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February Without You

The Geometry of Absence

The grey was not a single shade, but a kingdom. It lived in the slate roofs of Greyhaven, in the foam-churned water of the cove, in the smooth, water-whorled stones of the beach, and most persistently, in the sky that pressed down like a damp lid. To Aris Thorne, it was a neutral medium, a solvent for the sharp edges of the world. In his two years and fourteen days of residency within it, he had come to appreciate its consistency. Grey, unlike other colours, made no false promises. It did not simulate warmth or vibrance. It simply was, and in its constancy, it allowed him to be, without the pressure of spectacle.

His morning routine was a geometry performed against this backdrop. Wake at six-thirty. Shower. Dress in trousers and a pressed shirt, colours belonging to the quieter provinces of brown and blue. Breakfast: one boiled egg, one slice of wholemeal toast, black tea. At seven forty-five precisely, he would collect his leather satchel, check its contents—gloves, notebook, pencil, magnifying glass, a small camera—and step out of his cottage, locking the door with a satisfying click.

The walk to the Greyhaven Historical Society took twelve minutes. He knew this because he had timed it on seventeen separate occasions, and the average was eleven minutes and forty-seven seconds. The variation was accounted for by wind resistance and the occasional necessity of sidestepping a puddle. Today, a light drizzle smudged the air, the kind that didn’t so much fall as occupy it. He turned up his collar, not speeding his pace. The rhythm of his steps on the cobbles was a metronome for his thoughts, which were, as usual, ordered and task-oriented.

The Society occupied a former harbour-master’s house, a squat, stubborn building of granite that seemed to grow out of the cliff face. Its small brass plaque was perpetually verdigrised. Mrs. Enid Gable, the volunteer who opened up on Tuesdays and Thursdays, had already arrived. The scent of old paper, beeswax polish, and faint mildew greeted him like a familiar sigh.

“Morning, Aris,” she called from the back room, her voice carrying the soft, rounded consonants of a lifelong Greyhaven native. “Kettle’s just boiled.”

“Thank you, Enid. I’ll be in the archive.”

The main room was a curated silence. Glass cases held fishermen’s knots, a rusted sextant, pottery shards from who-knew-when. Filing cabinets stood like sentinels. His domain, however, was through a low door and down a narrow flight of stairs to the cellar archive. Here, in the perpetual, cool dimness, the past was stored in boxes, awaiting his cataloguing.

His current project was the estate of Lyle Cartwright, a reclusive ornithologist who had died in the fall. The donation was a blessing and a curse: dozens of meticulously labelled boxes containing everything from scientific correspondence to grocery lists from 1972. Aris’s job was to winnow, to categorize, to create a finding aid that would render this personal hoard into a usable public resource. He loved this work. It was alchemy of a sort—transforming the chaotic residue of a life into a coherent, searchable record. It asked nothing of him emotionally. It required patience, precision, and a respect for fact.

He pulled on his cotton gloves, opened Box 17, and began. Receipts for birdseed. Subscriptions to The Auk and British Birds. A pressed, fragile feather of a common tern, annotated with a date and location. He recorded each item in his notebook, his handwriting a model of legibility.

By mid-morning, he had worked through two boxes. He stretched, feeling a cool stiffness in his neck. The single bulb overhead cast a pool of yellow light on the oak table, leaving the corners of the stone-walled room in deep shadow. He reached for Box 19, labelled in Cartwright’s shaky latter-day script: “Misc. / Unrelated.”

The contents were an anomaly. No bird lore here. Instead, he found a bundle of letters tied with string (these he set aside for later, personal correspondence required a different protocol), a small, tarnished brass compass, and several sketchbooks. Aris opened the first. It was filled with competent, if unremarkable, landscapes of the Greyhaven headland. The second was similar. The artist had a good eye for the lie of the land, but the sketches felt technical, detached.

The third book was different. It was larger, its cover a faded cloth the colour of dried seaweed. It felt heavier in his hands. He untied the leather thong holding it closed. The pages were thick, high-quality paper, blank. Every single one. He fanned the pages, a whisper of expensive stock. Nothing. Not a pencil mark, not a stray ink blot. Puzzled, he checked the spine, the endpapers. Pure emptiness.

A strange sensation, cold and feather-light, traced the length of his spine. It wasn’t fear, exactly. It was the unease of incongruity. Why would a meticulous man like Cartwright store a completely blank, unused sketchbook in a box labelled with such care? Why did its very blankness feel so... intentional?

He closed the cover, the cloth slightly rough under his gloved fingertips. He logged it in his notebook: Item 19-47: One sketchbook, cloth-bound, approx. 24x30 cm. Pages blank. Possible gift or unused stock.

But the notation felt inadequate. The book seemed to hum with a silent potential. He placed it carefully to one side, separate from the other items, as if it were contagious.

The rest of the box yielded little of note. His concentration, however, was fractured. His gaze kept drifting to the blank book. It was just an object, a collection of processed wood pulp and cloth. Yet, in this cellar dedicated to giving meaning to fragments, its absolute lack of marking felt like a rebuke. A void.

At one o’clock, he surfaced for lunch. Enid had made tea and set out a plate of digestives. “Find any treasures?” she asked, dunking a biscuit.

“More of the same. A lot of paper. And a blank sketchbook.”

“A blank one? How odd.” She crunched thoughtfully. “Maybe he meant to use it and never got round to it. Time gets away from people.” She said it without malice, a simple observation. It got away, like a boat slipping its mooring.

Aris ate his sandwich at his desk, looking out the small, rain-streaked window at the High Street. People moved past in raincoats, blurred smudges of colour. Greyhaven in February was a study in hibernation. The summer tourists were a memory; the spring promise a rumour. The town existed in this perpetual, damp interval, and Aris had come to mirror it. His life was an interval, a pause between a before that was too painful to inhabit and an after he could not conceive.

Before was Elara. Elara, who would have loved this mist, who would have dragged him out onto the headland to feel the damp air on her face, who would have pointed out the specific silver-grey of the wet slate versus the charcoal grey of the storm cloud. Elara, whose own studio had been a glorious chaos of paints, sketches, half-finished canvases, and vibrant, impossible energy. She collected sensations, impressions, light effects. He collected facts. It had been, for ten years, a balance he hadn’t known he needed until it was gone.

The cancer had been swift and brutal. It had stolen her in a different February, one of hospital-white and beige corridors, a grim parody of Greyhaven’s grey. She had died here, in this town they had moved to for its peace, its light, its sea. After, he had stayed. He had taken this job. He had built a life of quiet routines within the shell of the one they’d shared. He did not visit her studio, sealed in the cottage’s spare room. He did not look at her paintings on the walls too closely. He existed in the negative space around her absence, and he had, through sheer will, convinced himself it was a sustainable geometry.

The blank sketchbook felt like a tear in that careful geometry.

He worked through the afternoon with dogged focus, avoiding Box 19. At five o’clock, he tidied his workspace. He placed the other sketchbooks back in the box. He picked up the blank one. The protocol was clear: it was part of the collection. It should be stored with the rest.

He held it for a long moment. Then, acting on an impulse he could not name and did not care to examine, he placed it in his own satchel. He would study it further at home, he told himself. In better light. It was a professional curiosity, nothing more. The act of taking it felt like a secret, a tiny rebellion against his own ordered systems.

The walk home was darker, the streetlamps casting weak haloes in the drizzle. His cottage, tucked away on a lane that sloped down towards the sea, was dark and cold. He turned on lights, started the gas fire in the sitting room, made another pot of tea. Routine reasserted itself, calming him.

After his simple supper, he sat in his armchair by the fire. The satchel lay at his feet. He finished his tea, read three chapters of a dry history of maritime law. Finally, with a sense of performing a ritual, he reached down and drew out the sketchbook.

In the warm, yellow light of the lamp, it looked less ominous. Just a book. He opened it on his lap, ran a hand over the first page. The paper was creamy, thick. He brought it closer to the light, tilting it. Was there a texture? A ghost of a impression? He saw nothing.

He fetched a magnifying glass from his desk. On his hands and knees by the firelight, he scanned the page inch by inch. Nothing. He tried the next page, and the next. Blank, blank, blank. He felt a foolish relief, followed by a puzzling thread of disappointment. It was just a book. He had broken protocol for a mundane object.

He was about to close it when a draft from the chimney made the fire flicker. The light jumped. For a fraction of a second, a shadow seemed to flit across the page—not on it, but within it, as if the paper itself held a submerged image. He froze, holding the book perfectly still. The fire steadied. The page was blank.

He exhaled, a sound of self-reproach. He was tired. He was seeing things, projecting meaning onto emptiness. That was the danger of his profession, of his state of mind. The human tendency to find patterns, even where none existed.

He closed the book firmly, tied the thong, and placed it on the small table beside his chair. He would return it to the Society tomorrow. The mystery was solved: there was no mystery.

That night, he dreamed not of Elara, but of a vast, empty beach under a flat grey sky. He was walking, searching for something, though he didn’t know what. The only sound was the hiss of retreating waves, and the only feature on the endless sand was a single, dark line, like a mark on a blank page, receding ahead of him, always just out of reach. He woke before dawn, the ghost of the dream clinging to him, and the first thing he saw in the dim room was the rectangular outline of the sketchbook on the table. A solid, silent presence in the dark.

Outside, the February wind moaned softly around the eaves of the cottage, a sound that was neither a lament nor a promise, but simply the weather of this long, grey interval.
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The Persistent Tide

The sea did not care about grief. This was the first thing Maya Lin noted upon her arrival in Greyhaven. It was a banal observation, but it held the cold comfort of a fundamental truth. The tide rolled in, dragging shingle up the beach with a sound like a giant’s rattling breath. It rolled out, leaving behind a glossy, mirrored surface pocked with worm casts and the delicate, doomed architectures of foam. It did this irrespective of her failed relationship, her derailed research proposal, or the hollow, restless feeling that had taken up residence behind her sternum. Its indifference was almost a relief.

Her new home was not a home, and that suited her. It was a borrowed field station, a wooden shed perched on the leeward side of the Greyhaven headland, owned by some obscure trust and leased to her university for a nominal fee. It smelled of damp timber, paraffin, and the faint, briny ghost of fish. It contained a narrow cot, a propane stove, a desk scarred with generations of utility, and a window that looked directly out onto the churning slate-grey of the cove. It was perfect. It was a cell for a secular ascetic, and she was its willing inhabitant.

Her work was her liturgy. The peculiar, localized winter bioluminescence in Greyhaven Cove was her subject. Other, more famous bays had summer blooms, spectacular electric-blue displays that drew tourists and documentaries. Greyhaven’s happened in the deepest cold, a faint, greenish-white shimmer seen only on the blackest, most moonless nights, and only in one specific, rocky inlet. The literature was scant, the data anecdotal. Her hypothesis—that it was linked to a unique combination of cold-water upwelling and a subterranean freshwater spring rich in a particular mineral—had been met with polite skepticism. The rejection of her grant for a larger study in the Antarctic had been the final blow. Greyhaven was a consolation prize, a sideways step. She intended to prove it was more.

She spent her first morning unpacking her equipment, the ritual of it calming: the fluorometer, the water sampling bottles, the salinity probes, the portable spectrophotometer. Each instrument was checked, calibrated, and assigned its place on the desk and the rough shelving. Order imposed from without, to quell the disorder within. By noon, a fine, persistent rain was falling, blurring the line between sea and sky. She pulled on her waxed jacket and decided to find the keeper of the lighthouse, a man named Walter Finch. The university’s contact said he had keys to the old boathouse where she could store her larger gear and knew the tides “like his own heartbeat.”

The lighthouse stood a half-mile east along the cliff path, a white-washed stone cylinder rising from a crouching keeper’s cottage. It looked less like a sentinel and more like a stubborn, rooted tooth. The path was muddy and slick with kelp in places. The wind here had an edge, a wet, physical push that made her lean into it. She felt alive in a raw, elemental way she hadn’t in months. In the city, her grief had felt abstract, a psychological weather system. Here, it was met with an equal and opposite physical force.
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