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Chapter One  
 
October 1997 
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While most of his regular customers were at synagogue atoning 
for their sins, Jack Wasserman meandered down the aisles 
under half-dead fluorescent bulbs, restocking cough syrup and 
sticking price tags on vitamin bottles. He preferred the 
mindless busy work to the hours of self-hatred and useless 
laments about past sins that the holidays required of him. 
Nothing ever changed anyway. 
 He escaped behind the pharmacy counter and counted 
pills aloud, one bottle after another, until Mrs. Nguyen stopped 
hovering. Finally, she turned toward the front of the shop and 
squawked in her native Vietnamese at Rosie, her thirteen-year-
old daughter who helped out after school. Jack took one bite 
out of his sour apple and set it next to Mrs. Chankowski’s 
bronchodilator prescription. The cold October nights made her 
asthma worse, and Jack knew she’d be in the next day for the 
refill. 

“Rosie,” Jack called, “when you’re done helping your mom 
tidy up, can you unpack a couple of these boxes? Thanks.” 



 

 

 Rosie dragged her feet to the back of the store and looked 
at the tops of her shoes. “Mr. Wasserman, um, my mom says 
you’re not working hard enough. She says you should have 
everything shelved by now.” 
 Jack rolled his eyes. “That’s why you’re here. Unpack these 
boxes and help me.” 
 Rosie shrugged and sliced the box open with a key. 

“Every year she does this,” Jack said, more to himself than 
to Rosie. “Every other Jew is praying and fasting, yet I’m the 
one who’s not working hard enough.” 
 That morning as he had searched for a stamp, the top 
drawer of his desk cracked again and the damn picture had 
fallen at his feet: Jack and his father sitting on the front steps of 
their house on Rosh Hashanah in 1955. All day the memory 
haunted him, a reminder of what a miserable parent Maxwell 
had been, and how Jack had followed in his footsteps. Jack 
took another bite and grimaced. 
 “I’m just telling you what she said,” Rosie said, as if she 
had been inconvenienced. She sat cross-legged on the floor in 
front of the open box, but hadn’t removed anything. 
 Jack huffed. “Did Mrs. Gadzuric complain?” Mrs. 
Gadzuric came in three times a day wanting to know if suicidal 
thoughts were a side effect of Prozac. When Jack stopped 
answering, the dour octogenarian had started complaining 
about him to Mrs. Nguyen. 

“I don’t think that’s what she’s talking about.” Rosie pulled 
out two bottles of Tylenol, then stopped to twirl her oily black 
hair. She gnashed a piece of gum, like she had a vendetta 
against it. 
 “Rosie, I’ll be closing up in an hour. And please make sure 
those have price tags before they go on the shelves. Eight-
ninety-seven a bottle.” 
 “Mr. Wasserman, um, she told me to tell you that if you, 
like, don’t work harder, she’s going to fire you?” 



 

  

 Jack rolled his eyes as the faint sound of Linda Ronstadt’s 
“You’re No Good” played quietly on his portable radio on the 
counter. Mr. Gupti, the Pakistani man who worked at the 
Scotiabank down the street, sniffled and grabbed some Alka 
Seltzer cold medicine. He smiled and waved to Jack as he made 
his way around aisle three, bringing the odor of mentholated 
liniment with him. Madame Desjardins emitted her usual 
overdose of perfume as she dropped the last three bottles of 
Nyquil into her purse. A forty-ish Chinese woman Jack had 
never seen before moved up and down the shop’s five aisles 
without touching anything. No one had approached the 
prescription counter in over an hour. 
 “Tell her I’ll work harder,” he said. Mrs. Nguyen watched 
him as she swept the floor by the front door. 
 He plunged his hands into his pockets and rattled the 
coins around. Despite Mrs. Nguyen’s irritability with everything 
from whiny customers to outrageous electric bills to Jack’s 
lunch choices, he felt at ease at the pharmacy. Its dusty shelves 
and cracked paint, its 1960s cash register and rusty bathroom 
sink, the drywall and window repairs Mrs. Nguyen would never 
pay for—the shop’s time-worn condition gave it charm. It 
reminded him of his dark basement office, cracked drawer and 
all; a smoke-infested hole that nurtured him when he pined for 
another chance at raising Noah, or when pension checks for 
Elisa’s Survivor Benefits arrived from the Quebec government. 
And Mrs. Nguyen let him smoke his cigar in the back in five-
minute intervals, as long as he opened the window. 



 

 

 But that goddamn photo stayed on his mind all day, and 
the threat of being fired added to his unease, even though he 
knew Mrs. Nguyen was bluffing. She couldn’t have been 
serious, yet Jack dreaded the prospect of unexpected change. 
He stayed late, worked holidays so she could stay open, and 
personally kept repeat customers happy, in spite of her grouchy 
attitude and lack of English. She never ordered more than a 
dozen of anything at one time, and Jack was constantly 
reassuring customers that their Synthroid and Cardizem would 
be arriving any day now. Mrs. Nguyen didn’t realize how much 
she needed him. He, too, needed the company. 
 Rosie chewed on her hair. “Mom said you seem, like, 
distracted today.”  
 The bell above the door jingled as Zalman Zelig, Jack’s 
most reliable customer, nearly fell on Mrs. Nguyen as he 
entered the store. She swore in Vietnamese at the old man and 
continued sweeping in the corner, then shot Jack a look. Mr. 
Zelig shuffled his bowed knees and dragged his feet toward the 
pharmacy counter, past the compression stockings and Epsom 
salts. Jack smiled every time he saw Mr. Zelig, knowing he 
would greet Jack playfully in Yiddish and make a remark about 
Rosie’s ahead-of-schedule pubescent growth. But today, the old 
guy looked like time had caught up to him. 
 Mr. Zelig had kept the same seat for years at the Beth 
Shalom synagogue, two rows up from Jack and Maxwell, during 
the High Holiday services. When Jack was a teenager, the two 
men would play chess for hours on Saturdays, bantering in 
Yiddish and drinking hot tea with lemon. Jack remembered 
wishing that Mr. Zelig had been his father instead of Maxwell. 
 Mr. Zelig placed a prescription on the counter with a 
trembling hand. “Vos makhstu, Vasserman?” he said. 
 “Just fine, Mr. Zelig,” Jack smiled, and tossed the 
browning remainder of his apple into the trash can. “Don’t you 
go to shul on Yom Kippur?” 
 “What are you, meshugah? It’s March!” Mr. Zelig replied 
with confidence.  



 

  

 Mr. Zelig never married nor had children, and his distant 
relatives had all been exterminated in Poland during the 
Holocaust. A model of self-sufficiency and Eastern European 
drive, he worked full time as a chartered accountant into his 
eighties. He rode the 144 bus to and from Mrs. Nguyen’s store 
every Thursday morning to pick up his twenty or so medicines, 
as regular as the sunrise. But last month, on his way home from 
work one day, Jack had driven by Mr. Zelig’s apartment 
building and seen him wandering outside in his underwear, bare 
feet covered in blisters. Today, off his schedule on a Tuesday, 
he smelled of urine and Old Spice. The white shirt under his 
navy blue sport coat (he’d always worn a burgundy one) was 
spotted with rust-colored stains and the hems of his pants were 
shredded around the ankles. 
 “You know you don’t have to bring in your prescriptions 
by hand anymore. Doctor Rosenbloom faxes them to me.” 
 “Fax, schmax. How’s your boy?” His arms hung lifelessly 
by his sides, but his hands twitched. Jack noticed a glint in his 
eye when he asked the question.   
 “Let’s get your medicine ready.” 
 “Get...the medicine...ready!” He said with a deep laugh and 
tried to put his hands in his pockets. They slid over the outside 
of his jacket without hitting their target.   
 Mr. Zelig’s earnestness left Jack feeling hollow. He had 
been a customer of Jack’s at Geller’s Pharmacy on Atwater 
Street twenty-one years ago, when Jack’s life fell apart. Armed 
with ridiculous Yiddish proverbs like, “Everyone is kneaded 
out of the same dough but not baked in the same oven” and 
“The girl who can't dance says the band can't play,” he tried to 
comfort Jack through his dark period. After a few weeks, he 
stopped calling Jack at home, but they still saw each other at 
the store for prescription drop-offs and pick-ups. Jack looked 
forward to their meetings. 
 “I see Dr. Rosenbloom upped your Parkinson medication 
dose and added an antidepressant. You feeling well?” 



 

 

 “I got more tzurus than you know. All these farkokta pills.” 
Drool trickled from Mr. Zelig’s bottom lip. Rosie stood nearby 
twirling her hair and chewing her gum, perusing the facial 
creams. The old man turned his head to the left as far as it 
would go. “She’s looking more zaftig every day.” 
 “Yes, Mr. Zelig. What else can I help you with today?” 
 Mrs. Nguyen pounded the butt of the broom on the floor 
and called to Rosie in staccato Vietnamese. Rosie nodded. As 
she approached her mother, Mrs. Nguyen’s voice grew harsher 
and she waved her arms. Jack thought he understood the 
occasional mention of his name. Rosie stood silently and put up 
with it, like a dutiful child does for a single parent.  
 “He who puts up with insult invites injury,” Mr. Zelig said. 
“My father says that. You know my father? The King of 
Warsaw!” He laughed so hard snot flew out of his nose. It sat 
on his upper lip until Jack reached over the counter and wiped 
it off with a tissue. Jack was happy to see some animation, even 
if it was accompanied by a little mucus; dementia had sucked 
much of the life from the poor old man. 
 “I’m sure he was.” Jack gathered Mr. Zelig’s pill bottles 
and placed them in a bag. 
 “You’re a real mensch like your father. A good man.” 
 “Okay, Mr. Zelig.” Jack handed the bag over the counter. 
“It’s too cold out there to wait for a bus. Let me call you a 
cab.” 
 “What am I, some alter cocker who can’t walk a block to his 
house?” Mr. Zelig pulled the plastic bag off the counter but 
couldn’t hold it with his trembling hands. It fell. Jack came 
around and picked up the bag, fast enough that Mr. Zelig didn’t 
have time to bend down to pick it up himself. The old man 
would certainly have fallen. 
 “Mr. Zelig, you live all the way up on Cote Des Neiges. 
That’s ten blocks from here.” 
 “All you do is worry, worry, worry.” He laughed and 
drooled onto the dried blood on his lapel. 
 “You’re not safe on your own at night, with your 
balance....” 



 

  

 “Vasserman, stop with your meshugas. I’m going home. My 
mother has a brisket in the oven. Next week you and Nacham 
can come for dinner.” He walked to the door with his feet 
spread apart and scraping the floor. 
 “Noah, Mr. Zelig,” Jack wanted to explain but knew it 
would be lost. “Be careful.” 
 “A bi gezunt, Vasserman,” he said without turning around. 
 “You too.” 
 After Mr. Zelig was out the door, Rosie returned. “Mr. 
Wasserman, my mom said you need to, like, talk to the 
customers less.” She turned quickly. 
 “Your mother doesn’t care that a ninety-year-old who can’t 
remember what year it is wants to walk ten blocks by himself? 
He’ll get killed crossing Sainte Catherine Street. He should be 
in a nursing home, for God’s sakes.” 
 Rosie twirled her hair. “At least he gets to live alone like a 
normal person.” She sighed. “I’ll be stuck with my crazy 
mother forever.” 
 A normal person. Rosie had no idea. “Don’t rush it,” Jack 
said, and searched for dosage errors on a pile of prescriptions. 
 “If I tell you something, do you promise not to tell my 
mother I told you?” 
 Jack continued flipping through the prescriptions. “Mmm, 
hmm.” 
 “My grandmother in Hanoi is sick and my mother is really 
worried. She comes home from work and cries, Mr. 
Wasserman. She’s been having a rough time.” 
 “I’m sorry, Rosie.” 
 “It’s okay. My mom’s just, like, really stressed. I don’t 
think she’s serious about firing you. In fact, she’s worried she’ll 
have no one to watch the store if she has stay over there for a 
while. She can’t afford to lose you.” 
 “Thanks, Rosie. That’s nice of you to say.” 
 “Mr. Wasserman, I think my mom is also worried you 
might try to work at another pharmacy, where you can make 
more money, or just, you know, stop working completely. You 
are getting kind of old.” 



 

 

 Jack laughed at Rosie’s earnestness. “Don’t worry, I’m not 
going to suddenly pack up and move to Miami. I have nowhere 
to go. And I’m barely older than your mother.” 
 “Please don’t tell my mom I told you. She’d kill me.” She 
pushed her palms together in front of her chest and whispered, 
“Please.” 
 Jack nodded. 
 After a pause, Rosie said, “Thanks for listening.” 
 Jack had given up his chance to raise a child through 
adolescence and couldn’t help wondering if Noah had been as 
engaging at the same age. “You’re a good kid, Rosie. And your 
mother’s just trying to take care of her family.” 
 Rosie walked away, head down and twirling her hair, 
toward the cash register near the front door and her sweeping 
mother. Mrs. Nguyen gave Jack the evil eye then swept a pile of 
dirt into a dustpan. 
 An hour later, Jack turned left instead of his usual right 
outside the store and searched for Mr. Zelig in the chilling 
darkness. He had heard stories of demented old people 
wandering the streets for hours until the police found them 
nowhere near their homes. It was possible that Mr. Zelig had 
walked a block and turned around, then repeated the same 
cycle over and over again, or got on the wrong bus, or he could 
be halfway to Toronto by now. After nearly an hour and a half 
of wandering east and west along Sainte Catherine Street and 
up and down the fourteen streets from Atwater and Peel, Jack’s 
ears were numb. He was ready for a cigar. He stopped to light 
it and looked at the ground to prevent the breeze from blowing 
out his match. A pile of orange and red maple leaves blew 
across the tops of his feet. As he blew smoke into the night, 
Jack wondered if Mr. Zelig would ever be back to pick up 
another prescription, or if anyone besides Jack would care. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two 
 
Rangiroa, French Polynesia 
 
 
Noah hovered for a few seconds at the wall’s first shelf, then 
plunged headfirst another ten meters. At thirty meters deep, the 
water chilled as it darkened from shimmering cobalt to 
midnight blue, the shafts of sunlight digested by the depths. He 
checked his tank pressure again. It still shouldn’t have mattered, 
yet his mind continued its dissent.  
  Something had to be wrong with the equipment. He 
tapped the tank pressure gauge with a rigid fingertip. Down to 
fifty bar already? 
 Impossible. I started at 200. I’ve only been down ten minutes.  



 

 

 Coral gardens rushed backwards and disappeared. His 
hand slid off a basketball-shaped brain coral like both were 
greased. A canvas of eternal blue exploded from his mask, a 
world as endless as the possibilities of the life he would never 
have. To his right loomed a jagged wall, the base of which 
extended into darkness. The vertiginous scene offered few cues 
for depth or direction. He felt intoxicated. He deflated his 
buoyancy control vest and drifted downward. 
 Below him, two dozen gray sharks hung like sculptures. 
Schools of smaller fish nipped at the vibrant reefs on the wall. 
An eagle ray flapped its wings as lithely as an angel might as it 
glided under his feet, mocking Noah in its effortless transit.  
 He kicked hard to ascend a few meters and hated himself 
more with each stroke. A sharp pain pierced his right biceps: 
the beginning of the bends.  

So this is what it feels like. 
Bubbles burst from his regulator and floated upward, the 

oddly shaped sacs teetering side to side and distorting what 
little light filtered through at this depth. The symmetrical 
shapes of Noah’s fins warped into moving, amorphous 
creatures. Colors became indistinguishable. He looked down 
and up, and spun in the expanse like a tumbling gyroscope. 
Small groups of fish, the names of which he couldn’t 
remember, swam at him from all angles. He reached up to rub 
his itchy eyes, only to hit his mask. He tried again with the same 
result. A swift current of cool water lifted him, and he didn’t 
fight. Angry at his lack of focus, he stared at his fingers and 
beyond them into the endless backdrop. Nitrogen had built up 
in his blood. Narcosis. 

“Plan your dive and dive your plan,” was the smart diver’s 
mantra. What was the plan again? 

Forty bar. 



 

  

Noah hadn’t intended on panic, on suffocation or 
suffering. He envisioned descending into the abyss and simply 
giving in to the ocean, passing out painlessly. At no time did he 
picture himself retreating from his plan or second-guessing his 
motives. But now, visions of his father—muscular, fat, 
gregarious, bald, dead?—entered his head for the first time in 
days. He should have saved me from this a long time ago. 

He descended again, this time kicking and exhaling with 
the malice of a wronged man, and the pain returned in his 
elbows and knees once he hit forty meters. The squeal of each 
breath caused more pain inside his ears. What if Jack were on a 
plane right now?  

He stopped kicking, flipped right side up and ascended. 
He hovered at around twenty-five meters to conserve air and 
faced the obstacle that could cost him the life he now wanted 
back.  

I fucked up my own suicide. 
The surface of the water undulated far above him. 

Distorted shapes and faded colors mocked him from their 
haven in the atmosphere, as if terrestrial and undersea domains 
were not intended to mingle. Swirling colors and impossible 
shapes that existed topside drew his eyes upward, as if all he 
needed to do was reach for them and they would now be his.  

Getting caught too deep without air would leave him no 
choice but to inflate his vest and rocket to the surface, exhaling 
what remained in his lungs. With that he risked flooding his 
lungs with blood and exploding them, or releasing an air bubble 
to his brain, both of which would kill him instantly. Or he 
could stick to his original plan. 

To save his lungs, it was necessary to ascend one meter 
every three seconds, and stop at five meters from the surface 
for five minutes to blow off excess nitrogen. Speed was 
probably his best option—in spite of the risk—yet he crawled 
upward and slowed his breathing, counting three in a minute. 
The hiss and whoosh of the regulator calmed him through the 
measured ascent, but the pain in his elbow returned and 
intensified. 



 

 

Twenty bar. 
Noah searched for a landmark—a fish, a piece of coral, 

floating kelp—to guide him toward the surface. Maybe he had 
somehow drifted back into the pass. Maybe a dive boat would 
find him, or he’d get caught in a fishing line. But he saw only 
blue. 

At this depth, he had four, maybe five breaths remaining 
in the tank. Fifteen meters from the surface, he was well below 
the depth for a safety stop—he certainly didn’t have enough air 
for five extra minutes—and could pass out from nitrogen 
poisoning while still underwater. Hesitation would also destroy 
him. He kicked up to ten meters. 

Blues and greens blended with yellows and reds. The 
neoprene wetsuit clamped down on his body, anchoring him to 
his current depth. Shadows and light danced in his narrowing 
visual field and his limbs started to fall away from the core that 
held them together. The ocean played with his body, rocking it 
this way and that, as if it owned him. 

The needle on the gauge dropped to the left. The deeper 
he pulled, the more the cylinder pulled back. I would have fought 
for you, Noah thought, his body melting. 

The cylinder taunted him. “Not worth the effort.” 
Let me live. 
“It’s time.” 
I changed my mind. 
“Too late.” 
Jack, I’m ready. 
“Too late.” 
Five bar. 
A rumble dispersed around him. He looked around for the 

source but saw only pixelated flashes of white and blue. The 
rumble roared louder, louder, but remained vague.  

A thunderstorm over Palm Beach. Pounding on his 
window. Hide in the closet. 



 

  

Noah extended his neck and spread his arms to the side to 
splay open his rib cage. He struggled to inhale what he could 
through his regulator, like sucking a milkshake at Pippy & 
Harold’s corner market.  

He willed his legs to move but they hung, inert, as if 
disconnected. The last of the bubbles escaped his regulator and 
disappeared into the sanctum above. 

The tank pressure gauge hovered over the red zone just 
above “0,” mocking him as it twitched up and down like the 
produce scale at Pippy’s. One gulp of air stood between Noah 
and death. He held his breath. No more rumble. 
 A frowning hawksbill turtle coasted below him. Specks of 
sunlight flickered inside his mask. He released the rubber 
mouthpiece from the regulator and exhaled his last sliver of 
reserve into the vest’s manual valve for more buoyancy. 
Cramped fingers fumbled with the weight belt buckle. He 
flailed for the secondary mouthpiece but couldn’t feel it in his 
tingling digits.  
 I’ll never meet the man who gave me up.  

Ringing ears. Pounding chest. 
 An urge to breathe. A mouthful of brine. 
 Shaking. Pinching. 
 Black.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three 
 
 
Noah peered through the window of the Rangiroa Dive Club. 
A lone sailor leaned back off the port side of his fifteen-foot 
laser as the boat sliced through the whitecaps in the lagoon. 
Massive white clouds drifted in the otherwise pristine azure 
backdrop. Noah pulled his knees close to his chest under the 
flannel blanket. Gulls squawked on swirling air currents 
overhead. “Fucking birds,” he said. 

“I still think we should take you to the clinique just to be 
sure you’re okay,” Marc said. 

Yves, Marc’s boss, waved him off. “Nitrox works 
wonders.” 



 

  

“Doctor Fleury has a decompression chamber. He’s an 
expert in diving emergencies,” Marc said. 

“He’s sitting right there in the recliner. It’s not an 
emergency anymore,” Yves replied as he rinsed scuba masks in 
a large tub of water.  
 “My head hurts, that’s all,” Noah tasted salt in his voice. 
“And how the fuck did you find me, anyway?” 
 Yves pulled a cigarette from the package of unfiltered 
Gitanes and lit it from the shrinking one already in his mouth. 
“Idiot,” he muttered, and crushed the old one under his bare 
foot. 
 Noah recalled lying on the floor of the Zodiac, without 
energy to open his eyes. The rising and falling pitch of the 
motor, lips wrapped around a regulator forcing air into his 
mouth, his wetsuit unzipped and chest exposed. Shards of 
seawater had assaulted his face, arms and legs. He had felt no 
urges to move, but the stench of wet rubber mixed with bile 
told him he was alive. 
 Yves leaned against the wall with his ankles and arms 
crossed. “You asked about shooting the pass. No one does that 
shit. As soon as we saw you enter the water we followed you 
through. I hoped I was wrong but, merde, t’es stupide.” 
 Noah sipped from the shaking bottle in his hands. The 
tips of his fingers still tingled but he could move all his limbs. 
He was breathing more easily now, and he knew where he was 
and what was going on around him. Most painful was the sting 
of knowing he had failed, and his only option was to suffer 
through the remainder of his life. “You should have let me go,” 
he said. 
 Yves laughed and nodded. “Not quite how you planned it, 
hein, mon ami?” 
 “Laisses-le,” Marc said to Yves. 
 “Really, Noah, what were you thinking? You suffer more 
than anyone else?” 



 

 

 After over a decade of scuba experience—lessons in Key 
Largo when he was ten, hundred-foot wreck dives off 
Pompano Beach and the many times he exceeded the no-
decompression limits on the dive charts—Noah couldn’t 
believe he hadn’t foreseen this kind of disaster. If he hadn’t 
been so tired, Noah would have challenged Yves to his face. 
“That’s not fair. You don’t know what I’ve gone through.” 
 Yves sucked on his cigarette, as if searching for energy to 
deal with Noah.  
 Smoke billowed from the Frenchman’s mouth, like an 
angry spirit slowly escaping the beast. “Here we live in paradise, 
where people come to live out their fantasy of a life with no 
worries. I have met more dying people right in this dive shop 
than you can imagine. Some of them have suffered for longer 
than you have been alive.” He checked his watch. “Marc, get 
ready for the eleven o’clock.” 
 Marc hurried to the canopy-covered equipment storage 
area out front. Yves kneeled in front of Noah’s recliner, the 
whites of his eyes shaded grey by his furrowed brow. 
“Obviously you wrote a—how do you say—a good-bye letter. 
Show me?” He waved an open palm in Noah’s face, as if Noah 
would produce the suicide letter right then and there. “You had 
to know you would not be able to dive one hundred meters and 
suffocate yourself. I have met some selfish idiots but you...” 
Yves turned his back to Noah. “Why won’t you fight?” 

Before Noah turned sixteen and was diagnosed, his 
pleasures involved sneaking out of Aunt Sylvia’s Palm Beach 
house at four in the morning with a beach towel, ready to 
watch the sunrise. Each new dawn had offered the possibility 
of a better life. Some weeks he spent three or four nights on 
the beach embraced by the whistling breeze. Sylvia didn’t care 
where he was as long as he called every now and then, or 
returned for a dry bathing suit. 



 

  

Even when his disease was still young, his dreams of 
running charter dive trips to Exuma and Rum Cay in the 
Bahamas, living off the water and teaching others to do the 
same, had still been possible. He dutifully attended doctor’s 
appointments, modified his diet and activities, and latched onto 
the dream of normal teenagers everywhere: to someday 
conquer the world. 

But he had met Alaina during his first and last cancer 
survivors support group session in West Palm Beach. Within 
minutes of sitting next to her in the small hospital conference 
room overlooking the Intracoastal waterway, she aloofly told 
him she had stockpiled oxycodone and sleeping pills, and had 
even picked a time and a place and left a note under her pillow. 
She was either trying to welcome him to the group or scare the 
shit out of him. Noah listened. 
 She was a couple of years older and also had cancer, but 
they were nothing alike. She was poor, black, was raised in the 
projects of Belle Glade, and had the support of a family. When 
he questioned why she hadn’t already raided the medicine 
cabinet, she just laughed.  

“I can’t put my family through that. They need me like I 
need them,” she’d said.  

Noah, conversely, had grown up in the insular, affluent, 
lily-white nirvana of Palm Beach, but he had long since been 
abandoned by anyone who cared. Surely no one would have 
missed him, least of all his aunt Sylvia who, despite being the 
closest thing he had to a parent, had her driver take Noah to his 
appointments so she wouldn’t miss manicures and lunch dates 
at the Beach Club. 

After that support group meeting, Noah accepted the 
notion that if he didn’t have a family to live for, maybe he 
needn’t live much longer. He recalled Alaina’s words every time 
his hands became too weak to hold a glass of water, and when 
he watched the perfect sets roll in at dawn, and when he awoke 
at three in the morning, drowning in his own sweat. He had 
figured the time would choose itself. 



 

 

 After his last remission, Noah decided he needed to live in 
a place far from the life he was stuck with, far from hospitals 
and intravenous lines and waking up wondering what body 
system would fail that day. Rangiroa, he had seen in an issue of 
National Geographic in Dr. Millovitch’s waiting room, was a 
remote atoll in the South Pacific and a scuba diving paradise. 
Its ecosystem was unique, nurtured by the twice-daily tide 
changes and the dearth of human interference. It was the 
surrogate Noah needed. 

 
Marc returned to the dive shop mumbling about needing more 
O-rings. He collected a handful from a drawer under the cash 
register. “Stay here as long as you need,” he offered. “We can 
always use an extra set of hands.” 

“Maybe you can teach les Americains how to shoot the 
pass,” Yves laughed. 
 Noah hunched forward and raised his empty bottle. “Tray 
droll,” he said. The blanket dropped from his lap. 
 Yves’s face flattened. “I gave you a second chance.” 
 “Didn’t want it.” 
 “You see it takes more work to die than to stay alive, non?”  
 “So why do I feel like I’m working overtime?” Noah’s legs 
had already grown cold, but he didn’t feel like picking up the 
blanket. 
 “You put your energy into the wrong things.” 
 An oscillating fan circulated a current of tropical air. Noah 
shivered. “Leukemia’s going to kill me before my thirtieth 
birthday. I can’t change that.” 
 “You can fight,” Yves said. “The world is a big place, lots 
to do and see. At your age, that should be reason enough.” 
 “So I can suffer more later. No thanks.” 
 “Bon. Shoot the pass again.” Yves lit another cigarette and 
blew his first puff of smoke directly at Noah. 



 

  

 “What would you have me do? More bullshit chemo? This 
crap makes me want to throw up thinking about it. Support 
groups? So I can share my story with a bunch of other sick-ass 
victims who aren’t going to make it?” He suppressed a cough. 
“Eventually I’m going to wither away.” 
 Yves took a deep drag, his eyes closed. He looked satisfied 
with himself. 
 “What, you have a better idea?” The sour sound of Noah’s 
own voice frightened him. “Each relapse makes it less likely 
that I’ll have a long remission. You don’t know what it’s like 
living every day thinking the next attack will be the killer. And a 
bone marrow transplant isn’t going to happen.” 
 “You get that from a parent?” Marc asked.  
 Noah pulled the blanket back up onto his lap and 
manipulated it into small folds. “A parent,” he repeated. 

Yves crossed in front of Noah’s chair and arranged the 
postcards on the rack. Noah heard him say, “Putain.” 
 Yves took two sensuous drags. The smoke trailed out of 
his nostrils as if fire lived inside him. “Et les Americains pensent 
que nous sommes les arrogants! Merde.”  
 “Whatever. I just know all I need to know.” 

With Rangiroa lagoon roiling and palm fronds flailing in 
the wind, Noah nursed his bottle of water from the safety and 
comfort of a recliner chair and a wool blanket. But he was still 
vulnerable. Yves shot him the occasional glance as he alternated 
between scribbling in his notebook and checking regulators. 
Noah wondered: had he written a suicide letter, to whom 
would he have sent it? 

Yves looked up from his spiral notebook as he stood by 
the cash register. Marc lingered by Noah’s side, as if trying to 
help. “You never speak of your family,” he said. 
 “Nothing to say.” 



 

 

 Yves sucked on his tongue, then lit another cigarette. 
“Have you ever noticed those freighters out far in the distance? 
They stop in Papeete and Fiji before continuing to Australia. 
You can travel for free if you clean the toilette and scrub the 
deck every day. If the smell doesn’t kill you, your cancer 
won’t.” He inhaled and puffed out three smoke rings in 
succession.  
 Noah raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “I don’t 
follow.” 
 “That’s your shot. See the world, mon ami.” Yves shrugged 
and smiled, then went outside, sliding a hand through his hair. 
 Marc handed Noah another water bottle and an ice pack 
for his head. “I truly thought you were going to die today,” 
Marc said. 
 Noah pretended to ignore him. 
 “What about your mother?” Marc asked. 
  Yves called from outside. “Marc, deux tanques. Dépêches-toi!” 
 Marc walked toward the door and stopped before opening 
it. “And your father?”  

“A quitter, like me.” 
Marc shook his head. “Pauvre gars,” he said, and joined 

Yves outside. 
With both men out of earshot, Noah looked at the 

sailboat, still gliding over the lagoon, and said, “I could scrub 
toilets.” 
 


