relieved that she feels better today. She missed yesterday’s morning swim because of seasickness. I’m also grateful that the ibuprofen I took after lunch has lowered my nagging shoulder pain to a twinge.


			My sister was a national champion in the freestyle events, and she still has a long extension and powerful catch with each pull of her bronzed arms. Her kick isn’t as steady or potent as it used to be, but the ocean helps her out. The high salt concentration elevates her body position. Her success at a small liberal arts college in Ohio led me to join her there two years later, despite my partial swim scholarship offers at larger universities. It was one of the best decisions I’ve made. Not only was our coach the most effective innovator and stroke technician in the country, but his compassion for Kim and me cemented his role as a father to us. Every day, I try to emulate his brilliance as a coach. I know I fall way short.


			By the time our afternoon swim has finished, there’s a burn in my arms and a heavy euphoria coursing through my bloodstream, reminding me of the mind-body bliss I used to feel at the end of a tough college practice. I doubt my thirty-eight-year-old body could make it through eight-thousand yards of fast intervals and race-pace repeats. Swimming just shy of four miles in the ocean is the closest I can get.


			After Kim is safely on board, I haul myself up the panga’s ladder and accept Peter’s hand during the disorienting last step onto the deck.


			“How was it?” he asks as I shake water out of my ear, mimicking a wet dog.


			“Eh.” I shrug. “Nothing special.”


			Wyatt, my best friend, pauses toweling off his hair to look at Peter. “Too bad Jordan’s one of your swimmers on this trip.”


			“Unlucky for us all,” Kim adds.


			Peter’s face reveals nothing, and I hope he knows my comment was a joke.


			“Makes sense,” he tells me. “Your swimming was nothing special, either.”


			It’s good he can dish it back—makes me like our guide even more.


			Wyatt laughs. “Yeah, where were you, Jordo? Riding the struggle bus after too many cervezas last night?”


			“We saw the coolest dolphins!” Kim says as her head pokes through the black swim cover-up she pulls over her shoulders.


			“Oh, me too!” another of our teammates hollers over the din as the motor roars to life at the hands of the Mexican boat captain.


			On the ride back, Peter explains that dolphins sometimes only use half of their brains, like when sleeping.


			I grin at Wyatt. “Dude, no wonder the dolphin’s your spirit animal.”


			We launch into a shouted analysis of the afternoon’s wildlife sightings as the panga cuts through the water back to base camp, the setting sun casting a glimmer of orange and red hues around us.
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			“Happy birthday to you,” we croon to Kim two hours later. I’m grateful the remote island’s unseen snakes and scorpions are the only inhabitants to hear our song. Had my sister joined the singing, she would’ve harmonized the last line and salvaged our off-key rendition. I don’t know how she found time in college to sing in an a cappella group in addition to two swim practices a day and volunteering at a local preschool. She’s one of those people who’s just good at everything.


			Her tanned face glows in the candlelight, and I’m not sure which impresses me more—the sheer number of candles our local chef has stuck into the frosting or the fact that he’s managed to bake a cake at all, given that we don’t have electricity out here. Kim pauses a moment before blowing out the candles. After her robust swimmer’s lungs decimate the flames, we all clap, with a few whoops thrown in like we’re cheering on a teammate at a meet.


			The boat captain turns the battery-powered lights back on, and my eyes adjust to the brightness of the dining-tent canopy. I slap at my neck and wonder why I keep applying bug spray since I’m already covered in bites. Wyatt nudges in between Kim and another teammate to snatch a plate with the first piece of cake she’s cut.


			“Oh,” he moans after taking a bite. “Cinnamon.” He licks a creamy blob from the corner of his mouth. “Where’ve you been all my life?”


			Kim recoils. “Gross. Get a room.”


			“Good idea.” Wyatt scratches a mosquito bite on his arm as he extends his plate in front of her face. “Cut me another piece, birthday wench. I’m taking these babies back to my tent to have my way with them.”


			Another teammate makes a sound of disgust. “Leave some for us, Wyatt!”


			She’s right—the whole cake will be devoured soon. After burning so many calories, we’ve all stuffed our faces with tacos, ceviche, and cookies on this trip.


			Kim shakes her head, but she serves him another piece. Wyatt graduated the year between my sister and me, and he’s become a good friend to us both. But with Kim living in Ohio, Wyatt in Washington, and me in South Carolina, we don’t get to spend much time together.


			I notice a smear of frosting on the sleeve of Kim’s shirt—likely from Wyatt the slob. I’m pleased that she’s wearing my daughter’s birthday gift tonight, a violet long-sleeve that reads, My Niece Has the Coolest Aunt. Hailey pleaded with me to buy it for her after Kim gave her a My Aunt Has the Coolest Niece T-shirt for her eighth birthday.


			Kim and I finish off the cake while crushing our opponents as euchre partners in our favorite card game, and eventually we’re the last ones remaining in the dining area. Though it’s only nine pm, most of our tired, sore teammates have already collapsed onto air mattresses in their zippered tents. I hope Wyatt hasn’t begun snoring off his sugar coma by the time I return to ours.


			Kim and I listen to the constant crash of waves onto the shore mere feet from where we sit.


			“What’d you wish for, birthday girl?”


			She starts, as if broken out of a reverie. “Isn’t it bad luck to say your wish out loud?”


			“Is it possible to have back luck in this paradise?” I gesture to the slice of moon illuminating whitecaps on the inky black water. The shine of stars over the dark waterscape adds to the celestial lightshow.


			“He’s here with us.” Kim points at the sky. “He’s happy we’re swimming together again.”


			I roll my head back to gaze at the tiny points of light. Is she right? Are you up there, Dad? The stars seem to bob and undulate as I stare, but maybe it’s the gushing sound of ocean waves playing tricks on my mind.


			“Family is everything, Jords.”


			I study her face, still turned up to the sky. Her serene smile seems incongruous with the glisten of tears in her eyes. She’s getting maudlin, and we haven’t even consumed any alcohol. “Are you going to tell me your wish, or what?”


			After a beat, she sniffs and looks at me. “I wished I could have more time with my niece and nephew.” She unzips her jacket and fondly pats her shirt. “This one’s almost as good as the I’m the Favorite Aunt shirt Hailey gave me.”


			My wife’s sister was offended when she saw a photo of Kim side-hugging Hailey while wearing that shirt. To keep the peace, my wife, Elena, bought the same shirt for my sister-in-law and told her it was from our daughter. Everything turns into a competition in my family.


			“And the enhanced-vision goggles Hudson gave me are perfect for this trip,” Kim adds. “Too bad I can’t call to thank them for their gifts.”


			We don’t have cellular service on the island, which was an appealing aspect of this particular trip. The company hosts swim vacations all over the world, and my teammates and I have already considered future tempting sites like Belize, Croatia, or Mallorca.


			She sighs. “I wish I lived closer to watch them grow up.”


			We’ve talked about her moving south, but it’s tough to find a job as an elementary teacher in my town. And she just met a guy in Columbus she sounds excited about—finally. She has dated so many losers that I can’t keep track. Though she adores my son and daughter, I bet her true birthday wish is to have children of her own. She loves kids. She just hasn’t found a man who seems worthy as a good husband and father. Her brief inquiry into foster parenting revealed that it’s tough to qualify as a single parent. And now that she’s forty, having kids probably won’t happen.
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			The next morning, this trip doesn’t feel so sublime. Gusts from a westerly wind chop the water, and I fight the waves with almost every stroke. At least the saltwater shooting up my nose clears my sinuses. Kim seemed rather green on the boat ride to the leeward side of the island, where we are today. I’d hate to see the waves on the windward side. She avoided tossing her cookies overboard, but the rollicking swells probably aren’t helping settle her stomach during our swim.


			My most difficult challenge is the piercing pain in my right shoulder, which makes it even harder to keep up with my speedy teammates. I wish I had trained more before the trip, but the last place I wanted to be was slogging laps in a pool. Between coaching my team and watching my kids’ swim meets, I spend far too much time around chlorine.


			I see Kim’s bright purple swim cap a second before I swim into her, and I flinch back. It’s not raining, but the overcast skies limit visibility.


			“You okay, bro?” She lifts her goggles to her forehead.


			She must have circled back from the lead group to check on me, and she’s not even breathing hard. My best sprint times were faster than hers in college, but she’s in better shape now because she’s on a master’s team in Ohio. She hopes this trip will prepare her for a competition in December.


			“Just my damn shoulder.” I wince as I pull my right elbow across my chest to stretch it. A wave smacks my ear, adding to my irritation.


			She shakes her head. “Your right hand’s still—”


			“I know!” I bark. She’s told me probably ten times now that I’m rolling my thumb down as my right hand enters the water, causing unnatural torque on my shoulder, but I fall back into old patterns when I’m tired. As a coach, I should do better. “I’m working on it!”


			“Jeez.” Her chin retracts. “Just trying to help. You need to pay better attention to your technique.”


			“Who’s the coach here?” I bellow. Her eyes turn down, and I regret my crabby tone.


			The approaching hum of a motor interrupts us as the boat captain maneuvers the panga alongside. Peter’s forehead creases. “Perrys, do you need help?”


			We both shake our heads as we tread water.


			“You sure?” Peter gives Kim a pointed look.


			I squint at her, and she lets out a breath. “I threw up earlier.” Her nose wrinkles. “In the water.”


			I cringe. Then my chest tightens as I realize she’s swimming faster than I am even while battling nausea.


			“But I’m better now.” She looks at Peter as she thumbs in my direction. “Jordan should get in the boat, though. His shoulder hurts.”


			“I’m fine,” I insist.


			Peter glances behind him at the boat deck, then back at me. “Did you bring your fins?”


			I blow out a gust of frustration. “Forgot ’em.” The truth is I didn’t want to take my wussy fins on the boat. I shouldn’t need them to keep up with my teammates, especially the women. “Look, just keep going. I’ll catch up.”


			Peter points ahead. “This is our longest swim of the trip—about three miles—and we’re almost done. You’re doing great.”


			“So great,” I growl.


			Kim says, “I’ll stay back with you on this last part.”


			“No!” That came out louder than I intended. I’m the one who should take care of her, not the other way around. “You had to sit out yesterday, and my stupid shoulder shouldn’t ruin this swim, too. Go on ahead.”


			She nibbles her lower lip, which looks swollen from the salty sea. I can’t wait to slurp electrolyte drinks when we’re back on the boat, along with about five ibuprofens.


			“Go, Kim.” I see her starting to waver. “You’ll stress me out if I hold you back.”


			Peter listens to his walkie-talkie, likely chatter from the other panga that’s following a slower group of swimmers who started before us. He leans over the boat. “The purple caps and the yellow caps are done with their swim, waiting for us. Let’s go—I’ll track you both. Lots of coral in the area, so stay vigilant.”


			With a sigh, Kim circles her thumbs on the inside of her goggles to clear them.


			Before she resumes freestyle, I add, “Just don’t gloat to Hudson and Hailey about how slow I swam when we get home.”


			“Don’t worry, I’ll preserve your massive ego.” She smirks, then takes off.


			I groan underwater as I glide into my stroke. My one distraction from shoulder pain is having to weave around coral constellations—the water seems lower in this part of the sea. After a long stretch, I switch to pulling only with my left arm to relieve my screaming right shoulder.


			One-arm swimming has slowed my progress, and the panga matches my pathetic pace. I can’t see the group ahead, only rolling waves, but I bet Kim has already made it there to join them. Wyatt will give me hell for my grandma speed.


			When a big wave lifts me up and crashes me down, I look up to find the panga zooming ahead. No wonder it’s extra turbulent, given I’m in the direct path of the boat’s wake. I sputter from a spray of water into my nose and mouth. As I bob in the undulating sea, a chill prickles up my spine. I’ve never seen the panga hightail it like that.


			Panicked shouts in the distance direct my vision to the spot where the panga has whooshed to a stop. It takes a second to realize the shouts come from Peter, who stands on the gunwale of the boat with a red lifeguard rescue tube slung across his torso. After he jumps into the water, I grasp the name he’s yelled: “Kim!”


			Kim. Her name propels me into a full-out sprint. What happened? How far away is she? Two hundred meters? Three hundred? Was she bitten by a shark? My heart thunders, and my legs explode with lactic acid, but adrenaline blocks awareness of my throbbing shoulder. Nor do I feel anything when my left hand brushes against an upcropping of dark, greenish-blue coral. Quick head lifts to help my sighting confirm I’m drawing closer, but the blurred chaos near the panga doesn’t answer the terrified questions battering my mind.


			Panting, I arrive near the panga, rip off my goggles, and whip my head left to right in a frantic search. The water is empty. Above me, Peter shouts something in Spanish, followed by the boat captain’s terse reply. When I hear a moan from Kim, I lunge toward the rear of the boat. A slash of blood on the white surface near the ladder shoots my heart into my throat. Shark? Is there a shark behind me? I spin around, but all I see is the other panga speeding toward us. I turn back to the boat and rush up the ladder.


			Pink liquid sloshes my bare feet, the color deepening to dark red as my eyes trail along the deck up to Kim, lying prone on her back. Peter rustles around some sort of first-aid kit as he hovers at the right side of her body, while the boat captain speaks rapid-fire Spanish into his walkie-talkie. I peel off my cap and step closer, dreading the aftermath of a shark attack. Thank God Kim still has all four limbs, but one of them—her right leg—sports a long, jagged gash down the thigh. My stomach turns as blood spurts from the wound. A buzz fills my ears, pulsing to the staccato beat of my heart.


			Peter pushes a pad of gauze against the top of her thigh, right below her bikini line.


			I clutch the gunwale with a desperate search of the rollicking sea. “What kind of shark was it?”


			Peter whips his head back to glare at me, and I realize I was the one who just spoke. “Jordan! Get over here.”


			I stare at him.


			“Now.”


			His order unfreezes me, and I hurry to my sister. The gauze beneath Peter’s gloved hand has already turned candy-apple red, in contrast to the paleness of Kim’s face. Her eyes are closed, but she grunts in pain when Peter presses another layer of gauze onto her thigh. Too soon, I see red seeping into the new layer.


			“So much blood,” Peter murmurs.


			I buckle to my knees on the other side of Kim and slide a hand under her head to cradle it.


			“Kim!” Peter snaps. “Are you on a blood thinner?” When she doesn’t respond, he looks at me. “Is she?”


			I shake my head. “No?”


			The boat captain tears open another sterile gauze package and hands it to Peter. Then he exchanges words with the other captain who has pulled his empty panga alongside ours.


			“My teammates!” I look at Peter as I break out of my fog. “We have to get them out of the water! The shark—”


			“No shark.” Peter tilts his head toward my sister’s thigh. “She ran into coral.”


			My mouth drops open. Coral did this?


			“She kept apologizing for being careless.” Peter grimaces as he opens another gauze pouch with his teeth. “Looks like an arterial bleed—femoral artery. If the bleeding doesn’t stop soon, we’ll need a tourniquet.”


			A tourniquet? I know nothing about emergency medicine, but that sounds bad. The boat captain’s question in Spanish interrupts my freak-out.


			Peter shifts his body, still holding pressure on the wound. “Listos—ready.” He looks at me as he nods at the deck. “Sit. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.”


			I can’t keep cradling Kim’s head if I need to sit, so I grab a folded towel from the bench and tuck it beneath her swim cap. My butt barely has time to find the deck before the motor roars. I grasp Kim’s cool hand and silently plead with her to be okay. I should’ve let you stay with me. Open your eyes, open your eyes. I shouldn’t have abandoned you.


			Her hand trembles in mine as blood rolls down the deck toward the engine. I am in another universe—this can’t be real. Over the reverberation, I shout, “To where?”


			Peter’s blue eyes bore into me, and his jaw ticks. “The hospital in La Paz.”


			It’s the closest town to our remote island. But it was a ninety-minute boat ride from La Paz to get out here—does Kim have that long? Please be okay, Kimmie. I should’ve kept up with you. Please be okay. The wind whips around us, and I shiver. Kim’s body vibrates as the tremor in her hand quickens.


			Peter hands me a larger package, and I unwrap the space blanket. I cover Kim with the silvery material, leaving the red stacks of gauze exposed on her thigh. Blood squeezes out from beneath Peter’s hands. “Put on some gloves,” he tells me. “I’ll need you to apply pressure while I prepare a tourniquet.”


			It takes longer than it should for me to glove up my shaking hands. I’m a mess, whereas Peter is all cool efficiency. “She’ll be okay, right?”


			He meets my eyes, and his pause stops my heart.


		




		

			2. Avery


			“I SEE WE’RE OUT OF TIME.”


			My client jumps as I interrupt her. She glances at the large, round seascape clock on the office wall. “But it’s only one fifty-two,” she says.


			“Yes. Our sessions are forty-five minutes. We started about one-oh-five.” I stand.


			Janet came to therapy six months ago to cope with conflict in her second marriage. But after a few sessions of getting nowhere, I discovered the true reason she was here: trauma. Her first husband had physically abused and terrorized her. We’ve completed twelve weekly sessions of a post-traumatic stress disorder treatment that has improved her life in many ways, especially her satisfaction in her marriage. But then her cranky father-in-law moved in, challenging the recent peace at home.


			Still seated, Janet frowns. “What should I do about Bob?”


			“What about Bob?” I muse, recalling the movie in which a persistent client annoyed the living hell out of a therapist. A woman of fifty-five would likely know a 1990s movie better than I would, but Janet doesn’t return my smile at the reference. “I want you to do a CBT worksheet about your father-in-law for us to review next time,” I say as I move toward the door. “You scheduled a follow-up online?”


			After a moment, she takes the hint and caps her pen, then gathers her book bag, journal, water bottle, and jacket. I suppress a sigh at her plodding pace. I heard my cellphone vibrate twice during our session, and I’ll probably need time to return calls or texts. Also, the blinking blue light on my desk indicates that my next client is in the waiting room, and I don’t want to be late. I’m never late.


			Janet pauses in the open doorway. “Are you mad at me?”


			Now I’m the one who flinches. Confirming that the short hallway outside of my office is empty, I take a moment to search my feelings—much tougher than helping clients sort through theirs. Am I mad at her? “Not at all.” I shrug. “Maybe my neurotic need to be on time unintentionally showed up as impatience.”


			“Oh.” She smiles. “One of your stuck points?”


			I grin back, gratified by her reference to the trauma therapy protocol she’s completed. “Yep, I get stuck on the belief that being late leads to tragedy. No evidence for that one!” I tilt my head. “I wonder, what led you to think I was angry at you?”


			Her smile drops. “Well, you sounded just like my boss when he cut off our meeting yesterday. I felt…dismissed.”


			I nod, relieved that her insecurity is more about transference—transferring her feelings about another person to me—than my behavior. She works as an administrative assistant at Parris Island, a nearby Marine Corps base, and she’s mentioned her domineering boss before. “You interpreted my abrupt ending to the session as dismissing you like an errant employee.”


			“Exactly.” She pauses. “Come to think of it, Bob did the same thing last week, shooing me out of his room when I was only trying to collect his dirty dishes.”


			I nod. No wonder she needs to talk about her boss and father-in-law. Both are older men who have berated her. They’re similar to her cruel first husband. I try to recall her beliefs about male authority figures, as we may need to revisit them. Her inaccurate reading of my feelings indicates that we have more cognitive behavioral therapy ahead of us. And I definitely want to discuss her relationship with her father in more depth.


			She inhales, seeming to arrive at a realization. “But I’m making you late!” As she scurries away, she calls over her shoulder, “Don’t want to activate your stuck points. I have enough for the both of us.” She exits through the door to the waiting room.


			I shake my head. Actually, Janet is quite a competent, put-together woman who has healed from trauma and cares for her husband, two children, and now father-in-law, all while working full-time. But I’ll have to save my questions about her self-worth for next time. We’ve already dealt with one doorknob disclosure at the end of the session.


			Sometimes I learn more about my clients in the last few seconds of our time together than in the prior hour of therapy. As I scoop my cellphone from my desk, the blinking blue light catches my eye. I can also learn a lot about clients during the first few seconds of an intake.


			The missed text is from my best friend and partner in this practice, Nadia:


			Ready to get your freak on at speed dating?


			I cringe. Negative. How she talked me into tonight’s nightmare is beyond understanding. She keeps haranguing me about my avoidant attachment style and how I’ll never find a man if I don’t face my fear of intimacy. Sometimes it sucks to have a friend who is also a psychologist. Since Nadia is home with her sick daughter today, instead of in the office next to mine, I decide I’ll answer her later.


			The missed voicemail is from an unfamiliar number. “Mrs. Clarkson,” a male voice begins, and I scowl. I’m either Avery or Dr. Clarkson, thank you very much. “This is Gabe Diaz, uh, I’m a coach, er, assistant coach for the Lowcountry Lionfish? I was supposed to call you a few days ago—my head coach wanted me to reach out to you while he’s out of town—but like an idiot, I forgot. I hope to catch you before you meet with Mason McCall.”


			That’s the name of my new client in the waiting room, so this guy has good timing. But he better speed up his message, because it’s 1:57.


			“Mason is an awesome swimmer. Like, really good. Like, Michael Phelps good—well, he’s only fifteen, but there’s so much potential there. Mason’s a total head case, though. You really helped Olivia Zollinger…”


			Ah, Olivia. She’s a young swimmer I met with last year. She must be on the team Gabe coaches.


			“…and I want Mason to meet with you to get his head on straight. I coach the younger kids, not Mason’s group, so I talked to Mason’s coach. Coach Perry’s a little sus about Mason meeting with you, honestly.”


			I roll my eyes. The more coaches I encounter, the more they seem like control freaks who don’t want psychologists messing with their star athletes. I am familiar with the paranoia, however, after dealing with military commanders who are reluctant to refer their subordinates.


			“But Coach agreed to let him see you if I called you first. And I promised you could help Mason.”


			Holy tacos, no pressure. Gabe ends his call by leaving his cellphone number. I add it to my iPad under my notes for Mason, though I won’t be able to return Gabe’s call without the permission of Mason’s parents.


			I walk out to the small waiting room at 1:59 to find a lanky blond boy seated next to a petite brunette. As they stand, the woman appears close to my age of forty-one. She must be Mason’s mother, despite their different heights and complexions.


			I smile at them. “Welcome, I’m Dr. Avery Clarkson.”


			“Molly McCall,” she tells me as she shakes my offered hand. A few freckles dot the bridge of her nose.


			Mason pauses and reddens. When at last his palm meets mine in an awkward handshake, I gawk at the size of it. I look down at his beige deck shoes, which resemble foot-long subway sandwiches. His appendages remind me of Nadia’s golden retriever’s massive puppy paws. Even the veterinarian underestimated her eventual adult weight of ninety pounds. Mason appears to be only a few inches taller than my 5ʹ9ʺ, but I understand Gabe’s prediction of stardom. The boy is going to be huge.


			“Introduce yourself, honey,” his mother instructs.


			He mumbles his name as he stuffs his oversized hands into the pockets of his khaki shorts. The fried ends of his disheveled, whitish hair jut out in all directions.


			Following ten minutes of clarifying confidentiality limitations and listening to the mother’s side of the story (she reported no family history of mental illness, and she didn’t know the complete paternal health information since Mason’s father was a sperm donor), it’s just me and the young swimmer in my office. When I look up from writing on my iPad, his hazel eyes seem to plead with me to say something.


			“Your mom said you want to manage pressure better in swimming. Is that right, Mason?”


			He nods.


			“Coach Gabe left a message for me and said you’ve had incredible success in the pool.” I leave out the bit about being a total head case. “What makes you think you don’t manage pressure well?”


			With a grimace, he looks down. “The state meet.”


			“The high school state meet?” I ask. After he nods, I add, “When was that?”


			“October fifteenth, uh, about a week ago.” With a suffering sigh, he rolls his head back, resting his neck on the sofa. “I totally let Coach Perry down.”


			“Your coach said that?” I lean forward. “That you let him down?”


			“No…not exactly.” Another sigh, and he sits up. “He said my two-hundred free was a painful death, like watching a slow-mo of Bruce the shark eating Nemo, starting with his tail, then fins, then chomping off his head.”


			My slight amusement shifts to confusion. “I thought Bruce became Nemo’s friend in Finding Nemo?”


			He huffs. “Not in this scenario. In this case Bruce is a boujee, cocky senior named Sean who mowed me down in the last fifty. I should’ve never lost to that guy.”


			“You’re a freshman, right?”


			“Yeah.”


			“A twelfth grader beat you, meaning you finished second in the state?”


			He shrugs like it’s no big deal.


			“You finished second in the entire state of South Carolina, as a ninth grader? And you think that disappointed your coach?”


			“I should be crushing these guys!” he roars. “How will I compete on a national level when I’m not even CEO in my own stupid state?”


			I feel old trying to decipher this kid’s slang, but I know empathy works for all age groups. “You feel so disappointed, and you’re worried for the future.”


			He sags against the sofa.


			“Swimming seems quite important to you.”


			His gaze wanders around my office, pauses on the window overlooking a lagoon, and lands on my bookshelf, where neat stacks of psychology workbooks and framed documents sit. His leg jiggles, then he rises to lift a framed photo off the shelf—my graduating class from Officer Candidate School. “Mom said you were in the Navy?”


			“Yes, sir.”


			“You know anything about sports?” He replaces the photo. “About swimming?” He flops back down on the sofa.


			I stretch my neck from side to side, weighing his question. “I specialize in recovery from trauma, especially for first responders. There’s some overlap between the military and sports. I’ve met with a swimmer or two from your team, but I’m more of a runner, so there’s a lot I don’t know about swimming. I hope I can learn more from you.”


			My answer seems to satisfy him.


			“How do you feel about swimming?” I ask.


			His squint, followed by a long pause, makes it seem like he’s never thought about that before. “You know that book, A Tale of Two Cities?”


			I nod. “They made us read that in high school a hundred years ago.”


			“Yeah, us too, last month. I low-key hated the whole thing, except for the first line… That stuck with me.”


			“‘It was the best of times; it was the worst of times,’” I recite.


			“That.” Mason points at me. “That’s swimming for me.” When I don’t reply, he continues. “When the water’s cold and fast, and I’m gliding, flowing on top, like there’s a surge of energy thrusting me forward, my lats engaged, my elbows high, the only sound is my breath, and nobody can catch me, I’m flying so fast…” His eyes shine in the afternoon sunlight filtering through the blinds. “It hits different.”


			His voice conveys tenderness and awe, like he’s describing a great love affair. His mouth curls up. “And when I drop tons of time in a race, like that time my relay split made Coach’s eyes bulge out of his head and he smothered me in a hug—I seriously couldn’t breathe, no cap.” He shakes his head. “I told him he had to stop his cringey dad jokes after I swam that fast, but he still keeps them up, day after day.”


			“Dad jokes, huh?” I smile at his scoff. “Lay one on me.”


			“What does a buffalo tell his kid every morning?”


			I scratch my chin.


			“Bye, son.”


			I wince. “That’s bad.”


			“Not as weak as, My daughter asked me to stop singing ‘Wonderwall.’ I said maybe.”


			I laugh at that one.


			“Don’t want to drag him, but a new joke every day?” He gives me a look. “At least Coach is out of town this week, in Mexico. So I’m getting a break.”


			Despite his disdain, I read a real fondness for his coach. After a beat, I ask, “So when is swimming ‘the worst of times’?”


			His dramatic sigh returns a heavy feeling to the room. “When I lose it behind the blocks. I get so nervous that I’m, like, shaking—it’s high-key stupid. I have to stop this stressy. I need to get it under control.”


			Ah, anxiety. The more we try to control it, the worse it gets. “You think nervousness interferes with your performance in swimming?”


			“Obvs.”


			I add that to my typed note. “What about school?”


			He shrugs. “Nah. School’s easy.”


			“Yeah? What’s your GPA?”


			Another shrug. “All As. But I haven’t taken the hard classes yet.”


			“Is it difficult to fall or stay asleep because you’re worrying about stuff?”


			His eyes widen. “All the time. So extra.”


			“And what do you worry about?”


			“Mostly swimming—it’s impossible to sleep before a big meet. But sometimes I worry about school or my mom.”


			I continue with my questions, discovering that Mason has a good group of friends on his team and at school, and he doesn’t report symptoms of panic attacks, OCD, depression, ADHD, or trauma.


			“I wonder,” I say, shifting from assessment to intervention. “What if you had held off this Sean dude and won the two-hundred freestyle at State?”


			He stares at me.


			“Would anything be different now?” When he doesn’t answer, I add, “Would your coach still be disappointed?”


			He nods. “Probs. We both know I can swim faster.”


			“Would you stop feeling nervous for your next race?”


			A little tension seems to drain away as he exhales. “Nope.” His smile cracks through. “If I won, I’d probably be even more mental, ’cause then I’d have to defend my state title.”


			I match his smile. “That would suck. But I hope you do feel nervous next time, because some anxiety helps your performance.”


			A line forms between his eyebrows as he cocks his head.


			“Tell me, Mason, have you ever felt freaked out from anxiety and then swam a great race?”


			He looks away as he considers my question. “Yeah, at summer sectionals.”


			“So, you don’t need to stop your anxiety, just manage it a little better.” As I let that sink in, I decide not to share my suspicion that he has an anxiety disorder, likely social anxiety disorder. Or maybe it’s an adjustment disorder as he deals with the pressure of his increasing success. I hesitate to arrive at a diagnosis before I gather more data, especially for a client as young as Mason. “Would you like to develop skills for managing anxiety?”


			One subway-sandwich shoe taps on the floor. “What kind of skills?”


			“Cognitive behavioral therapy. It’s a skill to help you talk to yourself in a more balanced way so you feel better. Maybe mindfulness too, as well as some communication skills to help you in your relationship with your coach.”


			“He’s the one who really needs the help.” Mason grunts.


			I pause. “Are you being sarcastic, or do you mean that? If your coach is putting too much pressure on you, I might need to have a word with him.”


			His eyes grow big, and he stammers, “Oh, no, uh, Mrs., Dr.…, uh—”


			“You can call me Avery or Dr. Avery if you like.”


			“That was dumb, what I said.” He chews on his lip. “Coach Perry’s the best coach I ever had. He’s the reason I’ve broken so many records. He’d do anything for me. I just, I just don’t want to let him down, you know?”


			I’m touched by his earnestness. “Clearly, swimming’s important to you, and so is your coach. I think training your mind as well as your body could help take your swimming to the next level, and help you sleep better, too. Would you like to meet again?”


			He nods, and after we schedule our next visit, Mason points to my seascape wall clock. “Hey, Dr. Avery, what’d the ocean say to the beach?”


			I can’t come up with an answer. “What?”


			“Nothing. It just waved.”


			I groan. “You’re right. Your coach does need help.”


			[image: ]


			A few hours later, the speed dating organizer’s perky voice grates on my nerves. “Ladies, you’ll stay put while the men rotate from one table to the next. You’ll have six minutes with each love match before the bell rings, signaling the men to move on to the next lucky lady.”


			I aim a longing look at the exit, and then my gaze moves to Nadia, seated at a table just outside the ring of high-tops reserved for tonight’s event. My friend’s strategic placement between me and the exit has to be intentional. I tilt down the corners of my eyes and lips in a pleading puppy-dog look, hoping she’ll let me leave.


			But she lifts one groomed eyebrow and shakes her head. She mouths, “Open mind,” as she taps her temples with her index fingers and fans her hands outward in an arc.


			Easy for her to say. Nadia’s feminine charm scored her a husband years ago. Her long blond hair curls over the collar of a delicate navy blouse adorned with a stylish gold necklace, and her knee-length cream-colored skirt shows off her slender legs. Also, her beige pumps (who the hell wears heels on Hilton Head Island?) put my boyish sandals to shame. I smooth my striped sundress over my thighs and tug at the elastic waist. Is the A/C working? Please, please don’t sweat. Though it’s late October, it reached eighty-five today. This must be how Mason feels behind the blocks before a big swimming race. Speed daters can smell fear.


			In addition to forbidding me to leave early, Nadia was full of advice at the dinner we just finished. “You will feel uncomfortable,” she said. “That’s your fear of intimacy—the activation of your avoidant attachment style. But show that anxiety who’s boss. Give guys a chance instead of finding their flaws. You told me you’re tired of third-wheeling it with Martin and me, right?” Ugh, throwing my words back at me. She also told me I have to agree to further communication with at least two men after the speed-dating event.


			Bachelor number one slides onto the chair across from me after Perky rings a bell to start the torture. We stare at each other for a moment, and then he looks away as he rubs a hand over his bald head. Seconds tick by, one by one, and after an agonizing pause, he slides his palms up and down the sides of his jeans while licking his lips. Other couples chat easily around us, but he doesn’t say a word. When I can’t take the nervous silence any longer, I ask, “Do you live on the island?”


			“Nah,” he booms, and I jump a little at his volume. “Ridgeland.”


			Ah, a rural area that’s more inland. Closer to the coast, where I live, I don’t often hear a Southern twang like his. He had to drive over an hour to get to Hilton Head, compared to my thirty-minute trip. When he doesn’t elaborate, I squirm.


			“Don’t interrogate them like they’re therapy clients. Give them a chance to ask you questions,” Nadia said.


			But I search for something else to say to quell the awkwardness. “How do you like Hilton Head?”


			He scratches the collar of his plaid shirt as he glances at the modern décor of cherry wood and emerald-green leather seats. The owners converted an old bank into a bar-restaurant, with beer taps shaped like the spokes of antique safe dials and drinks titled Fat Cat and Strategic Risk. “Kinda fancy for me. I’m just a country boy.”


			Sir, you don’t have to shout. “You live in the country? What do you do there?”


			“Pig farming.”


			My eyes widen, and I try to rearrange my face in a neutral expression.


			He must take my response as an urge to continue because he gobbles up the rest of our six minutes with a detailed description of his clean, clever, profitable pigs who sometimes escape from their pens.


			Recalling Nadia’s advice to let the men lead the conversation, I need to ask her: What if they’re so self-absorbed they don’t know how to talk about anyone but themselves?


			My relief at the departure of Swine Farmer snaps when bachelor number two swoops in. It seems he has stolen all the hair from the last guy—I can barely see his face beneath his shaggy beard, droopy mustache, and messy long hair, all in shades of reddish-brown. ZZ Top comes to mind. I jolt as he captures my hands between his.


			“If I’d known there’d be such pretty women here, I’d have tried this speed-dating thing years ago.”


			My lips press into a tight smile as I steal my hands back and slide them under my thighs. Again, the man dominates the conversation, but this time he presses me with questions.


			Him: “Have you ever been married before?”


			Me: “No.”


			Him: “Why?”


			Me: “I guess I’ve focused more on my work.”


			Him: “What do you do?”


			Me: (bracing myself) “I’m a psychologist.”


			Him: “Are you analyzing me now?”


			Me: (Yep, he went there. How cliché.) “Are you paying me now?”


			That response shuts him up for a second, but soon he resumes firing questions. I’m not accustomed to talking about myself, and my frequent sips of gin and tonic during the grilling drain my beverage too soon.


			After the blessed bell rings, I see Nadia typing on her phone—the perfect time to make a run for it. But the gorgeous creature who now towers over my table freezes me to my chair.


			His black hair is cut short on the sides with volume on top that accentuates his height and the sharp cut of his jaw. Smoldering blue eyes—did I just use the word smoldering?—land on my empty glass. He angles his head toward the bar. “Let’s get you a refill.”


			I hesitate. “Isn’t that against the rules?”


			He tips his head down closer to mine, his deep voice lowering as he takes hold of my glass. “I’m not much for rules.”


			His aftershave’s whiff of musk and bergamot zips up my spine. I find myself following him before I have time to think. The cut of his navy sport coat emphasizes broad shoulders that taper to a lean waist, and I wonder why such a hot man is fraternizing with us speed-dating losers.


			When I sidle up next to him at the bar, he doesn’t look at me, like he’s unsurprised I followed him. I bet every woman does your bidding.


			Ice tinkles in my glass as he draws it to his face and takes a sniff. His nose is long and straight, about the right size for his build, and there’s a scar near his temple. I find his five-o’clock shadow sexy as hell.


			“Gin and tonic?” He looks at me from the corner of his eye.


			I nod.


			“Two G and Ts,” he tells the bartender. “Plymouth, if you have it.”


			As we wait for our drinks, he turns to me. His eyes travel up my body and linger on my unsubstantial chest, leading me to tug up one of the thin straps of my sundress, before his gaze lands on mine. “So, Avery…” he begins.


			How did he?—I glance down and remember the nametag stuck to the top edge of my dress. But I feel even more at a disadvantage because there’s no rectangular white sticker on his jacket.


			He smirks. “Will you give that pig farmer another chance?”


			I step back, and his smile broadens. “It’s rude to eavesdrop,” I tell him.


			“Not if the farmer’s so loud that you can hear him from two tables away, where my love match regaled me with photos of her four children. Ah.” He accepts the drinks and slides a fifty-dollar bill toward the bartender. “We’re good.” He taps the bill.


			“Thanks, man,” says the bartender.


			Was that sizable tip supposed to impress me? Because it does. I’ve worked hard to pay my student debt, and I don’t want a man to mooch off me. His Adam apple bobs as he takes a sip. “Still waiting on your answer.” He dips his chin as he looks at me over his glass. “Will Pig Farmer get your email address at the end of the evening?”


			“Um…” I scrunch up my nose and try to forget the promise I made to Nadia. “Probably not.”


			“That’s too bad.” He shakes his head. “Missing out on free bacon for a lifetime.”


			My laugh escapes, sounding too loud and high-pitched. I knock back a quick drink to try to appear more mature.


			He grins as I place the glass on the bar. “You have the cutest dimples.”


			I squint up at him. A few of the men I’ve dated have told me that my height, muscles, military service, and career as a psychologist intimidated them. But I’m the one feeling daunted by this guy. “What’s your name?”


			He twitches and looks down his nose at his lapel. “Where’d my nametag go?”


			The organizer taps my shoulder, and I spin around.


			“Didn’t y’all hear the bell? Time to switch tables,” Perky says.


			“Oh!” I blink. No way that was six minutes—I need more time with this mystery man. But he probably won’t want to share his contact information. He’s way too attractive to want anything to do with me. Feeling deflated, I reach for my drink.


			But he clasps my arm. “Don’t go?” His big hand wrapped around my bare forearm feels warm and comforting.


			Perky purses her lips as she looks at her watch. “The others are waiting. Let’s go.”


			“I’m not interested in anyone else,” he tells her. “I only want to talk to Avery.”


			A fountain of delight springs up within me. He’s interested in me?


			“But you have to finish out the night,” Perky says. “That’s what you signed up for. The chance to find true love.”


			He bristles and seems to grow even taller. “No.”


			A knot forms in my gut, and I realize I’m holding my breath at the standoff.


			She puts a hand on her hip. “You two, let’s go.”


			I step toward the tables, but I turn back when he thumps his glass on the bar.


			“No,” he repeats, louder this time. “You know what? I’m out of here.”


			His long strides take him out the door in a flash.


			As I allow Perky to lead me back to my table, I look over at Nadia, whose open mouth slowly closes. The tight pull of her eyebrows echoes my own confusion. What the hell just happened?
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