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If this whale be a king, he is a very sulky looking fellow.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY-DICK








TRUTH






3000 PSI

Highway 1 drones. Cypress trees roar. Gulls shriek in squadrons. Yet all Jay Gardiner hears is his father awakening the family at six a.m. Weekdays, weekends, holidays, the man’s blood so attuned to tidal patterns that he gets up without an alarm to begin the bedroom invasions, cowbelling his coffee cup.

Sleepers, arise!

Mitt Gardiner’s been dead a year now, but his foghorn will be startling Jay from sleep for the rest of his life, he’s sure of it.

Jay loves his mom, though, and his sisters, they’re okay. So there’s guilt. For refusing their reasonable requests throughout the whole ugly saga. Mom, Nan, and Eva have therapists now and talk about “closure.” Jay’s not sure he believes in therapy. He definitely doesn’t believe in closure. People aren’t doors. They’re whole floor plans, entire labyrinths, and the harder you try to escape, the more lost inside them you become.

Jay’s seventeen years deep into the maze, too late to backtrack.

His car sheds rust scabs as he grovels it along the cinnamon shoulder of Highway 1. A white cloud parachutes over the road, mist from ocean waves he hears but can’t see. No open parking spots. Weird. This isn’t Huntington Beach. There are no fudge shops, no bikini boutiques, only the Santa Lucia Mountains. Early August, quarter to eight in the morning, Monastery Beach should be a ghost town, aside from Catholic cars tootling up the hill for mass at the Carmelite Monastery.

Jay uses the first four swear words he thinks of. He should go home, pick a different day. Crows puff and flap inside his rib cage in stern disapproval. This sets his heart lobbing, his scalp sweating. He’s psyched himself up so hard for this, doom metal tunes and coffee, that the idea of quitting nauseates him. If he leaves now, that’s it, he’ll never come back. To people who know him, he’ll forever be the shit scraped off Mitt Gardiner’s shoe.

Over the berm are the waters where Mitt died.

Closure, no. But signposts through the labyrinth? Maybe.

“You’re doing the dive, Jay,” he says.

Moving forward is the only way out. He’s ashamed how badly his mother misses him. His sisters are furious with him. Seems like no one in Monterey thinks he even deserves the name Gardiner after how he allowed his father to suffer without him.

This dive could change all of it.

Unclenched, his jaw lets in the familiar tastes of salt, sand, and fear.

He knows another place to park, a side route to the beach.

U-turn. A great blue heron objects with a swoop as dawn light blinds. Different from dusk light, though both feel like kinds of snares. Mitt disagreed. Jay thinks back on it. He’s thought of nothing but his father all morning.






2015

“Steinbeck called this ‘the hour of the pearl.’ ”

It’s dusk, the dusk of dusk, an unblurred luster. Dad’s talking about John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row. You can’t go two feet in downtown Monterey without the book being bragged about on street signs and from shopwindows. Like the sardine factory ruins on the Row itself, Steinbeck’s novel evokes a simpler, pitiless time. Qualities Mitt Gardiner values. To him, modern Monterey is a boil seeping tourist pus over a coastline that should have been left to the fish-stinking folk who worked it.

Jay, age ten, disagrees. The Row is electrifying. Music pumped from crunchy restaurant speakers. Fried food in the wind, outdoor magicians. Ice cream splats on the sidewalk that Dad says look like blood but make Jay hungry.

“ ‘When time stops and examines itself,’ he wrote.”

They are waiting in a hotel parking lot. Dad’s current gig is scraping scum off the hotel’s pier. In five minutes his boss will show up and fire him. It’s Dad’s attitude. You can’t chew out guests, Mitt, even when they toss a plastic cup into the bay. Dad’s twisting Cannery Row inside huge hands. Dad’s no reader. This book’s the sole exception, his source of workaday psalms.

He hands the book to Jay like it’s religion. Jay doesn’t hate Cannery Row yet, but after teachers force him to read it in sixth, eighth, and tenth grades, he will. A chunk of pages falls out and is stolen by the wind, yellow swallows to join the black cormorants lording over the cannery ruins. Dad watches them soar.

“That’s all right. Every hour of the pearl, you realize you’ve lost pages too. More and more pages until”—he whistles—“you’re all gone.”

Dad plucks another page free with his right hand, the one missing half the ring finger. Lets the page fly away, gone like his job. He taps the book, fat from water damage.

“What happens when you die in the ocean: bloat.”
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Five hundred feet north is the Bay School Parent Co-Op Preschool, a low magenta building notched into tall green trees. It’s closed, red playground plastic faded a cataract pink, no scrambling rugrats. Jay’s glad. Doesn’t have time for jealousy. His only childhood playgrounds were kelpy piers, moss-velveted docks, boats that stank of sulfur.

He steers off Highway 1 into the school lot, tires munching fallen leaves. The hell? Cars here too. Only four, but that’s four more than expected. Jay parks, glad for the mask of shade. The pickup truck to his right sports two blue logos, NOAA and NMFS—National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and National Marine Fisheries Service.

“You gotta be shitting me.”

Jay strikes the steering wheel with open palms. Just his luck. Ninety-nine days out of a hundred, a diver could drop off Monastery Beach without a single witness. Today there’s some kind of, what? Environmental disaster? He looks left and his skin bakes hotter: an orange-striped SUV with the words UNITED STATES COAST GUARD.

“The fuck.”

Mitt Gardiner hated a lot of things, people, ideas, and philosophies, but nothing needled him more than what he called the Dirty CGs. Jay hates agreeing with his father on anything; each time is an infection. But discharging his passed-down distrust of the coast guard would be like extracting his own spleen.

Jay doesn’t need a therapist to tell him he’s being stupid. Someone might have drowned on Monastery last night and the coast guard is picking up the pieces. Jay’s misgivings come from how reliably the Dirty CGs upset his father, how often he bore witness to Mitt’s fury. He recalls sniffling tears while Mitt harassed a Dirty CG for ticketing some petty violation.

You’re going to tell me what’s right for the ocean, you pencil pusher? I was born on the water! (Not even true, according to Granny Gardiner. She went into labor on a boat, but Mitt was delivered at a hospital like an ordinary human—how humiliating.)

Anytime Mitt went off, Jay alone was there to absorb it, to tremble and cry, then suffer Mitt’s disgust for Jay’s infant reactions. No, not alone. Not quite. Gulls, otters, sea lions, sharks, even the occasional whale filled out the audience.

Those beasts never flinched from Mitt’s tirades.

Jay won’t either. Not anymore.

If the NOAA and CG are here, they may try to stop him from diving.

But if a diver is crafty, he might not be spotted in the first place.
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Jay drove with his wetsuit half-on. He hasn’t missed the rubbery grip of the neoprene on his legs and crotch. The top half of the ebony suit pools at his waist like peeled skin. The suit is a Henderson, sun-faded, coral-scraped, that tricky zipper. Crap condition, but that’s the case with all his gear. He had to dig it out of the bins he’s been hauling around for two years. It feels flimsier than he remembered, scuba toys, not the real deal.

Jay gets out of the car. First thing, his hood. He pulls it on, ears gluing flat to his skull, the neoprene bib overlaying his scrawny sternum. He fishes his hands into the wetsuit arms. It tugs his arm hair. He forgot how it stings. Once on, the Henderson’s heavy as clay, seven millimeters thick for cold Monterey Bay waters. If the water temp hits fifty-eight this time of year, that’s lucky. Jay reaches over his back, feels for the two-foot zipper tether, and takes it with both hands. Jay doesn’t believe in God but prays like he does.

Three years back, he cracked the zipper head on a boat rail while making a January drop at East Pescadero Pinnacle. He hand-signaled his father to surface and in open air removed his regulator to report that his back was exposed. Mitt’s stare was blank as the side of a machete. A busted zipper is your own fault. Mitt dropped, Jay followed. It was the coldest dive of his life, the rigid sea rawing his body, his teeth chattering off his mouthpiece plastic, amplified through the plates of his frozen skull.

The zipper is the only piece of equipment Jay repaired for today. He didn’t fix it yesterday at the dive shop when he got his tank refilled. He spent as little time there as possible. Everyone at area shops revered Mitt Gardiner, local legend, walking tome of maritime lore. Their eyes forever bright for the old diver’s approval while Jay, useless infant, withered. Dive bros knew Mitt drank—hell, it was how you pumped the best stories from the guy’s gut—but they didn’t know he was a drunk, a periodic jailbird, a malcontent who couldn’t hold a job more than a couple years and acted like it was a testament to his principles.

Principles: a nifty excuse for being an asshole.

Jay isn’t ignored by dive bros anymore. Now he’s despised. Somehow the story got out: Mitt’s long illness, the son’s selfish refusal to ease his pain. They don’t know what the real Mitt was like. They don’t have any idea.

So Jay took his wetsuit to Mel’s Shoes in Del Rey Oaks and dealt with Mel, a thousand-year-old dude who didn’t know a dive skin from a farmer john but ran his wrinkled fingertips over the wetsuit zipper like a tongue over teeth. Now Jay yanks the tether and the zipper roller-coasters the curve of his spine, sealing him off inside. He exhales.

“If there’s a God, Mel, God bless you.”






2017

“You get in a jam, shoe repairmen are your best friends. Get to know your local cobbler, Jay. Those old coots have skills like no one else alive.”

Dad says this while stepping into the bright red vulcanized rubber of a full-body drysuit with PVC face shield. Looks cool, like’s he’s off to battle aliens. He’s not. They’re at Pepper Hills Golf Links, a twenty-minute drive from home that feels like twenty million. Unbroken seas of trimmed grass. Clubhouse of dove-colored wood. Dad’s current job? Part of a three-person crew diving for golf balls at the bottom of Pepper Hills ponds. White gold, Dad says. At twenty-five cents a ball? Jay’s skeptical, but Dad says it adds up.

The other two divers suiting up are eighteen. Too close to Jay’s twelve for him not to blush.

Dad never shuts up about the great jobs he’s held. Abalone collecting, oil-rig work, diving for herring roe in Alaska; he’s got a topographic tattoo of the forty-ninth state on his thigh. Nan and Eva always roll their eyes at these stories, while Mom places food on the table, super quiet. Jay thinks it’s because these stories are pre-Mom, back when Dad roamed and dived wherever he pleased, back when he was—there’s no other way to put it—happy.

It makes Jay feel deranged. Dad’s got everything a man could want. A wife who dotes on him despite his defects. Two daughters to trade playful insults with. A son to torture.

Apparently it’s not enough.

Since Jay started having memories to call his own, Dad’s jobs haven’t squared with the reverence he gets from local divers. Sewage outfall inspection: checking where shit feeds from pipes into the ocean. Refurbishing pier pilings in plastic or cement. Scrubbing barnacles, moss, and Bryozoa off boat hulls for local yachties, a buck a foot, then barfing in the ditch from the copper and cyanide in the paint.

Dad’s fifty-two years old. Pepper Hills is his lowliest job yet.
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Jay pops the trunk. His BCD, buoyancy compensating device, has seen better days, but only scarcely: Mitt Gardiner had superstitions about new gear. His came secondhand, and Jay’s third. This one’s an old Oceanic, a thick black vest using a puzzlement of clips and pockets to corral a tentacular drape of hoses.

He buckled the air tank into the BCD before he left but gives it a double check. It’s only his life, right? Two black straps tightened around the cylinder with cams. A safety strap looped to the tank’s K valve. It’s the only air source Jay’s got, a banged-up 120-cubic-foot cylinder, steel instead of aluminum. The thicker wetsuits required for Monterey Bay’s cold make a diver so buoyant it helps to have steel’s extra density.

Another fifteen pounds stowed in the BCD pockets would be ideal. But Jay’s storage bins yielded only a couple of five-pound dive weights. The last thing he did before departing was to raid the Tarshish house for that final five pounds. In the kitchen drawer, he found a motherlode of Duracell batteries. Quick google search. One D battery equals 180 grams; 403 grams equals one pound.

He busted free twelve D batteries and, to make up the change, a handful of loose AAs and a single 9-volt. Now his BCD pockets are chipmunk-cheeked. Feels weird. Jay hopes they hold.

Sixty degrees tops but, man, he’s sweating, skin greasy inside the wetsuit. Jay hoists the octopus retainer from the trunk and screws it to the tank valve. Four hoses droop. He connects the inflater to the BCD and sweeps the other danglers to the side. He slides the whole thing to the edge of the trunk. Time to strap on. Once he’s wearing seventy pounds of this stuff, it’ll be too much trouble to turn back. Right?

Seventy. Even now, the sheer weight of it shames him.






2017

“We didn’t have big, heavy stab jackets when I started. We had heavy-ass tanks that sunk your ass fast. No wetsuits either. We had long-sleeved shirts and coveralls. We never logged dives. We dove for now. What’s your certification?”

Jay, twelve, on a pier, salami sandwiches in wax paper. Hewey’s there, too, paying a kid to gas up the boat engine. Hewey is Dad’s best friend. Maybe his only friend. A former dentist, he now spends all waking hours boating and fishing, chubby with life vests. Hewey can’t swim. It’s bonkers. The guy’s, what? Sixty? Seventy? Jay’s never been able to pin it. Could be a hundred. He loves the old man. Why Hewey puts up with Mitt, he’ll never know.

“Open Water I,” Jay replies.

Mitt laughs, a rare thing. Oddly enough, his big square head is carved by laugh lines, the right parenthesis hatched by an old spearfishing scar. There must have been a time when Mitt Gardiner’s world was rife with things to laugh about. He’s over six feet tall, hands the size of tennis racquets, body etched in nautical tattoos, no fat, though signs of aging have emerged. A curve to the shoulders, slackening chest muscles, fingers kind of shaky. Still bigger and stronger than Jay will ever be.

“Boat’s gassed.” Hewey’s shadow is deep and cool. “Don’t be mean, Mitt.”

Mitt ignores him. “Open Water I. Open Water II. Deep Diving. Night Diving. Wreck Diving. Cave Diving. You know what kind of classes we had? We had a drill sergeant who gave us goggles painted over with black paint and made us do laps till we got so tired he had to fish us out with a net. You swam long enough? Boom. Congratulations. You’re a diver.”
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Jay sits on the bumper. Left arm laced through the BCD vest, right arm. Motion is instantly limited, that straitjacket pinch. Waist strap, thick velcro. Cummerbund and chest strap, two dog-collar snaps. All right, here we go, time to stand. Jay wonders if two years away from diving has whittled his spine to a twig.

He leans forward, shifting the weight from the car trunk. Feels like a Toyota Corolla on his back. He pictures himself face-planting into the dirt, pinned by his own gear until a Dirty CG found him. Clench the thighs, now, piston the legs—and Jay’s up, only a second unsteady before he remembers how to be a mule. It’s not the fifty-pound tank he carries, not the fifteen pounds of weights and batteries. It’s seventeen years of being Mitt Gardiner’s son, the expectations and disappointments, all of it on his back one more time.

Muscle memory: his sweaty hands redo the straps for an upright posture. His knees judder, and it’s got nothing to do with the weight. This is called trauma, he thinks. Maybe he ought to give in to Mom, Nan, and Eva and reconsider that therapist.

Move, move. Jay bends a knee to swipe his diving mask from the trunk. There’s a vial of baby shampoo cradled in it, and he smears the pink goo on the inside of the faceplate. Mask defogging agents are cheap, but Mitt never met an official product he didn’t feel he could best with a homemade solution. More than the gear, the shampoo’s jasmine scent takes him back.






2016

He’s eleven, in Dad’s thirteen-foot, Big Bird–yellow Malibu kayak, rubbing shampoo into his little mask’s silicone, and he asks Dad if this is the same shampoo Mom washed his hair with when he was a baby. It’s the last time he’ll ask a question so guaranteed to infuriate. Dad looks appalled, like Jay asked which My Little Pony he liked best.

“If your mother listened to me, you would have stung your eyes with the regular stuff and got all your crying out back then.”

It rips the smile off Jay’s face. He cries too much, and he knows it. Seems like once a day he suffocates inside a cage of hot, hitching tears. He doesn’t know why. He only knows Dad grits his teeth through each episode like it’s a personal insult. Jay detects no masculinity inside himself. He clings to his mother’s apron, literally. He has a blankie. He’s too small. Skinny as a girl, Mitt likes to accuse over dinner, pushing plates of food across the table until they collide with Jay’s.






3000 PSI

Jay hasn’t shed tears in six years. Not even at Mitt’s funeral.

He takes the final items from the trunk: two fins and a fine-grade mesh bag. He clips the bag to his BCD. Should use a bolt snap hook, but when he dug out all his dive gear, he couldn’t find a single one. Instead, he attaches the bag with a boat snap he borrowed from his friend Chloe Tarshish’s schoolbag.

Smart divers don’t use boat snaps. They call them “suicide clips,” in fact, for their lethal tendency to snag onto anything they touch.

Jay slams the trunk. So be it.

A suicide clip for the place Mitt Gardiner died by suicide.

Jay should have seen it coming the day he learned of the illness.






2021

“Jay. Baby. Your dad’s got cancer.”

The first thing Jay feels is offended by Mom’s quavering tone, her obvious expectation that Jay will break down and rush home, everything that happened between him and his dad forgotten. As if contracting cancer is a deed so selfless it erases everything past. The second thing he feels is stupor. Mitt Gardiner, human sequoia, sick?

“What kind?”

“It’s mesothelioma. It’s in the lining over his lungs. I’ve been trying to get him to go to the doctor for months. He’s been coughing up blood, having trouble breathing. His whole neck and chest’s swollen up. Jay, you don’t know.”

“Isn’t metho— Isn’t that caused by asbestos?”

“They told me it happens to scuba divers, too. Especially near Monterey. Especially the older ones who used to dive without wetsuits. I guess there’s lots of natural asbestos here. Maybe in those old canneries, too.”

Mom doesn’t throw knives on purpose, but this one slips her hand and strikes Jay in the lungs, a hint of his own mesothelioma fate, maybe. He feels faint. He drops himself to the floor, out of sight of the carefree Tarshishes. He’s enough of a hassle staying with his friend’s family; they don’t need his drama, too.

“What’s the— I mean, how long…”

Tears break Mom’s levies. “Could be a year. Maybe two. Maybe more if we’re lucky.”

Pause. Expectant. What is Jay supposed to say? He’s kept away thoughts of Dad for five months, ever since he left home. Pictures fan through his mind, but they’re all from August 1, 2020, the last time Jay saw Mitt, on the deck of Sleep. Colliding with the cancer news, the images hurt. Mom sniffles like she feels it, too.

“Jay, come home. We need you to come home.”
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Home? No. Jay’s headed the other direction.

At the top of the parking lot is the Carmel Meadows Trailhead. Warning signs all over. No campfires. No leashless dogs. No fishing. All wildlife and plants protected. The largest sign shouts DANGER—INTERMITTENT WAVES OF UNUSUAL SIZE AND FORCE—WADING AND SWIMMING UNSAFE.

Jay is past being warned. He tromps through the gate, top-heavy, anvil-footed, eyes to the terrain so he doesn’t go boom. If Highway 1 hadn’t been a car lot, he would have taken the short route up the beach’s berm. The signage there is even shoutier. DON’T BE THE NEXT VICTIM! DO NOT ATTEMPT RESCUE! AT LEAST 30 PEOPLE HAVE DIED AT THIS BEACH! One fool per year, Mitt used to say. He loved to proclaim Monastery as America’s most dangerous beach.

When it came to offing himself, what other choice was there?

Dirt snickers under each step of Jay’s bare feet. To his left, a rental property peeking from the oak grove. To his right, low ochre hills of golden grass dotted with tufted weeds and stiff shrubs. Nothing between but open air. Five minutes up the trail is a bracelet of fancy Carmel Meadows homes. A rich old lady with a dog is going to limp over the hill any second, any second.

Jay tenses but can’t feel it over the wetsuit’s tenser grip. You can’t really hide in diving gear. Might as well be wearing a suit of armor.

Ninety seconds later, his luck’s still holding. He thuds across two footbridges, hooks left. A downslope, then he’s hidden; release the old ladies with dogs! Protected, Jay transforms. The Henderson relaxes over his elbows and knees. The Oceanic molds to his vertebrae. The octopus hoses pat his shoulders as comfortably as Mom. Soothing whispers from all around—spindrift, wild rye.

This is what diving could have been like. What water could have been like. If he hadn’t been bullied into both with the martial fanfare of Sleepers, arise!

Five more steps and pennants of mist billow away. There it is, the beach, Mitt’s graveyard, its rock jaws wide like it’s hungry for the ocean itself.
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Fog blankets the bays in the morning, exhaled from green mountains. Burns off by noon most days, but Jay learned as a kid not to be fooled by a silver sky. It’ll roast you. He withstands its glare in a standstill swelter, breath caught like it is anytime he sees the licking gray froth, the buck and boil, the guttural suck and spilling stew of Monastery Beach.

Divers called it “Mortuary Beach” for a reason.

Must have dived these waters a dozen times with Mitt. Never alone. Mitt made him promise to never solo it until he was fully grown.

Is he fully grown now? Few would say so. Mitt’s diving acolytes sure wouldn’t. Six days ago, walking down Fremont, a dive bro—obvious from his neoprene stink and huge watch—spat on Jay’s shoe. Prick, the dive bro muttered, thinking he knew everything about Mitt, the great diver, and Jay, the spiteful son.

Maybe the dive bro knew enough. Jay can’t go on like this. He’s got twelve more months before college, whatever college might look like. Twelve more months to be spat on.

A humble crescent of sand is all Monastery Beach is, stretching between Carmel-by-the-Sea and Point Lobos State Natural Reserve. A twenty-minute stroll for tourists who happen by en route to San Francisco, a percentage of whom will stand with their backs to the water for photos, get swatted by a sleeper wave, and be dragged under by the backwash. It was fit for experienced divers only, and even they had to respect the hidden trough just inside the surf line that, if they didn’t choose their entry right, might roll them over and over, a morsel softened for swallowing.

The true wonder, maybe the true horror, comes later, twelve nautical miles into the blue: Monterey Canyon, a ninety-mile-long, mile-deep abyss the size of the Grand Canyon, a frigid black haven for the world’s strangest beings. A spindly stem called Carmel Canyon points at Monastery Beach like the Grim Reaper’s finger. What is it trying to say?

Jay thinks of AP English, Dante’s Inferno, the inscription over the gates of hell: Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here. Jay’s murmur is as soft as surf.

“Oughta just add it to the signs.”
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There’s a set of wooden stairs, but the ocean air has chewed them up. The steps, about fifteen, are helixed, wrung like a towel. Jay starts down, and the first step punches a bolt of pain from his heel to his pelvis. Under this much gear, an eight-inch drop feels like eight feet.

He tightens his lower back and keeps going. These steps tilt west. Those steps tilt east. The final step is warped at a seesaw angle. Jay slides down it, off the lower edge. His feet plant ankle-deep in the beach’s distinctive round granules of sand.

Jay takes five steps, the fifth over a seven-foot carcass of kelp that looks like a decomposing dolphin. Now he can see past the point of the rental property, a macabre fence holding back the exposed roots of a giant tree. Way over on the south end of the beach, a commotion.

Two large banks of lights, a tonnage of chugging generators. A bulldozer crawls over the western berm, shovel-mouthed like some Monterey Canyon monster. Thirty or forty people, too, the drivers of all those cars.

“Shit.”

Jay ducks behind the half-uprooted tree. Eyelines blocked. The weight of his tank pitches him at the fence. He barely stays upright. He’s panting. The wetsuit’s thick, but his heart pounds through it. If the Dirty CGs spot him, they’ll prevent him from diving. He can’t let that happen. His family, the respect of the community, it all rides on this, showing what he can do—what he can do without Mitt Gardiner.

Jay focuses on the tide. It skims into the cove in long, curling cones that atomize under their own weight, strike down, scurry like albino snakes, and gasp in pleasure as they are sucked back into the sea between jagged black rocks.

This rubble is one reason divers never drop from this pocket of Monastery. One bad foothold and you’re down. But the boulders only extend some twenty feet. Jay shouts self-help that no one but he can hear through the ocean booms.

“Get through it fast. If you fall, fall forward. Then kick hard. Get through the danger zone before the next set of waves.”

The orders sound like Mitt, so Jay does what Mitt never did and adds some optimism.

“You got this, Jay! Sixty seconds and you’re through! Like riding a bike!”

He’ll be visible for a few seconds before a rocky pile conceals him. He bends his knees. Regrips his fins. Blows five quick exhales to pump himself up. Holds his mask in his left hand. With his right, he tugs a final time on the mesh bag. The suicide clip chimes. No matter how rough this entry, Jay can’t lose the bag.

How else is he going to carry his father’s remains?






2021

In a way, he’s been carrying his whole family’s remains for the twelve months he’s been living with friends. It’s a big ask during a pandemic. The isolation has been rough on all his friends, but Jay suspects it’s been roughest on him, without his family there to rely on. He’s a professional foster kid, forever trying to fit in with his hosts, to adhere to whatever Covid protocols they follow or disregard. His sinuses ache from all the nasal swabs. It’s exhausting, and lonely, and offers too much time to think. Throwing himself into schoolwork is all that has helped.

Outdoors is the only real place he can breathe. It’s a Wednesday morning when he steps outside for sun between virtual classes and finds Hewey standing by the Tarshish mailbox, in safari hat and Covid mask, belt too high, hands in pockets. The presence of Hewey’s car doesn’t make his appearance feel less supernatural.

The second Jay sees him, he knows. The August air goes thick as seaweed. Jay wishes, maybe for the first time ever, he were in the ocean, so he could float over to Hewey, no problem, instead of falling to the lawn on jellyfish legs.

Hewey helps him up. Pulls Jay into his arms. The lax crepe of his hands. The grapey funk of his cologne. The gold chain hard under his half-buttoned shirt. Jay wasn’t taught how to hug men, but he’s doing it, and it feels like he could give all his weight to Hewey and the old man would hold him up.

“I’m sorry, son.”

Jay nods into Hewey’s shoulder, afraid to say anything, because what if there’s a sob in his throat? What if that sob dislodges more? Hewey’s arms feel like the shoulder straps of Jay’s BCD.

“It was suicide. I need to tell you that straight up.”

Jay nods again. He figured. Last he heard, Dad was out of the hospital, all medical options exhausted.

“We were on my rowboat, son. He threw himself over. I don’t know how I feel about that. But that’s what happened. I told your mom I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

Jay stands straight. Emotion bottled. He’s proud of that. Hewey is smiling, but old eyelids, Jay has noticed, can’t clamp down on tears. Jay doesn’t fault Hewey for the suicide, and he adores Hewey for knowing he wouldn’t.

“Dad used you to get out there. He knew you can’t swim.”

Hewey smiles. Angelic. “Never quit breaking my balls about it.”

Jay laughs. What a gift at a moment like this. Hewey takes off his safari hat. Wipes sweat. Jay’s heart goes out to him. The old man lost his best friend today off the side of his boat. There must be grief, even guilt. He carries that weight for Jay. Hewey gestures at his car.

“Will you come see your mom?”

Jay nods. Doesn’t fetch his wallet, doesn’t say a word to Chloe. They get in.

Only after the engine makes a distracting roar does Jay ask.

“Where’d it happen?”

“Monastery.”

Hewey’s Jewish but has a plastic St. Christopher figure glued to his dash. The patron saint of travel. Jay touches it. There’s a flaw in the molding. St. Christopher looks like he’s winking.






3000 PSI

You don’t spend most your life diving without learning what the ocean does to corpses. Mitt Gardiner would have drawn large scavengers. Probably sharks. Six months from the outset, his corpse would be picked clean, a skeleton. The fact that his bones haven’t been spotted by divers suggests they slid between rocks or inside vegetation. Jay hopes to find his dad’s skull, but he’ll take what he can get. A femur. A few ribs. A handful of finger bones like dice. The proper, legal burial of Mitt’s remains, not that sham of a plot in Moss Landing, might provide the mystical “closure” yearned for by his mom and sisters, who then might welcome Jay back into the fold.

For Jay, it’ll prove to everyone in the Monterey Bay area that he isn’t a worthless son, that he was never needlessly cruel to the great Mitt Gardiner.

What do they know about cruelty?

Last night Jay dreamed of his father’s bones, buttery in a nest of purple kelp, bejeweled with red sea slugs like holiday lights. The bones were soft in his hands, a gentle touch he never got from Mitt and therefore never gave back. He slid them against his cheek. He kissed them. He woke up tasting marrow. Funny, it tasted like tears.






3000 PSI

Jay inflates his BCD all the way. He’s been worried about the Schrader valve. Delicate thing, subject to sand clogging, salt corrosion. But the vest inflates; good, positive buoyancy. He needs to be able to float if Monastery starts to roll him.
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