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Thirty Years Earlier
The First Day of Summer
NOTHING HAD HAPPENED yet on that morning of the first day of summer vacation, and anything and everything still might. Jenni Farrow was still a kid, the course of her life unsettled. Her mother was still young, spry, up before dawn to work the breakfast shift. The boy who would become Jenni’s best friend was still safe, with his own mother, in a rented house by the sea.
Jenni opened one eye, half-mast. Tangerine sunlight blazed through the tabby-cat curtains. The wood-paneled walls of Jenni’s bedroom were tacked with posters: Animaniacs. Captain Barksford. The ubiquitous cat, legs dangling, claws embedded in a tree branch: Hang in there! The bedroom door had been left ajar, with a note taped to its warped wooden frame, her mother’s loopy scrawl on the back of a takeout menu. It fluttered in the fan breeze. Jenni’s one eye couldn’t read it, but she knew what it said: Gone to work. Hang in there. I miss you! Love, Mom.
The clock on Jenni’s dresser said 8:27 a.m.
Jenni closed her eye. Her eyelids were glowing orbs. Her skin still had its school-year pallor. Her body felt equally capable of bounding from bed or basking in it, comfortable in the righteousness of doing nothing. Her mind pondered possibilities. She could do everything or nothing. She had a bicycle. She had sand buckets, shovels, nets, rakes. A library card. A bookshelf stacked with her dog-eared favorites. A Nintendo, passed down from the son of a friend of a boss to her mother, to her. The games were old, and sometimes it froze up and she had to shake and jiggle the console to unlock it. But it was still fun.
Jenni opened both eyes. She flopped out of bed. She imagined how it might feel to have the body of a fish, slick and limbless. She limboed under her mother’s note. Gone to work. She glided through the carpeted hallway, a short distance to the kitchen of their two-bedroom bungalow. There were cereal bags on the counter. Generic Valley-O’s or Cinna-Value-Bunnies. There was, Jenni knew, a container of powdered cocoa mix in the cupboard. She dumped some into her cereal milk. Everything tasted better with chocolate.
Don’t forget to put away the milk! said the note her mother had left on the counter, hearts drawn on either side, a tiny ballpoint cat beside a bowl of milk. Her mother sprinkled notes across the house. On the door: Lock me! On the bottle of sunscreen: At least put it on your face. On the toothbrush holder: Brush them, please. On the thermostat: Keep set at 82. At eighty-two degrees her mother sweltered, but that was why God made fans, and damp rags to cool your forehead at night, and ice cubes. Jenni had asked her mom once, years ago, when they first moved to Pearl Island and her mom still made her get dressed up in tights and flowered headbands for Sunday church: Why did God make you work so much? Her mom had laughed, and yet there was a restraint to her laughter, and then she said: It’s not so much. You’ll see. When you’re all grown up.
Jenni Farrow was ten years old.
She squeezed a pearl of sunscreen onto her finger. A dot for each cheek. A swipe across the nose. A smear of toothpaste on her brush. The toothpaste started blue but turned white and frothy, like sea foam. She changed into her swimsuit—a one-piece suit patterned in neon swirl cats and electric waves. She gathered her flip-flops, her bucket, her shovel, her net, her book. The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. She had read it four times already.
She would read the whole series twice more that summer. Almost three times, if not for that stifling summer day when her childhood abruptly ended.

Outside, Jenni locked the door behind her and slipped the key beneath the empty terra-cotta pot on the front porch. She found her bike where she had left it, unlocked beside the sputtering AC unit. She rolled it across a yard of sand and crabgrass, onto the street. In the distance, the blue sea glimmered.
She rode seven blocks from her home to the beach, the width of Pearl Island. ISLE OF PEARLS said the signs in the storefront windows. OYSTERS WITH A PEARL INSIDE, GUARANTEED! ONLY $5.99, OR 2 FOR $10. The pearls came from China. Vacationing parents paid ten dollars for the thrill of watching kids scoop shells from a plastic seaweed bed, pull them apart with a special oyster-cracking wand, and pluck out the pearl inside. The stores sold snorkels, goggles, skimboards, Boogie boards, inflatable rafts shaped like watermelons, plush dolphins, rubber sharks, fins a kid could wear on her back to look like a shark in the water. The stores clustered farther down the beach near the Ferris wheel center of Pearl Island. Jenni Farrow lived a mile south, on a street of wooden cottages, manufactured homes, and incongruous new three-story condos with rooftop decks spliced between the undeveloped lots, thick with pines and wild grasses, kudzu, rosemary brush. At night, the vacant lots still thrummed with frog song.
Jenni parked her bike at a rusted rack near the public beach entrance. She walked down the wooden planks that spanned the dunes, out onto the beach. It was still early, in the day and in the season. The beach was mostly empty. A few stray umbrellas and chairs staked spots for later in the day. A mile down, the flat beachscape became a hotel panorama painted in shades of pink and coral and turquoise blue, a tiki wonderland of ocean-view balconies. The crest of carnival rides gleamed silver-black against the summer sky. The air smelled salty, with a hint of funnel cake. The flat ocean tapered toward low tide, an expanse of golden ripples that went on for nearly ever.
Anything could be out there.
Anything, Jenni thought as she kicked off her flip-flops. She let her feet sink into the soft sand. There were, surely, other worlds than this one. Distant dark kingdoms. But Jenni believed that whatever existed here, in the sunlit shallows of the Atlantic, all the way down to the briny deep, was inherently good. She believed with the unabashed optimism of a child who lived year-round on halcyon Pearl Island, whose mother left notes adorned with hearts and made milkshakes for Saturday morning breakfast on the Saturdays she didn’t have to work. It’s delicious, her mother said, of milkshakes, of sunsets, of warm asphalt on bare feet in early spring. It’s marvelous, she said, after she shoved an unwanted stack of plastic-windowed envelopes in the desk drawer and went outside, and they rode bikes all the way to the north-end pier, and on the way home they stopped at the Island Market for a pint of ice cream. It’s glorious, she said, stifling all doubts about the wondrous improbability of life in this surf-and-seashell iteration.
Jenni left her beach bag and flip-flops in the dry sand, shovel and net planted beside them. She carried her bucket down to the water. She walked along the water’s edge. Her eyes scanned for shark teeth. Shells were abundant, but shark teeth washed up infrequently and could be traded for quarters at the Ship ’n’ Shack, and quarters could purchase blue raspberry dip cones or Skee-Ball games, which she rarely got to play because her mom said the arcade was a waste of money. All those quarters for a few lousy tickets. And the tickets got you what? A ten-cent lollipop. A woven finger trap. A kazoo.
Jenni found a deposit of shells and rocks. She crouched down and sifted through them. She found a perfect half shell, white with swirls of red and brass, and a smooth hunk of green sea glass. She sifted and searched until her fingers felt a sharp point: a single shark tooth, bone-white, with a vicious curve. She dropped it in her bucket.
She stood up, ready to walk on, but then she saw the girls from her fourth-grade class. Krystal. Amber. Brandi. They had pink and purple two-piece suits, high ponytails, sunglasses shaped like hearts and stars. They had a boom box. They did synchronized cartwheels. They raised their right arms, stepped to the left, shimmied, spun in formation.
Jenni stood on the shore in her last-season clearance-rack bathing suit. Her awkward hands clutched a child’s bucket. She had never performed a dance routine. She had never taken gymnastics.
Why don’t you just go ask them to play? her mother would say, as if friendship was that simple. They invited you to that birthday party, remember? They would probably be thrilled to be your friend.
Every girl in the class got invited to Amber’s seventh birthday party, three years ago now. Jenni had arrived dressed in a zebra T-shirt and neon-green shorts, but the other girls all wore princess dresses, plastic tiaras, and rhinestone jewels. They jumped in a rented bounce house shaped like a castle. The cupcakes had purple glitter frosting, fondant roses, edible pearls. While Jenni admired the cupcake masterpiece on her paper plate, Krystal leaned over and whispered something in Brandi’s ear. Both girls looked at Jenni and giggled. Krystal whispered again, her words loud enough for Jenni to hear. Dad. Took off. After that, Jenni tried to eat the cupcake, but the frosting tasted way too sweet.
On the beach, Brandi landed a roundoff. She looked up and saw Jenni. For a moment their eyes locked and Jenni was aware of the acute divide between herself and them, as if the other girls were birds gliding through the stark blue sky and she were confined to the water, a small clam in its shell, gazing up. Brandi pointed and whispered to her friends. Krystal and Amber looked up, right at Jenni. Then they turned away, as if she didn’t exist.
Jenni’s cheeks flushed. She turned and walked swiftly back along the beach the way she had come, toward the heart of Pearl Island, wishing all the while that she had never spotted those girls. That they were nicer. That she was one of them. That she was not so awkward and alone.
Then she saw the boy.
She had never seen this boy before, and yet he seemed immediately familiar, like a long-lost cousin. Like a kid who was already her best friend, even though neither of them knew it yet. He had bowl-cut hair and sunburnt cheeks. He wore navy blue swim trunks patterned with white sailboats and a matching rash guard. Swim goggles covered his eyes. An attached snorkel jutted from the side of his head. He had flippers on his feet. He was the same height as Jenni. He stood beside a shallow tide pool, where the gentle waves couldn’t reach him.
“Hey!” he called.
Jenni looked over her shoulder. There was no one behind her. The boy waved.
“Hey, c’mere,” he said, his tone collegial. He waved again.
“Me?” Jenni asked. She drifted toward him.
“There’s a weird thing in this swimming pool.”
“In the tide pool?”
“Yep. It’s weird. I don’t know what it is.”
Jenni approached the tide pool. She surveyed the shallow water. A school of clear finger-sized fish swam the perimeter. A tiny crab scuttled across the bottom and burrowed into the sand.
“That?” Jenni asked. “That’s just a crab.”
“No,” the boy said. “Watch.” He reached down, picked up a shell, and hurled it into the tide pool. As the water rippled outward, an emerald appendage resembling a tiny translucent pine tree snaked up from beneath the wet sand. It twirled, slowly, as if observing, like the periscope on a submarine. The boy tossed another shell, with less vigor this time. It plopped into the water. The emerald feeler whipped toward it. Then two more feelers followed, pulling behind them a corpuscular green lump, asymmetrical, its silky exterior covered in grooves or notches that might have been scales, or eyelids. The whole thing, from feelers to lump-top, was about the size of Jenni’s hand.
“Weird,” Jenni said. She had never seen any creature like it.
“I know!” the boy exclaimed. His eyes glittered behind his scuba mask. The creature glided toward the shell. It tapped the shell with a feeler, examining it. Then it pincered the shell and pulled it back into the lump.
“Did it just eat the shell?” Jenni asked.
“I think so,” the boy said. “Or maybe it has a pouch.”
“Like a kangaroo.”
“Yeah. Except for treasure.”
“I think it ate it,” Jenni said. “I wonder what else it likes to eat.”
“I’ve got some snacks in my bag,” the boy said. He waddled over to a beach bag sprawled across the sand, his towel hanging half out. He reached in and pulled out a bag of sandwich cookies, a sleeve of potato chips, and a pack of Chizz-Wizard Cheese Product Puffs. He tossed a cheesy puff in the tide pool. The creature drifted toward it, feelers spinning. It wrapped its pincer around the puff and pulled it into the lump. Jenni giggled. The boy dropped another puff. The creature snatched it as soon as it hit the water.
“I think it likes them,” Jenni said.
“Let’s see if it likes chips.”
The boy tossed a handful of chips into the tide pool. The creature swiftly pincered each chip and pulled them into its lump. Jenni laughed. The boy dropped a cookie in the tide pool. The creature fondled its sandwich ends, twisted them apart, and devoured them both.
Jenni crouched down beside the pool. The creature spun around, as if it was dancing. Its color shifted. It turned lighter, glossier, almost sparkly.
“We’re out of snacks,” the boy said, his mouth full of cookie. He crouched down beside her and searched the sand for another delicious shell. The creature, caught in the shadow of the boy, drifted down to the sandy bottom of the tide pool and burrowed beneath it.
“It’s gone,” Jenni observed.
“It’s still down there,” the boy said. He selected a smooth shell, white with lines of burnt orange. “But what do you think it is?”
“Maybe a squid?”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. A kraken.”
“Except it only has three arms,” Jenni said.
“So it can’t be an octopus.”
“And its head doesn’t look like a squid head.”
“Maybe that’s not its head.”
“The lump thing? What else would it be?”
“Could be its butt. Or maybe it doesn’t have, like, you know, regular parts. Like a butt or a head. Maybe it’s like a jellyfish.”
“It’s not like any jellyfish I’ve ever seen,” Jenni said.
“The ocean is big. Who knows what’s out there. There could be anything! That’s why I’m not allowed to swim unless an adult is watching.”
Jenni looked around. There were no adults anywhere nearby.
“So you can’t swim now?” she asked.
“Not until my mom gets here. She’s still inside.”
“Then why are you wearing goggles?”
“So I’m prepared,” the boy said. “I think we should catch it.”
“The squid thing?”
“Yeah. Can we use your bucket? Then we can carry it down to the ocean. If it stays in the tide pool it might die.”
“I guess,” Jenni said. She did not like the idea of something as wormy as whatever that creature was sliming up her bucket, but her aversion was negated by an inexplicable fondness for the creature itself. She could not say why, but she liked it. “I don’t want it to die.”
“How about you throw a shell to lure it out, and then I’ll reach in and grab—”
“No.”
“I’m pretty fast.”
“You don’t want to touch it!”
“Why not?” the boy asked as he reached into the water.
“What if it stings? What if it’s poison?”
“Oh.” The boy considered the question. “Like a jellyfish.”
“I have a net,” Jenni volunteered. “We could use that.”
“Okay,” the boy agreed.
Jenni offered to retrieve the net while the boy stood watch over the tide pool, but he wanted to go with her. He waddled beside her, leaving flipper tracks in the wet sand. He stuck the snorkel in his mouth and hummed a marching song.
“Do-do. Zoo do do do-do-dooo. Loo-do. Do do do loo-do-dooo. Did you ever go to summer camp?” he asked.
“No,” Jenni said.
“My mom said this year I could go to Space Camp again. But then she changed her mind and said I couldn’t and we had to spend the summer here instead.”
“Oh. You don’t live here?”
“No. We just rented a house here for the summer.”
“Which house?”
The boy pointed down the beach at a three-story oceanfront behemoth. Broad decks spanned the length of each floor. A private entrance led from the beach to a gazebo outfitted with a pair of porch swings. The house was painted stormy gray with white trim around its picture windows.
“The gray one?”
“Yeah.”
“It has a lot of windows,” Jenni said. It also had a swimming pool. Jenni had spied the pool as she bicycled past that house, the lustrous blue water between the fence slats, the turquoise curve of a slide.
“The windows are the best part,” the boy said. “Because when there’s a tidal wave, you’ll be able to see inside the ocean from the windows. Like in an aquarium.”
Jenni grabbed her net and shovel. They walked back to the tide pool. The boy chattered. His flippers slapped on the wet sand. His name was Timothy Caruso, but she could call him Tim or Timmy or Tim-timmiest, like his sisters sometimes did. He had two sisters, both in high school, both in possession of their own cars, with which they were required, by parent decree, to ferry their Tim-timmiest brother to and from assorted sportsball practices and music and theater lessons, none of which Timmy wanted to attend.
“What would you want to do instead?” Jenni asked him. She had attended exactly zero music or theater lessons.
“I dunno,” the boy said. “Maybe like—” He waved his arms around, in pantomime of the ineffable childhood pastimes preferable to arts and athletics. “You know. Fun stuff.”
The boy, Timmy, had traveled to Pearl Island from a faraway place called Milwaukee, where it snowed even in April and the ice formed into two-three-four-foot-long icicles, which a kid could use as a sword or spear, or perhaps a harpoon. Once, he said, he had almost harpooned a polar bear, but it ran off when his mom called him in for dinner. His mom did things called galas and campaigns and soirees that did not count, in Timmy’s estimation, as fun stuff. His dad owned the supermarkets.
“Which ones?” Jenni asked.
“You know,” Timmy said. “The big ones.”
Jenni nodded, even though she didn’t.
“But they’re boring,” Timmy went on. “There are all these shopping carts, but no one will ever let you speed-race them down the aisles. So what’s the point of even having carts? I wish he owned something cool. Like Fizz Wizard.”
“The soda?”
“Yeah. My dad knows the guys who own it, so we got to stop at the Fizz Wizard factory on the way down here. They gave us a tour, and I got to drink three whole bottles of pop before my mom said I’d had enough. And there were all these tubes full of pop that led to rivers of pop and pop waterfalls and pop fountains. I’ve never seen so much pop in my whole life!”
Back at the tide pool, they saw that the creature had not emerged from its under-sand hideout. Jenni gathered a handful of rocks and shells. Timmy hid the net behind his back so the creature wouldn’t see it coming.
“Are you ready?” she asked him. Timmy nodded. Jenni threw a rock into the tide pool. A green feeler popped out of the sand.
“Throw another one.”
Jenni picked the prettiest shell, dark black with a shiny strip of blue. She tossed it into the water. The creature sprang from the sand. It glided toward the shell. It was hideous, but also elegant, almost majestic. Its feelers were covered with tiny radioles, like feathers or pine needles, or teeth. Its limbs moved like liquid metal as it circled the shell, grasped it, and enveloped the shell inside itself.
Then the net came down.
“Ha ha!” Timmy called. He scooped the creature up. He lifted the net out of the water. He held it there for a moment, dangling just above the tide pool surface. The creature flailed. It emitted a noise, high-pitched, a note of anguish and foreboding, like the sound a wet cat might make if caught in the same predicament. And yet, the tone of its call was clarion, and hauntingly beautiful. Jenni wondered how it might sound in the darkest depths of the ocean.
“It needs water,” she said. The creature thrashed. Jenni filled the bucket with tide pool water. She set it down on the drying sand. Timmy lowered the net into the bucket. The creature continued to thrash and cry.
“I don’t think it’s a jellyfish,” Timmy said. “Or a squid. But…it does look squid-like. Like a squidoo. A squidoodle.”
“A squidoodle.”
“Squidoodle. That sounds right. Squidoodle.”
In tandem, they carried the net and bucket containing the squidoodle to the water’s edge. When a tall wave washed up over their knees, they dumped the bucket and released the creature into the sea. It promptly swam away.
“Hey, what do you want to do now?” Timmy asked. “Do you want to build a moat?”
“A moat? What for?”
“Just for, you know.” Timmy waved his arms. “Come on, it’ll be fun!”



June
JENNI’S MOM LEFT for work before sunrise, dressed in her pink-and-blue uniform shirt and sneakers, apron around her waist, plastic name tag with the Pancake Palace logo pinned above her breast pocket. Jenni slept late. She ate the cereal her mom left out on the counter: Remember your sunscreen! Put away the milk! You are my favorite person in the whole universe!
After breakfast, Jenni rode her bike to the coast. She leaned her bike against the rusted bike rack. She walked along the roadside to the storm-gray house. She spied through the fence slats. Green grass. Pool deck. Waterslide. The pool itself was an immaculate blue, like the pool in a Barbie Dreamhouse.
On some mornings the pool sloshed from cannonball Timmy, or from torpedo Timmy down the waterslide, or from dolphin Timmy jumping and diving. The bare bikini skin of his older sisters soaked up early sun. His mother wore a hat, broad rimmed, wrapped in a black bow. His mother and sisters had matching mani-pedis, glossy clear with white tips, pristine despite the corrosive onslaught of sand and salt water. There was a red umbrella table set with coffee and orange juice, cantaloupe, toasted bagels, low-fat cream cheese, a fresh vase of farmer’s market flowers.
On those mornings, Jenni knocked at the gate. Timmy opened it, dripping wet, grinning, goggled, sunburnt everywhere except the stripes on his cheeks and nose painted in green zinc sunblock. They dove for rings. They slid headfirst down the slide. They jumped backward off the diving board together. They paddled the chlorinated waters on seahorses or motorcycles or flying cats imagined out of pool noodles. They were ignored by the mother and the sisters. The father appeared intermittently, in between phone calls and board meetings and business trips, always putting out fires he said, as if the whole world was burning, and only Dad in his Friday casuals and dock shoes could stop it. The father ignored them, too, except to hug the boy goodbye—See ya next week, champ—or to watch, for a stray and puzzled moment, the marine leaps and twirls of his dolphin child. He had, in that moment, the hint of a smile on his face, as if remembering a moment from his own childhood, long gone, scarcely more than a distant dream now, in the imperious present.
On other mornings, the pool deck was empty, and Jenni walked out to the beach to find or wait for the boy. He had lessons, he complained, even in the summer. Piano teachers and math tutors and tennis instructors. Hired, according to the mother, for enrichment.
“I don’t feel any richer,” he told Jenni when he at last emerged from the storm-gray house, dressed in his goggles and flippers. “If my mom wanted to make me richer, she could just give me more quarters for the arcade.”
Summer was not for lessons or work. Summer was for eating as many Popsicles as you could, as fast as you could, without giving yourself a freezie headache. Summer was for burying yourself in the sand and attempting to dig yourself out of your sand hole before the tide washed over you. Summer was for languishing.
“My mom says I’m languishing,” the boy said. “But I don’t think I’m getting any longer. If anything, I might have shrunk just a tiny bit.”
“It’s too bad we can’t shrink more,” Jenni said.
“Like down to the size of a crab.”
“Or a fish.”
“But…maybe we could.” Timmy cackled. “If we had a shrink-ray gun.”
The arcade had water guns that might really be shrink-ray guns. They came in royal blue and neon orange. They cost ten thousand tickets each. On rainy days, after enrichment, Timmy’s mom dropped them off at the arcade. She gave Timmy twenty-dollar bills. Two-three-four twenties.
“But don’t just squander it all on Skee-Ball,” his mother said. “We’re not made out of money, you know.”
This was true, in the literal sense.
“But my uncle,” Timmy said, “he’s made of money for sure. I saw him pull a silver dollar out of his ear.”
They did not squander anything, because money spent on Skee-Ball was a ticket-generating investment in the shrink-ray gun. Timmy crawled up the Skee-Ball machine, behind the net, to where he could drop balls into the elusive one-hundred-point chute. Jenni stood watch. When she spotted an arcade attendant or a tattletale adult, she grabbed the tickets and ran, and innocent Timmy pretended the ball had gotten stuck.
“It got stuck in the net,” he said. “I had to climb up here to get it out. Sorry, ma’am. Maybe I should have asked for help? But I didn’t want to bother anyone when I could do it myself.”
Timmy had learned these tricks from his parents: (1) to apologize, even when you didn’t mean it; (2) to refer to grown-ups as sir or ma’am; and (3) to not bother adults when he could handle things himself—like when, for example, during some creative maneuvering of the Whack-A-Clown game, he got his arm stuck in the hole, between the clown and the metal rod affixed to it.
“You can’t call my mom,” he told the arcade manager. “She’s…” He looked at Jenni.
“In the hospital?” Jenni suggested.
“Yeah, that’s where. She has, um, cancer. Butt cancer.”
“Yeah, she doesn’t want to be disturbed.”
“Maybe you could just grease up my arm and then it’d slide right out.”
It did not, and they had to take apart the Whack-A-Clown game to free the greased-up boy. It was during this deconstruction—as the arcade employees unscrewed the game’s side panel, as Timmy wriggled and tugged, getting himself nowhere, as Jenni stood and waited, her pockets bulging with tickets—that the dance-girl-squad walked by. They had jumbo Icees and blue-raspberry lips. They stopped to watch.
“Who’s that?” asked Krystal-Amber-Brandi. They pointed at Timmy with a red spoon straw. Timmy stuck out his tongue.
“Him?” Jenni replied. “He’s my best friend.”

After Timmy got unstuck from the Whack-A-Clown game, they spent their last few dollars on carnival tickets.
“Let’s ride the Ferris wheel,” Timmy said. They looked up at the massive wheel, freshly painted to hide the rust spots.
“I don’t think we’re tall enough. It says you gotta be five feet tall to ride without an adult.” Jenni pointed at the red-and-green height stick stationed at the gate.
“We’ll just stand on our tippy-toes. And act like we belong there. I’m sure the guy’ll let us through.” Another trick gleaned from his parents: Act like you belong there, and everyone will believe you do.
Jenni stood on the tips of her tiptoes. She arched her back and put her hands on her hips, elbows out, like a big fancy woman. She pranced up to the gate.
“Good day, sir,” Timmy said to the ride attendant, in his deepest adultiest voice. “What do you think about this weather we’re having?”
“Tickets,” the attendant replied. He held out his hand. Timmy gave him eight tickets and ran through the gate. Jenni ran after him. They climbed onto the ride and pulled down the lap bar. The ride spun up, in increments at first as more people boarded, and then swiftly, up and up, to the top. Timmy pumped his legs. The car rocked. Jenni clung to the lap bar. She had never ridden the Ferris wheel. Her mom didn’t like it. She had never been up this high. She felt afraid, but also exhilarated. The car crested and descended, rocking as it went. Timmy pumped harder. They swung toward the ground and then back up again, higher and higher, until they could see the whole dizzy carnival beneath them, the rainbow swirl of rides and game booths and snack shacks with plastic roofs molded in the shape of ice-cream cones or topped with flashing signs, neon green and yellow for lemonade, limeade, and deep-fried corn dogs, and beyond all that was the sea, vast and sparkling, perfect.
They reached the top. Timmy pumped harder. The car rocked up. Jenni glanced down. She could see the ground below, her feet dangling in open air, Timmy’s feet, his skinny legs, his hands as he let go of the lap bar and raised them up.
No, she thought. Hold on!
And she thought she saw him slip, earthbound, in free fall, for a moment.
Then his hands slapped back on the bar. The ride flung them forward, past the crest, downward. They looked up at each other, Timmy and Jenni, best friends, forever, and they both laughed and pumped their legs as the wheel circled around again.



July
WHILE JENNI’S MOM worked the dinner shift at McGill’s Fish House, Jenni ate fettuccine Alfredo takeout on the back deck of Timmy’s beach house. Timmy spun strands of spaghetti into a ball, until the ball slipped from his fork and landed on the deck—and this was why he needed a dog, he said as he shoved spaghetti through the deck slats. To clean things up. To be his best friend, always.
“Other than you,” he told Jenni.
The blistering sun sank over the bay. The twilight blazed with fireworks. Rockets shot from the beach. Timmy had a whole crate of sparklers, Black Cats, smoke grenades, sizzling flowers, tanks and frogs, and chickens that laid fiery eggs, spherical bombs of pastel smoke, coiled black worms that expanded into fat snakes of ash.
“Don’t blow your fingers off,” his mother called from the gazebo swing where she lounged with a glass of wine.
“Don’t worry, Mom!” he called back. He lit a Black Cat, tossed it into the sea. It exploded with a pop-pop-pop-pop-pop. “I’ll be fine!”
It was Jenni’s idea to light all the spinning flowers at once.
“That’s a great idea!” Timmy said. His eyes sparkled with pyro-glee. “Come on! Let’s go get them all!”
“Aren’t those them?” Jenni pointed to the crate.
“Those are just a few of them.”
They trudged back to the storm-gray house, under the deck, through a garage stocked with surfboards, Boogie boards, paddleboards, rafts, canoes, boxes of wine shipped in from France, and boxes and boxes and boxes of firecrackers.
“Wow,” Jenni said.
“The artillery.”
“Those are all fireworks?”
“What else would they be?” Timmy said, as if there existed anything worth owning boxes of other than fireworks.
Timmy got to work, sorting boxes until he found two labeled GROUND BLOOM FLOWER – 72 PACKS X 6 PCS. They carried them out to the beach. They gathered driftwood and scrap wood from underneath the deck. They made a bonfire circle with rocks and shells. A sign on the beach said NO BONFIRES, but the same sign also said NO FIREWORKS, and there were clearly fireworks on the beach already.
“They’re just suggestions,” Timmy said, interpreting the signs. “Like the signs that say ‘no smoking,’ but my dad smokes anyway. He says it’s good for the heart.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” Jenni said.
“My dad said when he was a kid, he used to make his own fireworks, with match heads and tinfoil. I really wish he’d teach me.”
“I bet there’s a book that explains how.”
“Yeah…” Timmy tore the plastic wrapping from a pack of Ground Bloom Flowers. “I wish he was around more. Is your dad around?”
“He’s, like, in Tallahassee or someplace,” Jenni said. Her dad was a blurry blank spot. A birthday card that came a week late, a ten-dollar bill folded inside. A memory of a man-shape at a greasy diner table opposite her, a half-eaten stack of pancakes between them.
“Tallahassee. You think he knows how to make fireworks?”
“No.”
“That’s too bad. I wish…”
Timmy stopped mid-sentence. He looked wistful, but also jubilant. There was only one day in your whole life when you were ten years old on a beach on a hot July night with your best friend and two whole boxes of Ground Bloom Flowers and the conviction that whatever happened, however big the explosion, however many fingers sacrificed to the God of Fireworks, all was right with the world. That all would be made right. That your dad’s heart was strong from smoking. That your mom was watching you now, with a smile on her face. That she felt proud. Her ingenious boy. Lighting all the fireworks at once. That she would keep you safe.
“I don’t know about this…” Jenni said. She felt a tightness in her chest. A dark flutter. A shiver malapropos for the summer heat. She looked out at the sea, the water black as tar, the vastness imponderable. A distant sliver of lightning snaked across the sky.
“Oh, it’ll work for sure,” Timmy said.
“No, I mean, when I said we should light them all at once, I thought there were, like, six.”
“Oh. But this is way better.”
“Yeah, except—”
What if the flames are too big? What if they spread across the beach? She pondered, for a moment, the specter of fire engulfing the remains of her summer, a summer that had been, so far, the best summer of her childhood.
“It’ll be fine. I’m good with fire,” Timmy said. He had a broad grin and a glint in his eye. His lips were stained red from tomato sauce. He was utterly believable, and the goofy sight of him prompted Jenni to repress her doubts and fears. Of fire. Of explosions. Of his departure. The looming presence of September. It was very far away. Too far now to even consider.
Jenni nodded, and Timmy crouched down beside a pyramid of firewood packed with 864 Ground Bloom Flowers. He flicked his lighter. The breeze snuffed out the flame.
“We need something better. Something more fiery.”
He retrieved a box of sparklers from his crate. He lit a whole box of sparklers all at once. He shoved them into a hole at the top of the pyramid. He ran back.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then there was a fzzzzz. Another fzzzzz. A crackle-snap. Three flowers spun to life, shooting sprays of neon pink-orange-green.
Jenni laughed.
“Just wait,” Timmy said.
Fzzzzz.
Fzzzzz.
FzzzzzzzZZZZZZZZZ.
More flowers ignited. Timmy and Jenni lit and tossed sparklers. Flowers caught and sizzled and spun, more and more of them, cracking and whizzing and flying in all directions, spreading, erupting, swirling until the neon flames lapped at the compact center of 864 Ground Bloom Flowers. The whole stack exploded upward, like a massive spinning fire fountain threatening to consume everything.
Then it was over.
Timmy looked down at his fingers. Still intact. He laughed.
Jenni laughed and laughed until she fell on the cool sand. The fireworks had all burned out, leaving only scattered hunks of smoldering wood. Timmy sat down beside her.
“That was awesome,” she said.
“Yeah. Good idea.”
“Thanks.”
They lingered, watching the last flames of ground-bloom mountain, the night redolent of smoke and laughter.
“I wish…I wish I didn’t have to go back,” he said. “To Milwaukee. I wish I could stay here. I’d stay here forever.”

After dark, Jenni biked home. She parked her rusted beach cruiser beside the AC unit. She walked around the weedy side of the house. The sky was dark, fraught with clouds. Lightning flickered along the horizon.
In front of the house, Jenni stopped. She looked up and saw a figure sitting on the front steps, their face obscured by shadow. The porch light was off.
“Jenni?”
“Mom? Is that you?”
Her mother looked down at her, and in the dim light Jenni could see the spark of her eyes, the curve of her smile. Her mother. And yet something about her looked different.
Jenni climbed several steps, to where her mom sat. She saw then that her mom’s long hair, which tended to frizz in the summer humidity, lay flat against her head, down her back. It was sopping wet. Her mother wore cutoff shorts and a PI Surf Shop T-shirt, both soaked. Her feet were bare. Droplets of water glistened on her cheeks. Her eyes were bright and dewy.
“Jenni.” She stood. She reached her arms around Jenni. “My Jenni.” She pulled her closer, held her tighter.
Jenni stood there and let herself be hugged. She noticed the thump of her mother’s heart, the briny salty scent of her mother’s hair, the cold goose bumps along her mother’s forearms. And beneath her, on the sagging steps, a puddle of water.
“Jenni,” her mother said, in a voice that sounded like it was savoring the precious taste of her daughter’s name on her lips. At last, she released her grip. She sat back down on the steps. Her hands shook slightly, so slightly that Jenni almost didn’t notice. “Did you have fun tonight?”
“Yeah. We swam in the pool. And then we lit fireworks.”
“I hope you were careful. I…” Her mom stopped mid-sentence. She stared at Jenni. Her face was a kaleidoscope of expressions, happy and sad, resolute, afraid, wistful, mystified. A pearl of water rolled down her forehead.
“Mom? Are you okay?”
“I…yes. Yes.” She nodded, smiled. She clasped Jenni’s hand. Her hand felt cool and damp and wrinkly. “I’m fine. It’s…it’s good. I’m glad…I’m so glad to be here with you. My shift ended early. So I…So you lit off fireworks? That sounds like a fun time.”
“Well, technically Timmy lit them. Except the sparklers.”
“Timmy…You know, I like him,” Jenni’s mother said.
“Me too.”
“He’s…he’s a good friend.”



August
JENNI AND TIMMY resolved to dig the biggest hole in the history of beaches.
It was unclear who began the excavation. Timmy had a wagon full of beach toys. Buckets. Castles. Starfish forms. Wood-handled shovels with rounded plastic blades in assorted colors. They were standing on the beach, talking, pool-damp, stuffed with donuts and apple juice. Then, just like that, there was a hole.
“That’s a nice hole,” Jenni said. She stepped into the hole. Her feet sank down in wet sand.
“I bet we could make it bigger.”
“Like a swimming hole.”
“Or a lake.”
Timmy carved around the rim, expanding the hole’s diameter. Jenni dug deeper. They dug until their arms ached, and then they took turns digging and hauling. By lunchtime, the hole was two feet deep and wide enough for them both to sit in with their legs spread out.
They ate lunch inside the hole—peanut-butter sandwiches, fresh raspberries, wheels of cheese wrapped in hard red wax, gummy cola bottles. The tide rose to its high point. Water filtered up from below. Stray waves washed over the edge. The bottom filled with sandy water. Jenni scooped the water out. Timmy dug inland. They scooped and dug and dug and scooped. The magnitude of their operation revealed itself.
“What are you doing?” a voice said.
Timmy’s sister walked over to the hole. He had two sisters, but Jenni couldn’t tell them apart. They both had string bikinis and black sunglasses. Their skin gleamed from tanning oils. They wore high ponytails and chewed bubble gum and drank Diet Fizz Wizard White, which wasn’t white. It was clear, and it tasted like lemon-lime with a hint of milk. They didn’t care what their brother did, unless their brother did something weird and embarrassing.
“Digging,” Timmy replied.
“But why?”
“How else would we make a hole?”
“But why are you digging a hole?” The sister peered into the chasm with disdain.
“Because.”
“We’re digging the biggest hole ever,” said Jenni.
“Yeah.”
“But…” The sister scoffed. “You know it’s just going to get filled up with sand.”
“No.”
“It will. When the tide comes up. Or if there’s a storm.”
“Then we’ll dig it again,” Timmy said.
“Um, why?” The sister flipped her ponytail. “That’s dumb.”
“You’re dumb.”
“I’m smarter than you, dweeb.”
“If you were so smart,” Timmy said, “then you’d do fun things instead of just talking on the stupid phone.”

The sister was right, in part. The tide peaked higher overnight. In the morning, they found the hole changed. Its sea-facing side had smoothed to a gentle slope. It was more valley than hole.
“Darn,” Timmy said.
“It’s okay,” said Jenni.
“What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know….” She examined the hole’s caving perimeter. “I bet we could make it even bigger. If we started now.”
“Yeah! Let’s do it.”
They dug and dug and dug, and the thing about work, Jenni realized—and then forgot until many years and agonizing workdays later—was that work could be marvelous, if you did it for the sake of doing it. If you believed it meant something.
Later, she wondered what that hole had meant; why they dug it; how they had so easily dismissed the sister when she questioned their efforts. What is it for? The point seemed obvious at the time.
But looking back at that hole, at that August, at that summer, the last true summer of her childhood, she couldn’t see it. All she could see was the hole itself, dark, gaping, amorphous in shape and meaning, and the great perilous ocean beyond, capable of sweeping all meaning away in an instant, leaving only a cold void of wet sand behind.
“I’m sandy,” Timmy said.
Jenni nodded. “Me too.” She had sand on her chin, between her teeth, in her ears, embedded in her scalp, clumped between the spandex and the lining of her swimsuit.
“Let’s go swim,” he said.
They planted their shovels in the sand to mark their hole. They ran down to the surf.
“Timmy!” his mother called. “Be careful!” She pointed to the lifeguard chair. The red flag flapped in the sea breeze. Red for riptides.
Timmy waved. “I’m always careful!”
They waded in. The water was warm with months of summer behind it, almost like bathwater. Soft waves sloshed over their knees.
“Oh, shoot,” he said. “I forgot my goggles. Be right back!”
Timmy waded back to shore. Jenni floated. She sank beneath the water, rinsing the sand from her face and hair. She emerged dripping. She rubbed her salty eyes. The sun made silver winks on the water. A school of tiny fish swam past. She could see them clearly, their slim metallic bodies, their fins and tails almost translucent.
She gazed back at the shore. Timmy had gotten delayed. His mom smeared sunscreen across his peeling cheeks. His sisters sat on chairs in the shade with their magazines, their Fizz Wizard Whites, their toes spread with pedicure foams, fresh polish drying in the sun. Jenni floated. She curled her knees to her chest. She let herself drift. Not far. But the longshore waves carried her north, away from the storm-gray house.
Timmy put on his goggles and flippers. He waddled down the beach, into the water. Jenni stood up. She walked toward him. He went farther out, waist-deep.
From the shore, a shrill whistle blew.
Jenni looked up at the lifeguard stand. She saw a streak of red. A lifeguard in a red one-piece ran down the beach. She swiveled around.
“Timmy?”
She didn’t see him. The lifeguard ran toward the water.
“Timmy!”
He bobbed up.
“I’m right here,” he said from a few feet away.
The lifeguard ran past them, out into the water. There was a man swimming too far from shore. Or he had been swimming. But now he was waving, drifting, caught in the pull of a riptide. The lifeguard swam toward him. Another lifeguard plunged into the water behind her. They had floats, ropes, a buoyant vest. Jenni and Timmy stood and watched. The lifeguards waved. They yelled. Along the shore! Swim along the shore! They tossed the float and let out the rope. The current caught it. Along the shore! The man panicked. His arms flailed. He disappeared beneath the surface.
For a moment.
Then he came back up.
He gasped for air. He grabbed the float.
Slowly, the lifeguards pulled him back to shore.
“That was scary,” Jenni said.
“Yeah. He shouldn’t have gone swimming that far out.” Timmy spun around in the waist-deep water. “Hey! A fish!”
He dunked down beneath the surface. Jenni saw a streak of green in the water.
Timmy popped back up. “Where’d it go?”
“I didn’t really see it,” she said. “I wasn’t close enough.”
Timmy waded along the shore, away from her, toward the spot where he had seen the fish. “It was green,” he said. “It was—”
Then he was gone.
“Timmy?”
She walked toward where he had been standing. The water wasn’t deep. She could see the ocean floor beneath her feet.
“Timmy?”
Any second now, he would emerge.
“Timmy!”
Any second now. He was just snorkeling. He was just playing.
“Timmy!”
It was just a game.
She screamed.
“TIMMY!”
But he didn’t answer. He didn’t surface.
He was gone.
Gone.
Gone.











Philipia Bay and the Return of the Red Sea Raider
(highlighted excerpt)
She needed to forget that awful day. To forget him. Her life had moved on. And yet his absence continued to shape the contours of her days. The echo of his laughter lingered in the hallway of her Manhattan apartment. She flipped off the light, rolled her suitcase out the door, locked it behind her. She took a cab to the airport. She said goodbye to the life she had known.
Twenty-four hours and six martinis later, Philipia Bay stepped outside into the steamy Thailand night. The automatic airport doors closed behind her. The air smelled like sea salt, fried fish, the exhaust from a million cars. All around her, Bangkok clamored.
She felt fresh, exuberant, wide-awake despite the mere hour of sleep she’d managed on the plane. No one would ever find her here. His ghost would never find her.
She stepped up to the curb and waved for a cab.
“Philipia?”
Somewhere behind, someone called out her name.
But that hadn’t really happened, had it? She had bought her ticket and packed her bag just hours before her flight. No one knew she had come here.
“Philipia!”
Philipia Bay turned around. Her jaw dropped. There he was, staring straight at her. Like a ghost, or a dream. The last person she ever expected to see.



Present Day
The First Day of Summer Break
NOTHING HAPPENED THE way it was supposed to happen according to novels and TV shows and the self-help manuals Jenn had gorged, naively, in the optimistic early years of mother-slash-wifehood.
Or the magazines. A woman could Do It All, the magazines said.
The husband, for example, was not supposed to file for divorce because, as he explained over a series of text messages, in which he did not bother even to fix the typos caused by autocorrect, he did not feel actualized.
He had not cultivated his innermost potential or activated his Power Nucleus.
It was not, he insisted, because he had read that self-help manual—Bond with the Man You Were Always Meant to Be by Danz Landry, motivational profiteer and CEO of the Male Actualization Society (MAS).
It was not because of her. The book said he had to seize ownership of his actions.
…But it was because of her.
The husband was a salesman. He had a name that belonged to a salesman, or a mortgage broker, or a mid-level mob boss: Charles (Chuck) Lanaro. When she met him, he worked at a car dealership. He had a special talent for upselling. Warranties. Fake-leather leather seats. Sunroofs. Her name was still Jenni Farrow when they met, but then she got married and became Jenn Lanaro. Then she wrote a book and became, in pen name only, Jennifer Lamour, New York Times bestselling author of the Philipia Bay series, now on paperback book number twenty-nine.
Philipia Bay was not acclaimed, poignant, powerful, meaningful, or particularly well written. Philipia Bay was action smut. But the people wanted what the people wanted.
Chuck Lanaro wanted to know: What were you trying to say when you picked that yodel for the book cover?
Chuck Lanaro followed up with his own semi-answer: It was insulting.
And then another: Just another thing to add to the List of Underminstances.
Jenn could only assume that “yodel” meant “model.” There was nothing yodelish about the man on the cover of Philipia Bay and the Castle of Castaways, with his resplendent hair and rippling abs. The mystery was why her husband’s autocorrect had converted model to yodel. What did this say about him as a person?
She made a note for her future lawyer.
Underminstances was not a word, except in MAS-speak. Jenn had looked it up on the internet. Catalog your underminstances, Danz Landry directed in his instructional video series. Catapult your awareness of events in which the doubt lord voice attempts to undermine you. Understanding is the first step on the road to control.
It was a fallacy, Jenn wanted to tell her husband, to assume that any of us could have control.
After they got married, and the first Philipia Bay book appeared on the impulse-buy endcap at the checkout line at the Value Valley, and the first double line appeared on the pregnancy pee-test, Chuck Lanaro was glad—elated, over the moon—to give his two weeks’ notice to the dealership and trade his sales pitch for rubber dishwashing gloves and embrace the stay-at-home-dad lifestyle. He mastered sleep cycles and potty training. He met other baby-strapped dads for playdates at the park. As the children grew, he filled the school-day hours with hobbies and projects—woodworking, drywalling, aerobic kickboxing, disassembling and reassembling the washing machine, cryptocurrency trading, stalking the backyard racoons with his BB gun. The racoons had been digging through the trash again, underminstancing his efforts to contain it neatly in its proper bin.
Jenn should have known, when she spotted him hiding in the bushes, in camo, with night-vision goggles.
Chuck had never gone hunting. He had never fired a real gun. He had grown up in New Jersey, a subway ride away from Manhattan. He had, as a dealer of cars, professed to enjoy art museums and symphonies and duckpin bowling. Yet his hobbies bespoke a stereotypical masculinity, a reactionary pattern, as if selected in backlash. Against what? The rubber dish gloves? He was the one who said they protected his skin. He didn’t have to wear them.
He didn’t have to hire a process server to serve her with his petition for divorce either. He didn’t have to start the ending chapter of their marriage by lawyering up. He could have just conveniently disappeared, like her own biannual-greeting-card father. He could have waited at least until she’d finished edits on Philipia Bay and the Pirates of Pandago Cove. Or until the children had finished school for the year. Or until she had figured out what to do with her mother’s Pearl Island house, which was, after several years, no doubt overrun by dust mites, spiders, ants, palmetto bugs, and all the detritus left in the wake of sudden departure.
But no.
Chuck Lanaro rented himself a furnished town house, three bedrooms, two baths, in a gated community with a pool and tennis courts. In April, when Jenn Lamour flew to Las Vegas to attend a romance writers convention, Chuck Lanaro packed his bags and moved out.
Jenn: Can’t we at least talk about this in person?

Jenn: What about the kids?

Jenn: You think you’re the only one who’s been unhappy?

Jenn: Fine, I’m hiring a lawyer

Jenn: I can’t believe you.

Jenn: You are so petty. Seriously. And after my mom just died.

Chuck: That was three bears ago

Chuck: I am noting that you have perpetrated yet another underminstance

Jenn: Because I called you petty?

Chuck: Don’t pretend you don’t know damn well what you did

Jenn: What about the kids?

Chuck: What do you mean, what about the kids?

Chuck: I always take care of them. It makes more sense for them to live with me

The kids were supposed to have reacted to the news of their parents’ divorce with anguish, angst, blame—self- and parent-directed—perhaps misconduct and shenanigans. A fistfight, for example. Biting, hairpulling. Intentionally neglected school assignments. They were not supposed to passively accept their broken-home fate.
“So?” Jenn asked them, after she’d explained that sometimes mommies and daddies didn’t get along, but that didn’t mean that it was anyone’s fault.
“So?” Evie replied.
Mason put back on his cat-ear headphones and pressed play on the video-gaming talk show–esque program that he had begrudgingly agreed to pause for the divorce spiel.
“So…we are getting divorced.”
“So?”
“And I just wanted to talk to you both about, well— Mason, could you please take those off again?”
Mason tapped on his headphones to indicate that he couldn’t hear her with them on.
“Is this because of the underminstances?” Evie asked.
“What? No. No. Is that what Dad said?”
“He has the list taped to the fridge in his kitchen.”
“He— That is just— No! I have been nothing but kind and respectful to your father, and this is just, it’s—”
“He asked me to report any trash-talking,” Evie said. “For the list. But can I go now?”
“Go? Where are you going?”
“Just, you know, to the couch.” Evie pointed to the couch, where the tablet and the console sat together without her.
“This is— Don’t you want to talk about it? As a family? Evie? Mason?”
Jenn pulled the earphones away from Mason’s ears. Mason snarled. He yanked them back on and clamped his hands down over them.
“You just told us,” Evie said. “But we already knew, because Dad told us when he moved out, like, six weeks ago. What else is there to say?”
These were children born into a world that was, according to every scientific measure everywhere, careening toward its own destruction.
These were children who had heard their parents discuss, in hushed but drunkenly audible voices, the tragedies that permeated Modern Life. Hurricanes. Droughts. Shootings. Et cetera. When adult-talk started up, these children put on their headphones, turned on their screens, and then complained at bedtime because six straight hours hadn’t been nearly screen time enough.
She was supposed to say something heartfelt, something meaningful enough to permeate the child-screen bond. Something her own mother might have said, in the slim band of time between work and bed, or work and work. She should have held them in her arms and assuaged the doubts that, well, honestly the doubts that belonged to her. She had been, in her distraction, unwittingly lenient with the children. She ignored them, and this led to excess YouTube. Too many snacks. Too often she let them subsist on plain noodles with butter. Now they were detached. She had sacrificed Quality Family Time for Mom’s Gotta Work. She had a flimsy excuse.
Someone had to work, she had told herself.
Chuck: It could have been me. But you insisted.

Had she insisted?
Chuck: Admit it. You wanted to work.

Chuck: You love work more than you love me.

Well, maybe now she did. Now that he was keeping a list on his fridge where the kids could see it.
She should have at least sat on the couch between the children so they could all stare at their devices together as a family. But Mason had already requisitioned the center cushion for his stuffed animals. Evie made a shoo-shooing motion with her hand. Get away, Mom. So Mom went into the kitchen and poured herself a beer glass full of wine, because Chuck had given himself full custody of all the wineglasses.
She sat down at the table with her laptop and a tube of Potato-Wizard Cheddar Crisps. She was supposed to work on edits. She was supposed to feel grateful for the continued success of Philipia Bay. She had loved Philipia Bay when she wrote the first book. Maybe more than she loved Chuck, though present-day-Chuck inevitably colored her memory of past-Chuck with a douchey tint. She had wanted nothing more than to write more books with Philipia Bay, books brimming with treasure and romance, where villains got sent to prison or mauled by bears or devoured by snakes. Where everything turned out the way it should. Her readers wanted the same. More Philipia Bay. But by book five, she was bored. In book eight—Philipia Bay and the Congress of Sabotage—she tried something new. She made Philipia Bay fall in love. Then she killed the lover. Then Philipia discovered she was pregnant with the lover’s child and was faced with an untenable choice: give up the child or let the sabotage of democracy go unpunished. Her editor said no. No tough choices. Her readers hated tough choices. She was supposed to stick to the formula.
Almost thirty formulaic books in, she was inexorably stuck. Jenn Lanaro was Jennifer Lamour. Jennifer Lamour was Philipia Bay. Philipia Bay paid the bills. Jenn had no time or inspiration for anything else.
Her phone buzzed. A text, from her editor.
The editor’s name was Betsy Rankleman, a name that the editor lamented as lacking in romantic flair. She was fifty-six. She had no children, which meant that she had time for karate lessons, kickboxing, fencing. The editor herself was svelte, with toned arms and pampered skin and a regimen of Botox. She had a husband who, when they married, in their beautiful bangable twenties, had looked like the cover model from Philipia Bay and the Arrow of Algiers, but now he had a shiny bald patch and a beer gut and a proliferation of moles with hairs growing out of them. But he won’t let me pluck the hairs, the editor said, and he won’t pull them out himself. What am I supposed to do? They did what they could, with the dashing Adonises of Philipia Bay.
Betsy: So…???

Betsy: You promised me edits by last week ☺

Betsy: Everything alright?

Jenn replied with an amorphous thumbs-up. She put her phone away. She stared at the words on her laptop screen. Holy Shakespeare, these were terrible words. Absolute crap. She took a gulp of wine. Her phone buzzed:
Chuck: My lawyer will be sending proposals for alimony and child support

Chuck: Since the kids will be staying mostly with me

No. NO! She fumed. She started to type:
Jenn: Screw you, you selfish asswipe. You are not taking my children. I’m not paying you a cent. You can go fuck yourself—

But she didn’t hit Send. Chuck would screenshot the message and add it to his List of Underminstances. That message would make a great demonstrative exhibit for divorce court. Evidence of her motherly ineptitude and incivility. She took a gulp of wine.
She needed to get away.
She needed to go someplace where she could forget all about Chuck.
She needed to put the life she had known behind her.
Her glass was empty.
She refilled it. She typed another cathartic screw-you-Chuck reply. She deleted it. In two days, at 9:00 a.m., Chuck would knock on the door. He would take the children. Mason still in pajamas. Evie with a rat’s nest of unbrushed hair.
What, you can’t even handle getting them dressed in real clothes? Chuck would chide. You can’t even make them brush their hair? They should have been ready.
She wasn’t ready. She wouldn’t see them for five whole days. Chuck would return them with swimming pool tan lines and Whippety-Dip stories and new Pokémon cards, but only for the weekend, and then 9:00 a.m. on Monday would arrive and they would disappear again.
Unless Chuck couldn’t find them.
A devious idea hatched in her mind.
If Chuck couldn’t find them.
If Chuck couldn’t find them…
If he knocked on the door at 9:00 a.m. but no one answered. Because no one was home. Because they had left. She took a gulp of wine. The school year had ended. She could work on edits anywhere. She didn’t need to stay here, where Chuck would bogart the children and mansplain her blunders and lambaste her with MAS-speak.
They could just leave. The thought made her giddy. She envisioned herself in Cabo drinking a piña colada from a coconut shell while the children splashed in the crystalline waters. She envisioned Santorini. The Florida Keys. The Gold Coast. The rage on Chuck’s face when he found out. His cheeks red. His nostrils flaring, like a horse.
Except how would she explain a Cabo summer in family court? She couldn’t let the horse win. She needed a plausible excuse for their departure. A sensible destination. A task to accomplish. Such as…
Pearl Island.
Her childhood home. Her mother’s house. She had to clean it out. Her mother had died three years ago and the house had sat vacant ever since, collecting mold and ants, springing leaks, stockpiling complaints about the overgrown grass. She had a responsibility to deal with the house, one which now seemed more appealing than procrastination, her long-standing approach. Her mother’s house made for convincing testimony.
Though they couldn’t stay there. The house was—
She saw the house in her mind, as it had been, long ago. Sunlight streamed through the kitchen windows. Her mother stood at the laminate counter, scooping ice cream into the blender, singing along to Joni Mitchell on the record player.
Jenn felt a churning, clenching pain in her gut. A pain she dismissed as just gas. Too much wine. Not enough fruit.
If they went to Pearl Island, they would need a rental house. Something not ghosty, with ocean views. She opened a browser window. She searched for Pearl Island summer rentals. Booked. Booked. Mostly booked except for one week in July. Naturally. Summer had already started.
Except then she saw a house with New Listing written in yellow letters above the picture. She clicked the link. It was beachfront. Four bedrooms. Two and a half baths. Outdoor shower. No swimming pool, unfortunately. She swiped through photos. It didn’t look new inside. The kitchen boasted chestnut cabinets, gold-plated hardware, a dial microwave, ancient appliances in shades of pale yellow and pea green. It opened onto a weather-beaten back deck that overlooked the ocean. A spiral staircase led up to a second deck with a French door to the primary bedroom. Jenn took a gulp of wine. She clicked on the rental calendar. No bookings. Available all summer. It had either just gotten listed that day, or it was haunted. Or a scam. Or all of the above. Her phone buzzed.
Chuck: You didn’t respond to my text.

Chuck: Are you TRYING to be rude or is it just your natural state?

She finished the wine. She felt drunk. Impulsive. Reckless. Furious. She felt like a hurricane force, like Philipia Bay with a pair of nunchucks, a katana holstered to her back, a bladed throwing star that never missed. Except that Chuck was safe inside his town-house fortress, protected by lawyers and threats. Her only weapon was a credit card. She wasn’t a force. She was more like a shingle torn from its roof by hurricane winds, hands whipping uncontrollably, tearing the credit card from her wallet, pounding the numbers onto the screen.
Done.
Her face was drenched in tears.
Her phone buzzed.
452B9: This message confirms your booking of SEA LA VISTA Check in 1-June after 4:00 p.m.
Check out 19-Aug by 10:00 a.m.
No cancellations.
Thank you and enjoy your stay on Pearl Island!




Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self: How to Make Your Selves Be Friends
by Danz Landry
(excerpt)
The Child Self is like a seed, or a snail, living deep underground within your Life Landscape. You’ve been taught to keep buried things buried. But these sorts of normalized teachings are roadblocks on the highway to Actualization. You need to set aside your roadblocks. Literally, stand up and imagine the roadblock before you. Is it concrete? Steel? Look straight at that roadblock and say your intentions out loud. Say: I am making friends with my selves. Now grasp the roadblock you imagined with your hands and move it out of the way.
Good. Now you are ready to dig deep.



May 31
THE TRUTH WAS, Jenn rarely thought about her childhood on Pearl Island. She had not thought about Timmy Caruso for decades.
Sometimes, in broad, open areas—a grassy field, for example, or an empty plaza—when she had occasion to stop, to stand and wait instead of forging through, she felt a nebulous unease, verging on panic, as if something important had suddenly inexplicably vanished from the vacant space around her. But the feeling was, in her mind, dissociated from the events of her past.
And always, there were more immediate concerns. Like the suitcases not fitting in the hatch. She sweated through her shirt trying to shove them in. She repacked the clothes in duffel bags and backpacks. She recited the story that explained her reckless change of summer plans: My mom’s house. Her stuff. I had to get it sorted out. She imagined the tears she would shed in divorce court. My mom. Her house.
But her eyes were dry. Her mom, her mom’s house, the contents of her mom’s life besieged by three years’ worth of dust and mildew, existed only in the dormant past or the illusory future. In the brazen present, she had a single mission: Operation Escape Chuck.
Chuck couldn’t stop what he didn’t know was happening. Which was why Jenn didn’t tell the kids to pack for their summer at the beach until late the night before, after Evie’s phone ran out of battery power.
“But Mom, I’m in the middle of the level,” Evie complained. “It won’t let me save!”
Mason cowered beneath his blanket with YouTube.
“Mason—”
She peeled the blanket from his face. His lip quivered.
“But…what about…” Dad was what she thought Mason would say as he looked up at her with mournful eyes. But instead, he finished with “sharks?”
“What about sharks?”
“I don’t want to be eaten by a shark.”
“That won’t happen. I promise.”
“But what if the shark eats Evie instead?”
“That won’t happen either. I promise.”
Mason nodded. He believed her. “I just…I want us to all stay together and not get eaten.”
Eventually, she persuaded them to pack. Then it was morning, humid, stupefyingly hot for late May, three days into summer break, which was not a break, because she had to edit one book and start writing another, and clear all the junk from the family home, and hire Realtors, painters, and plumbers, or maybe a demolition contractor to bulldoze the old house and haul the wreckage away. And the lawyer. The team of lawyers. The troop of lawyers to crush her husband. The lawyers who would have advised her not to leave the state, if she had called them first.
But she didn’t. She let the children sleep until the last possible minute. No time to send a text to Dad. She carried each bag, book, and device out to the car. Mason had packed every single Pokémon card. Four binders of them to get ruined or lost at the beach. Evie had packed a separate suitcase stuffed full of Pokémon plushies and action figurines. Jenn considered the fate of the houseplants. She decided she would forget the plants now and remember them tomorrow or the next day when it was too late to make arrangements. Let Chuck or the neighbors decide if houseplants deserved saving.
She walked the dog twice around the block. He walked in the grass because the sidewalk was too hot. He refused to cross the street. The dog, Barry, was an Airedale, stocky, doe-eyed, the face of a Muppet, with thick-coiled fur, except for one mysterious bald patch on his back. The dog belonged to her for now, but Chuck intended to assert his custodial rights. He had fed it twice daily. He had taught it to shake and speak.
He had a similar claim to the kids.
The kids trundled out to the car, sleepy-eyed, wild-haired. Still in their pajamas. Disgruntled at this early hour of waking. The dashboard clock said it was only 8:42, Mom, ugh. Evie pulled the rim of her hat down over her eyes. Mason wore his kitty-ear headphones, plugged into a tablet playing a video that would stop when the Wi-Fi cut out. The dog barked at the cold air that blew from the vents.
Jenn backed out of the driveway. Farewell, houseplants.
“Pika pika!” Mason squealed from the back seat.
“What?”
“Pika pika?” He pointed at his tablet screen. His show had stopped.
“There’s no Wi-Fi,” she said. She drove to the end of the block.
“Yes, there is,” Evie insisted.
“There’s not. Not in the car. Your show won’t play without Wi-Fi.”
“Pika pika!”
“Dad knows how to make it play.”
“But Dad’s not here.”
Except he was. In his car. Driving toward them. Fifteen minutes early. He slowed down as he approached. He rolled down his window, gestured for her to do the same.
She nodded, as if she might.
But then she slammed on the gas and drove away.

“I’m going to have to tell Dad,” Evie said after they merged onto the highway. A credible threat. Dad had given Evie the phone even though Mom said she was too young. But Jenn had already disabled the Find-Phone feature on Evie’s phone and her own. She had already turned their ringers off.
“Fine. Next time you’re at his house, you can tell him whatever you like.”
“It’s not that I’m actually choosing sides. I’m just trying to win points.”
“Points?”
“It’s a pragmatic approach. There’s this new video game I really want…”
Evie kept talking, but Jenn had stopped listening after points. The kids didn’t want to be here. With her. Any more than Chuck did. She was bereft of points. She was Pointless.

Jenn had twenty-seven unopened text messages when they arrived at the hotel, halfway between Ohio and Pearl Island. Every text was from Chuck.
Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete.
She wished she could go back and delete the last ten years of her life. Or the last seven years, post-Mason. She didn’t want to edit out the kids. But the rest. The monotony. The loneliness. The slow collapse of her marriage, almost imperceptible in its progression. The litany of underminstances, both hers and Chuck’s. Mostly Chuck’s, if she was the one writing this story.
She watched TV on the hotel bed while the kids stared at smaller screens beside her. She thought about Pearl Island, her hometown. The clammy persistence of summer heat there, even at night, when the pine and kudzu lots around her mother’s house thrummed with frog song. The sight of cloud-bound lightning, far off, over the black silk of the sea.
She slid her arms around her children, first the feral little one with the dog sprawled across his lap, then the tweeny elder. They recoiled, at first, their instinct equating her approach with the cessation of screen time. But when she said nothing, and the screens carried on, they relaxed and cuddled beside her, like they had as babies, when they all still had more time.



June 1
Evie
EVIE STOPPED AT the front door.
The sign above the door said SEA LA VISTA, which meant see ya later, or something like that, which was either the exactly right or exactly wrong name for a haunted beach house.
Mom trudged past with an armful of duffel bags. “Evie. Go inside already.”
Evie watched her mother disappear around a corner. Mason had already staked out his spot on the couch. He hadn’t heard what Mom had said about the house. It either just got listed, Mom said, or it’s haunted. Or a scam. Or all of the above. Most of those words floated out of Evie’s brain unregistered, but the word haunted got stuck there. It made her skittish and shivery. It made her want to go home, except she didn’t want home, because home didn’t feel normal anymore. The chocolate ice cream in the freezer at home, for example, did not taste like the regular chocolate ice cream. The tomato sauce at home had tomato chunks. Mom told her: Just pick them out. But Mom didn’t understand. The chunks contaminated every noodle they touched. They contaminated the sauce, the bowl, the fork, and everything around it until your whole house, which had once upon a time been totally regular, turned weird.
“At least help carry stuff up the steps,” Mom said as she passed Evie on her way back down to the car. Evie followed her down the steps. She opened the passenger door. She climbed inside. Maybe she could sleep in the car. The car didn’t seem haunted. At least, not yet.
She closed the car door. She reimagined the car as a house. The front-seat TV-viewing area. The back-seat bedroom. Mason would have to sleep in the trunk. Her parents did not inhabit this vision. They existed on the periphery, as hulking apparitions. The car doors would muffle their toooo-much-screeeeen-time wails.
“Evie.” Mom knocked on the window. “What are you doing?”
“The car is my home now,” Evie whispered to herself.
But she had forgotten to lock the door. Mom opened it.
“You can’t stay in the car. It’s too hot. You’ll suffocate.”
“Do we have any sage?” Evie asked.
“Sage?”
“Yeah.” To chase away ghosts. Evie had seen real videos of real ghosts on YouTube. Burnt sage repelled them.
“We can get some at the grocery store.”
“Can we go there now?”
“We need to unpack.”
“Do I have to go inside? Can I go down to the beach instead?”
“Um, well…” Mom frowned.
“Please? I’ll be safe! I promise!”
“Well…okay. But you need to stay right out in front of the house. Right where I can see you. And no going in the water. Not even just your feet.”

Evie sprinted through the house. She hadn’t realized she’d have to go through it to get to the beach, so she tried to hold her breath so she wouldn’t inhale ectoplasm. She felt guilty for not having warned Mason, but it was too late for him. He had already merged with the couch. At least he had Barry to protect him.
Safe on the back deck, Evie breathed in the salt-sea air. Except it didn’t smell right. Too fishy and rubbery. And the cloudless sky had an orangish film, the tint of wildfire smoke.
Evie kicked off her sandals. She walked down the steps, along the wooden planks that spanned the dunes. I am walking the plank, she thought. She looked out at the sea, the realm of pirates and electric eels and scary fish-things with toothy cavernous mouths. She wished it was more regular, like the swimming pool.
It was vast, glistening, crested with silver waves, glorious and terrifying.
She positioned herself at its frothy, treacherous edge. A wave washed up over her feet. She took her phone from her pocket and opened the camera. She recorded a one-second clip.
“The ocean…”
She hit Pause, changed angles, and then recorded another clip.
“Dun dun dun…”
The plot of the video revealed itself. It was A Tale of Mystery and Danger! She changed angles again, positioning the frame to capture the corner of her face, mostly just her eye, against the ocean-scene backdrop. She pressed Record. She spoke in a deep, cryptic voice.
“Anything might be out there.”
She hit Pause, zoomed in on her eye, hit Record.
“Something is out there.”
Pause. Zoom out. Record.
“No one can escape…. It’s coming—”
She screamed for effect. She flipped the camera around to catch the jumbled angles of sudden flight. She smacked it against her leg to make the screen appear black.
Dun dun dun.

Later, she had just posted the compiled video to KlipSwatch when her phone rang. The screen displayed the caller’s name: Dad-Breath the Dadinator.
“Hello?”
Dad didn’t know that her phone identified him as Dad-Breath the Dadinator and Evie didn’t plan to tell him. She didn’t want to end up on his List of Underminstances.
“Hello? Evie?”
“Hi, Dad.”
“Evie, where are you? I’ve been trying to call all day. Has your phone been off? Are you okay? What did your mother do?”
“It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m at the beach.”
“Where? Which beach? Where’s Mason? Where’s your mother?”
“They’re just, um…”
“You’re not on the beach by yourself? Evie?”
Pause.
Zoom out.
The correct answer is:
“No. They’re right here.”
“Can I—”
Evie blew at the phone to create a blustery-wind sound effect.
“Sorry Dad, I can’t hear you! It’s really windy! I’ll call you later, okay?”
She hung up. She opened KlipSwatch to check on her video. It had three likes and forty-seven views. Not bad. She had gotten much better at KlipSwatch since March, when Dad bought her the phone. Just so we can keep in touch, he told her, but Evie suspected that the Dadinator was also angling for points.
EVIETrainer78’s video garnered four more views. Evie watched it again herself.
The ocean…dun dun dun…Anything might be out there.
She felt a sudden, cold chill.
Something is out there.
As if the video had caught something her eyes had missed.
No one can escape.
As if her theatrics unwittingly foreshadowed what came next.
It’s coming….



June 2
A FLASHBACK: Three years earlier, Jenn’s mother fell down the stairs and broke a hip. Broken hips weren’t supposed to happen to spry women in their sixties, women who still rode bikes and dancercized. The stairs at the Clamfish Bar and Grille should have gotten papered with nonslip treads. Maybe her mother shouldn’t have ordered that fourth margarita. Tequila made it contributory negligence. Which made it just an accident.
Which made it a clean break, both for the insurance companies and the hip in question.
Straight through the bone, the doctor said. The X-ray appeared through a video feed on Jenn’s phone screen, a rectangle of tiny doctor head in the corner. There was an obvious line across the pelvis—the break. And beneath it a lump, like an egg. A sarcoma.
So I guess it’s a good thing. Jenn heard her mother’s voice through the speaker. Tinny. Chipper, with a note of fear. That I broke my hip. Because otherwise…
But actually, no.
The cancer had metastasized. The X-ray on the screen was replaced by charts, numbers. Gobbledygook.
The video call had happened right after they had adopted the dog. It kept barking. That was what Jenn remembered. A jumble of lines and symbols on the screen. The doctor’s deadpan voice. The sound of Barry bark-bark-barking.
The broken hip was just the first plunge down a steep cliff, and there was never any doubt what was at the bottom.
Her mother moved straight from the hospital to the nursing home to hospice, which was why, even though her mother’s friends had come to clean the dishes and take out the last bag of trash and pack a suitcase to deliver to the hospital, the house still looked basically the way it had the last night her mother got dressed up and took herself out for drinks and told herself, as she limped out of the house, as she pedaled her bike slowly down the flat residential streets, that the pain in her hip was just a usual feature of growing oldish, something arthritic, something solved by regular stretching and Pilates. Something unserious that could be ignored.
At some point Jenn noticed that the suitcase had returned. It sat by the front door, still packed. The house looked the way she remembered from her last visit, when four-year-old Mason had that jagged safety-scissors DIY haircut he refused to let her fix and Evie had a tan line across her cheeks from wearing her Eevee mask at the beach. The same except for the years’ accumulation of dust, black mold in the tub, water damage to the kitchen ceiling. It was, perhaps, miraculous that the house as a standing structure had survived this far. All the door-frames had warped. The deck sagged. Rusty nails popped from the wood siding. After a century of shifting sands and tropical winds, the whole house tilted west. It was one of the few original beach houses that still stood on Pearl Island.
“This is where you lived when you were a kid?” Mason asked. His nose crinkled, and it stayed crinkled. He didn’t remember his last visit.
“It smells weird in here,” Evie said. She flopped onto the couch. A cloud of dust billowed up. She picked a dusty magazine from the stack on the coffee table, a primer on the fashion trends of three years ago.
“What’s the Wi-Fi password?”
“I don’t think there’s Wi-Fi.”
“Then where are all your toys?” Mason asked.
“There might be a box in one of the closets. But most of them got sold or given away.”
“You…gave them away?” Mason looked distraught.
“You had toys?” Evie said. “Really?”

Jenn wandered through the house. She didn’t know where to begin. She had started the procrastination of cleaning out her mother’s house by getting settled in the rental. She had to buy groceries, beach toys, ten-bazillion bottles of sunscreen. A hammock. A life vest for the dog. She had to battle the twin distractions of Editorial Concern and Husband-Based Legal Threats that imperiled her procrastination efforts. Now she was here, in her childhood kitchen, wondering how stale the open box of Cinnabunnies in the cupboard had gotten. She opened the box, sniffed. It smelled like cardboard. She tossed it into the trash. A good start. But deciding to throw out the stale box of cereal was easy. The other decisions would be less easy, and she didn’t want to make them. Like the silverware set. It was boxy, plastic-handled, deficient in forks. She didn’t need an extraneous incomplete silverware set. She had eaten most of her childhood meals with silverware from that set. She opened the silverware drawer. There was a dead roach inside. She shut the drawer. Opened the drawer. Spooned the dead roach into the trash. Was that enough?
She heard a knock on the door.
“Mom! Someone’s at the door!” Mason emerged from the back bedroom, his face and arms plastered with stickers. “I’ll get it!”
He ran to the door and opened it faster than you could say Process Server.
The man on the other side didn’t look like that. He had long hair, probably unwashed, a bit sandy, pulled into a loose ponytail. He wore flip-flops and a faded T-shirt over washboard abs. He looked like a character from Philipia Bay and the Midlife Crisis, where Philipia traded sleuthing and ninjaing for beach-bum life, which wasn’t a book Jenn had written but maybe she should write it next. Philipia Bay and the Breach of Contract. Philipia Bay and the Six-Pack. A double entendre.
He looked past the be-stickered child, into the living room.
“You better not be here to serve me with papers,” Jenn said. She had withheld the address of the beach rental house from Chuck, but Evie had disclosed their general location.
“Huh?”
“Are you here with Wi-Fi?” Mason asked.
“The Wi-Fi is everywhere now, little dude,” the man said. He gestured at the sky. “Like, up there, in the clouds. We can’t escape it.”
“Mom said it’s not here. Or in the car.”
“Yeah, that is a thing a mom would say.”
The man stood there, in the doorway, swaying slightly, as if he didn’t have any place else to be. Jenn walked over.
“Um, can I help you with something?”
“Oh, yeah.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m Dax.”
“Dax.”
“The contractor.”
“The contractor?”
“Yup. Is this…This is the place, right? It looks…” He looked up, at the ceiling. “Well…it’s probably fine for now. Until we get a big storm.”
“And then what?”
“Well, like…I don’t want to insult your, uh, dwelling abode. But that roof is probably gonna go.”
“Like—”
“Down. You know?” He pantomimed the impending roof collapse.
“Oh. But. Why are you here?”
“Yeah, some lady hired me to take care of this place. Help get it all fixed up. She called herself ‘the Editor.’ Is that, like, a code name or something?”
Philipia Bay and the Meddling Editor.
“She wishes.”
“She said ‘the Writer’ was supposed to get back to work.”
“That bitch.”
“She said to say…” He cleared his throat, recited: “The Writer should go drink a few mai tais on the beach, sleep it off, and then get the fuck back to work.”
“Yeah, that sounds like her.”
“So where do you want me to start?”

The editor was right about the mai tais. Jenn drank two on a tiki bar dock over a flat ocean sunset while the kids ate french fries dipped in ranch dressing and stared at the television over the bar because Mom made them leave their personal devices at the rental house, and this injustice nearly prompted Evie to call her father and beg him to save her from the Summer of Hell.
“You’re being hyperbolic,” Jenn had said.
Evie stared. “I have no idea what you just said.”
“Just because, for a single night, you have to leave the house without your phone—”
Mason, however, had been ready. He wore his cat-ear headphones, though they were unconnected to the forbidden device. He opened the door. Barry ran out.
So they had to chase the dog. Down the beach, up the beach, in and out of the water. The kids got wet and sandy, but they forgot about rescue-dad. She earned those mai tais.
They walked back from the tiki bar along the beach. The horizon was electric orange, fading to a cotton-candy pink, lavender, a soft cradle for fledgling Venus. Over the eastern ocean, the distant stars twinkled. Mason played chase with the foamy waves. His cat ears lit up in the dark, LED blue and green. The headphone cord wagged behind him. Evie chattered about Pokémon and ghosts and some scary thing out in the ocean. Jenn heard every third word. Her brain was Elsewhere, busy, agonizing over all the Big Things she would have to grapple with in the not-far future. She wasn’t divorced yet. There was no custody arrangement.
So, technically, she hadn’t violated anything when she took the kids out of state.
She texted Chuck, a single text to his string of twenty-two, a text that would make her lawyers (when she hired them) happy.
Jenn: You should come join us!!! We can spend the summer on the beach together!!! We can rekindle our marriage! XOXOXOX

The mai tai buzz made her flippant. Chuck would not join her. There was not marriage enough left to rekindle.
They climbed up onto the narrow boardwalk, over the dunes, back to the rental house. The kids flopped onto their opposite spots on the couch. Screen time at last. Jenn ignored the seven text messages that popped up on her phone. She poured a glass of wine. She stepped out onto the back deck. She watched the whitecaps roll toward the dark shore. She thought about her failed marriage. She tried to pinpoint the moment it went wrong: The moment Chuck committed them, without consulting her first, to another ham-and-gratin New Jersey Thanksgiving. The Super Bowl weekend that she went off to a writers retreat and the kids both got sick with the stomach flu. Evie’s broken legs. Jenn’s favorite sweater ruined by the dryer because Chuck forgot to check the tag. Chuck’s birthday dinner, timed to coincide with a line-edit deadline. She had to miss it. He could have picked a different date. For my birthday? But fights and grievances loomed against a backdrop of indifference. A murky slippage. As newlyweds, they had slept spooning. His hips pressed against hers. His arm wrapped around. Then his arm got too heavy. His breath too hot. His hairy legs made her itch. She scooted away, farther each year, until there was a chasm between them.
She finished her wine. The sliding door opened. Mason stepped out. He wore his kitty headphones around his neck, cord dangling free.
“What happened?” she asked.
“If dragons breathe fire,” Mason said, “how come they’re cold-blooded?”
“Maybe they’re not.”
“But they lay eggs. How do they keep the eggs warm without burning them?”
“It’s a conundrum.”
“I’m hatching an egg.”
“Oh?”
“It’s a fire type. Guess which one.”
“Uh…”
“It’s not Cloudeon.”
“Darn.”
“It’s Blazeon. It’s a dragon type and a flying type. Can I have a snack?”
“Sure. What do you want?”
“Candy.”
“Hmmm. Well.”
She stood up. She had lost serious points with her anti-screen stance that evening and she needed to win some back. She went inside, refilled her wineglass, filled two bowls with gummy worms and marshmallows and chocolate chips. She gave one bowl to Evie and carried the other back out to the deck.
“Can I go swimming?” Mason asked. He stood at the railing, looking out at the sea.
“Tomorrow.”
“But what about now?”
“It’s late.”
“So?”
“It’s dark.”
“You don’t have to go,” Mason said. “I could go by myself.”
“Sorry, dude. Kids don’t go swimming in the dark by themselves.”
“But that kid is.”
“What kid?”
Mason pointed. “Him.”
Jenn looked out across the empty beach. She saw no one, at first. Then, from beneath the shallow silvery water, the dark silhouette of a boy emerged.
“Oh. Well. That’s probably not a kid,” Jenn said.
She couldn’t see him clearly. Just his head, short hair. A flat streak of torso. A slender frame. He might have been a teen, or a slight adult. An old shrunken man bathing alone in the night sea.
“Maybe,” Mason said, “it’s a Walraglot.”
“No.”
“Or a Mermeon.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s a human.”
“Then he’s definitely a kid,” Mason said.
“Well, then I guess his parents have an overly permissive stance on night swimming.” If she took a permissive stance, she might win more points. “But here, I brought you some candy.”
“I don’t think his parents know he’s out there.”
“Oh, why’s that?”
The swimmer disappeared beneath the surface. Jenn shivered. She felt anxious, as if she was the one alone in the water at night, blind to the dark writhing shapes all around her.
Then the swimmer popped back up, a few meters down the shore.
“He’s by himself,” Mason said.
“I’m sure his parents are watching.”
“But they’re not on the beach.”
“They might be at their house. On their deck. Like us.” Which seemed a tad far for supervising a child’s night swimming.
“But he didn’t come from a house,” Mason said.
“Of course he came from a house—”
“No. He came from the sea.”
“The sea.”
“I saw him. He came from the sea. Like, way out there. Where it’s too deep to touch the bottom. His head popped up. And then he started swimming toward the shore. But then when he got near the beach, he didn’t get out. He kept swimming. But you know…I didn’t see his legs. Maybe he only has fins.”
The swimmer dove again. Moonlight rippled on the waves. Farther out, past the break point, the water churned, as if something massive was moving beneath the surface. The swimmer shot up from the water, circled his arms, dove back down, emerged again. There was something familiar about the sweep of his arms, the way he dolphined through the shallows. Something unnerving.
“Well.” She plucked a gummy worm from Mason’s bowl. She washed it down with a guzzle of wine. “He shouldn’t be swimming alone. It’s dangerous to swim alone at night. Even if your parents are watching.”
“Unless you’re a water type.”
“Unless you’re a grown-up water type.”
“But should we go check on him?” Mason asked.
“Well—”
“Just to make sure. If he’s a baby water type, he might be lost.”
“Well…” The boy’s parents were probably right there. He probably wasn’t even a boy. He wasn’t her problem. She had enough problems. More problems than she could handle continuing to avoid. She wanted to just pass out in bed and wake up when—what? When—
She sighed. The groan-sigh of a parent giving in.
“Fine. But no getting wet,” she said. “No wet sand.” A likely story. “I don’t want to have to bathe you again tonight. And go get your flip-flops for the walkway so you don’t get splinters.”
Mason ran inside for flip-flops. He emerged with a sister.
“Mason said we’re going down to the beach,” said Evie. “He said there’s a baby Walraglot.”
“So you’re coming along to prove him wrong.”
“Someone has to. There aren’t any Walraglots in this region.”
They walked the wood-plank walkway, over the dunes, out to the beach. They kicked off their sandals. The sand was cool and soft and pale. The waves sloshed. The beach was deserted. Jenn looked back at the row of beach houses. The decks sat empty. The windows were dark. All good parents had put their kids to bed. She had given her kids candy and led them down the slippery dune slope toward night swimming. She had forgotten to remind them to close the door, and so of course the dog came running. Tongue out. Splayed in the sand. Dig-dig-dig-dig. Only a matter of time before his coiled-fur coat got infested by sand fleas. The dog ran a manic circle around her kids and then bolted toward the water.
The swimmer stood up. He turned, waved with both arms, and ran to meet the dog.
He was not a Walraglot.
He was just a boy, Jenn saw, as they walked closer. A boy glad to get slobbered. A boy with scuba goggles. Fins on his feet. He shook the dog’s paws. Left, right, both at once, Barry up on his hind legs, as if boy and dog were dancing.
The other two kids—her kids—went straight for the water. Never mind wet clothes. They were all stuck together in the Sisyphean cycle of keeping kids clean, exponentially more exhausting (for her) at the beach. Her kids encircled the stranger. They took turns holding sandy dog paws, dancing the foxtrot, the rumba. Evie lifted the dog in her arms and twirled it around.
There was laughter.
There was a sense that a door had just opened, and beyond that door there existed a different permutation of space and time and reality, and it was better.
The dog returned to Earth. His paws sank into wet sand. He dug-dug-dug-dug-dug. A hole for seawater. To exist, briefly, and be erased by the incessant slosh of waves. The kids all laughed at the plop-splat sound of hurled sand, the goofy tongue-loose grin on Barry’s teddy-bear face, the fervor of his paws.
Jenn stood back, out of the water, not wanting to get sand and salt water on her own clothes. She could not see the children’s faces clearly, but she observed, objectively, the humor. But it didn’t burble up out of her. She felt dry, and a bit drunk. She felt like she had seen this clip before, or something like it. The aimless hole. The boy in his scuba gear.
“Your dog is great!” the boy exclaimed. “I always wanted to have a dog. But my parents wouldn’t let me. Because my sister is allergic.”
“There are hairless dogs,” Evie said.
“My mom said they look like rats.”
“Where are your parents?” Jenn asked. Her voice was rasping, rutted. She glanced over her shoulder, at the absence of parental supervision. The boy stared at her, squinted, as if he thought he recognized her.
“Oh. They’re gone,” he said. He pulled the goggles up onto his forehead. He looked sad, for a moment. Then he shook his head, and the twinkle returned to his eyes.
“Do they know you’re down here?” Jenn asked.
“Nope.”
“Are you staying in one of these houses?”
“I was.”
“Which one?”
The boy glanced up and down the beach. He shrugged. “I can’t tell. It’s dark.”
“Well, why don’t we go get some towels so you can dry off, and then we’ll walk down the beach and see if we can spot it.”
“Okay,” the boy said. “Except my parents aren’t there.”
“They’re not?”
“No. Baz said—” Again, he looked sad. “But that’s just the natural course of things. I’m…I’m here on a mission.”
“What kind of mission?” Mason asked. “Can I be on a mission, too?”
“Of course you can help!” the boy said. He beamed. “I’m here to save the world! And you can help.”
Mason cheered.
“I’ll help, too!” Evie said. “We can save it together!”
“Okay…” Jenn said. “But before you save the world, we should get you home to your parents. It’s not safe for a kid to be on the beach alone at night. They’re probably worried sick.”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” the boy said. “Not anymore.”
“I’m sure they are. And if they’re not home, well, we should still get you home. Which way did you come from? Up that way, or—” Jenn pointed north, at the glitz of carnival and hotel lights farther up the beach.
“No.” The boy shook his head. “That way.” He pointed at the dark water behind him.
“See, I told you!” Mason chirped.
“But your house, is it…What does it look like?”
“The beach house?”
“Yes.”
“It’s got a swimming pool. And three decks. And a lot of windows. So if there’s ever a tidal wave, it’ll be like, like an aquarium, where you can see all the fish on the other side of the glass, and sharks and…”
The boy chattered on, but Jenn had stopped listening.
If there’s ever a tidal wave…
She felt a chill. In her bones. A shiver in her spine. Prickles up her arms.
She felt like there was something out there in the water, looming, watching.
She stared at the boy. She knew this boy.
“Stop,” she interrupted.
The boy blinked.
“Where…where are you from?”
“Milwaukee.”
“How old are you?”
“Ten.”
“What’s your name?”
“Timothy Caruso. Sheesh, lady, you sure ask a lot of questions.”
“Timothy Caruso…”
“Yeah. But everyone calls me Timmy.”



Philipia Bay and the Specter of São Paulo
(highlighted excerpt)
The locals said he was a ghost. They said he had died at sea in a hurricane—a hurricane so strong that it wiped whole fishing villages from the map. No man could survive a storm like that. And yet now, mysteriously, he had returned.
He showed up on a steamy night in early summer. His clothes were tattered. His eyes were haunted. He wandered into a pub at the stroke of midnight, took a seat at the bar, and ordered a shot of cachaça, and then another, and another, until he had tossed back at least a dozen. No man could drink like that.
He paid for the drinks with a gold doubloon. And then he disappeared. But now and again, late at night, he resurfaced. And when he appeared, strange things happened. Friendly dogs turned suddenly vicious. Pictures fell off walls. Freshly picked flowers wilted. Glasses leapt off tables and shattered on the floor. And then there were the notes he left, warnings scrawled on cocktail napkins, left for the people who found them. Wife, one note said, and the man who found it went home and found his wife lying at the bottom of the stairs, and she couldn’t recall if she had fallen, or been pushed. Fire, another note said, and the next day the house of the woman who found it burned to the ground.
“And that is why we called you,” the detective told Philipia Bay.
“You know there is no such thing as ghosts,” she said.
“I know, but someone is behind all this. Someone set that fire. We need to know why, and who, before something else happens. Because you see, something very bad might happen if we don’t stop it. The last note this guy left said: You are all doomed.”



June 2—Night
IN A FEW brief hours, Jenn had amassed a lot of points. She ordered late-night pizza for delivery. A side of breadsticks. Fizz Wizard Cherry Cola. She let the kids eat gummy worms while they waited. She let them all stay up past midnight. She let her two kids convince her to bring the third mysterious child back to their house for a sleepover, instead of delivering the child to the police like the upstanding citizen that she clearly wasn’t.
Philipia Bay would not have called the police. Philipia Bay would have taught the child action-ninja moves and taken him along on a shoot-out adventure, where the villain, it turned out, was his father, and the sight of the child made the father relinquish his villainous ways.
“But my parents are gone,” the boy, who called himself Timmy Caruso, insisted. There was a note of anguish in his voice that implied a truth to the claim, but the child brain could easily manipulate the parameters of truth. Gone might mean anything.
“See, Mom?” said Evie. “He has to stay here.”
“Yeah!”
“I just think that, maybe—” Jenn started.
“No!”
The children were a unified force against her.
“—maybe we should—”
“No!”
“—should call the police, because—”
“No!”
“If you called the cops,” the boy said, “they would put me in an orphanage! Where I would never get pizza, and I would only ever get to eat gruel. And then the whole world would end!”
“I think that’s a little dramatic,” Jenn said.
“It’s not. It’s absolutely true.”
“So you can’t call the cops,” Evie agreed.
“Yeah, Mom.”
“Well. No. That’s not how orphanages work. I’m sure they have other foods. I mean. Gruel? But…”
Jenn called the cops. Not to report a found child, but to inquire whether any children had been reported missing. She might have seen one alone on the beach at night, she said. A boy, or maybe a very small man. All this was true.
No, the officer on duty told her, there had been no reports of missing children.
“See,” the boy said when she hung up the phone. “I told you. My parents are long gone.”
“Where did they go?” Evie asked.
“I don’t know. I hope they’re not dead! Gosh, they might be dead. It’s been a long time, Baz says.”
“Baz. Who’s Baz?” Jenn asked.
“It, I mean, she’s, um…well, she’s not a sea monster.”
“Not a sea monster…”
“No. She could have eaten me. But she didn’t.”
“Right. So. Timmy. Maybe…”
Maybe it was bedtime. Bedtime never won anybody any points. Bedtime expended whatever precious candy and TV points a mother had accumulated during the day. But Mason kept rubbing his eyes and murmuring pika pika. Evie was a slug, sprawled across the couch. The mother had a fledgling hangover headache, pizza heartburn, a sense that she had stumbled into some tangent universe, which was not the sort of thing that ever happened to Philipia Bay, who existed in the confines of black-and-white paperback fiction. Only the boy who claimed to be Timothy Caruso was fully solid, on the couch next to Mason, the kitty-ear headphones sandwiched between their heads, transfixed by the personal-screen world of internet gaming videos.
But it was bedtime, and she tucked each of the children into bed and she wondered when she closed the door to Timmy’s bedroom whether he would still be there in the morning, or if he would disappear again, like he had that hot August day, thirty summers in the past.
But anyone could pretend to be Timmy Caruso, she told herself, as she brushed her own teeth and tucked herself into bed. The story of his drowning was well-known and documented on the internet. Timmy Caruso belonged to the Caruso family, the billionaire owners of the Value Valley supermarket chain. Anyone could read about the circumstances of his death online. Any ten-year-old child could dress up in snorkeling goggles and fins and plant himself on the beach late at night and call himself Timmy Caruso. For the purpose, of, well…Any fraudster parent of a ten-year-old boy resembling the deceased Timmy Caruso could school their kid on how to trick the rubes on this, the thirtieth summer since the rich kid’s death for the purpose of extorting or harassing the Caruso family, or going viral.
Or a feckless husband, she thought, as she drifted off. A conniving Chuck. Might plant this impostor. To mess with her head. To demonstrate her unfitness. As a parent. As a human.



June 3—Dawn
Mason
The Egg.
Mason blinked. A band of yellow light framed the window. The ceiling fan whirred. The sheets and pillows lay in a heap on the floor. Mason lay perpendicular to where he had been when Mom tucked him in. His bare feet dangled over the edge of the bed. How does this happen? Dad always asked when he gathered the bedding that sleeping Mason had discarded. Are you fighting battles in your sleep?
Mason wondered what sorts of battles, and against whom, and whether he won, and if so how, because he usually didn’t win. He always lost when he battled Evie. He never beat the boss level unless he asked for Evie’s help. He never won at rock, paper, scissors or sharks and minnows or freeze tag. He had lost his biggest battle ever, against Dad. Dad told him, Mason, I’m moving out, because, you see, when a dad feels… but Dad’s feelings made no sense and when Mason talked sensibly, Dad couldn’t hear him. Maybe Dad’s ears were broken, or clogged up, like when you got an infection and had to drink that gross pink medicine to fix it. Mason said louder, No, you can’t leave Mom, but Dad didn’t get the message so Mason yelled, NO YOU CAN’T LEAVE MOM and he punched and kicked and clawed. But nothing worked.
KO.
Battle lost.
Dad left.
You see, it’s not that bad, I’m still here, Dad said, when he showed Mason his new bedroom in his new town house and Mason liked that he got a bunk bed and that he could tape pictures of his favorite Pokémon on the wall, except Dad was wrong. It was That Bad.
Dad’s job was to gather the bedding from the floor and ask, Are you fighting battles in your sleep, and Mom’s job was to climb into bed beside Mason and scratch his back, and now he only got one or the other. Dad never scratched his back. Mom never picked up the sheets and blankets, not until bedtime came again. What are these still doing on the floor? she asked, and Mason wondered how Mom could be Very Smart but also not smart enough to solve this obvious mystery.
He, Mason, would be smarter. He resolved to not get fooled by dumb mysteries, to not have broken ears or eyes, to not fail in the ways he knew, in his heart, he’d been failed. He lacked the words to articulate the ways, but they were obvious. Dad and Mom should have made things better, but instead they made things worse.
Which was why he, Mason, woke up with the Egg on his mind. When it hatched, he would train the dragon that emerged. It was a fire type and a flying type, and with his training they could win battles and incubate more eggs and win more battles and make things better.
Mason slipped out of bed. He crept past Evie, still asleep in the adjacent bed. He could have his own bedroom, Mom said, but he wanted to share with Evie. Evie made things better.
He crept into the hallway, past the bedroom where his new friend was sleeping. At the top of the stairs, he heard a noise from below. Scritch-scratch. He stopped. He felt suddenly afraid, in this strange house with its strange sounds. Without Dad. Everyone else asleep. No one would hear if something happened.
Scritch-scratch.
“Don’t be scared,” he whispered to himself. “There are no monsters.”
There were only monster types, and Evie had said they didn’t live in this region.
Scriiiiiiitch-scraaaaatch.
His heart thudded. He turned around but then he turned back and marched himself downstairs and there was Barry, paws pressed to the front door. Scritch. Scratch. Trying to claw his way to freedom.
“Barry! We have to stay inside.” He hugged the dog. “You want a treat? C’mere, boy.”
The dog followed him into the kitchen, where Mason fed him a slice of cheese. Then he and the dog went to turn on his console to check on the Egg.
The Egg was still incubating.
“Twenty more minutes! Damn it!” He wasn’t supposed to say damn it but damn it, he’d woken up too early. Twenty minutes would take forever.
Mason left his controller on the couch. He and Barry walked over to the sliding glass door that led out onto the back deck. Barry scratched at the glass.
Ruff?
“No. Sorry boy. We’re not allowed to go out there.”
He wanted to go out there, to run with his dog through the foamy surf, to feel cool sand between his toes. But Mom said stay inside.
Inside, the clock on the TV screen counted down. T-minus nineteen minutes till hatching. Mason and his dog gazed out at the golden dunes and the silvery sea beyond. The clouds glowed hot pink from the rising sun. Mason thought about what he had seen the night before: the sea all silky beneath the thumbnail moon; the pale green glow just beneath the surface; the boy, Timmy, as his arms treaded black water, as his goggled eyes surveyed the strange scenery. The boy came from under the sea. The boy came, he said, on a mission, and Mason wanted, desperately, to have a mission, too.
He stared at the spot where the boy had appeared. The sea was blue-gray now in the early light, and flat, boy-less. Mason stared and stared and thought about the magic that made boys breathe underwater and transported them from distant places to this place, on the edge of the earth. Magic like that could hatch an egg in an instant. Magic like that could do anything.
Magic like that could fix all the things that had broken, and Mason stared and stared and hoped with all his small heart that it would. Be fixed. Be better. He stared until he saw a spot on the water. A shape, an elusive green glow, arms-eyes-face, and the face belonged to Dad, and Mason reached for the door, to fling it open, to run out to the beach to meet Dad, who had come, of course, of course, because that was his job. To be there, when Mason needed him.
But it wasn’t Dad. Mason blinked. The water was empty. The dog scratched at the glass. Boring waves rolled toward the shore. Mason squinted, blinked, squinted again. If he got his eyes just right, he might see the magic.
But the water was empty.
Except, for an instant, it wasn’t. There was something black, thin, like a vine, that coiled up from the surface of the sea, far in the distance, and the water all around it looked colorless and flat and the pink clouds turned sallow, and Mason felt a coldness, deep inside himself.
Then the water was empty and there was no black, thin, vining thing and maybe there never had been. Maybe it was just his eyes, squinted wrong, acting broken.



Morning Shine with Kathy and Jake
Timmy Caruso’s picture appeared on the screen, but after decades, the picture quality had faded. And it didn’t look like Timmy. In the picture, Timmy gazed up, sucked in his cheeks, puckered his lips, and furrowed his brow, like a caricature of Baron Timmy, age fifty, Value Valley CEO, Master of the Universe.
Kathy: Thirty summers have passed since Timothy Caruso drowned off the coast of Pearl Island. Timothy Caruso was the ten-year-old son of Victor Caruso, former CEO and majority shareholder of Value Valley Inc., the nation’s largest supermarket chain. The Caruso family, hailing from Milwaukee, rented a house for the summer season on the south shore of Pearl Island.

The screen showed a picture of the storm-gray house with its many windows.
Kathy: On an August afternoon late in the summer, Timothy Caruso disappeared beneath the waves.

Jake: Disappeared? Hmm…

An unflattering paparazzi photo of Timmy’s mother appeared on-screen opposite the storm-gray house. Her eyes looked red and tired. Her hair frizzed around her puffy face. She had an empty martini glass in her hand. Her nail polish was chipped and peeling.
Kathy: The waves were calm that day, but the National Weather Service had issued a riptide warning. Nearby lifeguards had rescued a swimmer just before the Caruso boy got swept away. Onlookers claimed that the boy had been standing in shallow waters, and he was reported to have been a good swimmer. His body was never recovered.

The existing photos were replaced by a modern-day beach scene—Pearl Island on Memorial Day weekend. The beach was peppered with brightly colored umbrellas and blue shade sails. Surfers floated in the placid water, patient for the next wave. Kids climbed on the boulders piled beside the sand dunes to protect against erosion. Red flags fluttered from the lifeguard stands.
Kathy: Experts recommend that all swimmers heed riptide warnings, signified by a red flag.

Jake: Those red flags. Gotta heed ’em.

Kathy: Avoid swimming alone or at night. If you do get caught in a riptide, swim parallel to the shore until you have escaped the ocean’s pull.

Then there appeared a photo of a dashing man. He wore his dark hair slicked back, accentuating the dignified gray along his temples. He had a broad smile and bright white teeth, with sharp incisors. His brow was smooth and airbrushed. His rich eyes twinkled.
Jake: Up next! Danz Landry, bestselling author of Bond with the Man You Were Always Meant to Be, is joining us to discuss his new book. It’s called Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self: How to Make Your Selves Be Friends. It hits shelves next week, but Danz is going to give us a sneak peek. And we’ll get a special five-point tutorial on how to Remove Life Roadblocks and Undermine your Internal Underminstanceor. Stay tuned!




June 3
TIMMY CARUSO WAS still there in the morning when Jenn woke up. He was on the couch, with a bowl of cereal garnished with chopped-up gummy worms set on the coffee table before him. Her children were also awake, parked on either side of Timmy with their own bowls of candy-speckled sugar flakes, watching a video on Mason’s tablet of someone playing video games. The television blared in the background.
…special five-point tutorial on how to Remove Life Roadblocks and Undermine your Internal Underminstanceor. Stay tuned…
“I think the remote’s broken,” Timmy said. “The TV won’t change channels. Either that, or there’s only one channel in the future, and it only plays news. Gosh, that’s terrible.”
“But there’s streaming.”
“What’s streaming?”
“Like, you know, it streams,” Evie said. “On Wi-Fi.”
“Wi-Fi?” Timmy asked.
“I bet they don’t have Wi-Fi in the ocean,” Mason said.
“Probably not,” Timmy agreed. “But I was only down there for a little bit.”
“I thought you said you were there for decades,” said Evie.
“No, I said I hadn’t been here for decades. But it sure doesn’t feel that long. It feels like…like when you have a dream, and you know it’s a really long dream, but you can hardly remember any of it.”
It felt, to Jenn, like maybe she should just pretend that this boy from the sea was unremarkable, that the name he shared with her long-drowned friend was fake or coincidental, that he was just another random beach-child joining her own for a casual candy breakfast.
She called the police, again. They still had no reports of any missing children, in either Pearl Island or in the neighboring beach towns. She checked her texts and listened to her voicemails. Her editor told her to swallow some aspirin and get to work. The contractor, Dax, reported mold in the walls of her mother’s house, and an infestation of opossum. Chuck, having sent dozens of unanswered texts, had called to tell her that while (lucky her) she could not be forced by order of the court to return the children to their home state, there being no written custody agreement yet in place, this unhinged excursion would cost her later, in hours, points, real tangible dollars that she would have to pay him, the ever-dutiful husband, for having suffered through her self-centered careerist agenda.
She cussed. She threw her phone across the room. It hit the couch with a pathetic thud. The kids didn’t notice. She let it stay there while she fixed a cup of coffee. Extra sugar. Two aspirin. A handful of dry cereal. Then she plodded over to the love seat, flopped down, and searched the internet for the whereabouts of the Caruso family.
The dad was dead. Lung cancer. Age seventy-nine. An older father. Already in his fifties when a riptide swept his ten-year-old son away. The mom had also died, tragically, at age sixty-six, when a freak storm uprooted a tree that crushed her house.
There were two Caruso sisters, both still alive. One had cashed out her share of the family fortune and moved to Greece, where she posted videos depicting her billionaire brand: infinity pools, sunrise beaches, white-sailed yachts, dusky seaside dinners, tables set with whole fresh fish, charred kebabs, spanakopita, wine. The wineglasses always looked untouched. The plates of food were stage props. The sister herself was posed, airbrushed, photoshopped into what looked like an AI version of herself. She had a website with an email address belonging to a publicist. She had no children.
The other sister had two children, fully grown, both enrolled at Ivy League schools. The sister had taken the company reins from Daddy-o. She had maximized profits for Value Valley shareholders. She served on boards, as director, as advisor, as corporate liaison. She had published a book called How to Work a Million Hours a Week: A Memoir. In one of the earliest chapters, the ghostwriter described how the horrifying death of her little brother, Timothy, had made her realize the value of incessant hard work, and of the Value Valley corporate brand.
But all of this was irrelevant right now, because the kids wanted to go to the beach. They already had their swimsuits on. They had already smeared haphazard streaks of sunscreen on their cheeks and shoulders. And then the doorbell rang, special delivery. A package from Dad.
He had found them.
“Did you give him our address?” Jenn asked the kids as she carried the large cardboard box inside.
“No,” the kids both answered at once.
“Which one of you gave him our address?”
“I had to,” Mason said. “He said he was sending a present!”
Presents earned big points.
The box contained an inflatable float. The Snorlax. It was the size of a large sea otter or a small hippopotamus. Large enough to carry at least three children.
The imprudence of her beach getaway plan became clear, as she tried to inflate the Snorlax, then drove to the store to purchase an electric pump to inflate the Snorlax, then tried to maneuver the Snorlax through the door and out to the beach, then set up the tent and sprayed the children with sunscreen and helped them board the Snorlax, and paced the beach all afternoon to make sure that the Snorlax and her children didn’t drift away; meanwhile her editor texted twice, to make sure she had vanquished her hangover and started work, and the contractor texted to say that the mold in her mother’s house was black mold and that the opossum had babies. A whole opossum family deserving of life, liberty, and homestead.
Her shoulders sunburned, as did the exposed top shelf of her sagging breasts, and the tip of her nose. By lunchtime, her children had decided that this boy from the sea would be their new brother, and they would teach him the ways of the modern world. He had never even heard of the Snorlax.
Late in the afternoon, they returned to the house. She felt like maybe she had heatstroke. She was burnt, thirsty, headachy, overheated. She had successfully procrastinated essential work and decisions. She lay down on the couch and wondered how early was too early for a glass of wine. The doorbell rang. Maybe the boy’s parents had found him, she thought. His sisters. The cops. The feds. Or maybe it was Chuck, come to gloat. She didn’t want to answer the door.
The doorbell rang again.
“Mom, aren’t you going to get that?” Evie asked.
“What if Dad sent another present?”
He hadn’t. Not yet, at least.
It was Dax, the contractor.
“The, uh, Editor gave me this address, too,” he said when Jenn opened the door.
He had dimples. He had a nice, strong jawline. He had a sleeve tattoo, a celestial menagerie that coiled down his forearm, around his hand and fingers.
“I hope she’s paying you extra.”
“She said I should check in and see if you’ve been working.”
“I haven’t been working.”
“Oh.”
“I’ve just been stressing out. And getting sunburnt.”
“Oh.” Dax scratched his chin. He had a three-day beard, and a cute scar just beneath his lower lip. “Well, um, not to add to your, um, stress levels, but the mold situation…It’s not great.”
“What does that mean? I mean, mold is never good.”
“This mold, it’s, like, highly aggressive,” Dax said. “Like you might have to decide, you know, whether it’s even worth keeping the house.”
“Oh.”
“Or tearing it down.”
“I see.”
“I’m sorry,” Dax said, and he looked like he meant it. “But if you, I mean, whatever you decide, I know some guys. I’ll get you some estimates.”
“I…Thanks.”
“Oh, also…do you want to see them?” he asked. He pulled a phone from his pocket.
“Who? The mold guys?”
“Oh, no. The opossums.”
“Um…Yes.”
He showed her a picture of mama opossum, her back covered with opossum babies. The whole family was hideous, with their sharp little teeth, splayed paws, and long ratlike tails. But they were also adorable, and for at least a minute she stood there in the doorway staring at the pictures with Dax, and Dax’s muscular arms and the salty pine smell of his sweat mingled with cologne.
Then they heard sirens.
Several sirens. Heading their direction.
Jenn stepped out onto the front porch. Two squad cars and an ambulance turned onto the street. Jenn looked back over her shoulder at the two boys on the couch, spellbound by the small screen. Her heart pounded. The cop cars sped toward her house.
Then they drove past it, to the public beach entrance two blocks down.
“What’s going on?” Evie asked, from inside.
Jenn glanced at the muscly man-arm beside her. Nothing was going on. Why was Evie asking whether anything was going on?
“We were just— He had pictures,” she stammered. “Of opossums.”
“No. I mean. The sirens.”
“Oh.”
“It didn’t sound good.”
“Sirens usually aren’t.”
“I’m going to go find out,” Evie said. She turned and headed toward the back of the house. Dax looked at Jenn.
“You want to go see what’s going on?”
“Why not.”
Jenn and Dax followed Evie. Mason and Timmy ran up behind them, out the back door, down the walkway, over the dunes, onto the beach.
A crowd had gathered about two blocks down the beach. Police officers milled around, talking to onlookers, taking photographs. Paramedics carried an empty stretcher toward the shore. Something had washed up on the shore, a red jagged piece of something. The children sprinted toward it.
“Stay back!” Jenn yelled. “Don’t get too close! Don’t interfere!”
Don’t talk to the cops, she wanted to tell them. She should talk to the cops. She should tell them about the boy, she knew. And yet, she didn’t want to. She felt protective, or wary, or…She didn’t know what or why. She couldn’t explain the feeling she had, the soft insistent voice in the back of her mind or her soul that told her not to disclose, not now, not yet, because something larger, much larger than anything she could fathom, was at stake. The boy, the voice said, should be believed.
The kids reached the crowd perimeter. Dax started running.
“Come on,” he said.
I don’t run, she wanted to say. But his shoulders were so muscular, his calves so perfectly formed. She ran after him.
She caught up, breathless. The three kids had squeezed between the adult-sized onlookers to get a better view. Jenn couldn’t see anything.
“You’re too short,” Dax said.
“Oh, thanks,” she replied.
“To see, I mean. Here, I’ll lift you up.”
“No, that’s—”
“It’s cool. Climb on my back,” he said, as if he made the offer all the time. He turned and crouched. “Seriously.”
Well. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He lifted her up, piggyback, so she could see above all the heads in front. An impromptu line of police tape kept everyone back. The red shape that had washed up was a lifeboat, or part of one. A starboard chunk had broken off. A man lay on the beach beside it, his legs splayed strangely, his arm contorted, his skin pale. A paramedic crouched down beside him, listened for breath. The man twitched. He looked alive, but terribly broken. Beside him stood another man. He was dressed, but his clothes were tattered and his feet were bare. The skin on his face and arms was blistered and red. He spoke to the police in a calm voice, but his eyes were wide with terror.
“What’s going on?” Dax asked the older woman who stood watching beside them.
“The lifeboat washed up,” she said. “But the fishing boat they were on…They said it sank. Two days ago. They were the only survivors.”
“Damn. That’s awful,” said Dax. “Did they say what happened to it?”
“Yeah, but—” The woman shook her head. “They’re probably delirious. They said there was a monster.”



Philipia Bay and the Castle of Castaways
(highlighted excerpt)
They said there was a map, and if you knew how to read it you might find the castle, hidden among the ancient trees and tangled vines of the island jungle. They said if you held the map up to the light at the right time of day, with the sun at just the right angle, you could read the secret markings embedded in the papyrus, the code to deciphering the archaic text.
But Philipia Bay had not been listening when they said what time of day, because all she could think about was him. The man who had asked her to dance, the night before, at the governor’s gala. The man in the leopard mask, with his impressive mane of golden-brown hair and his sculpted abs. She hadn’t seen them, but she had felt them, when his hard body pressed up against hers, when his hands encircled her waist. It had just been one dance, and then he disappeared. For the rest of the night she had looked for him, but he wasn’t there. And now she could not get him out of her mind….
BETSY RANKLEMAN HIGHLIGHTED the passage. She would read it tomorrow during the panel—The Mystery of Romance: Heightening Romantic Tension through Mystery Tropes. She remembered explaining the concepts to Jenn during one of their many cocktail-hour editorial chats about the book.
“What do you mean, ‘What was I trying to do with the mystery tropes?’” Jenn had asked. “I wasn’t trying anything. It just kind of came out like that.”
Betsy drank three martinis during that chat. To keep up with her husband, she told herself, who drank six beers to her three. He had mastered the art of balancing a full beer can on his gut. He could retrieve it, drink, and return it to his tummy-table without diverting his gaze from the TV or moving his torso in any way.
Betsy did not understand how it just kind of came out like that firsthand. Everything produced by her own brain was deliberate, plotting, and methodical—a consequence of her many decades of literary consumption, cultivation, and critique. People said that the romance genre wasn’t literary, but those people didn’t know what-the-Faulkner they were talking about. Romance was delightfully literary, and delightful in its capability of generating oodles and oodles of cash. Romance had purchased the Adirondack lake house where Betsy summered, and the Jet Ski that her husband drove around the lake, shirtless, looking embarrassingly flabby and pale.
No, no, her husband was fine. He was fine, and handsome, for a bald middle-aged man who downed at least a six-pack a day. He had traded one type of six-pack for another, and that was fine because he was happy. He was a grown man and could do what made him happy.
She couldn’t expect him to maintain the buff ab-tacularity of his youth. He worked a desk job, from his home office. He never had to lift heavy objects or traverse a distance farther than from office to kitchen to couch. He was not professionally fit and active, like, for example, a contractor.
Betsy texted the contractor she had hired to grapple with her star author’s family house: How’s it going? The contractor replied with a picture of a family of opossums. Dang, they were cute.
Maybe not quite as cute as the contractor, she thought, as she mixed herself another martini.



June 3—Evening
THE CONTRACTOR DID not stick around. He said he had plans. Which probably meant a date or maybe just a hookup with some hot girl he had gotten app-matched with. Because they were both hot. She was probably twenty-two. A sublime creature who could run across the beach in a string bikini, sans folds or floppage, gazelle-like, stunning.
Jenn didn’t like that he had left. She didn’t like that she didn’t like it. She wanted to Get Away, not get distracted by something else.
Like a time-traveling ten-year-old houseguest.
The kids wanted to play a game called Bring in the Troops. They had devised the game themselves, Jenn deduced from the snippets she overheard while she tried to cook dinner. The kids wanted pasta, but she always cooked it wrong. Too chewy. Too wormy. Clumped together. Their dad always made it perfect, and it irked her. He had more hours to practice, more opportunity to amass a backlog of points.
Bring in the Troops involved enlisting the army, the navy, the air force. Possibly local police, for crowd control. The national guard. The game required bombs, possibly atomic.
“But how do we find the air force’s phone number?” Evie asked.
“I don’t know,” Jenn said, not fully appreciating the question. “How do you find any phone number? They’re all on the internet.”
“Not this one,” Evie replied. “We found the number to use if you want to join the air force. But that’ll take too long. And when we called, it didn’t say what button to press if you needed the air force to come to you.”
“You can’t— The air force doesn’t just come when you call it. If you want your game to be realistic, you need, like, generals. Or the president. And they would order the air force to go wherever.”
“Oh, yeah! Good idea!”
Jenn dumped spaghetti into the strainer. It didn’t look overdone, but there were clumps. She heated sauce in a separate pot. She poured a glass of wine. The kids tried to place a direct call to the president.
“But he didn’t pick up,” Mason complained, during dinner. He removed a clump from his pasta and set it on the table.
“Which is kind of rude,” said Evie. She poked at a chunk of actual tomato in the sauce with a look of dismay.
“And also dumb,” said Timmy. “He shouldn’t wait until the monster gets bigger. He needs to bring in the troops now. Otherwise he might have to nuke the whole East Coast!”
“I’m not sure how I feel about this game,” Jenn said. “It’s not very nice. Nuking things.”
“But it’s a sea monster, Mom,” said Mason. “And not just a sea monster type. An actual sea monster.”
“Timmy also made a list,” Evie said. “For who to call in case we can’t reach the president.”
Timmy produced a handwritten list from his pocket. He spread it out on the table. Beneath the title—Action Heroes—he had written names. Arnold Schwarzenegger. Bruce Willis. Jean-Claude Van Damme. Sylvester Stallone. Jackie Chan…
“They’re all men,” Jenn observed.
“Except for—” Mason pointed at a name on the bottom of the list: Philipia Bay. “I added that one.”
The addition made Jenn proud. She hadn’t realized Mason even knew who Philipia Bay was.
“Okay, they’re mostly men. But why use actors? Wouldn’t it be better to use, say, Rambo and RoboCop or whatever for the game?”
“But it’s not a game,” Timmy said. Jenn’s kids nodded in agreement.
Jenn closed her eyes. If she ignored the game, would it go away?
She opened her eyes.
“Hey…” Timmy said. He looked at her, head tilted, squint-eyed. He pointed. “Yep. I know you. You’re Jenni—”
“I—”
“I thought it might be you!” Timmy exclaimed. “You look really old now.”
“Thanks.”
“But you also kind of look the same. Gee, this is so cool!”
“It’s not. It’s, it’s…I can’t—”
She dropped her fork. Stood up. Walked out of the kitchen, onto the deck. She could not. Take. This. Whatever this was. Minus twenty-billion points from Mom for the mental breakdown. The ill-advised midlife summertime flight. The pasta that clumped and the work that went undone and the hot contractor who might have, maybe, in her younger years, taken her out for beer and oysters and a fun no-strings fuck.
There were no “sea monsters.”
Whatever it was, out there in the deep, chomping boats. It was just. Whatever. Anything might be a sea monster. A shark. A giant squid. A killer whale.
The sea looked so peaceful. Golden-crested from the setting sun. Misleadingly calm. The way it had been on the day that Timmy disappeared. They had been in shallow water. Not even waist high. Tepid waves. It hadn’t made sense, what everyone said about riptides. She had seen something in the water. A streak of green. Just before he slipped away.
It didn’t make sense.
The back door opened. Timmy stepped out, by himself. Jenn’s own kids sensed her neurosis and stayed inside. But Timmy wasn’t her kid.
“There is a sea monster,” he said. He looked up at her. His eyes looked sad. “But…I mean, of course you wouldn’t believe me. You’re grown-up now, so…”
“Who…who are you, really?”
“I told you! I’m Timmy Caruso!”
“But—it’s been thirty years.”
“I know.”
“If you are, if you’re him,” Jenn asked, “tell me, where did we meet?”
“On the beach.”
“How?”
“I said, um, I wanted to show you something?”
“What?”
“The, um, it was a creature. It was green with these three weird arms. And we fed it chips and then we got your net and scooped it out of the tide pool and put it back in the ocean.”
“What did you call it?”
“The squidoodle.”
“The squidoodle.”
She had never told anyone that story. She had never talked about Timmy after he disappeared. She had tried to forget him completely.
They stood together on the deck, looking out at the placid sea. Timmy hummed a marching song.
“Do-do. Zoo do do do-do-dooo. Loo-do. Do do do loo-do-dooo.” He stopped. His face looked suddenly solemn. “You know, I…I know my parents are dead.”
“You do?”
“I looked them up. Evie showed me how.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah. I…” He wiped a stray tear from his cheek. “But I have to stay strong. I have to complete the mission.”
“You have to tell me first,” she said. “How? How are you here?”



Where Did the Time Go?
THE BOY WAS in the water. Thirty years in the past. His best friend, Jenni, floated beside him. He was thinking about the hole they would dig, and how deep it might go. If they could dig down beneath the dunes. Tunnel under the storm-gray house. Beneath the island, to the freshwater bay beyond. He was thinking how maybe in the future they would have a high-speed submarine pod that traveled through their tunnel, maybe all the way to the center of the earth—
Then the boy was in the water, submerged, ensconced in a bubble of pearly green. Like a force field. Like a flesh-made submarine that he steered by thought.
“I don’t understand,” Jenn said. “What was it? How did you get there?”
Timmy shrugged.
Time didn’t work the way she thought. He didn’t get there so much as he was there. It all happened at once.
“Are you…still there?” Jenn asked.
“Does it look like I’m still there?”
They stared at each other, as if they both could see the translucent sheath of green between them, the underwater world glazed in luminous moonlight.
The boy was in the water, waist-deep, sun on his face. On the shore, his mother. She wore a white one-piece suit, high cut at the neck. A wide-brimmed hat. Movie star sunglasses, too big for her face.
On the shore, a streak of red. A red flag. The red suit of a lifeguard, running, waving.
In the surf beside him, his friend called out. Timmy? Timmy! Her face was a picture of the future and the past. As if she had seen, already, what would happen. As if she had just remembered this moment, long ago forgotten.
He saw a green shape, like a feathered wing, a branch, green lace rippling beneath the water’s surface. He saw it through his scuba lens. He wanted to touch it. It snaked away. He came up for breath. I’m right here.
The lifeguard plunged into the water. Swam out. Tossed her float to the man who had swum too far from the shore.
It was there already. Circling the lifeguard. Gliding beneath the drowning man. Peering past their tenuous earthbound bodies, into their brains.
It was in a dark spot, and Timmy was there, too. He wondered: Is this an abyss? Is this the view from down at the bottom of the ocean’s deepest trenches? Is this how it looks in the farthest depths of space? All around him swam tiny silvery fish. So tiny. Pinpricks of light.
They were traveling very fast, but he felt no speed or motion. They were hearing the thoughts inside each other’s minds.
“Telepathic,” Jenn said, back in the present, on the deck.
“Yes,” he answered. “Or something like that.” He was eating gummy worms. Where had all the candy come from, she wondered. She had bought a single bag, and yet the gummy worm supply was never-ending.
“The monster is telepathic.”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“You said—”
“It’s not the sea monster.”
He tried to describe it. Its soft green plumage. Its ephemeral form. It shifted from one moment, one dream, to the next. It was solid and lurking. Scaled and slippery. A writher. A beast. A queen. No, he didn’t know what it was or where it came from, because its thoughts didn’t move in linear fashion. He saw where it was going, years or decades or centuries from murky now, all its possible futures, faint and brittle, like a dragonfly’s wing. He saw places it had come from, and those places made no sense to his brain. He was just a boy beside it, gazing through its eye, under its wing, drifting.
He was in the water under a fat yellow moon. The waves were black, licked by stars. They lapped at his legs. They felt colder than he remembered, from that hot August day, moments before. The world looked different. The world had changed, and he had stayed the same, except for his head and the thoughts inside it.
He knew that time had passed but he didn’t understand how. He knew he had a mission. He sank beneath the surface. He let himself float and glide, acclimating to this different view in space-time.
“So, this thing time travels,” she said. “It lurks. It slithers.”
He nodded.
“It’s shifty and slippery,” she went on. “It pulled you under. It dragged you thirty years into the future. And it’s not a monster.”
“Nope.”
“What is it?” Jenn was incredulous. This thing, whatever it was, had stolen her best friend. It had snatched him from clear shallow water, while she and his mother and the lifeguard stood feet away, powerless to save him.
“A squidoodle.”
“A squidoodle.”
“But I called it Baz,” the boy said. “For short.”
“Is that its name?”
“No.”
“Its species?”
“No.”
“Then why?”
“I had to call it something.”
“So it took you from there, or then. And it brought you here.”
“Yep.”
“To complete some mission?”
“Um, I think so.”
“And did it tell you what next?”
“Well, no. But…I feel like I’ll know when I know, you know?”
“That’s optimistic. You think we need to call in the air force?”
“Maybe. There is a sea monster out there.”
They looked out across the sea, silver now in the waning light. Its placid surface belied the mystery beneath it. But this mystery monster, if it existed, was a sea monster. It couldn’t reach them here on dry land. They were safe here.
“I know your parents are, well…but you have two sisters,” Jenn said. “I looked them up. They’re both still alive. I’m sure they’d like to know that you are, too.”
“Yeah, except they wouldn’t believe that it’s really me.”
“I don’t even entirely believe that it’s really you.”
“They’ll think I’m just some charlatan who’s trying to get all their money. My dad, he always used to say how we had to be careful of charlatans. And if I was them, and I showed up alive, that’s what I’d think.”
“Point.”
“And besides, I…I’m not sure why, but I feel like I’m supposed to stay right here for now.”



Philipia Bay and the Dagger of Destiny
(highlighted excerpt)
“I’m supposed to be on this train,” he told her. He was even more attractive at a close distance. His arms were muscular and tanned. His mouth was unyielding. He had the sparkle of the sea at sunrise in his eyes. He looked right at her.
“You’re supposed to be in Calcutta,” she replied. “This mission is mine.”
“We can work together.”
“Who told you I’d be here? Who told you about the Dagger?”
“It’s…complicated.” His hand reached out, as if he meant to touch her. Philipia wanted him to touch her. But she didn’t trust him. She stepped back, out of his reach.
“I’m not interested in complications,” she said. She turned around and began to walk away.
“Wait. Don’t go,” he called after her. She kept walking. “Don’t you believe in fate?”
“I’ve never believed in fate,” she said without turning back.



June 4
EVIE WAS SUPPOSED to be headed to the fifth grade that year, except that back in kindergarten she had missed two crucial months of school and so it had been decided that she would stay back and repeat the kindergarten year.
That decision had been the beginning of the end of a marriage.
Or maybe the ending had always been fixed, just waiting for the present to catch up.
Evie had fallen off the slide. The slide was supposed to be safe. It was planted in a bed of soft mulch in the playground at school, where teachers played the lunch-break roles of referee and arbiter and nurse. The teacher on recess duty hadn’t seen the fall. She had been trying to sneak in a few bites of ham sandwich. Or untangle the tetherball. Or tie a shoelace. The details didn’t matter. What mattered was that the public school lacked funding to hire teacher’s aides to monitor recess and Evie fell off the slide and broke both her legs. Two fractured femurs.
Her parents fought about the physics of this injury. This “accident,” Chuck said, with air quotes. A broken arm would have made sense, or even a tibia, a kneecap. But femurs? The slide had guard rails. A child could not simply “fall off.” A leap, perhaps. Or a push. Evie would not say how it happened. Post-accident, Evie did not seem distraught. She smiled and ate and watched a lot of TV. But she refused to discuss the fall or her broken legs, and whenever a parent raised the subject she closed her eyes, plugged her ears, hid beneath a blanket, or otherwise pretended these parents and their pesky questions didn’t exist.
Her legs recovered completely. But the accident left her with a fear of heights, and it reinforced the cope-by-avoidance trait she had inherited from Mom.
Mom let her phone battery die. Mom had “forgotten” to plug the phone in. She had an unread stream of texts from Chuck. She had not returned her editor’s phone calls. She had more important things to procrastinate. Like the boy. Timmy Caruso. Or whoever he was.
He was still there in the morning, at the kitchen table, pouring chocolate syrup into his breakfast cereal.
“It’s healthy,” he explained. “Because it’s fat-free.” He handed the bottle to Mason. Mason stuck the squirt-top into his mouth.
“What are we doing today?” Evie asked.
“Can we learn how to surf?” Mason asked.
“Yeah!”
“Yeah!”
“I don’t know. I need…We need to figure out what we’re doing,” Jenn said. “With Timmy.”
“I can surf,” Timmy said. “I took lessons.”
“No, that’s not, I mean, we can’t just keep Timmy here.”
“Why not?”
“Yeah. Why not, Mom?”
The three kids stared at her. Disheveled Mom. Hungover Mom. Mom in her ratty bathrobe with a smear of mascara beneath her eye. Mason suckled the chocolate bottle.
The bottle of rosé wine had seemed like a good idea the night before, on the deck, while the kids watched YouTube videos inside and distant lightning snaked across the black sky and her mind tried to wrap around the story this boy had told her. He was Timmy Caruso. But he couldn’t be Timmy Caruso. Timmy Caruso had died. Which made this boy just a boy, and she couldn’t just let some strange child live in her vacation house because he had a “mission” to save the world and a “feeling” that he should stay there to complete it.
The “sea monster” story was exactly the sort of BS story that Timmy Caruso would tell.
As she drank the whole bottle of wine, Jenn scoured the internet for missing children. She called police stations up and down the coast. She skimmed through news articles going back weeks, extending from Pearl Island to the towns and states beyond. Lots of kids had gone missing or been kidnapped, often by a family member—a parent, for instance, who snatched the kids from their proper caretaker and placated them with candy and carnivals until the joyride reached its flashing-lights-and-sirens end, and the cops cuffed felonious Mommy and shoved her into the squad car, heedless of the psychological impact of this specter on the small creatures who had just beat Mommy at mini-golf.
Arguably, she had now kidnapped three children, one of whom did not belong to her. But the wine helped her ignore this predicament as she tried to internet her way out of it.
“Why can’t Timmy stay?” the kids persisted.
“We want him to stay!”
“Yeah,” Timmy agreed. “And I’m fun to have around!”
“No. I mean, you are fun. But no.”
“But why?”
“Because,” she said. The rally cry of every parent everywhere.
“Because why?”
“Yeah, Mom. Why?”
“Because he’s not ours.”
“That’s true,” Timmy said. “I’m my own man.”
“But we want him to stay.”
“Yeah.”
“We’re not his family,” Jenn said.
“We could adopt him.”
“No. He belongs with his family.”
“We belong with Dad,” Evie said. “Since he’s the one who always takes care of us.”
“I’m taking care of you. Your dad is, he’s—”
“Dad would let us go surfing. If he was here.”
“I invited him. But he—”
She had, in several separate drunken texts, asked Chuck to join them at the beach house. She didn’t want him there, of course, and he didn’t want to come, but what mattered in divorce court was the written record of invitation. She had not absconded with his children; she had orchestrated a fun family beach summer and Chuck had “chosen” not to participate.
“Is Dad coming?” Mason asked.
“I texted him and—” Evie started.
Knock, knock, knock.
“Is that him?”
Knock, knock.
“Shhhh!”
“But Mom—”
“Be quiet.”
She listened, for a moment, to the escalating panic of her own pounding heart as her mind hurled assumptions as to who might come knocking. Chuck. His lawyers. The cops. The FBI. Child Protective Services. Her infuriated editor.
Knock, knock, knock.
Chuck. Chuck. Chuck.
“I’ll get it!” Mason said, and before she could stop them, he and Timmy were both racing for the door. They flung it open.
“Uh, hey dudes.” The contractor stood on the porch, looking hot.
“Who are you?” Timmy asked.
“You’re not Dad,” Mason said. “Are you gonna be our new dad?”
“Um…”
“No,” Jenn said. “Your father is obviously irreplaceable.”
The contractor ran his fingers through his hair. “Oh, uh, hey.”
She felt relieved to see him but mortified to be seen in her ragged old robe, with her rat-nest hair and her under-eye bags black with yesterday’s makeup.
“Yes?” she said, and it came out rude.
“You don’t reply to your texts,” he said.
“Yeah. Well. I don’t want to reply to most of the texts I get.”
“I found them a new home.”
“What?”
“The opossums,” he said. “I found them a new place to live. Not under the house. So when we fumigate, or if we have to demolish—”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s good. I mean. A new home.”
She thought about the old home, with its moldy walls and leaking roof and all her mother’s clothes still in their drawers and that poster tacked to the wall, the cat, its nails embedded in a tree branch, its legs dangling. Hang in there! Well, it still hung there on the wall of her childhood bedroom, faded, torn at the corner. She didn’t know what to do with that poster. Or the house.
“But nothing will happen until next week. My guys all have projects. So you have a while to decide.”
“Oh. That’s…a week.” No time at all. “But…all the stuff. There’s still a bunch of stuff in there, so—”
“Right. The Editor said to hire movers to box it up. Move it into a storage unit.”
“She really wants me to get back to work.”
“Work is overrated.”
“Did she tell you to keep checking in on me?” Jenn asked.
“She said you were…having some issues.”
“So I’m getting billed for this visit.”
“Oh, no, the contract is a lump sum,” Dax said. “So when you get a chance—”
“I’m supposed to sign.”
“It’s in your email.”
“Which I haven’t checked.”
“The Editor said you were good for it.”
“And you believed her? That’s trusting.”
“She said you write those romance-action novels. The ones they sell at the grocery store. Philipia Bay.”
“The secret is out. Tell me you haven’t read them.”
“I haven’t read them.”
“Good,” she said. “You shouldn’t. They’re all the same. They’re jejune.”
“Sometimes there’s beauty in mundanity,” he said. Her cheeks felt hot. Hot summer wafted through the open door. “Anyway, the moving stuff, I’ve got it taken care of.”
“You do?”
“Unless there’s anything you want to go and grab. Before it gets packed.”
“I…right…I better go. The kids. They want to go surfing.”
“That’s cool. Except, they probably should wait.”
“Wait? Until…what?”
“Until, you know, the water’s safe.”
Safe. She shivered. “It’s not— I mean, why would it not be safe?”



Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self:
How to Make Your Selves Be Friends
by Danz Landry
(excerpt)
Safety is an illusion. Imagine your Child Self—the snail—living deep beneath the earth. You are surrounded by layers of protective dirt. You are safe there, you tell yourself, because you cannot be eaten by a snake or a shrew. No gardener can scoop you up and dump you in a can of salt when you are “safe” underground. But your perceived safety perpetuates deception; it enables you to convince yourself that snakes and shrews and gardeners do not exist.
Little snail, they do exist. Your Mature Self has fled their jaws and their salt.
So how do you recapture the Essentialized Emotion-Chain of Safety that you experienced as a baby snail now that you are living your adult life aboveground?
Step 1 – Inversion of the Snail Shell: The first step to transforming the Illusion of Safety into a Manifestation of Safety is to remove your shell…



June 4, cont.
THE LOCAL NEWS reported a sequence of early morning shark attacks. The first occurred just after dawn along the south shore of Pearl Island. Two paddleboarders went for a sunrise glide. The boarder in front heard a splash. A muffled yelp. He turned. He saw the empty board floating on the surface, and a dark shape in the water beneath. But no sign of his friend.
He made it back to shore, but the shark—or sharks, the newscaster said, suggesting that there might be two, three, a whole squad of vicious predators—had already swum north and attacked a veteran surfer. A local. Juaquin Ortez. A picture of a tanned, gray-haired fellow in a wet suit appeared on-screen. He owned the Pearl Island Cycle Shop and gave free surf lessons to local kids. He had been on his board, drifting, watching the horizon for that perfect wave. Then he disappeared. No one saw what happened. A jogger had seen him from the beach. She glanced away. When she looked again, he was gone.
Farther north along the shore, two more surfers disappeared. Others reported hulking shadows. Dorsal fins. The menacing whip of a tail.
A very large species, the reporter surmised. Not the usual bull shark variety. A tiger, perhaps, or a great white. The local coast guard had sent boats to find and track the beasts. The lifeguard stands flew purple flags. Swimmers were advised to stay out of the water.
“They shouldn’t have sent the boats,” Timmy said. “Haven’t they ever seen Jaws?”
“You’ve seen Jaws?” Evie asked. “Mom, can I watch Jaws?”
“Now is not the time for Jaws. And we still need to figure out what we’re doing with Timmy.”
“Personally,” Timmy said, “if we can’t surf, I’d like to go to the carnival.”
“Yeah!”
“Yeah, Mom!”
“No, that’s not, I mean, Timmy needs to go. Away. To his family.”
Mason pouted. “But I don’t want him to go.”
“I know. But. It’s the right thing—”
“Grown-ups always say that, like they know,” Timmy said. “But they don’t know. They’re just making it up.” He looked up at Jenn, defiant.
“If you’re going to make him leave,” Evie said, “we should at least do something fun first.”

Jenn said yes to the carnival. Yes, she said, they could ride the Tilt-A-Whirl, the giant slide, the hammer-shaped brain shaker, the whirling antigravity stomach churner, the bone-rattle mini-coaster. Whatever they wanted. Yes, they could have swirl cones and funnel cakes. Yes, they could squirt water guns and throw darts to win a prize. Yes because she needed a stockpile of points to stave off child-discontent for when she sent their BFF Timmy away, and she still had not decided where to send him or who to call or how to relieve herself of responsibility for this enigmatic time traveler or runaway.
Yes because she did not want to visit her mother’s house to decide what items to take before the movers packed everything up and dumped it in storage. Yes because she did not want to edit Philipia Bay and the Whatever Whatever. She felt exhausted by Philipia Bay. The predictability. The mysterious packages. The cryptic letters. The shadowy stranger glimpsed from the platform of a train, his face mysterious but familiar. The nunchuck and throwing-star battles. The surreptitious intervention by a sympathetic tertiary character. Victory and romance, with no strings attached.
There were always strings, in real life.
She said yes and got dressed and washed the mascara off her face and let her phone charge enough to see the latest in a string of missed text messages from Chuck.
Chuck: Evie said there is some boy staying at the house?

Chuck: What is going on, Jenn?

Chuck: I really don’t deserve this level of disrespect.

She didn’t know what he did or didn’t deserve. The narrative had gotten tangled in her head. She felt like the fault belonged entirely to him; that he had jettisoned this marriage project; that she had fulfilled her breadwinner obligations and labored slavishly and Chuck, from his luxury station of regular naps and summer breaks, had no legitimate cause for complaint.
He had told her in February, right before Valentine’s Day. She had already thought about the presents she might buy him but had forgotten to order something that would arrive on time, but it didn’t feel like her fault.
Jenn, he had said, looking down at his hands. Jenn, I’m done. Unless…
But the narrative stopped at done. Her brain didn’t register his demands. She shut him out. Head in the sand. Hummed to herself, I can’t hear you I can’t hear you I can’t hear you.
Chuck had been the one who insisted that Evie repeat kindergarten. She had missed crucial hours of learning, he said. She would fall behind if funneled ahead to the first grade. She had suffered a tragedy. Two tiny broken femurs.
Jenn had not disputed these points. She just wanted things to be normal.
Jenn drove to the island’s carnival center but could not find a spot to park. They circled the full parking lot for twenty minutes. Everyone had the same idea for family entertainment when confronted with shark-infested waters.
So they had to turn around and drive back. They waited in traffic. A father walked by, carrying a kicking, screaming toddler potato-sack-style over his shoulder. Behind him came a family peddling a four-person Surrey bike, a crew of vacation grandmas in matching Pearl Island souvenir shirts, a teen in a fish-shaped sandwich board offering coupons for the Clamfish Bar and Grille. A line had formed outside the door to the Mermaid’s Paradise Palace. A salacious name for a kitschy wonderland of mermaid wind chimes, abalone earrings, and sequined scaled full-length water skirts that made a swimming child’s lower half resemble the tail of a delicious mermaid or seal. Evie had seen a girl waddling the beach in one of those tails. She wanted one.
Dad would let her have one, she said, and you couldn’t blame her for using the animosity between her parents to get what she wanted.
“That was a bust,” Jenn said when they got back to the house.
The kids stared at her.
“But we’re going back, right?” Evie asked.
“Right, Mom?”
“It’s not that far,” Timmy said. “We could walk.”
It was almost two miles in the hot sun. They walked along the shore, barefoot. She carried all the shoes, and a bag with bottles of water and her phone, which had almost zero battery power. If it died, it died.
The kids waded through tide pools. They chased foamy breakers across the sand, through the gleaming sunlit surface of shallow waters. They collected shells, rocks, hunks of battered cement, broken glass worn smooth from the churning sea. These went into her bag. Her bag grew heavy. Sweat soaked her shirt and rolled down her forehead, into her eyes. She thought, as she trudged through the sand, about Timmy. Not present Timmy, but Timmy from the past, thirty years gone.
In a blink.
Before Timmy, Jenni’s mom had let them stray from the Church. But Timmy’s disappearance pushed them back. There had to be some larger purpose. Some lesson to glean. Some salvation, born from tragedy.
Jenni hadn’t wanted to talk about what had happened. She retreated to her bedroom closet, huddled beneath the hanging clothes, hemmed in by shoeboxes packed with toys, headphones on. The sensation opposite that of the open sea. She slept in the closet for how long—weeks? Her mom delivered grilled cheeses with the crusts cut off, apple slices, chocolate pudding in plastic cups. Milkshakes. She sat beside Jenni in the dark closet, not speaking. She said: It’ll all be okay. I know it hurts. But I promise. It’ll all be okay. And Jenni had wanted to believe her. If she could only remember how it felt. Believing. But her belief was tempered by the understanding, newfound, at the worldly age of ten, that her mother said what her mother was supposed to say, that her mother’s promise was a flimsy shield against the random cruel world.
The promise of church backfired. The pastor assured her: The Lord takes who he takes, but he didn’t explain why. Why Timmy? So she stopped listening. She was there, in the pew, in body. In black tights and patent-leather Mary Janes. Scraping the paint from a tiny pencil with her fingernail. Standing when told to stand.
In spirit, she ran. And she kept running until the world blurred, and there was no use then in trying to make sense of it. There was no time to dwell on a drowned boy when living required every effort. The more effort that was required, the less time there was to think.
After that summer ended, and the picture windows on the storm-gray house got shuttered for hurricane season and the letter she had sent to Timmy’s mom came back in the mail stamped Return to Sender and the pastor suggested that Jenni’s evident lack of faith belied a deeper, darker problem, demonic in nature, imperiling her soul, which was two mutilated tiny pencils shy of eternal damnation, Jenni hurled herself at the Church of Constant Activity. A flexible institution. The type of activity didn’t matter so long as it was immersive and hindered rumination. Devotion was rewarded in an earthly sense, with blue ribbons, gold medals, printed awards for Excellence in Sixth-Grade Spelling or whatever.
I’m in it to win it, Jenni told the pastor, not because it was true, but because she was done forever with any practice that bordered on reflective self-flagellation. She was done with Mary Janes and tights. What she wanted—what her soul wanted—was to forget.
It was around then that she started writing.
She wrote short stories and then a novel and then more novels and she forgot about Timmy. She kept busy and carried on.
Until now.
Until Timmy made himself unforgettable, a physics-defying fixture in her vacation rental kitchen, a sage of chocolate-slathered breakfast cereal and good fun times.
“Hey,” Timmy said, splashing up in the surf beside her. “What day is it?”
“Um, Friday?”
“No, I mean the month.”
“June. The fourth.”
“So the Fourth of July hasn’t happened yet.”
“Nope.”
“Excellent,” he cackled. He rubbed his hands together in a Monty Burns–ian gesture of villainous machination. “We just had the Fourth of July. And now we get to have it again! And I bet the fireworks they’ve got in the future are bonkers!”
Jenn’s own children were not so thrilled. They moaned and sulked. They complained of thirst but did not want to drink the boring water. The carnival, which had appeared very close from far away, was now, with a mere quarter mile to go, impossibly far.
She picked Mason up. On her back. And carried him.
Stymieing his advancement toward self-sufficiency, yes. Chuck would not have approved. But lugging fifty-ish pounds of clammy child across the blistering beach beat listening to him whine. And she could feel his hot breath on her neck. The pat-a-pat-a of his little heart. The sea-and-syrup smell of him.
Time traveled so fast.
Thirty years could whip by in an instant.
Then the trip ended, and they stepped into the Krazy Kones, an air-conditioned soft-serve paradise of dip cones and candy toppings. They ordered extra toppings, to complement their healthy-choices breakfast chocolate. They got ice cream on their shirts, in their hair, in drips down their legs. They rinsed sticky fingers in the drinking fountain. Then Mom bought a boatload of tickets. The tickets cost a dollar each, but every ticket earned another point. They rode the bumper cars and the Tilt-A-Whirl. They played the ring-toss game a dozen times each, the requisite number of plays to win a plush key chain consolation prize. They all picked the pink octopus, the obvious choice, with its silly arms and sharp little teeth. Jenn clipped each key chain to each child’s belt loop. They got in line for the Ferris wheel. They waited for twenty-five minutes, in the sun, in the hot path of generator wind.
“But I don’t want to get on,” Evie said, after the operator had taken their tickets.
“What?”
“It’s too high.”
“But we waited.”
“You can go.”
Mason and Timmy climbed onto the Ferris wheel seat.
“No, we need to stick together,” Jenn said.
“Come on, Mom!” Mason called. Timmy rocked the seat, trying to build momentum.
“Evie, can’t you just—”
“It’s too high! It’s scary.”
“It’s just a Ferris wheel,” Jenn said. “It’s fine. It’s perfectly safe.”
The Ferris wheel creaked. The seat swung higher as Timmy pumped his legs.
“But I’m afraid of heights,” Evie said.
“Oh. Right. But then why didn’t you say something when we got in line?”
“I did. But you weren’t listening.”
“I’m listening now,” Jenn said, but only part of her brain was listening. The other part watched the seat sway back and forth, propelled by a giggling relic of her past. Mason looked tiny next to the older boy. Tiny enough to slip out from under the lap bar.
“Are you sure he’s tall enough to ride?” she asked the operator.
The operator coughed. Scrunched his nose. “Looks tall enough to me,” he said, without looking back at Mason.
“You’re not listening. Mom,” Evie said. “I’m telling you. I’m afraid of heights. You do remember how I broke my legs?”
The slide. That terrifying apparatus of schoolyard danger.
“Your femurs. How did that happen anyway? Because—”
“Can you hurry it up?” said the man in line behind them. “We’ve been waiting for fucking ever.”
“Hey, language,” Jenn said. “There are kids.”
“You swear all the time, Mom.”
The man turned to the operator. “Can you please tell this lady to hurry it up?”
The operator smirked. “On or off?”
“I guess I can stay down here if—”
“Mom! Come on!”
“Jenni!” Timmy waved.
“All kids gotta be accompanied by a a-dult,” the operator said.
“But you won’t give back the tickets, will you?” Jenn said.
“Nope.”
“Just go without me, Mom,” said Evie.
“But—”
“I’ll be fine.”
“But—”
“I’ll wait right here.”
Jenn sighed. “Right here?”
“I’m ten years old. I’ll be fine standing here by myself for just a minute.”
At ten, Jenn had free rein to wander all of Pearl Island. She went swimming by herself. She cooked on the stovetop. But Evie wasn’t supposed to use the toaster without parental supervision.
“Fine,” she said. “Stay right here. Don’t. Go. Anywhere.”
She climbed onto the Ferris wheel in between the two boys, so she could harness them with her arms when the lap bar failed. The ride turned slowly, one seat at a time, loading and unloading passengers. Timmy tried to rock the seat, and she tried to make him stop.
“It’s dangerous.”
“It’s not dangerous,” Timmy said. “You said so yourself. It’s perfectly safe.”
“Not when you’re rocking it.”
“You’re no fun.”
“Yeah, Mom,” Mason agreed.
“You used to be fun,” Timmy said. “What happened?”
The ride jolted forward. It swung, at last, into continuous motion. Mason grabbed her hand and held it tight. Up they went. Over the top. The whole island unfurled beneath them: the towering hotels clustered near the carnival center, oceanfront balconies hung with neon beach towels, string lights, painted signs shaped like surfboards and sandals, grid lines of streets, stilted houses in shades of mint and turquoise, gleeful yellow cottages, pink condos with rooftop tiki decks, planted palms and spiky ornamental bushes, and lots, here and there, where the trees grew thick and the indigenous jungle revealed itself, the snarled revenge of thistle and creepers, the refuge of mosquitos and stranded frogs, their night songs lonely amid the bustle of vacation life, songs she remembered from the starry summers of her island childhood, when she stayed out late to play in the weedy sandy yard, her mother on the front porch with a cold can of Blue Lagoon, and all around, in chirps and murmurs, in birdcalls and whistles, in the distant purr of waves beating against the shore, the sounds of life.
They circled down, toward the Krazy Kones, the pastel booths that sold hot dogs and onion rings and cotton candy and deep-fried handheld pizza pies, past Evie waiting in the same spot, right there, perfectly safe. Then up, up, up, to where they could see the whole inimitable diamond sapphire sea, reaching out to the edge of the earth, calm and flat, except for that strange long line that seemed to run parallel to the shore, or was moving toward it.
A glitch, she thought, and her eyes looked past it. The wheel turned. The boys squealed as they went down. They cheered on the way back up. At the top, she saw the line again, still there, moving closer.
The wheel turned, and on the downslope her stomach dropped. The Ferris wheel whooshed and groaned. She felt queasy, hot, trapped inside her bloated spinning body but also outside of herself, looking down, at the burgeoning panic on her face. Her body had recognized what her mind had not, because her mind wanted her convinced that it was all okay, all ordinary, progressing in a normal forward fashion, a regular summer family vacation except it definitely was not that. It was unhinged burnt-out future divorcée Jenn having a mental breakdown, risking a coveted successful career as a bestselling adventure-romance author for charges of child abduction, believing the fantastic lies of a ten-year-old runaway.
It was a tidal wave.
It was not clear, from the shifting vantage of the Ferris wheel seat, how big of a wave this wave might be. But its nature was unmistakable. From somewhere above or behind, someone yelled. Then came a scream.
“Stop the ride!”
And another.
“Tsunami! Tsunami!”
The ride didn’t stop. It swung them back down. She called to the operator. Then to Evie. “Tidal wave! Run!”
Her voice was frantic. But the operator didn’t hear. He wore headphones. Sunglasses. A baseball cap. He didn’t look up.
Evie looked confused. She blinked, waved, stood fixed in her spot at the base of the ride, just like Mom had told her.
The ride whipped them up.
“Mom?” Mason chirped, oblivious. “Mom? What’s wrong?”
Everyone on the ride was yelling, pointing, waving at the people on the ground below to Please make it stop and to Start running, damn it! Run!
People ran, but only some of them. Others stood and stared up at the flailing frightened people on the Ferris wheel. Some climbed up onto tables, benches, anywhere to get a better look. Some ran toward the ocean, to be the first to see it.
This was not a town that ever saw tsunamis. There were no fault lines along the Eastern Seaboard. No earthquakes. Hurricanes brought massive waves, but also warnings, days in advance. The sky today was blue and cloudless.
The ride swept up. The tsunami broke against the shore.
She heard it crash. She heard the rush of water. She couldn’t see its crest, or the beach. Just water, rising up over the sand. She thought about Timmy in his last summer house, the storm-gray house with its big picture windows, aquarium windows for a tidal-wave view, the water sloshing against them, the fish flung at the glass, their black blank eyes, their listless minds unable to fathom this sudden uplift, the last wet moments before fate left them flopping on the sundeck, baking on the road. A wave would have to be massive to reach windows that high.
The ride jolted. It stopped. She heard then the sound of her own voice screaming. Mason screaming. Timmy sitting silent beside her, seemingly unafraid. He had already died once, according to everyone everywhere. A wave was just a wave, beautiful and fierce and, in the mind of a ten-year-old boy, a harbinger of fun.
They were stuck at the top. She couldn’t see Evie. The spot where Evie had stood was directly beneath them, the seats below now blocking her view.
The wave rolled up over the dunes. Over the boardwalk. Across the cement. The carnival-land beneath them became a foamy sea.
Except the water wasn’t very high.
Jenn had expected a violent swell, and maybe the beach had gotten pummeled by a treacherous high wave. But when it reached the carnival, it was just water. A minor flood. The high mark looked about knee-deep, high enough to spill into the ground-level candy stores and ice creameries and beachwear shops and fill the seaside swimming pools with sandy salt water, but not high enough to flood the stilted beach houses. The water splashed the feet of the people standing on benches, but those who had taken refuge on the picnic tabletops stayed dry.
“Wow,” Timmy said. He sounded not at all afraid. “That’s the biggest wave I’ve ever seen.”
“Me too,” Jenn said. “But the important thing is, we’re safe. Everyone is safe. It was just a wave.”
She stared down at the lake below. The people in the lowest Ferris wheel cabins climbed out. Timmy pumped his legs to make things exciting.
“Stop that,” Jenn said.
“I’m just—”
“Please.”
She still couldn’t see Evie. Or the operator. The power, she noticed, had gone out. The generator had stopped humming. The breeze blew hot, and on it she caught the scent of rotting fish. And something else, a long latent decay. A cold smell. Like the dark yawning abyss of a star snuffed out in the deepest nothingness of space.
“Are we stuck?” Mason asked.
“Yes, but. We’re just a little bit stuck. I’m sure they’ll—”
“What if we’re stuck here forever?” he asked.
“That won’t happen,” she said.
“Yeah,” Timmy agreed. “I could slither down. And then I could get a rope and climb back up and lower you both to safety.” He turned and looked over his shoulder at the Ferris wheel spokes. Reconnaissance for his climbing options.
“No,” Jenn said. “We’ll wait. I’m sure—”
They waited. She searched the lake for signs of Evie. She saw none. She yelled the girl’s name. The girl didn’t answer. She would call, but she had told Evie to leave her phone at home so she could not serve as an unwitting spy for Chuck.
She had expected the lake to recede as they waited to get unstuck from the Ferris wheel. But it didn’t. The water lowered slightly, from knee to shin height, but the ground stayed covered. The humans who had taken refuge on benches and tables climbed down and trudged away. Another pair from a lower Ferris wheel cabin climbed out and dropped down into the water below. Mason sang a song about waiting, one he had made up just then. Timmy lamented their lack of aquarium view for the tsunami event. He practiced spitting into the water. After a while, they heard sirens. A fire truck pulled into the roundabout canal beside the carnival. Firefighters in high-water boots stepped out. Eventually, the Ferris wheel turned. Just a few feet. People in lower cabins hopped out. It turned again. The power was still out, but the firefighters turned the ride manually, one cabin at a time.
Halfway down, Jenn still couldn’t see Evie. She called the girl’s name, but no one answered. She wasn’t certain of the spot marked for Evie to wait. Everything looked different now, with all the water. But she didn’t see her daughter anywhere.
Their cabin finally reached the bottom. A pair of firefighters helped them out.
“My kid,” she told them. “She was standing right over there. And now she’s not.”
“Right over there? You left her there alone?” The firefighter’s question felt like an accusation.
“She’s ten. I didn’t just leave her! I could see where she was from the ride. I mean, she probably just wandered off to find someplace dry. And she doesn’t have her phone with her so—”
Now they could judge her for letting her child have the phone and for not ensuring that her child always had the phone with her in case of emergency.
“Ma’am, we need to get the rest of these folks off the Ferris wheel. If you need some help finding her, there’s a police officer right over there.” The firefighter pointed at a cop standing in shin-deep water near the lemonade stand.
“Um, okay, thanks,” Jenn said. She stepped away from the ride. The boys pogoed through the water behind her.
“Where’s Evie?” Timmy asked, only just now realizing that the girl was missing.
“I don’t know. She’s— She was supposed to be here.”
“Oh no! What if the tidal wave swept her away? What if she’s gone forever?”



Philipia Bay and the River of Runes and Ruin
BETSY RANKLEMAN DISCOVERED Philipia Bay on a sweltering day in August, just before the power went out. You will LOVE it, Jennifer Lamour’s agent had said. It’s perfect for you. But agents said that about every book they sent out on submission, and Betsy had never really truly loved any book, she realized, before Philipia Bay fell into her email inbox.
The power cut out at 4:00 p.m. Every overworked air conditioner in Manhattan stopped working all at once. Betsy trekked down fourteen stories from her office to street level. On the street, the cars went nowhere. The traffic lights had gone out. The air felt like soup. This was the future. Brownouts. Traffic jams. Betsy Rankleman carried her future in a bag on her shoulder, though she didn’t know it yet. She had just printed the manuscript out. Philipia Bay and the River of Runes and Ruin. She carried it home, two miles on foot, on what they said later was the hottest day on record in New York. Though the record got broken a year later with the next brownout, and again a few years after that.
It felt surreal that first time. That day, her blouse soaked with sweat, her feet blistered from walking in heels, the manuscript still warm in her shoulder bag. She remembered the listless faces she passed on her way home: an old woman sitting barefoot on the sidewalk, discarded shoes beside her, fanning herself with a folded newspaper; a pair of businessmen, ties undone, suit jackets slung over a NO PARKING sign, fumbling with a wrench to unscrew a fire-hydrant cap; a mother with two children in a stroller, one red-faced crying-heaving-dripping snot, the other impassive, wide-eyed. And when Betsy passed, their eyes met, her and this child, and they both thought the same thought: This is the future.
This was what Betsy told herself. This was projection, attributing this thought to a child too young to read a clock or name the days of the week.
She had thought about having children of her own, but then the years passed, and she feared exposing any child to the jaded features of this present. Life on Earth. Now with brownouts. Then years passed, and she didn’t know it yet, but Philipia Bay was the only child she wanted.
She came home to her husband on the couch, cold cans of Fizz Wizard tucked beneath his armpits and under his feet, a book in his lap. She tried to read, but it was too hot inside. She took the manuscript up to the roof, to a spot of shade cast by the bulkhead. She read through the evening. She read through two gallons of warm water. The sun set. Her husband brought her a flashlight. He sat beside her, quiet, in the near dark, beneath the lustrous Milky Way. New York had never seen such stars.
She called Jennifer Lamour’s agent the next day, after the power came back on. I love it, she told the agent. It’s perfect for me. It wasn’t just the romance, or the ass-kicking ninja-star-throwing femininity of the protagonist, or the hulky cover model she could already envision in her mind’s eye, or the fast and easy pace of prose. It was that Philipia Bay defied her expectations. It led her down one narrative path and then, before she realized it, the path she had anticipated became something different altogether.
There was a moment in the book—and in nearly every Philipia Bay book that came after—at which the story seemed, superficially, often following some exciting, near-death event, to proceed on its expected trajectory, and yet, unbeknownst to the reader, it had undergone a seismic shift. Jenn called the plot device Rescue Boat Heads for the Cliff, named after its occurrence in Philipia Bay and the River of Runes and Ruin, in which Philipia Bay escapes a burning helicopter by diving into a river over a hundred feet below. The reader fears the dive has killed her, but then she surfaces and clings to a rock for several hours and gets rescued by a boat, except (you find out later) the boat’s psychotic captain plans to steer it off a cliff and kill everyone on board. But then—
“Betsy?”
She stood at the window in the office of her Adirondack summer home. She held the book in her hands, the first edition paperback of Philipia Bay and the River of Runes and Ruin, published over a decade ago, signed by the star author.
“Betsy?”
She wondered how many years Philipia Bay had left. Her baby. All grown-up now. She wondered if she had already passed that pivotal point in her own story, if she was drifting now to the cliff edge of her career, if Jennifer Lamour had already written the ending. Philipia Bay sails off into the sunset, never to be seen again.
“Hello? Betsy?”
Her husband stood at the door.
She wondered what came next.
“What’s up?”
“There was a tidal wave.”
“What?”
“On the East Coast. Mostly North Carolina.”
“What? Just now? That’s— Was it—”
“It looks like it didn’t do much damage. That’s what they’re saying on the news. But it’s weird.”
“It is weird. North Carolina? They don’t get tidal waves.”
“That’s not even the weird part. It’s the water level. It rose, up and down the coast. And it’s not receding.”
“What, did we lose a glacier or something?”
“No one knows. No one knows what happened.”



June 4, cont.
“I’M SURE SHE didn’t get swept away,” Jenn said. She glanced at the cop by the lemonade stand. She should hand Timmy over to that cop. Right now. Like a responsible adult. But Evie would never forgive her if she didn’t get to say goodbye to Timmy. And the cop would ask why she hadn’t reported him, why she had harbored this stray boy for so long, why she had left her own child unattended at the carnival, how she could ever have thought herself fit to be a mother. She couldn’t even recall what Evie had been wearing. She could picture the girl in a gray tank top patterned with pink and purple butterflies, in a yellow eyelet blouse, in a navy striped romper. She couldn’t remember if Evie had worn her hair down or up in a ponytail. She hadn’t paid attention.
“But what if she did?”
“The wave wasn’t that big.” Jenn scanned the carnival lake-scape for Evie. The tidal wave danger, it seemed, had receded. But here was this weird flood. The highest of high tides, heralding the even higher tides of a broiling planet where the polar ice caps had melted already, and maybe that explained the tsunami. The abrupt collapse of an ice shelf that all the climatologists and oceanographers had somehow missed.
“But what if she drowned?” Timmy asked.
Mason stared down, as if waiting for YouTube to materialize from the floodwater, oblivious to the conversation.
“Evie can swim. This water is shallow. She’s fine. I’m sure she’s fine.”
Evie is fine, right? She has to be fine.
“But what if she got hit by a shrink-ray gun, and she shrank down really small and then the water would be super deep?”
“No, that’s just—”
“Or what if she got kidnapped?”
“During a tidal wave?”
“Or eaten by a shark?”
“No, that’s just, it’s just…No.”
And over the short course of her futile conversation with Timmy, the cop had left. The firefighters had unloaded the last Ferris wheel cabin, climbed into their truck, and driven away. Jenn stood with the two boys in the ankle-deep water. She yelled Evie’s name. But the girl was gone.
“Can we go home?” Mason asked. His eyes had the wistful gleam of screen-time withdrawal.
“Eventually,” she said.
But they couldn’t go now. Evie might return. She could not let Evie return to a parentless flood zone. But she couldn’t search for Evie if she lingered here in the same place. She wished Chuck was here. She never wanted to see Chuck again. His rejection of her was the pinnacle of all rejections, and she had endured plentiful rejections in her early career. His rejection embodied every fear she had about herself, as a wife, a mother, neglector-in-chief, absent ever since kindergarten graduation, absent from doctor’s appointments, school Valentine’s parties, tea parties, stuffed animal weddings, never there to kiss and Band-Aid skinned knees, never paying sufficient attention. Selfish. Remiss. Not like her own mother, who at least had no choice, who had to work to keep the family afloat on her own. Her mother, who would have heard what Evie said about Ferris wheel heights. Who would have listened. Who would not have lost her own child to a minor flood because she prioritized the carnival demands of a stranger’s child, a strange child, because he reminded her of a part of herself that she had forgotten.
Said strange child crouched down, sucked up a mouthful of gross seawater, and spit it out. He was a human fountain, a chimera, a figment of her insanity.
Chuck would say, if he were here: What boy? The only boy I see is Mason.
Or Chuck would say: Enough. He’s not our problem. Let the authorities figure it out.
Or Chuck would wade off on a Find-Evie mission and he would find her. The sea would recede. The land would dry. Everything would return to its normal course.
“I wish it was always like this,” Timmy said. “I wish all the streets and sidewalks were rivers. You could float everywhere you went! You would never have to go to school!”
“Well. You’ll fare well in the future, at least.”
She almost called Chuck. Out of reflex. Desperation. But no, she could not let him prevail. She could not give him another exhibit for divorce court. She stood on a table, above the paddling spitter and the sulky screen addict, and stared at her own phone screen, hoping it would give her answers. She had 12 percent battery power, which meant her phone could die at any instant. She had not stayed in touch with anyone from her Pearl Island past. She knew one person on the island. The contractor. Dax.
She called him.
The phone rang.
She would not sound desperate or rash, like a lonely divorcée on a booty call. But the desperation just leapt from her mouth.
“Help!”
“Uhhhh…”
“I, um, I’m sorry, this is Jenn. Jenn, um—” What was her last name, even? Was she still Lanaro? Or Farrow? Or had she been enveloped by her pen name, Lamour?
“Oh, yeah. The writer lady.”
“Yes. I— I’m sorry to bother you but I don’t know anyone else here and I’m stuck down at the carnival and my phone is about to die and I need help! Please…”
She was the archetype of desperation.
“I’m kind of…uh, in the middle of…” Girlish laughter erupted in the background. “Um, something,” he said. More laughter followed.
“Oh.”
Carefree, erotic laughter.
“But, like, uh…in ten minutes, maybe? You’re, where did you say you were?”
“By the Ferris wheel. I told my daughter to stay put, but now she’s missing. I mean, I’m sure she’s fine. The wave wasn’t that big. But I can’t wait for her here and search for her and—”
“Oh, shit. Yeah, I’ll come down there right now,” he said over a background of more unknowing laughter, and then he hung up and she didn’t think he would actually come. This handsome stranger. She felt dumb, standing there on a table with her dying phone, watching her child and this impostor boy wade through the cloudy water. She saw a fish swim past, a finger-sized silver thing, but something about it didn’t look right. Because, she told herself, it did not belong up here, in this shallow post-tsunami pond.
But that wasn’t it.
Whatever it was, she ignored. She had more immediate distressing concerns. Like the absence of her daughter. Her phone blowing up with texts. Her editor: Tell me you’re alive. Chuck draining the last of her battery with his sudden burst of concern.
Chuck: Are you okay?

Chuck: I just saw the news.

Chuck: Are you with the kids?

Chuck: Are the kids okay?

Chuck: Evie’s not answering her phone.

Chuck: Please confirm.

Chuck: Jenn. Stop ignoring me.

Chuck: It’s not just there. It’s the whole east coast.

Chuck: Please text me back.

She started to text. But she could not tell him the truth. Me: check. Mason: check. Mysterious boy from the sea: check! Evie: oh, well…
He would be able to see the three dots of her message-in-progress on his phone screen.
We are…
We…
Mason and I…
She never finished. She didn’t have to decide. Her phone died.
A school of fish swam by, small and treacherous and black, like the lightless depths of a bottomless sea. The high water, Timmy declared, was magical. A cause for celebration. He asked for five dollars.
“What for?”
“A raft,” Timmy answered.
Surely a raft would save them.
“A raft?”
“Or a tube. So we can float.”
“Oh.”
They already had a float at the rental house. The Snorlax. Thank you, Chuck. She handed Timmy a twenty. She pointed to a store with a sand-toy window display and inflated floats hanging from the walls. It looked open-ish. The teenage clerk sat on the counter, sandaled feet dangling over the flood.
“You go in. I’m standing right here,” she said, as if he was her own child, born to the helicopter era of child leashes and tracking devices. “I’ll stay right here until you’re done. Until we see Evie.”
Except they didn’t see Evie. Timmy and Mason went into the store. They came out a few minutes later with a sprinkled-donut tube float, a green-glitter lounge float, and three packages of gummy sharks.
“There wasn’t any change,” Timmy said.
The boys flopped down on their floats. They drifted across the ankle-high water. The cop did not return from wherever he had gone to. Jenn paced. She yelled Evie’s name. Any minute now, Evie would appear. Maybe she was there right now, fixed in the proper spot, but Mom had forgotten the spot’s location. Maybe she had climbed onto a table, a counter, a railing, and climbing down meant wet feet, which she didn’t want. Maybe she had climbed up and gotten stuck.
The boys paddled around her on their rafts. They circled the Ferris wheel perimeter. The ride had not started back up. The power was still off. The operator sat on the platform just beneath the first cabin, a cigarette perched between his lips.
“Hey,” she said to him. “There was a girl standing right here.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Did you see what happened to her?”
“She probably left.”
“Yes, but did you see where she went?”
“Nope.”
“She’s just a kid. Ten years old. She was standing right there.”
“Yeah, I remember. Afraid of heights.”
“Yes, that’s her. But did you see—”
“Nope.” He inhaled smoke, coughed, spit a yellow wad into the murky water.
Jenn considered the possibility that Evie had sunk beneath that water, or had hidden beneath it, or had gotten dragged out to sea by that wave. It seemed nonsensical. Absurd. Maybe if the girl had been on the beach when it struck. But not at the carnival, where the wave, after having already traversed the beach and dunes and boardwalk, sloshed lazily between the booths and rides.
Whatever had happened, the girl did not return. Jenn waited, waded, yelled. The water level sank, a slow inch at a time. It had a rank smell, like rotten crayfish. An emergency siren blared intermittently. She looked over at the boys on their floats, their feet linked together to form a rafting train. Timmy leaned over the side, stuck his lips in the water, slurped up a mouthful, spit-sprayed it out.
And then, a light. Clad in a tight shirt. His shorts were not too tight, but tight enough. His tanned arms looked golden in the sunlight. He waved and trudged toward her.
“Oh, hey. There you are,” Dax said.
“Here I am.”
“This is some crazy shit.”
“For sure.”
“Did you hear it’s, like, the whole coast? The water just rose, like, bang. Serious global-warming shit.”
“Was it?”
“Probably. I don’t know. No one knows.”
“My daughter is missing.”
“Did she— Was it—”
“I…The water didn’t get very high. I don’t see how it could have swept her away.”
Dax nodded. “Makes sense.”
“I told her to stay in place. She was supposed to stay.”
“But she wandered off?”
“Maybe?”
“She probably wandered off. That’s what kids do.”
“It is,” Jenn said. “Is it?” she asked.
“That’s what I woulda done. That’s, well, I’d probably do that now.”
“Wander off.”
“Yeah.”
“Where?”
“I bet she went to get the Snorlax,” Timmy said as he drifted by. “So she could travel around without getting wet.”
This made no sense. Evie would inevitably get wet on the journey to retrieve the Snorlax. And yet, in the inverted realm of child-logic, it made perfect sense.
“So, home,” Jenn said.
“Not home home,” Mason clarified. He waggled his limbs as he floated past. Like a squid, or a jellyfish. “She wouldn’t go home home without the Snorlax. Do you think it’s flooded at home, too?”
“No. I don’t know.”
“I can go check it out,” Dax offered.
“The beach house?”
“Sure. My truck. It’s got high clearance.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Big wheels. High off the ground. You might think, what does a truck like that say about the person who drives it? But you’d be wrong. I’ve got a truck like that because of flooding. And for my surfboard.”
She envisioned Dax on his surfboard. Shirtless. Muscles rippling. She saw him on the surfboard he hitched to the back of the truck, gliding the Pearl Island canals in its wake, his hair streaming behind him, majestic.
“So?” he asked.
She’d been staring. At his chest. She looked up at his eyes.
“What?”
“Do you want—”
“Yes.” She did want.
“I mean, for me to go check and see if she’s there.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” she said. “Please. We’ll wait right here. And thank you.”
“My pleasure,” he said, and then he turned and strutted away, leaving her to sit and stare at his butt until it vanished in the distance.
She waited, and as she waited, she thought about his butt. It made for a pleasant distraction from the confounding reality of this flood, and Evie’s absence. His butt. Shapely, sculpted. Probably smooth and hairless. But images of Chuck’s butt kept popping up, demanding a side-by-side comparison. Chuck had a globular butt sheathed in thick fur. She had never held this against him. But she hadn’t liked to grab his meaty butt cheeks either. She hadn’t liked the loofah sensation of that hair rubbing against her palms. She hadn’t ever enjoyed herself as much as Chuck thought she did, and maybe her fictitious moans, more than Evie’s broken femurs, had spurred the downfall of their marriage. She had liked Chuck, as a human, and it would hurt him to know that she only moderately enjoyed his particular configuration of squeezes, grunts, and thrusts. And Chuck (pre-MAS and the List of Underminstances) had such a considerate demeanor. Did you come? he always wanted to know. Didja? Didja? Because I really want to make sure that you come, he said, and later she wondered whether he really wanted that or if he had said what he thought he should. They both followed the script, made the gestures, said the things. She reassured. He played the model modern male, the role he thought she wanted. He asked permission, fantastic. But it all felt so tepid. What she wanted was a ravishing.
The way it happened for Philipia Bay.
The way it happened in that first heart-pounding, loin-enflaming book, when that hot Cuban detective stared into Philipia’s soul with his mesmerizing eyes until she cried out Yes! Take me now! And then he tore the cocktail dress from her toned ninja body and fucked her to ecstasy and beyond on that Havana rooftop while above them the sultry moon shone and all the luscious stars twinkled on.
Chuck didn’t read that book because, while he wanted to be supportive, it honestly just wasn’t his thing. He didn’t read much fiction, and he definitely did not read books with abs and pecs on the cover. If he had read it, he might have upped his bedroom game. Or joined MAS and filed for divorce at a much earlier date. She would never know her alternative fate. She hardly understood how she had wound up with this actual fate. But she knew she wanted to explore the contours of the contractor’s butt, and that it didn’t matter what type of truck he drove, so long as it didn’t have a pair of those fake metal nuts dangling from the back end. She hoped he would drive her home.
She did not want to trudge a mile and a half through this dirty water.
Minutes passed. The boys ate all their gummy sharks. They evolved from boys into fighting creatures. They practiced leaping switch-moves, fast attacks, scale-a-roos. They flung gravel scooped from sea-covered carnival grounds, until Mom told them Stop throwing rocks.
“Spray attack!” Mason squealed. “Throwing star!” He threw fistfuls of water. Timmy spun and splashed.
There is no going back, she thought, and she didn’t know what the thought meant exactly, but it felt true.
Eventually, a blue truck with big wheels, no nuts, and a lone PI surf sticker on the bumper pulled into the carnival roundabout. The window lowered. Dax waved.
“I found her,” he said.
“Where?” She wasn’t in the truck. Jenn waded over and stuck her head through the open passenger window. His truck smelled like pine mountain breezes bottled as cologne.
“On the street. Walking toward your house.”
“Is she— Did she get back there?”
“She was pretty close. I offered to give her a ride. But she said no. Said she knew better than to accept rides from strange men.”
“Oh, good. I guess. That’s good. Thank you.”
“But what about you?” Dax asked.
“What about me?”
“You want a ride from a strange dude?”
“I— Yes.”
She did.
She loaded the boys and their rafts into the truck bed. She climbed into the front seat. Dax drove slow through the waterlogged streets. The tidal flood had spread across the island, turning driveways into oily pools, submerging lawns, filling the air with a salt-fish stench. Dax drove with the windows open, music turned down low, but she could still hear raunchy bass, raucous drums, a dancy clubby vibe that bespoke the open-tab nightlife of a younger, childless man. Jenn studied his sleeve tattoo. She couldn’t decipher all the shapes that comprised it, but there was something familiar about the pattern, and the bird at its center. She shivered. The boys banged on the window glass. She turned around. Mason pointed at the road. Timmy cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled.
“What?” She couldn’t hear him with all the road-slosh.
He yelled again.
“What? I can’t hear you!”
“A shark,” Dax said. “He said there’s a shark. In the road.”
That shark was the first of many.

Dax pulled up outside the rental house. Jenn and the boys got out of the truck.
“Thanks,” she said. “I really appreciate you helping us out like this.”
“The Editor said to look out for you,” Dax said.
“Of course she did,” Jenn said. The editor had probably offered combat pay, for babysitting her through this mental breakdown. But the funds, of course, came from Jenn’s expense account, not from the editor, and Chuck’s lawyers claimed the expense account belonged equally to Chuck, which made Chuck responsible for half the babysitting fees.
“But that’s not the only reason,” Dax said. He stared at her, his gaze intent.
“Oh…well—”
Behind her, the front door opened.
“Mom!” Evie ran out. She hugged her mother. She wiped her tear-streaked snotty face on her mother’s shirt.
“Well, I’ll see you around,” Dax said, and then he drove off.



Evie
THE THING THAT made her cry wasn’t the flood, or the gross smelly water she had to walk through, or the trouble she knew she was in for not staying where Mom had told her to stay. And trouble meant Mom would take her phone away, and she wouldn’t be able to post new videos and her KlipSwatch rating would go down, and she wouldn’t know when Dad called and he would be upset and she would lose points. And it was all Mom’s fault for not listening when she said she didn’t want to ride the stupid Ferris wheel.
But that wasn’t what made her cry.
The thing that made her cry happened right before she got back to the beach house. Sea La Vista. And it wouldn’t have happened if she had burned sage to ward off evil spirits. But she couldn’t find any matches, so she had to put the bottle of sage in the microwave instead. Clearly, it didn’t work.
None of it happened how it was supposed to happen.
She was supposed to stay where Mom said. Don’t. Go. Anywhere, Mom said. But then she heard someone scream tsunami! And then people started running. People ran past her, and all of them looked afraid. Evie was afraid. She heard the wave crash. She looked up but she didn’t see Mom or Mason or Timmy. Just feet, dangling from Ferris wheel cars. Hands waving. People shouting. More people ran past. The wave sloshed over the boardwalk. Evie screamed, and then she was running, running, running, caught in the wave of beachgoers, running past the Tilt-A-Whirl, the giant slide, the surf shops and the souvenir shops and the fudge and ice-cream shops, the parking lots, out into the street. And when she reached the other side, the wave caught her. It lapped at her calves and washed over her feet. It wasn’t very scary, actually. But it had a sour smell, like the squirrel that crawled into their chimney at home and died there, but weirder and worse. A Not Normal smell.
The wave was a Not Normal wave. It rolled up over the street and stayed there. The crosswalk lights went out. The Ferris wheel stopped turning. Evie stopped running. She climbed up onto the hood of a parked car. She sat there on the car, in the hot sun, uncertain what to do. She wished she had her phone so she could film what was going on. She wished Mom had listened when she said she didn’t want to ride the Ferris wheel, because then they’d all still be together.
Evie was about to walk back to the spot where Mom told her to wait, but then she saw the dog. It was a small dog, grayish-brown, with rounded ears and a long tail. It stood on the curb, partially submerged in the putrid water, all alone.
Evie climbed down from the car. She walked toward the dog. But when she got close, the dog took off.
Evie ran after it. She couldn’t just leave it lost and alone. It had probably gotten separated from its family during the flood. It wouldn’t be able to find their scent when everything reeked of weird dead squirrel. She had to help it.
The dog skittered down the flooded sidewalk. Evie ran after it. One block, two blocks, three-four-five. She lost count. She imagined its family—two kids, girl and boy, mom and dad, all together—calling out for their poor lost pup. She imagined the kids’ relief when she returned their pet, the happy tears in their eyes, the reward money their parents would give. Twenty dollars at least, but maybe fifty or a hundred. She wondered what type of dog it might be. Maybe a Chihuahua or a terrier. Part pug. A mutt. She knew dogs, but she’d never seen one that looked quite like this.
At last the dog ran up a stairway onto an enclosed porch, and from there it leapt onto a patio table, and for a moment Evie thought she had it cornered. She reached out to grab it.
“It’s okay, puppy,” she cooed. “We’ll find your family. We’ll get you home.”
Then the dog swished its whiskers and wagged its thin, hairless tail, and Evie realized it wasn’t a dog. It was a rat.
She screamed. “Ahh! Ahhhhhhhhhh! Gross!”
She turned and ran, before it could pounce. Gross, gross, gross. She had almost touched it. With her hands. The thought of hands-on-rat made her stomach sick. The street was still flooded with foul water. The spot she was supposed to stay put in was now very far away. She should go back, she knew. She could see the Ferris wheel in the distance, its spokes glinting silver in the sunlight. But she couldn’t go back that way, because the rat had come from that direction. The rat had contaminated all the water between her and the Ferris wheel. The rat had likely originated from a whole disgusting colony of water rats. If she waded back toward the carnival, she might get swarmed. She shivered at the thought of all this grossness.
She had only one logical option: Proceed in the opposite direction, away from rats. Back to the beach house.
She followed the road, her back to the Ferris wheel, the sun on her face. The shin-deep water kept her feet cool, at least, but it slowed her pace. She recognized landmarks along the way: the turquoise motel with the neon palm tree sign, the Burger Hut’s red-and-white awning, the lake where you could ride paddleboats shaped like giant geese. Her fear and revulsion faded, and in its wake, she felt independent and resourceful. She could walk all the way home. By herself. She remembered the door code. She could let herself in. She could call Mom on her phone. Mom might be mad, but she would also be proud. Evie was quick-witted, kind to animals, capable of escaping a tidal wave and escorting herself home through foreign flooded streets.
A blue truck pulled up in the street behind her. Its window rolled down.
“Evie?”
Evie looked up at the man inside the truck. He looked maybe kind of familiar, but he also looked like every other grown-up man.
“Evie, it’s Dax. The contractor. Your mom asked me to look for you. You okay?”
Evie nodded.
“Do you want a ride?”
“I don’t know you. I’m not supposed to accept rides from strange men.”
“Fair enough. I’m going to tell your mom that you’re walking home, okay? That’s where you’re headed, right?”
“Yeah,” Evie answered, before she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to tell strange men where she was going either. But the truck didn’t follow her. It made a U-turn and drove off toward the rat-infested water.
Evie kept walking. She saw the beach house ahead. SEA LA VISTA. She was almost there. She had made it. She felt relieved, verging on gleeful. She walked faster. She whistled to herself, a marching song she had heard Timmy sing.
“Do-do, do-do-do-do-do-do—”
She stopped.
Something moved in the water, right in front of her.
Her heart thudded. Her legs felt stuck. Her vision narrowed, darkening around the edges, as if she’d slipped into a tunnel. The beach house now seemed impossibly far away. The water churned around her feet. She saw, on the street, in her path, covered with murky water, a drain. And there was something coming out of it, something spindly and black. Like a tentacle.
It coiled out of the drain. It vined toward her, and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t scream. She felt cold and powerless, and the world receded around her.
Then a car sped past. Its wheels drenched her with dirty water. But the spray snapped her back. And when her eyes could see clear again, the thing, whatever it was, was gone.



June 4, cont.
THE POWER HAD gone out, but it was back on when they went inside. Jenn made the children bathe, to rinse off the dirty street water. She threw their clothes in the wash. She charged her phone. Chuck had texted a bazillion more times. She texted him back: Stop freaking out. Everyone is fine. She cooked a pot of mac and cheese. She walked out onto the back deck and stared out at the sea. It had fallen from flood height. It still covered most of the beach, but the dunes had begun to dry out. Tidal pools filled the yard-land between the dunes and the houses. Kids played in the soggy yards, while their parents stood guard on the decks, watching the ocean for the anomalous crest of another great wave.
When she went inside, the kids had finished their macaroni and begun to battle. Action figures covered the kitchen table.
“I choose Mermeon,” Evie said.
“I knew it!” Mason said. “I choose Seaninja.”
“I want that one,” Timmy said. “With the blue head and the teeth.”
“That’s Sharkasaur. He’s a water type and a fighting type.”
Jenn was not a fighting type. She was an ignore-the-problem-until-it-goes-away type, but the problems didn’t go away. One of them was still here, eating her mac and cheese, learning Sharkasaur fighting moves and evolutions.
She should just drive him to the police station and drop him off, farewell, weird boy. But too much time had already passed since his arrival for the cops not to want to ask her questions. A few more hours would not change the questioning trajectory. Plus, the cops had a flooding crisis to contend with now.
While the kids battled, Jenn watched TV.
BREAKING NEWS. MYSTERIOUS TIDAL WAVE. FLOODING ALL ALONG THE CENTRAL EASTERN SEABOARD.
A red chyron flashed across the bottom of the TV screen. The message repeated.
BREAKING NEWS. MYSTERIOUS TIDAL WAVE.
It had happened everywhere. The TV showed footage from Virginia Beach, the Jersey Shore, the Outer Banks. A ruffled scientist appeared on a split screen beside a news reporter.
Reporter: I’m here with Dr. May Cheong, deputy director for the Climate Studies Division of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Dr. Cheong, there’s a lot of speculation as to the cause of this widespread flooding event. USGS has reported some sort of seabed activity, possibly tectonic, but no tectonic events capable of precipitating the tsunami were experienced today. What can NOAA tell us about this event?

Dr. Cheong: Well, it’s…We’ve detected temperature and salinity changes offshore, in certain locations. But the readings have been inconsistent.

Reporter: Could this be the result of a long-anticipated climatological event? The collapse of an Arctic ice shelf, for example?

Dr. Cheong: We haven’t entirely ruled that out. But we have not recorded any recent glacial destabilizations that would give rise to this event. Generally, the sea level rise caused by melting ice would occur at a much slower rate.

Reporter: Generally, yes. But it can happen swiftly, right?

Dr. Cheong: Well, yes. But we’d know. An event of that magnitude. The impacts would likely be felt worldwide. They’d at least be more pronounced near the source of the event.

Reporter: And there aren’t any icebergs off the coast of North Carolina.

Dr. Cheong: No.

Reporter: Thanks for joining us today, Dr. Cheong. Up next, we’ll show live footage from Pearl Island, which appears to be near the epicenter of this event. Incidentally, Pearl Island also suffered a devastating series of unusual shark attacks this morning. Could the two be related?

Jenn groaned. She muted the commercials. She lamented her poor life choices. Renting a vacation house at the epicenter of shark attacks and flood events thwarted the head-in-the-sand approach she had endeavored to cultivate by renting the house in the first place.
She traveled back to the kitchen for a can of Fizz Wizard Cherry Cola. She glanced at her phone. She had a voicemail message from Shriver and McPherson, PC, attorneys at law. Chuck’s attorneys, who seized this moment of national environmental catastrophe to harass her with phone calls. She slid her phone behind a bag of chips so she couldn’t see it. At the table, Mermeon battled Seaninja. Timmy stood by the back door staring out, the vanquished Sharkasaur in his hand.
“Hey,” he said. “There’s another shark.”
“Oh. That’s nice,” she said, without looking.
“No, it’s not nice,” Timmy said. “It’s stuck.”
“Oh.” She walked over to the door, looked out. She saw a fishy torso, prostrate across the dunes. “It is stuck.” She did not feel bad. A shark in the sand meant one less shark in the sea, when the sea opened back up for swimming.
“But shouldn’t we help it get unstuck?”
“I don’t think so. I think this is just nature, running its course.”
“But I want to help it. But I don’t want to touch it. Do we have, um, a rake?”
“You want to rake it back to sea?”
“Or a shovel?”
“We have sand shovels. But I don’t know if they’re big enough to shovel a whole shark.”
“It doesn’t look like a very big shark. Where are the shovels?”
“Well, um—”
“We have to help him!”
Jenn sighed. Her editor deleted every sigh from every book because, she said, no one actually sighs. But the editor didn’t have kids. If she had kids, she would know the truth. Moms sighed all the time. The sigh was the discourse marker of admitted defeat, which was a perpetual state of motherhood.
“Fine.”
“Where are they?”
“The garage—”
“I’ll go get them!”
Sigh. “No.” She couldn’t let this miscreant go swim in the garage pool and then track oily, muddy water up the stairs, through the house. “I’ll go.”
She went. A layer of gray water covered the garage floor. Sand toys and cans and bottles from a toppled recycling bin floated across it. The shovels, of course, had sunk to the bottom and she had to wade through the gross garage water to retrieve them. And track that water inside.
She handed Timmy a shovel. “I hope you’re happy.”
“I’d be more happy if you were still a kid,” he said. “And you weren’t so serious and grumpy.”
“I’m serious and grumpy?”
“Is that a thing that happens to everyone when they grow up? Or do you think it’s unique to you?”
Sigh. “Let’s just go save your stupid shark.”
Out they went, down the walkway, over the railing, onto the dunes. The dunes were peppered with signs: STAY OFF THE DUNES. The township of Pearl Island had likewise posted warnings near all public beach entrances and lifeguard stands. The dunes provided an essential barrier between violent ocean waves and million-dollar beach houses. The dunes also harbored threatened and endangered species and their eggs. Many of which had likely washed away with the tsunami. It was sad, if you stopped to think about it. The precariousness of life. The unpredictability.
Timmy ran toward the shark with his shovel.
“Dang!”
“What?”
“I think it’s dead.” He poked at the mass, its limp body, its deflated tail. Its eyes were black voids. Its mouth hung open, revealing a hideous complement of teeth.
“Looks dead to me,” Jenn agreed.
“Maybe it just looks dead because it’s stuck on the sand, and if we got it into the water, it’d come back to life.”
“Maybe I don’t want it to come back to life.”
“There.” Timmy pointed at the head. “Stick your shovel right there.”
Sigh.
She jammed the shovel under the dead shark’s thick neck-ish part. Timmy slid the other shovel beneath it closer to the tail end. On the count of three, they hoisted and pushed. The corpse rolled down the dune. It flopped into the water. It floated there, listless, dead.
“Darn,” Timmy said. He had hoped for a miracle.
But miracles could still happen, because farther down the dunes lay another shark, a gaggle of dying jellies, a fat pink fish corpse baking in the sun.
“I’m gonna—” he started.
“No.”
“—poke them with my shovel. And maybe—”
“No.” She shook her head.
“You’re not my mom,” he said. A dig. He stared up at her, nose scrunched, eyes squinting from the late-day sun. “You’re just some boring adult.”
She stared back at him. She imagined herself, as seen by his eyes. Frumpy. Stern. Friendless. Overly concerned with stupid trivialities. Like muddy, sandy clothes. Wet footprints on the floor. Who cared! When life was so unquestionably short.
“You’re not wrong,” she said, and she felt indignant but also forlorn. The dead shark slopped against the wet sand. These creatures belonged to the sea, but now they were stranded ashore, departed, desiccating.
“So.”
“So.” Forty years of life had faded behind her. The limitless spread of possibilities had narrowed to a predictable smorgasbord. Weekends with the kids or alternating weekdays. Expensive arbitration or a battle in court. An empty bed or a profile page on the shag-site for desperate ladies over forty, where she could get excited whenever she matched with a dude who didn’t still live with his parents or who could still see his toes over his beer gut.
“Oh, I forgot! I have to battle,” Timmy said.
“Battle?”
“Sharkasaur! Attack!” he yelled, and then he ran off. Back to the house.
She took a last look at the possibly alive, possibly dead shark and then followed behind him.
She watched more TV, but TV was depressing and it made her sleepy. She left the kids with bowls of Goldfish and instructions to Not Leave the House and went to her bedroom upstairs to take a nap. It was, perhaps, irresponsible, given their station at the epicenter of a mysterious flooding event. But she had amassed a panoply of bad life choices, and it made no sense to change her habits now.
The magic of adulthood was subtle and fleeting. If it included anything, that thing was naps.
She slept, and her sleeping mind forgot about Timmy and Chuck and tsunamis and divorce, and she was young again. Her legs felt strong. Her posture straight, devoid of aches and kinks. She rode a Surrey bicycle, the covered kind with four seats, where all four riders could pedal. The bike glided down canals and streets, out onto the beach, then into a forest where ancient trees loomed large and leafy, their branches mottled with neon green. She peddled without effort, and Evie rode beside her. And Mason. And the contractor, Dax. He didn’t have a shirt in the dream. He had luminous muscles, a chest oiled to a sheen, laughter on his lips. He took the wheel, steered the bicycle onto a pier. The pier stretched on and on, blue water all around it. A bird alighted on the bicycle frame. A seagull, at first, but then it transformed into a blackbird. It opened its beak and a song slipped out. The children nodded, as if it sang in a language they understood. Dax nodded, his expression resolute. His eyes reflected a universe of silvery waves and magic fish. The blackbird sang, but Jenn heard only random squawks, and the slap of waves against the pier, and the sound of something churning beneath them, something massive and dark and cruel.



Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self:
How to Make Your Selves Be Friends
by Danz Landry
(excerpt)
The Child Self is innately attuned to the patterns and frequencies of the universe. This is why “psychic” phenomena are often associated with children. But this label, “psychic,” undermines the Power Nucleus that exists within each one of us. Mysticism is, in this sense, the Original Underminstance. To credit any mystical force—God, fate, love, spirits, et cetera—with our successes or our failures serves to diminish our Power Nucleus, and thereby block the Chrono-Connections that our Past, Present, and Future Selves might otherwise make. Without a strong and cultivated Power Nucleus, we cannot dig deep. And if we cannot dig deep, we cannot relearn the pattern attunement innate to our Child Self.
To strengthen your Power Nucleus, you must first envision it. Does it resemble a mountain? A skyscraper? A rocket ship? Or perhaps a mighty buck with great, majestic antlers? Once you see it in your mind’s eye, give it a name.
I call my own Power Nucleus Danzuleus.



June 4—Evening
SHE WOKE UP stiff, with sand in her bed. She climbed out, walked over to the sliding door, stepped out onto her bedroom deck. The ocean glimmered in the soft light of a waning sun. It was gorgeous, really. She had made this happen for herself. Not Chuck. She had gone from ramshackle inland cottage to vacation house with private ocean-view deck. She had written nearly thirty bestselling installments of Philipia Bay. She had carried and birthed two strong junior Pokémon trainers. Not Chuck. Chuck could take his List of Underminstances and shove it.
She experienced this brief moment of moral victory, this brief swell of confidence and resolve, and then the wind shifted and she noticed the foul fishy smell. A dead smell, but with an unfamiliar note. She shuddered. She cupped her hands over her mouth and nose. She looked out at the sea and saw a floating thing. A sea-creature shape bobbing and rolling along with the foamy waves. The shark, she thought at first. And then she spotted the shark, washed back up on the dunes, along with other sharks, fish, clumps of gnarled black seaweed. The dunes were a repository for the dead, but the sea looked like a battlefield, speckled with the corpses of marine life. Empty-eyed openmouthed sharks with minefields of sharp teeth and dull jellyfish caught in the froth and speckled with black, and limp gray fish in ones or twos or schools of dozens or hundreds drifting bellies up, eyes fixed on the unfathomable sky, and crabs and shrimp and stingrays and squids all dead and black in places, as if their pincers and fins had started to rot. A fat sea turtle lay on its back on the dunes, legs up, its feet shrank down to four dark pustulated nubs. It was undeniable that something wretched had happened while she slept.
The smell came in bursts with the breeze, and one punch was enough to make her want to throw up, and she blamed Chuck because he wasn’t there to defend himself.
She went inside and closed the door behind her. Downstairs, the Pokémon battle had ended and the children had reverted to their natural screen-time state. They sat together on the couch, four screens total between the three of them. She didn’t understand how they could watch a screen and play a screen at the same time, but they did, and at least it prepared them for an aimless professional future in multitasking.
She reached behind the bag of chips for her own screen and when she looked at it, she saw the editor’s name. She was calling right now.
“Finally!” the editor said when Jenn picked up. “I’ve been calling for hours.”
“Oh, darn.”
“You’ve been avoiding me.”
“I’ve been avoiding Chuck.”
“Jenn. Come on.”
“Okay, I’ve mostly been avoiding Chuck. But I…I—”
She liked the editor and respected the editor and wanted to tell the editor the truth, to the extent she could tell it to herself. But she also didn’t want to disappoint the editor, who had believed in her since Philipia Bay was just a silly dream of high-heeled ninja moves and impeccable abs. The editor had loved it in its very first drafty adverb-heavy iteration. She had said: You’re going to make a million bucks. An understatement, and perhaps one—in the nature of statements—the editor should have avoided altogether, but they always had a rapport. The editor was forthright. She withheld nothing. She loved Philipia Bay like her own sister, she said. Her child.
“Look, whatever your reasons,” the editor said, “I don’t give a flying fuck right now.”
“Oh. I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”
“You’re about to be if you don’t get the hell off of Pearl Island.”
“What, because of that little tidal wave? I mean—”
“Seriously. Jenn. It is not safe there. That little tidal wave flooded half the East Coast. And they have no idea why. And something is interfering with all the electronic equipment offshore so they can’t even get out there to measure whatever it was that happened, so it could be anything! It could be, like, a whole fleet of nuclear submarines! Or, or alien spacecraft!”
“That’s absurd.”
“Maybe. But—”
“There are no aliens. And besides,” Jenn said, “they haven’t issued any evacuation orders for Pearl Island.”…She assumed. If they had, the editor would know. The editor would have led with that, instead of offering specious theories of underwater alien invasion.
“Because they don’t want to cause a panic. And where would all those people even go?”
“Where am I supposed to go?”
The practical editor stated the obvious. “Home.”
“What if I don’t want to go home?”
“Jenn—”
“I don’t want to go home. Chuck is there.”
“I thought he’d rented a town house.”
“He did but he’s, he’s in the vicinity. He’ll bogart the kids. I already know it. They’ll love him more.”
“They won’t. And you can’t keep the kids away from him. And if he’s got them then at least you can get back to work.”
“But…” Maybe she didn’t want to get back to work. To recycle the same sexy-mystery-ninja-adventure formula. To describe, for the bazillionth time, the objectified male, his majestic mane, his chiseled jaw, his rock-hard abs, like none her hands had ever touched in real life because the real male world was mostly populated by iterations of Chuck, salesmen with hairy bubble butts and secret memberships to MAS who ruined all your favorite sweaters in the laundry—an accident, they claimed, with a passive-aggressive smirk—and the real-real world in no way resembled the stylized sexyverse of Philipia Bay. The series offered no parable. It contained no meaningful messages, no philosophical inquiries, no deep explorations of the human condition. It was pure popcorn smut.
“Don’t say it.”
“But what if I…”
“What? No. You need to be practical. Jenn. Go home. Pack up. Go home.”

She did not tell the editor about child number three, the stowaway, who had stuck a straw into the open bottle of chocolate syrup. A healthy beverage snack, with zero grams of fat. The editor had already fretted and harassed enough.
But maybe the editor had a point.
Jenn opened the back door.
“Ugh!”
“Mom!”
“Close it!”
“It stinks!”
It stank. She hadn’t realized dead sea life could turn so rank so quickly. Rotting fish peppered the dunes. The beach remained covered by high tide. No child would ride the Snorlax out there any time soon. The only one who wanted to go out was the dog, who bolted out the open door. But outside, where the stench was overpowering, he changed his mind, whimpered, and ran back.
This was not an idyllic beach vacation.
She confronted the children. “Kids.”
“Shhhh!”
“We’re busy!” They huddled around one of their many screens.
“We’re going,” she told them. “We need to go.”
“But we’re about to go on a raid,” Evie said.
“Okay. But after the raid—”
“Where are we going?” Timmy asked. “Because I think maybe I’m supposed to stay near the beach.”
This was exactly the sort of mysterious fate rubbish expressed by a secondary character in every installment of Philipia Bay. Some character always had a feeling about something, and by heeding their feeling the character averted disaster. But it wasn’t fate. It was the lazy author, making things up, pulling the fate-strings so that things worked out right. Mystery solved. Villain thwarted. Hot stranger shagged.
“It’s, um…” She didn’t want to say Not Safe, because Not Safe would make its way via the child text chain to Chuck, and Chuck would accuse her of endangering their children. “It’s smelly. It’s really smelly.”
“You got that right,” Timmy said. “But I can handle it. I’ll just wear my snorkel.”
“Right. Except. I can’t just leave you here alone.”
“Why not?” Evie asked. “I made it all the way home all alone. Remember, Mom?”
“Yeah,” Timmy added. “And I’m great on my own.”
“Because, well…”
She could. She could take her kids and leave Timmy, at least. She could forget he had ever showed back up, weirdly, unaged, in the same scuba gear he’d been wearing when he disappeared thirty summers ago. She could forget temporal anomalies and other science-fictiony wrongnesses and go back to, whatever, drinking too much wine every night and dreading work. Like a normal adult.
“If Timmy is staying,” Evie declared, “then I’m staying!”
“Me too!” Mason said.
“No, you can’t just…” She could see her hard-earned points, an ephemeral cloud of them, drifting away with the whims of nonsensical children. “We’ll get ice cream.”
“Oh?”
The children perked. The change was electric. They still stared at the battle screen, but the tilt of their heads signaled curiosity. They were listening.
“And pizza. We’ll go to, um, there was a place. With pizza and an arcade and mini-golf. I saw a billboard. T&B Palace of Fun, or something like that. And then we’ll stay overnight in a hotel.”
“With a pool?” Mason asked.
“Yes. With a pool.”
“Okay,” the kids agreed. “But after the raid.”
Good enough.
She packed the suitcases and duffel bags, but she left all the beach toys and towels and food because they would come back. They were coming back. It would only take a few days for whichever authorities to clean up all those dead fish, and the sea would sink back to its normal level, and they would enjoy a whole family summer sans Chuck.
She carried all the bags down to the mildewy garage. The water had drained away, but it left an oily green residue. She constructed a cardboard path from steps to car so the kids could climb in without walking through it. She ordered them: Out now. The dog, she carried.
She backed out of the driveway, onto the street. She started north, but then she thought about tidal waves. She imagined one larger than the one that had spilled into the carnival that afternoon, a wave that swept away cars and flooded houses, a wave that poured through the windows of her mother’s old beach cottage, ruptured the moldy walls, ruined the furniture and crafting supplies and macramé. The photo albums. The only record of her pre-digital childhood.
In those albums, there was a picture of Timmy Caruso.
She remembered the picture, taken on a cloudy day in late July. They had gone to the boardwalk. They rode the Tilt-A-Whirl and drank blue raspberry slushies. Their tongues turned neon blue. Timmy’s mom snapped the photo of them together, arms linked, blue tongues sticking out, against the backdrop of perfect surf and seascape.
She needed that photo.
She took a sharp turn, inland, toward her mother’s house.
“Where are we going?”
“To the hotel. Like I said. I just need to make a quick stop.”
The kids groaned. No stop was a quick stop when the destination had a swimming pool. She pulled up in front of her mother’s house. She made the kids wait in the car, AC on, for just a minute while she ran inside. And no, they could not come with.
“But Mom—”
“No. There’s mold.”
She shut the car door. She glanced under the deck to check for opossums, but the family had moved on. She went up the steps, across the porch, inside. The house seemed more dilapidated than it had just a few days before. It smelled like mildew and rotting wood. The moving company had already gotten started. The musty couch and coffee table were gone. There were stacks of cardboard boxes in the kitchen. There was a cardboard box filled with first edition copies of Philipia Bay novels, copies her mom had insisted on buying herself. But the photo albums were still on the shelf where her mother had kept them.
She found the album from her fourth- and fifth-grade years. She flipped through the pages, from spring to summer. She skimmed all the summer pages. The photo she remembered wasn’t there.
“Shit.”
She checked again. She saw several photos of herself with a boy she assumed was Timmy, but photograph Timmy was blurry, dim-lit, just a corner of forehead with a tuft of hair.
She hadn’t realized until just then how much she needed that photo. To confirm her own sanity, or lack thereof. To remember. Her cheeks felt hot. Her heart pounded in her throat. She closed the album. A picture fluttered out, onto the floor. She picked it up. She stared at the woman in the photo: her mother. Younger than she was now. Standing on the deck in cutoff jean shorts, a stiff cotton T-shirt, barefoot. A flower pinned in her hair. Her mother. She remembered the moment that photo was taken. She took it. There. Just press that button right there. Before her mother was ready. You were supposed to wait for me to smile. Her mother’s face wore a half smile, mid-instruction. Her eyes had an impish gleam, a trace of merriment that was both familiar and surprising. She was, in that moment, happy.
Jenn looked at the photo and she felt something break inside her. And everything spilled out. She wailed, a wail that tapered to heaving, shaking sobs. Her mom. Her mom. Timmy. All the years lost. All the moments missed, in the past, in the future.
Right then, in the aching present, she wanted nothing more than her mom, the mom in this photo, the mom who would tell her, It’s not your fault. Things happen. It’s all right. It will all be all right.
She wept.
HONK!
She might have wept longer, but the kids kept honking.
HONK HONK HOOOOOOOONK!
She wiped the tears from her cheeks. She shoved as many albums as she could into a box. She carried the box outside, down to the car.
“Mom, that took forever!”
She climbed in and drove, toward the island’s carnival heart. Beyond that, to the west, lay the Sharpsburg Bridge, which stretched over the Cape Fear River, to Shark Tooth Island, then over the river to the mainland. The streets were dry but crowded, packed with tourists who had decided to cut their stays short and head home, vacationers out for dinner or ice cream or tiki bar drinks, locals and retired owners of weekend beach homes and thrill seekers come to visit for a night or two to witness the flood, and whatever strangeness had caused it. No one seemed to know. The radio said tectonic shifting. Offshore drilling. Melted icebergs. One might expect more gradual sea level rise, but the ocean’s currents were mysterious and our scientific knowledge lacking. We were easily tricked.
The carnival rides had started back up. The smell, so overpowering on the deck of her beach house, had dissipated here to a faint rotting scent. Lines snaked around the ticket booth. The Ferris wheel lights twinkled against the darkening sky. Families rode past on four-person Surrey bikes. A burly clown twisted balloons into animals, five bucks a pop, for the kiddos. There was taffy and fudge and snow cones and the kids wanted to stop right now, Mom! Please! But Jenn had a sense that if she stopped, she might never make it out; that the carnival might ensnare them forever; that their sovereign selves would fade in a funnel cake blaze of spinning, hurling rides.
She had this feeling, but the feeling had no impact on action.
“Fine. Fine! ” she cried. “We’ll stop!”
But then the parking lot was full, again, and the next parking lot was full, and the street parking spot she thought she could snag got snatched by someone else, and finally the kids forgot fudge and remembered the promise of a hotel swimming pool, so they drove on. They stopped at every light. The sun disappeared behind the motels and cantina beach shop strip malls that flanked the main artery out of town. They had almost reached the bridge when traffic stopped.
“What’s going on, Mom?”
“Yeah, Mom?”
“Why do we have to wait?”
The children asked as if she knew. Adult life was full of elusive wait times.
“It’s just traffic,” she said.
“Well, can’t you make it…you know?”
“Yeah. I’m hungry.”
She craned her neck but she couldn’t see around the car in front of her. They waited, one-two-five minutes. The traffic ahead went nowhere.
Then they heard a loud CRACK!
CRACK CRACK CRACK CRACK CRASH THUD
The earth shook.
The dog howled.
The children all screamed at once.
“OH MY GOD IS THIS AN EARTHQUAKE? ARE WE GONNA DIE?”
But the ground did not keep shaking. It stopped after the THUD.
Ahead, where the bridge had been, rose a massive mushroom cloud of mist and dust.
“We’ll be fine,” Jenn said, following the parent script for disaster scenarios. But her heart raced. Her fist pounded on the horn. All around her, cars were honking, people yelling. The dust cloud billowed up, and out, enveloping one block and then the next. The air turned hazy. Cars hemmed them in on all sides. They couldn’t drive forward or back up. They couldn’t turn around unless the car to their left turned first, over the raised and palm tree–lined median.
For a minute, nothing happened but a lot of dust and honking. Then, in the opposite lane, a car passed by them, headed back into Pearl Island. Then another car, and another, and Jenn saw the passing driver’s face, eyes wide, mouth agape, terror stricken. The next car came honking, back window open. The passenger leaned out, cupped her hands around her mouth, yelled.
“What? What’s she saying?”
“Mom! What’s going on?”
“Mom!”
“I don’t know! I don’t know, okay? And I can’t hear when you’re yelling! Let me just—”
She turned on the radio. It played static. She changed stations from static to static. More cars sped past in the opposite direction. Then an SUV approached, window open, driving slowly. The driver yelled and pointed back at the bridge. Jenn rolled down her window and stuck her head out.
“—the bridge—” the driver yelled.
“What? What’s going on?” Jenn yelled back.
“—gone! Collapsed!”
She rolled the window back up. The car to their left peeled out, over the median, into a gap in oncoming traffic. Horns honked. Dust swirled. Cars jostled forward or tried to back up or turn around. The dog whimpered and cowered on the floor.
They went nowhere for a while, until the traffic began to clear, and Jenn saw a gap and slammed on the gas. The car hurdled the median, landed on the other side, swerved around an oncoming truck, and back they drove, to the beach house.
“Does this mean we don’t get to stay in a hotel?” Mason asked.
“Can we still get pizza?”
“I want pepperoni.”
“I want fudge.”
“Kids. Just. Stop. I just need—”
She tried to focus on the road. Her heart had not stopped pounding. But traffic came to a honking stop again. Police cars flew past, sirens blaring. A fire engine. An ambulance. People had died. A bridge didn’t collapse in an evening traffic rush without people dying, and her family might have been on that bridge if they hadn’t circled the carnival in search of parking. Or they might have already reached the other side; so long, Dead-Fish Island. But now they were stuck here.
Even back here, blocks from the beach, the air smelled sour.
People had died.
It might have been them. It wasn’t them.
She tried to put it out of her mind.
Timmy Caruso was humming in the back seat. Camp songs. Do-do. Zoo do do do-do-dooo. Loo-do. Do do do loo-do-dooo. He was supposed to go to Space Camp but instead he spent a summer at the beach and drowned and was reborn thirty years later, at the sassy age of ten, on a mission to save the world.
People had died.
“Pika pika?” Mason said. He meant: Can we get pizza? He meant: Are you okay, Mom? Why are you crying?
Salty tears streamed down her cheeks. Her phone pinged. Her phone ping-ping-ping-ping-pinged. Traffic started. Traffic stopped. An ambulance zipped by. Someone honked. As if they had the right. As if everything was normal still. The light turned green and someone honked behind her, at her, because she wasn’t moving.
Sigh.
She went, past the wheeling flashing carnival, past cop car, cop car, fire truck, cop car. They made it back, to the house, to the slimy-floored garage. Out the kids hopped, into the green gunk, which they got on their shoes and tracked up the stairs.
By then, she had forty-two unread text messages.
She carried the box of photo albums up to her top-floor bedroom, where maybe the next tidal wave couldn’t reach it.
She called to place an order for pizza delivery. Two hours at least, the hostess said. They were swamped. So many orders. The busiest night on Pearl Island all year.







June 5
FROM OUTSIDE CAME the intermittent wail of sirens. Wind. The cold percussion of rain on the roof. Jenn stretched across the center of the king-sized bed. The way Chuck always had. Relegated her to the corner with an insufficient strip of blanket, an intrusive elbow in her pillow zone.
Though he claimed it had happened the other way around.
Downstairs, she heard a crash. The sound of shattered glass. Cereal scattered across the floor. A child called out.
“Barry! C’mere, Barry!”
A child who was still in her house, defying the laws of physics. She pulled the blanket up over her head. Then she considered the visit to the vet, to stitch perforations made by shards of swallowed glass. She got up, and her limbs felt heavy and her feet felt puffy and her headache throbbed, to remind her how much wine was too much wine. It had seemed like just the right amount the night before.
The bowl had broken into two clean halves. The dog gobbled fruity marshmallow kibbles off the floor. The kids had already changed into swimsuits and were passing around the bottle of chocolate syrup.
“Can we go swim?” Evie asked.
Rain pelted the back door.
“Can you swim?” Jenn said. “It looks kind of stormy out there.”
“So? We’ll already be wet.”
“And look,” Timmy said, “there’s the sun!”
The sun shone down through the torrent, glazing the rotting corpses of fish and sharks in golden light. Timmy already wore his flippers.
“Maybe. Let me just…”
Stop. For a moment. A mother’s constant refrain. To keep them from running outside without sunscreen or towels, or squirting chocolate sauce in the dog’s mouth because they forgot the rules about dogs versus chocolate, or texting a photo of chocolate breakfast to Dad, who would use said photo against her in court, or forging ahead when she wanted to hold them in place, just for a moment, their ephemeral child forms so perfect. Protective goggles shielding their bright eyes. Swim trunks on backward. Smears of chocolate on cheeks and chin.
They would grow up, as was the natural course. But she wanted them to just. Stop. For a moment. To hold them at this moment, before they turned gangly and cynical, and old and jaded, like her.
“Just what?”
“Hey, look! It stopped raining!”
“Let’s go!” Evie ran for the door.
“No, Evie, wait—”
“I’m not Evie today. I’m Mermeon.”
“I’m the Sharkasaur!” Timmy declared.
“Seaninja attack!” yelled Mason.
Evie opened the door.
The dog ran out. Over the deck. Onto the dunes. Where he found something fleshy and dead to hold in his mouth.
“Barry! No!”
They watched from the deck. The dog flopped the thing back and forth. Fish parts flew off. Fins and scales. It had rotted at a remarkable rate. The dog chomped down, and the whole fish thing exploded outward from the sides of his mouth. Barry smiled, wagged his tail, and came running back.
“Ohhhh, who’s a good boy?” the children cooed. “Oh, what a good floofy roofy.”
“Sir Barksberry the Fishkateer.”
“Fisherman Floof.”
“Oh, who’s a smelly stinker?”
“Don’t touch him,” Jenn said. Too late. “Don’t let him lick you— Ugh, Barry!”
Barry’s putrid tongue slopped out of his mouth, stinking up the whole deck. She could not let him back inside. She ordered the children to go back in and dragged the dog around the side of the house to spray him off in the outdoor shower. His fur was matted with dead fish guts. She wondered what she possibly could have been thinking when she rented this summer house, when she decided to bring this thick-furred, flighty creature to the land of perpetually sandy paws, when she stole the children from their stay-at-home provider, when she believed her own ambitious lie that she could give them a summerlong beach vacation and pack up the dregs of her mother’s estate and finish another dreaded installment of Philipia Bay, all at the same time.
But she hadn’t been thinking. She had concocted an impossible imaginary plan. She had acted on impulse. Like a child.
She thrust the dog under the faucet. He thrashed, wriggled, jerked. He just wanted a drink. None of this pesky washing. He tried to run, but she caught his collar and pulled him back. He yanked, and her tattered, sopping robe slipped from her shoulders.
And that was how the contractor found her. Dripping wet. De-robed. Jostling wet dog.
He had brought donuts. And twelve gallon bottles of fresh water.
“For, you know,” he said.
“For what?” She pulled up her robe, but then the dog wriggled free. She lunged for the dog, and her robe slipped loose.
“Just, you know, typical emergency precaution.”
“Emergency…” The dog tried to lick her. She held him at arm’s length. As if the dog could shield the contractor’s view. He wasn’t staring. He was trying, she could tell, to look away. But she could still feel his gaze.
“Yeah, with the bridge out.”
“Right.” The bridge.
“And if the power goes out again—”
“Do you think it will?” she asked.
“I think— You want me to put that somewhere for you?”
“What, the dog?”
“Yeah.”
“I, um…if you wouldn’t mind. On the deck. With the gate closed so he doesn’t run back out.”
“Sure.” The contractor grabbed the thrashing wet dog with a single muscular arm. He handed her the box of donuts.
“But don’t let him lick you,” she warned.

She ran upstairs, threw on a sundress, washed her face. Philipia Bay would wear lipstick. She applied lipstick. She looked clownish in lipstick. She wiped it off and swapped the dress for shorts and a tank. When she got back downstairs, the kids had invited Mr. Contractor inside. They wanted to show him their battle moves.
“Say ‘I choose Seaninja,’” Mason told him.
“I choose Seaninja,” the contractor said.
Mason spun around. He did a leap kick. “Hydro slam! Wave pulse!”
“Wow. You’ve really got those moves down.”
“He’s highly evolved,” Jenn said. “You want coffee?”
The contractor would drink coffee, if she made it. The kids complained. Coffee was another boring adult roadblock between them and swimming.
“But maybe swimming’s not the best idea today,” she told them. “I mean, just look out there.”
The tide had receded slightly, exposing a narrow stretch of beach. But scattered across the beach and dunes lay dead fish and crabs, rotting sharks and dolphins, strands and clumps of putrescent seaweed.
“So?” Timmy said. “They’re dead.”
“Yeah, Mom.”
“Sharks can’t hurt us if they’re dead.”
“But what,” Evie asked, in an ominous narrator voice, “killed all the sharks?”
In Philipia Bay and the Ire of the Islands, a vengeful and murderous tech magnate defended his private island fortress from invasive federal agents by unleashing an underwater electric shock wave that killed all life within a half-mile radius surrounding the island. Jenn had borrowed the plot device from a hazy cartoon memory of flash-fry fishing. But the scientific practicality of the shock wave didn’t matter in the plot coupon universe of Philipia Bay, where fish were just words on paper and a hundred faceless federal goons could perish in an instant, with zero emotional impact, which was what the fandom of Philipia Bay wanted. Snackable violence with a side of lust. Which was what she had wanted when she jettisoned all serious literary ambitions in favor of heaving bosoms and golden keys marked with mysterious hieroglyphics and four-inch stilettos with poison-throwing darts concealed inside the heels. No one could run in heels like that, in a low-cut cocktail dress, without a twisted ankle or a nip slip. Except for Philipia Bay. Philipia Bay could run in any pair of heels. After three martinis. While firing shots and leaping banisters and saving innocent bystanders who always stumbled into her path, just in time to be saved.
No one knew what had killed all those sharks, or if they did, they wouldn’t say so on the news, which kept cutting in and out. Malfunctioning Wi-Fi, Jenn’s kids explained, as she scoured the intermittently available internet for service.
“Which is why we were having a battle.”
“Instead of watching.”
The contractor didn’t have reliable service either. Not since the tidal wave. Websites wouldn’t load. Texts failed to send. Timmy circled the two adults, raptor-like, as they discussed their internet service problems. Where, he wanted to know, did they sell the hoverboards? Had they perfected the shrink-ray gun? Did personal rocket suits come in kid sizes, or would he have to wait until he grew before he could rocket through the air and shoot spit wads at unsuspecting people below?
A motorcycle buzzed past on the street outside.
“Was that a rocket suit? You’d think they could make them quieter. So people wouldn’t hear you coming. I mean, it is the future.”
“Who is this kid?” the contractor asked, and he meant it as a joke. Like: Who is this weird kid pretending the present is the future? But it reminded Jenn who the kid was—or was pretending to be—and the thing he had said about his mission. He was here to save the world.
It was just a weird thing that a weird kid would say.
To prove this point, Timmy clawed a tunnel through his donut and filled it with chocolate sauce. Mason performed water-type stab moves. Evie countered with a dropkick.
“Octo-blast!”
Mason rolled onto the couch and fake convulsed. Timmy brought him a donut, to help him revive.
But who was this kid?
She wanted to ignore the questioning voice inside her head, but the voice was persistent. It sounded like the inquisitive voice that appeared on the pages of her novels, to highlight the mystery. Who was this kid? Who killed all those sharks? And what about the bridge collapse—does that fit into this story somehow?
She felt suddenly cold and solemn and more than just slightly afraid. She felt like she needed to get away, but it was this same feeling that had brought her here, to Danger Island, and here she was, tunneling a hole in her second donut to accommodate a squirt of chocolate syrup, skimming the fickle internet for clues to this shark catastrophe, watching the brawny contractor haul gallon bottles of water into her house.
“You might want to fill up the tubs,” he advised, after he brought the last bottles inside.
“The tubs?”
“For fresh water. In case. There’s a limited supply.”
“Oh. I mean, we still have water. We’ll still have water, right?”
“Probably. But—”
“Yes.”
“You never know.”
“Right. Of course. But. If things were serious—”
She looked up at him. His eyes met hers.
But things would never get serious, because the authorities would surely evacuate the island before the water supply ran out, and he was at least five but maybe ten or fifteen years younger than her, and sexy. And that was why her editor had hired him. For his contracting skills, but also for inspiration.
“Well. I’m sure you have things to do.”
Swap things for perky, taut twentysomethings in string bikinis.
“Yeah.” He nodded. “If you need anything—”
“Thanks. Of course.” The editor would pay him to come back.
He left, and she was left with the same problems that had plagued her the day before. Looming work. Litigious Chuck and his expanding List of Underminstances. The children—her own fickle pair of screenlords and the chocolate sauce–guzzling ghost of her past. None of them should be here. Her children should be at home acclimating to their split-home future. Timmy should be back in the past where he belonged, or turned over to the authorities, for analysis. But no, they all wanted to go swimming in the shark-infested corpse-strewn water, and it would cost all the points she had saved up to stop them.
“But can we at least go play in the sand?”
“Well…”
“Please?”
“Mom?”
They all knew that sand play was a slippery slope that led to swimming.
“If you can stand the smell. Fine. Just. Don’t touch any dead things.”
She made them wear sunscreen, which cost her more points. She made them wait while she filled the bathtubs with water. She made them leave the Snorlax at the house because, she said, she didn’t want it befouled by dead-fish guts. But also, the Snorlax was a reminder of Chuck, stockpiling his points from afar, sending gifts to turn the children against her.
They all went out to the beach, and it surprised her how much the smell had dissipated. The dead creatures looked less recently dead. The beach-cleanup effort was underway. Lifeguards in protective smocks and gloves shoveled dead fish into plastic bags. Vacationers had pitched tents and set out chairs. Though hardly anyone was in the water.
The kids built a sand city. Jenn sat in a beach chair with her laptop. She drafted a letter to Timmy Caruso’s sisters. Then deleted it. Drafted. Deleted. The more time she spent with the boy, the more she believed that he had to be Timmy Caruso. The Timmy Caruso. She didn’t have the picture to prove it. But he knew details that no impostor could know. He lacked the screen-based knowledge common to every modern child. He was a digital tourist, in awe of video-game graphics, astounded by YouTube, amazed by the video-calling features of the average phone. A masterful child actor with a repository of decades-gone trivial knowledge could maybe perpetrate a time-travel ruse, but any child actor that good would be a Hollywood star, not a runaway wandering East Coast beaches in search of some sorry adult to trick.
She drafted, deleted, edited, edited, and eventually she hit Send. Out into the ether the email went. To be retrieved by assistants of assistants to delete or pass along, depending on their susceptibility to believing in science-fictional events.
Of course, when she looked up from her laptop, Timmy was gone.
“Timmy? Hey, Evie, where’s Timmy?”
Evie looked confused. “Timmy?”
“Timmy. The boy. He was just here, and now—” Her brain had erased him, now that her psychosis had been officially exposed.
“Oh,” Evie said, after an uncomfortable moment. “Timmy. Sharkasaur. You’re supposed to call him Sharkasaur. And I’m not Evie. I’m Mermeon.”
“Seaninja!”
“Okay, where’s the Sharkasaur?”
“He just ran inside to put the sq—um, to go to the bathroom. He’ll be right back.”
The Sharkasaur came back, clawing and snapping, with an empty bucket in his mouth. The kids built another row of castle-townhomes for their sand city. Then the sun disappeared behind the clouds and the wind picked up and they could see rain offshore, dark sheets of it, rolling toward them.
They packed up and walked back to the house. They rinsed sandy feet. Jenn cooked another batch of macaroni lunch. The kids settled on the couch with their battalion of screens. Jenn went upstairs, showered, dressed, refilled the tub (to be safe), and rallied herself. She would work on edits, damn it.



Mason
MASON DIDN’T WANT to play in battle-mode. He liked battle-mode but he liked build-mode better, and sometimes he liked to just wander around and collect fruits and talk to animals.
“Come on, Mason.”
“Yeah, I thought you liked battle.”
“You should play with us.”
Mason stayed silent. Silent like a starfish, he thought. He didn’t know why that thought popped into his head, but it felt right. He pulled the fleece blanket up over his chest and shoulders, then his nose. Four of his five starfish points were covered by blanket.
“Come on,” Evie said. “Let’s just play.”
“But what about Mason?” Timmy asked.
“Mason’s…Mason. If he wants to play, he can join us later.”
Maybe later Timmy would be their new brother. Minus one Dad. Plus one brother. Mason pondered the equation. New brother equals more people to play with but also more people to share toys with, and Timmy had come to this equation with zero toys of his own. Mason hatched three new eggs and Timmy had zero eggs. Timmy also had no mom and dad, and not because he had hatched out of an egg. His mom and dad got old and died because time happened really fast and this made Mason sad. He imagined time like a rocket ship. Warp speed! The ship was here and then it was gone. Time was just the space in between here and gone.
This was why he liked build-mode more, and he wasn’t in the mood for battle.
He pulled the fleece blanket up over his head. He tucked his tablet under his arm and slid off the couch. He wandered toward the kitchen. Mason the Fleecey Ghost. He made a spooky ooooooh noise in his head, but his lips stayed silent. He couldn’t see where he was going. He could only see his bottom two starfish points and the sandy floor and the dog paws padding along beside him.
Then he saw the stairs, and he remembered what was upstairs in the tub.
The dog bounded up first. Mason climbed up after, still enshrouded in fleece, one carpeted step at a time. At the top he removed his ghosty covering and proceeded on, quiet-footed, silent like a starfish, past Mom’s room where Mom was busy working, to the bathroom at the end of the hall. The bathroom door was closed, because they didn’t want Barry to eat that thing in the bathtub.
It might make him sick, Evie said. Especially if he ate it whole.
It might make him disappear altogether, Timmy had said, reinforcing Mason’s conviction to not ever, ever eat anything strange.
Mason quietly opened the bathroom door, just a crack. He blocked the opening with his leg so that Barry couldn’t get in. He slid through and closed and locked the door behind him.
Barry had eaten a piece of old dirty pizza off the street. Barry had licked a smashed squirrel like a roadkill lollipop. Barry might eat anything, and he moved quick, so he couldn’t be trusted in the bathroom.
Mason hadn’t planned to get into the bathtub. But the bathtub—with its baby-blue plastic molding, its lime-green tiles, and the exotic creature floating inside it—reminded him of the Palmeo Island region on build-mode. He wished, every time he played there, that he could swim in its pixelated waters and make friends with its inhabitants for real; that there was a button that would open the door between the video-game world and his own. He couldn’t build in his own world like he could in the game, and he had to brush teeth and go to bed when he wasn’t tired and get woken up when he was tired, and he couldn’t fix what was broken. And so much was broken. It made him tired just to think about.
The inhabitant of the bathtub spun in circles. It was tiny, about the size of Mason’s hand. It had an oblong lumpish part that might be its body or its head, or both, and three feathery limbs. Its limbs had looked dark green, like pine-needle branches, when they fished it from the tide pool. But now it looked lime green, the same shade as the bathroom tiles.
Timmy said it was a squidoodle.
A wild squidoodle.
Timmy said his mom and dad never let him get a dog and that even though he kind of had a dog now in Barry he still wanted another pet.
Evie wanted a more cooperative pet than Barry to feature in her videos.
Mason wanted a pet that he could train. He had tried to train Barry, but Mom and Dad messed it all up. Mom gave Barry free treats even when he disobeyed. Dad said Barry should follow commands without treats because he had to develop his Power Nucleus. And now when Mason tried to train him, the dog just sat there and played dumb.
But maybe he could mold a wild squidoodle into a star performance pet.
Mason stuck his hand in the water to test it. It felt too cold. Someone had filled the bathtub up with cold water. Timmy said he had drained and refilled it with warm water when he brought the wild squidoodle inside, so the wild squidoodle wouldn’t get chilly.
It’s a tropical creature, Timmy had said. It can survive in space. And it’s very cold in space. But it likes it better warm.
The bathwater had cooled, so Mason ran the hot water to warm it back up. He set his tablet on the edge of the tub where he could easily reach it. He still had on his swim trunks, even though Mom had told him to change, but he took off his T-shirt. He climbed into the tub.
He imagined the Palmeo Island region in his game: the palmeo trees with their coco-fruits, their Monkeyons, their Parroquats; the turquoise waters filled with little Leafafish and Crabmatabs; the songs of the Mermeons that echoed from the deep, where the Sharkasaur reigned over ocean trenches filled with sunken treasures and pirate gold.
Let’s be friends, he said to the wild squidoodle, but not out loud. He said it in his mind, but his lips were silent, like a starfish.
Come over here, he said to the wild squidoodle as it twirled across the opposite end of the tub. Come.
The squidoodle stopped twirling. Its lumpish part bobbed up out of the water, as if it was looking at him, but it didn’t have any eyes that Mason could see.
Come, Mason said again in his mind.
The squidoodle obeyed. It twirled toward him. When it reached him, it stopped and, seemingly, looked up.
Good squidoodle! Now, shake. Mason offered his hand. The squidoodle lifted one of its three appendages and pressed the tip to Mason’s finger. Mason felt an odd jolt inside his brain. He giggled. He felt giggling inside his brain. He felt warm and tropical, encased in his self, but he also felt a sensation like floating.
Roll over, he thought. The squidoodle retracted its appendage and performed a flip. The squidoodle was much easier to train than Barry. If he had treats, he could train it to do anything. But Mason had just gotten to the Palmeo Island region. He didn’t want to leave yet. He didn’t know what kinds of treats the squidoodle would like best. So treats and training would have to wait.
“Do you like YouTube?” Mason asked, out loud this time. He felt too excited about his wild squidoodle training to stay quiet. “But maybe you don’t know YouTube. Here, I’ll show you.”
Mason turned his tablet on. He held it close to the water, where the squidoodle could see. The creature pressed its appendage against Mason’s leg, and Mason felt that same strange giggly jolt. He watched a video about a video game, battle-mode, but the squidoodle probably didn’t know about video games so maybe it didn’t understand.
“Let’s see what else there is,” Mason said. He scrolled through videos of cats and dogs, snake videos, unboxing videos, online toy shopping videos, more gameplay videos, cartoons, commercials disguised as entertainment videos, videos of Muppets and magic tricks and sharks.
The squidoodle prodded at him with its limb. Go back. The thought came into Mason’s head as if it was his own thought, but it wasn’t. Go back.
“Go back?”
He saw, in his mind, a vision of the tablet screen superimposed on the actual tablet screen but moving backward in time.
“You want me to…go back?” Mason said. “To one of those other videos?”
Go back. The squidoodle patted his leg. Mason scrolled back until he reached a video clip from an old television show. Four fat, brightly colored creatures with big ears, round eyes, and shapes protruding from their heads frolicked in a grassy field. Mason felt a strange humming in his brain. The squidoodle poked its lump out of the water and scooted closer to the screen.
They watched together, Mason and the wild squidoodle, until the video ended and the water turned lukewarm and Mason’s fingers pruned up, and he started to feel hungry. They were both hungry, he felt. He set the tablet on the bathtub edge where the squidoodle could still kind of see it. He stood up.
“I’ll be back,” he told it. “After I go get some treats.”



June 5, cont.
JENN DELETED THE sixteen thousand disgruntled Chuck texts and sent a text to her editor: I am working. Congratulate me. She logged several productive work hours. The children mostly left her alone. They had invented some new game. They ran up and down the stairs, in and out of their bathroom. Half the gameplay seemed to happen in the bathroom. But at least they hadn’t been entirely absorbed by screens, and this fact allowed her to feel, briefly, like a successful parent.
The children interrupted her only twice.
“Can we have some money?”
“Money?”
“For candy.”
“Oh.”
“We can go get it ourselves.”
“You can?”
“At that market,” Evie said. “It’s only two blocks away.”
She opened her purse and took out a twenty.
“I think we need more than twenty,” Timmy said.
Fine. Forty. Sixty. She handed each child a twenty-dollar bill, perversely aware of her privilege in doling out this gratuitous cash, but also the points it would buy.
“Fine. But stick together. Go straight to the market and come straight back. And get some for me. I want Swedish Fish.”
Off they ran, and in their absence she couldn’t focus. They might get spotted in the wild. Children amok, allowed to wander with no adult supervision. Not that she hadn’t wandered the (once) paradisical shores of Pearl Island alone at age ten, or that the market wasn’t within sight of the front door. But a self-proclaimed Defender of Childhood Safety might call Child Protective Services, and Child Protective Services would call Chuck and Chuck’s lawyers would destroy her.
But they came back safe. And they brought Swedish Fish.
About an hour later they interrupted her again, this time in search of the Bluetooth speaker.
“But what for?”
“For music,” Evie said. Mason wore a goofy grin. The kids rarely listened to music that didn’t accompany video games.
Maybe Timmy was a good influence.

They were in their bathroom when she finished work. The door was closed, and locked. She heard music playing on the other side, and giggles. She knocked.
“Hey, you all having fun in there?” she asked.
The music stopped.
“Um—”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah!”
She heard suspicious whispers.
“What are you doing in there?”
Her mind scrolled through possible bathroom games. Barbershop. Bathtub stew. Color the walls in permanent marker. Chocolate milk bath.
“Um—”
“Nothing.”
“Hmm. Then can I come in and see?”
More whispers.
“Uh—”
“Maybe, um…”
“Why don’t you open the door and let me in,” she said. Then, after they didn’t, more firmly: “Open the door. Now.”
The latch turned. The door opened. Three children with full heads of hair stared at the floor, looking guilty. She looked past them. At the creature swimming in the bathtub.
The creature had three emerald appendages lined with wavy branches. The appendages attached to a head, or a body, a lumpish bright green thing covered in grooves that looked like scales, or eyes. The eelish appendages swirled around in the water, dragging the lump behind it. The creature was about the size of a large cat.
“What…is…” She stared at it. She had seen this type of creature before.
“It’s a wild squidoodle!” Timmy said.
“A wild squidoodle.”
“We found it in the water,” Mason explained.
“So we put it in a bucket and brought it back here.”
“So it wouldn’t touch any of the dead fish, like, accidentally.”
“It fit in a bucket?” Jenn asked. “It looks too big for your bucket.”
“Um,” Timmy said, “it might have gotten a little bigger. Since I put it in the tub.”
“Oh.”
The wild squidoodle circled the tub, emerald arms spinning. It looked far too large for a standard sand bucket. She tried to recall the tide pool squidoodle creature of her childhood, gobbler of shells and sandwich cookies. It had fit in a bucket. But maybe buckets were bigger back then. Or it was a baby, and this squidoodle was full grown.
“We fed it berries,” said Evie.
“Berries?”
“To help it evolve.” Mason grinned.
The trash can was full of plastic packaging. Gummy strawberries. Gummy cherries. Haribo red and black raspberries covered in red and black nonpareils.
“You fed it candy berries,” Jenn said. She should have asked for Haribo berries to accompany the Swedish Fish. But now all the berries had vanished into the creature’s lump.
“What else would it eat?”
“I don’t know, whatever it eats in the wild?”
Which might be any weird thing. This creature ate shells and cheese product puffs. This creature didn’t look like any known creature in the limited repertoire of marine life she had stored in her brain. Squids and octopuses had far more tentacles and possessed a symmetry that the tripod squidoodle lacked. Its appendages resembled the feathery gills of an axolotl, or perhaps the oral arms of a jellyfish, but axolotl were adorably terrestrial and jellyfish were brainless and primitive. The wild squidoodle had an otherworldly quality, and the way it moved through the water—lump up, pausing slightly when someone spoke, almost as if it was listening—suggested intelligence.
“Did you feed it anything else?” Jenn asked. “Other than candy?”
“Mason fed it his carrots,” Timmy tattled.
“The carrots you were supposed to eat? Mason?”
“But they were too crunchy! And they had a brown spot!”
“It ate some of the carrots,” Evie said. “But I don’t think it liked them very much.” She pointed down at the carrots scattered across the bathroom floor.
“But it did eat all of the candy,” Timmy noted.
“And, Mom! Watch this!” Evie tapped her phone screen. A jammy, groovy song started playing through the Bluetooth speaker. The wild squidoodle poked its lump above the surface. The lump bobbed. The appendages swayed. The fins or eyelids or whatever things covered the lump flapped and flickered, and one of them opened, revealing a circular shiny bead-like part that resembled an eye, or a polished rock.
“What…what is happening?” Jenn asked, but the kids didn’t know. All the kids saw was a fun pet, an exotic Poké-creature they could feed and train. She stared at the creature, transfixed.
“Except it doesn’t like Jaws,” Timmy said.
“What?”
The music stopped. Evie tapped her phone. Another song started—the suspenseful soundtrack that was the prelude to a shark attack in the movie Jaws. The wild squidoodle swam to the far corner of the tub. Its eye/rock flap snapped shut. Its lump submerged. Its appendages coiled around the lump, as if it was cowering.
“Turn it off!” Mason whined. “You’re scaring it!”
“Yeah, go back to that other song,” Jenn said.
The groovy instrumental song started back up. The lump resurfaced. The appendages squiggled gleefully. The squidoodle swished and twirled around with the beat.
“It likes it,” Jenn said.
“It liked most of the songs we played,” Evie said.
“Except for Jaws.”
“But this is its favorite so far.”
“And it likes YouTube,” Mason added, and it was this last squidoodle factoid, this last underminstance of her sense of regular reality, that made Jenn turn and run from the bathroom. Down the stairs. Out onto the back deck. She slammed the door behind her, shutting the dog on the other side. She took a deep breath. Her nostrils filled with the scent of fishy decay. Her hands shook. None of this would have happened if not for Chuck. Chuck and his legal filings and his alimony demands and his rejection of her, a rejection that unfolded over months and years without her noticing because she was busy chasing Philipia Bay and the Golden Climax only to now find that her pursuits felt like a trap and she couldn’t get out. Of this tangent universe vacation house. Of Pearl-fucking-Island. Of her future self, and already she was broken. Prosaic. Lackluster. Sobbing. Dirty heaving sobs, in full view of all the neighbors, while the dog paddled at the door to be let out because, hot damn, life was delicious when you were a dog. Everything was delicious and fun even when it was fetid and gross. She sobbed. Hot damn.
Until the door opened and a child came out and stood beside her, and they looked out at the sloppy sea, she through old wet eyes and him through bright new ones.
“It must be terrible,” Timmy said.
“It is,” she agreed. Then asked, “What?”
“Being a kid. Then, all of a sudden, bam! You’re not a kid anymore. You’re old. I’d be sad, too.”
“Oh. Yeah.” She understood. That was how it seemed. She had been ten. His bestest friend. And then, in a blink, she was all grown-up and he assumed that time had felt the same to them both, like warp speed, like a current whipping past their life, or through it.
The door opened again, and two more children and a dog came out, and they all crowded around her. These small eager creatures. Evie slid her hand into Jenn’s hand. Mason crawled between her legs and popped up in front of her.
“Pika pika?” he said. But what he meant was: The squidoodle ate my Pikachu figurine but then I cried and he spit it back out. He meant: I want dinner. He meant: I love you, Mom. So does Evie. It’s okay. It’ll all be okay.



The Editor
SHE FOUND HERSELF suspended, as if time had stopped. On the back porch, perhaps, overlooking the grove of birch and black spruce that sloped down toward the lake, the low brush flecked with wildflowers and white-winged butterflies, the leaves all still that luminous green of late spring, when everything is young. When everything pops. Down in the water her husband cruised around on his Jet Ski, as if he were still twenty-five. As if he hadn’t just thrown out his back last month because he slept in the wrong position, and she hadn’t had to ferry snacks from the kitchen because he didn’t want to leave the couch. He better not throw it out again, she thought, and then she opened the porch door to let out the dogs and then there she was, on the porch, staring.
Time stopped. Or it sputtered. It rolled on, faster and faster as the years progressed, ever accelerating until crash-bam-zap it slammed the brakes, and after that you could never fully regain momentum. After that, time felt faster overall, but punctuated by moments of pause.
What am I doing? Betsy thought, in those moments. She was fifty-six. Still young.
What have I done?
But it’ll all be okay.
Right?
It happened crash-bam-zap the first time after Jenn called her, crying, and she could only make out the author’s every third word. Something about a self-help club or religion or pyramid scheme called MAS. Something about Thanksgiving in New Jersey and Gorilla Glue on the dog and her husband, leaving her. For what? Betsy had asked, matter-of-factly. But the question was an existential crisis, and Betsy had found herself, afterward, in the newly remodeled kitchen of her Brooklyn brownstone, a bell pepper in one hand, the other hand having reached for the knife drawer but then stopped, because none of it made sense.
Her own husband was watching the basketball game. He wore his basketball jersey. He had just made pigs in blankets, a husband specialty. A curio feature of modern subsistence, dipped in buffalo-cheese sauce. Her husband, too, could leave her. Or she could leave him. Or either one of them could crash-bam-zap out of existence.
It was the week after that she went out and adopted the dogs, two corgis—Sesame and Mustard. It wasn’t for a month or two that she understood the extent of what had gone wrong, the bewildering upheaval, the reminder left in its wake that nothing could be controlled. The author couldn’t turn a tragedy into adventure or romance. The author couldn’t write a happy ending where the real ending was mixed. The victory characteristic of every Philipia Bay storyline felt false.
On the bookshelf in her Adirondack cabin Betsy had shelves of Philipia Bay. Original editions. Signed but otherwise untouched. Pristine. From the porch she glanced back, over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see them. The window glistened silver from the late-day sun, like the sea. The forest thrummed with bugs and breeze.
It was a dream. The house in the forest. Sunlit patches of lake visible through the trees. Her husband riding his Jet Ski. No wind in his hair because his hair was all gone. But he loved her.
It was a dream to witness the creation of all those books. To see an idea become a story, to feel the story take shape, to mold it, to imbue the characters with the qualities we wanted to see in ourselves, or those we feared. To make them love and despair, battle, persist. To give them all the ending they deserved.



June 5—Evening
JENN COOKED DINNER (noodle-based), and, yes, she would make extra for the squidoodle. But no, she would not watch the feeding. And if it didn’t like noodles, well, the kids would need to scoop the slimy leftovers from the tub themselves (with a spoon, not their hands) because you couldn’t just wash noodles down the drain. And after dinner it would be Farewell Squidoodle Hour because a wild creature, whatever it was, should be free and children were bad at remembering to close doors and what did they think might happen if Barry got into the bathroom?
“Oh no,” Timmy said, “d’ya really think the wild squidoodle would eat Barry?”
“All that fur…I think he’d taste kind of gross,” said Evie.
“No. That’s not what I meant,” Jenn said. “I meant—”
But it didn’t matter what she meant. All that mattered was that sufficient time elapsed between the return of the creature to its natural habitat and the conveyance of Timmy to his sister of choice such that these two events did not bankrupt all her points.
The children carried a bowl of buttered capellini up to the bathroom. Jenn poured herself a glass of wine. She checked her text messages. Chuck. Chuck. Chuck. Chuck. She skimmed. He sure texted a lot for someone who wanted to extricate himself from her and all her underminstances.
Chuck: What is this about a new pet?

Chuck: Mason said it was a squid?

Chuck: You can’t just unilaterally agree to new pets.

She texted him back: You can’t believe everything the children tell you LOL
…which did not confirm or deny the existence of whatever thing was upstairs slurping noodles in the bathtub. She listened to the sloshing, giggling sounds of kids and their wild squidoodle. Her phone rang. It was the editor.
The editor got right to the point: “So?”
“So…”
“You worked?”
“I worked.”
“We are cutting this way too close.”
“I’m sorry.”
“We’re supposed to go to print in—”
“I know.”
“And I need a draft of the next book by—”
“I know!” she yelled, and in the wake was awkward silence.
“Jenn?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m…I’m worried about you.”
“Because of that big wave? Because you know the water level has gone back down and they never issued any evacuation orders and besides—”
“No—”
“—besides, we tried to leave but then—”
“Jenn—”
“—we couldn’t.”
“I know. And I’m glad you’re safe. But this isn’t about the tsunami. It’s, I mean, even before that, you just—”
“What?”
“You seem…” Unhinged. “Like you’re having a hard time.”
“My husband dumped me,” Jenn said.
“I know.”
“And there’s not even another woman. Or a man. I mean, at least if there was someone else—”
“I know.”
“And there’s…It’s just…surreal.”
“Of course.”
“I’m just so stressed out.”
“You used to say that writing helped.”
“I did?”
“You did. You said it helped you forget. Whatever was bothering you. That you’d sit down to write, and it was like, like the real world just melted away. You were transported.”
“I was. I…But it’s not like that anymore,” Jenn said. “Now it’s just…tedious.”
“It’s a job.”
“Yeah.”
“You need a job.”
“I know, but…it’s the same thing over and over. It used to be fun. I used to feel inspired. But I’m not. Not anymore. And it’s not that I don’t want to write anything. I just…It’s just…Philipia Bay…”
“It’s…done.”
“It’s done.”
The editor sighed. “As your editor, I should say that you’re being ridiculous. And that it would be insane to give up on Philipia Bay and, if anything, you should try and ramp it up. Or start a spin-off series. And as your editor, all I really want to do is work on Philipia Bay because I fucking love Philipia Bay, and so do millions of other people. But, as your friend…I get it.”
“You do?”
“Writing is a business. But it’s also an art. There’s a balance to be struck between the two. And I can see how you’ve been drifting farther and farther to the business side, which frankly is kind of my fault. As your editor. Though as your friend, you better not blame me.”
“I don’t.”
“I was just doing my job. But if you need to get back to the art…If you need it to be fun—”
“I need it to be fun,” Jenn said.
“Then make it fun. Whatever you need to do.”
“I…”
“But I still need those edits.”
“Right.”
“And—I say this as your editor and as your friend—you can’t just call it quits. Not without a send-off. Philipia Bay deserves a great one.”
Jenn hung up, and she felt a bit better. Not great. But resolved. Her editor understood. She would close out the Philipia Bay and Chuck Lanaro chapter of her life and begin anew, and she wasn’t sure how or where, but she knew what she wanted. The thrill of a richly imagined world. The disparate lines of plot woven perfectly together. The beauty of fiction unfurling with the truths we know about ourselves, and the truths we want.
She felt resolved until she finished her glass of wine and yelled upstairs for the children to stick their new friend in the sand bucket and carry it downstairs carefully, no sloshing but they did not come.
“Evie? Mason?” They didn’t answer. “Evie! Mason! Timmy!”
She heard a groan-creak. A splash. A thud. She went upstairs to the bathroom. The door was closed. She heard hushed child voices on the other side.
“Kids!”
The door opened, just a crack. Timmy’s eyes peeked out. From the bathroom, she heard a splash splat thwat! Followed by the sound of running water.
“What’s going on in there?” she asked.
Timmy slipped out into the hall. He closed the door behind him.
“It’s, um…it’s not an untendable situation,” Timmy said.
Splat splat swoosh!
“Right…”
“But do you remember how we’d wanted to get a shrink-ray gun? And we won all those tickets at the arcade so—”
“I remember.”
Woosh! Splat-a-splat-a-splat.
“So do you have one?” the child asked.
“Do I have…a shrink-ray gun?”
“Yeah. I mean, I’d think you’d want one. For when your kids get ornery. Or do you at least know where we can get one? I bet they sell them at the Value Valley.”
“No. They don’t.”
“They don’t?”
“There are no shrink-ray guns.”
Timmy stared up at her, aghast. “But…this is supposed to be the future!”
“Why do you want a shrink-ray gun?”
“I mean, how did they not even perfect a basic shrink-ray gun? What went wrong?”
“Timmy. Why do you want a shrink-ray gun?”
Splat-a-splat. Splash! Water pelted the door.
“Um, there’s not, um, one particular reason,” Timmy said. He glanced over his shoulder at the bathroom door. “It’s just that, well, I mean, the good thing is that the wild squidoodle doesn’t have to be totally wet. Like a fish that would die if it wasn’t in the water. It can move across dry land. It’s more like, like a turtle. Or a sea lion.”
She looked at him, eyebrows raised. “And? What’s the not-good thing?”
“It probably is good, for the squidoodle. But, he, um, he’s kind of too big for his bucket. So we couldn’t carry him downstairs. But—”
“Open the door,” Jenn said.
“—but at least now that he’s bigger he’s—”
“The door.”
“—so much sturdier. I mean, who wouldn’t want to be bigger?”
Jenn stepped past the boy. She opened the door. She stared at the creature in the tub. The wild squidoodle. It had grown, in just over an hour, from cat-sized to sea lion–sized, at least in length if not in girth. Its lump alone looked significantly larger than Barry. For a moment, she wondered if it had eaten Barry, until she noticed Barry sitting on the bathroom floor, grinning, tongue out, eyes fixed on the new family alpha-squid.
The creature was only partially submerged. Its lump-top rested against the bathroom tile. Its appendages flopped over the tub. Mason was feeding it sour watermelon gummies. He tossed a gummy in the air. The arm whipped around, caught the gummy, and shoved it into the lump.
“No! Stop feeding it!” Jenn cried.
“But he likes them!” Mason said.
“Yeah, Mom,” said Evie. “He needs them!”
“No. No, the wild squidoodle does not need candy! The wild squidoodle—”
“Squidinox,” Evie corrected.
“What?”
“He’s evolved,” Mason said, as if this explained how the creature had metastasized so rapidly. “He’s not a squidoodle anymore. Now he’s a squidinox.”
“I don’t care what he’s called,” Jenn said, losing several points. “He doesn’t need candy. He’s huge! How are we going to get him out?”
“We were hoping he’d keep growing,” Timmy said. “Until he got so big that he exploded out of the house.”
“Kablam!” Mason yelled. He pantomimed the battle move: Sea creature bursts free from confinement. “Squid attack!”
“And then he could just roll down the sand. To freedom.”
“No. No, he can’t, and even if this was my house— But this is just, it’s just—”
“Awesome?” Timmy asked.
“No!”
“I think it’s awesome,” Evie said, and Jenn waited for the girl to add the dreaded refrain Dad would think it’s awesome. Dad would let us keep the squidinox. Dad would Dad would Dad would Dad would, but instead Evie just looked at Mom, her eyes alight with hope that Mom would see what she saw, that Mom would understand.
The squidinox wriggled an appendage across the bathroom floor, to Barry. Barry licked it.
“Okay,” Jenn admitted. “Okay. It’s awesome.”
“Yay!”
“But it won’t be awesome if it gets any bigger. We need to get it out of here before it grows more. And it’s already way too big—”
“We could lure it out,” Evie said. “With candy.”
“But what if it gets stuck?” Mason asked. “Or falls down the stairs? What if it doesn’t want to go?”
“We could carry it,” Timmy said. He flexed his biceps. “We’re strong enough. If we all work together.”
“I don’t think so.” She imagined herself plus three kids lugging that thing down the stairs, her back spasming beneath the weight of the lump, Mason at the rear gathering the appendages, until he dropped one, and the appendages flailed wildly, knocking children down the stairs, splattering squidinox juices all over the walls. No. They needed—
She needed—
“But look at my muscles!” Timmy said with a chest pound.
“Even if we could carry it,” Jenn said, “which I don’t think we can, it’s going to be slippery. And we need someone strong enough to hoist it out of the tub.”
If Chuck were there.
She imagined her ex gathering squidinox limbs in his burly arms, grunting, dragging the slick beast from the bathroom, but the squidinox didn’t like Chuck and its lump opened into a gaping chasm of teeth and its swift limbs shoved him inside, to the soundtrack of Jaws.
But Chuck wasn’t there. He was probably off laminating his Lists of Underminstances, getting them professionally framed, hanging them up on his smarmy townhome walls. And he probably wasn’t strong enough. She knew exactly one person possibly strong enough to carry the creature, if it didn’t add another fifty pounds in the next hour.
And who knew what it might try to eat next?
“Mason,” Jenn said. “No more feeding it. And can you maybe just take a few steps back? Don’t stand so close to it.”
“Why not?”
“It’s just…” She didn’t really think it would eat children if it didn’t have sour gummies. It seemed so nice, with its friendly scaly lump, its arms flopping from the tub, playing with the dog. “Just in case.”
“But the squidinox is perfectly safe,” Timmy said.
“We trained it,” said Evie. Mason pressed a finger into the rubbery girth of its appendage.
“Yes, but, but it might get scared, or confused. Or, I just, I don’t want anything to happen to you. So please, just, stand back. In the hallway. While I see if I can find someone to help get it outside.”



Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self: How to Make Your Selves Be Friends
by Danz Landry
(excerpt)
Once you’ve fully unlocked the power of your Power Nucleus, you can help yourself to yourself. And once your selves have helped themselves and each other, you can begin to access the potential of your Deeper Self. This Deeper Self resides beyond the labyrinth of fear and confusion engendered by the Perpetual Underminstanceors and Psyche-Hijackers who make us doubt our selves. Just remember, as you embark on your journey through this labyrinth: You are strong. You are sexy. You are glorious.



June 5—Evening, cont.
JENN CALLED THE sexy contractor. Her heart beat a little too fast as his phone rang. He picked up, and when she heard the sound of his voice she felt embarrassed to ask. Midlife Crisis Mom needs help again. Her need was palpable. He could probably hear her succubus wail through the phone. He had probably covered the receiver so she didn’t hear him laugh. But at least he would get paid. A lump sum.
But yes, he said, he’d be happy to come over and help her move a heavy object.
“So, like, maybe tomorrow afternoon?” he suggested.
“Tonight,” she said.
“Tonight?”
“Now. It’s…The longer we wait, the, um, the harder it might be to move.”
“It’s just that I’ve got a date.”
A date.
“Oh. Oh, right. Of course.”
“With my grandma,” he said.
“Oh.”
“I take her out once a week. For fish and chips.”
“Of course.”
“I don’t want to disappoint her.”
“Right.” Adorable.
“But I could come right after?”
If only she could keep the creature from growing any larger until then. But the kids seemed to have moved on from feeding time. They set up a screen on the bathroom counter. The squidinox watched a YouTube video of a beachy video game, its play-by-play moves narrated by a bombastic, fast-talking postadolescent named Rocket. Jenn watched the kids to make sure they didn’t migrate back into the bathroom, where the lump might envelop them. The dog alternated between a prostrate squidinox-love-gaze pose and excited spinning, until the doorbell rang and he ran downstairs to welcome the contractor and his grandmother to the animal house.
The grandma was a pert wispy-haired old lady in a pineapple-and-banana-patterned jumpsuit. She had a dog-eared paperback tucked beneath her arm.
“She wanted to meet you,” the contractor told Jenn. “I hope that’s okay.”
“I am such a fan,” Grandma gushed. “I just love Philipia Bay. It’s my third…mmm, no, fourth favorite romance series. Did you know Dax was almost on one of the covers?”
“Grandma—”
“You were?”
“Philipia Bay and the Mountain of Mystery,” the contractor admitted.
“I always hated that title,” Jenn said.
“But they said he wasn’t muscular enough.” Grandma pinched a fold of skin on the contractor’s arm. “Too skinny.” She held out her paperback to show them the cover photo of the model selected—a shirtless lumberjack perched on a cliff edge against an august alpine backdrop.
“He does look stronger than you,” Jenn said.
“But he’s not as good-looking,” said the contractor.
Jenn nodded. Her gaze shifted from the contractor’s muscled arm to his chiseled jaw.
Grandma wanted her to sign the copy. Grandma had brought her own pen, but the pen didn’t work when Jenn tried to sign, despite Grandma’s strong convictions about the pen and its supply of ink, and several minutes passed, with a lot of scribbling and disassembling and reassembling the pen until they gave up and found a new pen, and in the meantime the squidinox might have grown another twenty pounds.
“So where is this heavy object?” the contractor asked. “And what is it anyway? I don’t think you said on the phone.”
Upstairs, the object slopped its appendage against the bathroom wall.
“It’s, um…You better just come see.”
His grandma also wanted to see. Jenn led them both upstairs. She felt embarrassed by the absurd scene unfolding in her bathroom: the dog playing pat-a-tentacle with an appendage; the lump swaying to the sweet tunes of game-battle music; the bathroom floor covered with slimy water; the children, wearing pajama-pant capes around their necks, staging fight poses, taking photos of their Mermeon and Sharkasaur and Seaninja alter egos with the squidinox. But Jenn also felt relieved to have two other adults in the house who could see the creature, confirm its existence, and assure her that, no, she was not entirely crazy.
“What…is it?” the contractor asked.
“I don’t know,” Jenn said.
“It’s a squidinox. Mom,” said Evie, as if Jenn had merely forgotten the name.
“It was a wild squidoodle,” Mason said. “But it evolved.”
“It must be one of those mutants,” Grandma suggested. “It’s because of all the 5G radiation, you know. All those mutations.”
“But what is it?” the contractor asked, again. He stared at the creature, his brow furrowed, his eyes contemplating the strangeness of its existence, at this after-dinner hour, in this vacation-rental bathroom. Jenn stared at him as he stared at the creature.
“It’s not the sea monster,” Timmy said.
“Dude, I don’t know about that,” Dax said. “That thing is, um…”
“I think he’s cute,” Evie said. “And watch this!”
Evie swapped the YouTube programming for groovy instrumental music. The squidinox got visibly excited. Its appendages flapped. Its lump bobbed. Its skin, or scales, seemed to sparkle and waver, as if the musical vibrations were moving physically through it.
Grandma took a few steps back. The situation had gotten too intense.
“What…is even happening?” Dax asked.
“I don’t know. But it’s dancing, right?”
“It likes jam bands,” Evie said.
“Right. The squidoo—I mean, the squidinox likes jam bands.”
The contractor rubbed his eyes in disbelief. “Yeah. I mean, me too. But, it’s…” Awesome. Preposterous. Psychedelic. Horrifying. All of the above. “Where’d it come from? How’d you get it up here anyway?”
“The kids. They found it in the water.”
“And they carried it how?”
“In a bucket.”
“A bucket?”
“A sand bucket. But the squidoodle was smaller. Way smaller.”
“Oh.”
“It’s been growing,” Jenn said.
Grandma nodded. “The 5G.”
“That’s why, well, when I first saw it here, it was, like, cat-sized. That was right before dinner. But then it just kind of…ballooned. So who knows—”
“How big it’ll get.”
“Right. And I was hoping you could help me get it out of the house. Before it gets any bigger.”
Here was the chance for the contractor to prove just how strong and muscly and fearless he was. His grandma went downstairs with the children and the dog, to keep them out of the 5G radius of swatting appendages. The contractor took his shirt off. Because, he said, he didn’t want to get squid juice on it.
“You better take off your pants, too,” Jenn said. “So they don’t get ruined.”
He stripped them off but then reconsidered. He didn’t want exposed skin either. In case the creature had jellyfish ancestry.
“You can wear my robe,” she offered.
“But it might get ruined.”
“I don’t care if it gets ruined.”
The robe had been a birthday gift from Chuck. A terry-cloth robe, pastel pink, embroidered with her initials. She had never liked the robe but she pretended that she did, and her feint inspired a series of monogrammed gifts—the monogrammed wineglasses, slippers, hand towels, vases, pot holders, et cetera—all equally despised by her, but still worn or used or displayed while she tried to ignore their existence, and maybe that explained the failure of her marriage. Her pretending. Chuck oblivious.
“But what about you?” Dax asked. “I don’t think I can carry the thing myself. I’ll need your help. At least with the, um, the arm things.”
“Oh. Gross. Okay.”
She wore the robe. Dax wore bedsheets, one wrapped around him like a toga, the second caped over his shoulders and arms. She followed him into the bathroom. He examined the creature, pondering the proper extraction angle. It wiggled its limbs and tilted its lump, as if it knew what they meant to do, and approved.
She hoped it wasn’t a ruse that ended in contractor-for-dessert.
He reached his arms around the lump. The creature flopped itself into them. The contractor stumbled, then adjusted. His teeth clenched. His arms shook.
“I don’t…think I can…”
WOOSH!
Water surged from the lump, gallons of it, pouring from every lump-groove. The creature shrank until it reached the size of a large dog. Then the gushing stopped. The creature wiggled its limbs in doglike fashion, shaking them off. The contractor stood there for a moment in his drenched sheet, a sodden lump of head and/or torso in his arms. Then he started laughing.
“That—” He laughed. “That was—” He laughed again, and the squidinox shook its appendages and swiveled its lump, almost as if it was laughing, too. “You’re…you’re probably going to need a new bathroom floor.”
“At least it didn’t eat you.”
“Eat me? You didn’t think—”
“Oh no,” she said. “I mean, look at it. It looks so nice.” The creature made a squelching sound. It leaked watery slime. “And it mostly eats candy.”
“Right. You want to grab the, um—”
“If I have to.”
She gathered the three appendages in the folds of a beach towel. They hung down from her arms, mostly limp, but wiggly at the tips. Together Jenn and the sexy contractor carried the squidinox down the stairs and through the living room, where the other creatures in the house joined the processional. Grandma held the door open. Barry and Timmy bolted out. Mason entertained the squidinox with an intricate series of battle moves. Evie carried the Bluetooth speaker over her head to serenade the creature with its favorite jam band tunes.
They proceeded across the back deck, over the dunes, to the beach, which still smelled rank but looked cleaner, at least, thanks to lifeguards and shifting tides. The appendages in Jenn’s arms swayed along to the beat. The beach towel slipped.
“Hey, hold on,” she said, but the contractor didn’t hear her. He kept walking. The towel slipped farther. A slick appendage slapped against her arm. The creature’s feathery radioles suckered onto her. She felt an instant panic, but the feeling melted away as quickly as it came and in its wake she felt a strange warmth. Her whole body felt pleasant and relaxed, as if she was basking in a firelight glow, a glass of wine in her hand, except better than that, because the warmth came from inside herself, from some latent source of internal joy, gleeful and wild, long buried beneath the years of strife and work.
Then something shifted. Beyond the buffering warmth, a vision unfurled. She saw in her mind the sea, the water black and thick like oil. Erratic waves crashed on a beach strewn with husks, and the husks were shaped like animals and humans but distended, colonized by a cloying wrongness. In the water, a massive shape sprouted, a twisting writhing malevolent thing composed of spikes and tentacles and darkness. It grew and spread, shooting feelers and vines through the churning sea, across the land, until the land itself fissured and broke apart. She saw a satellite view of the crumbling earth, the planet turned to hunks of cold, dark rock, drifting through empty space where nothing could exist except the wrongness that had wrought them. She saw a telescope view of the broken planet, the shattered universe. And beyond, dark creepers reached across a void, grasping for a swirl of universes in which to scatter their violent seeds, to smother all light and life.
A scream welled in her throat. She saw a flash.
A singular dark spiked shape, like an obelisk.
A window in a mirrored house, gazing out upon a cosmic landscape of protean space beasts.
A bug, tiny, silver, with flitting metal wings.
Then she felt a warm pulse in her hand, where the creature had affixed itself to her. The dark vision receded, and in her mind, she was at the beach on a summer day. She was in a tide pool, twirling through the water, surrounded by a pellucid landscape of silver fish and white sands and sunlight ripples. The sun felt glorious on her body but too bright for her eyes. But she wanted to see. She looked up and saw two human children perched above her, staring down, smiles on their faces. A tuft of orange fluttered down into the water. It melted, slowly, into bright hydrogenated crystals. Another orange gift landed in the water. She poked it, sampled it, observed the peculiar surge of salt as her body absorbed it. Potato chips rained down from the sky. Then a disk, small and brown and sweet. She twisted it apart. She put it inside her mouth, but it wasn’t her mouth. It had a delightful effect. She felt strong and glorious. She felt gratitude for this delicacy, and the children who had provided it. She felt immense joy, to exist, at this time, in this world.
Then the vision ended. The appendage released its grip on her skin. Her legs had carried her only a step from where she had been when the vision started, though it seemed as if far more time had passed. Choppy waves rolled toward the beach. She could see battle-children in the periphery, a dig-dig-digging dog, a grandmother clutching her signed copy of Philipia Bay and the Mountain of Mystery, watching the Squidinox Parade, a look of bewilderment on her face, but also a glint in her eye. A gladness for weirdness in the world, on the land and in the sea.
They reached the water’s edge and waded out, bathtub deep. They dropped the squidinox in. It swam a quick circle around them. It reached an appendage out of the water and waved. Then it swam away.
“Well.”
“That was weird.”
Jenn and the contractor stood together in the water, her in her soaked robe, him swaddled in wet bedsheets. On the shore, his grandmother herded children, warning them not to go in the water.
Who knew what was out there? It might not be safe.
“Did you…um…” the contractor said. He looked perplexed. “It was so…weird. It touched me. And I saw…”
She nodded. “Something…dark.” She could still see it in her mind’s eye—the massive shape in the water, the replicating tentacles—but the vision had faded to a blurry truncated version of its former self, dreamlike.
“Yeah,” he said. “Me too. But I…I can’t really remember exactly.”
“Me neither.”
“So, um…”
“Dax!” his grandma yelled. “Dax, dear, it might not be safe! You should come back to shore!”
“I’m coming, Grandma.”
“And I need to get home. My TV show is about to start.”
“Okay, Grandma!”
They waded back to shore. Dax stripped off the wet bedsheets. His hairless chest glistened in the moonlight.
“Thank you,” she said.
“I would normally say no problem. Happy to help. But that was…intense.”
They walked back to the house. She didn’t feel like talking, but neither did he, it seemed. The kids chattered nonstop about the squidinox and its evolution and its exploits. Jenn tried to recall the vision she had seen when she touched the creature, but the more her mind sought it, the further it seemed to slip away.
“The thing is,” the contractor said, just before he went inside to grab his clothes, “that creature…I felt a connection.”
“You did?”
He nodded. “Jam bands.”
“Jam bands.”
“Yeah,” he said. “There’s a jam band I really like coming here. Not till July. But I’ve got an extra ticket. If, you know, you wanted to go.”



Philipia Bay and the Mountain of Mystery
(excerpt)
“You should come with me,” he said. His looked at her, and she felt hot beneath his gaze.
“Up the mountain? With you?”
“Yes.”
“The train leaves in an hour. I don’t have a ticket.”
“I have a ticket for you.” He wanted her, of course. She was gorgeous, thrilling, deadly. She could see the lust in his eyes. She wanted to trust him. But trust was a luxury a woman like Philipia Bay never had.
She had a knife in her boot, and another tucked in her garter. She sized up his muscular shoulders, his barrel chest, his sculpted arms. He could probably carry her in one of them.
“I don’t trust you,” she said.
“Why?” He smiled. “Everyone should trust me. Besides, I trust you.” He touched his hand to her hip. She let it stay there.
“Do you?” she asked.
His hand slid down her thigh, to her garter. Around her knife.
“How could I not?”



June 5—Evening, cont.
THE CONTRACTOR HADN’T
really asked her to go to a concert, Jenn told herself late that night, after the kids had all gone to bed and she had used every spare towel to sop up the mess in the bathroom and started the wash and was at last alone on the back deck with half a bottle of chardonnay and her bag of Swedish Fish. She wouldn’t really eat all the Swedish Fish, she told herself. She would merely absorb them, and grow strong and spectacular.
Lazy waves sloshed against the shore, and the sea was dark and gorgeous and there was nothing out there, no massive malignant force, gathering strength, lengthening its tendrils, preparing to destroy them all, she told herself.
Even if the contractor’s notification that he possessed an extra ticket to a show that she might also attend could be construed as an invitation, it was not a date. He had not asked her on a date, and he wouldn’t. This wasn’t Philipia Bay and the Jam Band Jamboree. Philipia Bay and the Postshow Hookup. Philipia Bay and the Contractor of Cougar Island. This was Obsessive Jenn steeped in wine and loneliness, dazed by the strange turns her day had taken, unnerved by the vision implanted in her brain by the Rapid-Growth Squidinox, uncertain what it all meant, except that it couldn’t mean that the hot contractor felt any attraction to her, with her mom bod and her mental instability and her brood of untamable children.
He was being paid a lump sum.
He probably had a girlfriend, or several girlfriends, a boyfriend, a throuple, a BDSM quad. In the universe of Philipia Bay, his character would have a mysterious romantic past and be prone to expressions of sorrowful yearning…until his eyes fell upon the gorgeous heroine, the ninja-detective in her slinky cocktail dress. The heroine would ask him directly: Surely you have a lover, no? Or did the last one break your heart? Philipia Bay would definitely not snoop around social media, like a stalker.
Jenn told herself, when she searched for him on social media, that she had good, non-stalkerish reasons. Like, for example, rediscovering her childhood community. The good people of Pearl Island had their own social media groups, where they posted about local karaoke nights, artisan markets, escaped dogs, used patio furniture sets for sale, the general lack of parking on the island, et cetera. Jenn scoured the posts, but she didn’t find any about the contractor, other than a few before-and-after kitchen remodel photos that recommended his work.
Mostly Jenn found posts about the bridge. Most of the cars had safely escaped between the onset of shaking and the bridge’s collapse, but three vehicles had fallen with the wreckage. People had died. Most of the comments were condolences, with scattered assertions of blame. The neglected infrastructure. The incompetent twerps of local government. Those turdlickers in Congress. Unless it had been a deliberate attack. The work of terrorists. Russian saboteurs, whose submarine warships had also produced a tsunami. Or, as several witnesses insisted, a monster. The people clustered at the edge of the trembling bridge had seen something. They had watched the bridge wobble and shake, had clutched the wheel with trembling hands, had seen an impossible dark shape snake around the piles and columns. A long twisting shape, thick and noxious. Like a tentacle. Or an appendage. Though in the dim light and commotion it was hard to know for sure. And then the bridge gave out, and whatever the thing had been, if it had been anything at all, had disappeared.



June 6—Early Morning
THE FIRST DESTROYERS arrived overnight. By morning there were four of them parked a few miles offshore, their presence incongruous with the brightly colored shade sails and rainbow beach umbrellas and the picturesque summer sea, all shimmery and blue.
Jenn woke refreshed to sunshine and blue sky. She felt, for a moment, as if she had nothing to do but bask and play. She could hear the tinkle-chime of video-game music downstairs, the jingle of rambunctious dog, the elated voices of children. But then she opened the sliding glass door that led from her bedroom to the top deck and stepped outside, to a view of battleships.
The ships were long, gray, angular, their decks topped with truncated pyramids and boxy towers. Jenn stood on the deck, in her pajamas, in the hot breeze. The carefree mood that graced her waking slunk away. The door beneath her opened. The children ran out. Her two children, plus the stowaway. They had the Bluetooth speaker. The speaker played jam band music. The children waved their arms and spun and shimmied. Their movement approximated dance, but with elements of ninja combat.
“Hey,” she called down.
Evie swiveled around. She looked up and waved. “Hi, Mom!”
“Nice dance moves.”
“We’re trying to get the squidinox to come back.”
The squidinox probably couldn’t hear or see them on the deck, and maybe it should never come back. A creature that strange didn’t belong so close to shore.
If she was honest with herself, she would admit that she wanted it to come back.
Sigh. “You might have better luck down at the beach.”
She got dressed in shorts and a tank top, with her swimsuit underneath. She checked her phone. The contractor had not called or texted because, duh, of course. Her swimsuit had slimming panels and patented smooth-and-lift technology. Her brow bore divorce-induced fret lines. Her children were chanting Squid-i-nox! Squid-i-nox! Squid-i-nox! But at least Chuck had not texted to protest the latest underminstance and the editor had not texted to remind her to get back to work, which made work easier to ignore.
The destroyers were impossible to ignore.
She went downstairs. She made cinnamon rolls for breakfast, the canned-tube kind. She glanced out the window at the destroyers. The navy didn’t just casually direct a fleet of battleships on a peacetime patrol mission through national waters.
“I don’t think they got our message,” Timmy said.
“Your message?”
“Yeah, the message we left. For the president. We said he should send the air force. Not battleships. Those ships shouldn’t be out there.”
“Hmm.” She swiped a finger of sickly sweet frosting. “You want to try calling the president back? Maybe this time he’ll listen.”
“Great idea!” Timmy said. But the call reached an automated message that directed the kids to an app they could download, through which they could submit the appropriate forms with their personal information to voice their concerns, which made Jenn wonder where they had left the first presidential voicemail message.
She asked Evie, “Where’d you find the number?”
“Through the website.”
“What website?”
“The official one. Look.” Evie displayed the browser window on her phone. It said: THE OFFICIAL SITE OF THE PRESIDENTT OF THE UNITED STATESS.
“Um, that’s not a government website.”
“But when you click on the buttons, there’s confetti. And it says I’m a winner.”
“Oh. Yeah, Evie, when—”
“I’m not Evie.”
“You’re not?”
“I evolved. Like I told you yesterday. I’m Mermeon. I’m a water type.”
“Of course.”
“We’re all water types. That’s Sharkasaur.” She pointed to Timmy, and then to her brother. “And he’s still Seaninja. We’re Team Wave Blast. It’s us and the squidinox.”
They wanted to share their cinnamon rolls with the squidinox. After breakfast they carried their leftovers down to the beach and tossed them into the water. The rolls floated there and turned soggy until they sank.
“Do you think it’ll still find them?” Mason asked, because they needed the squidinox. He needed the squidinox, he told her, in a sorrowful voice, as if the squidinox was a beloved pet and not some freaky critter they had scooped out of the sea.
“I think…I think it’ll find what it needs,” she said. “To do what it needs to do.”
She needed to get back to work, because the editor was right. Regardless of the battleships, the Wave Blast menagerie, the sexy contractor thoughts lurking in the back of her mind, she had a job, which she had unwisely chosen to handle sans childcare. She had deadlines. She didn’t want to disappoint the editor. She wanted to get the work done, so she could move on to something else. She told the kids: Inside.
“But Mom!”
“Mom!”
“Geez,” said Timmy. “That’s dull. Work is for suckers.”
But work only lasted for about ten minutes, and then she remembered that she ought to check her email to see if Timmy’s sisters had replied.
They hadn’t.
She had received zero emails since the last time she checked the night before. Which prompted her to check the Pearl Island socials to see if anyone had reported island-wide service problems, which they hadn’t. No one had reported anything, which seemed odd. She looked out the window, at the battleships. Six of them now. She felt suddenly deeply afraid. Something was happening out there beneath the waves.
She called the editor. She wanted to hear the editor’s sensible advice. The editor had never steered her wrong. The editor had warned her that Philipia Bay and the Congress of Sabotage would crash in a blaze of audience outrage. The editor had selected the ideal contractor. The editor had instructed her to flee the island, but she had waited too long.
The editor’s phone rang.
Pick up, pick up, pick up, pick up, Jenn thought, but the editor didn’t. Not even her voicemail answered.
Jenn tried again, with the same result. She called the measly two friends she had made since she and Chuck had moved to Ohio over a decade ago (more acquaintances than friends, if she was honest with herself), but they didn’t answer. Neither did her distant college friends she hadn’t spoken to in years, or the neighbor who had reluctantly agreed to water her houseplants. The phone rang and rang with no answer, no voicemail, nothing.
There was always Chuck, but she couldn’t give him the satisfaction of a call. Not amidst this swelling panic.
She called the contractor. He didn’t answer either, but when his voicemail picked up, she felt embarrassed and hung up without leaving a message.
She was freaking out.
The sea looked so calm outside her window. Pristine and silver-crested, drenched in sunlight.
She consulted the internet again, but service was slow and intermittent. Websites wouldn’t load. Her phone and laptop both had server issues.
“Hey, um, Evie?” Jenn asked. The kids were at the kitchen table drawing out their battle plans.
“Mermeon.”
“Right, Mermeon. Can I use your phone? Just to check to see if you have service?”
“Don’t read the messages from Dad.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“Promise.”
“I promise.”
Evie handed over her phone. She had a half bar of service. Jenn opened a browser window. THE OFFICIAL SITE OF THE PRESIDENTT OF THE UNITED STATESS. She clicked on an EMAIL THE PRESIDENTT link. Confetti sprinkled the screen. She received a message of congratulations. She had won a combo toaster oven/air fryer, retail value one hundred dollars. If she could just provide her personal data.
She tried a general search for News Pearl Island but the results wouldn’t load. She tried again, adding the date. The search wheel turned on the screen. The wheel led nowhere. She tried again, this time typing a known website address—www.JennLamourRomance.com. The website loaded. She looked at the photo of herself staring back. Jennifer Lamour, NYT Bestselling Author of the Philipia Bay Action-Romance Series. Herself ten years younger, a new mother, a woman whose husband still loved her, a woman who had just watched her writing dreams come true.
That Jennifer Lamour didn’t worry about points. She didn’t even know that points existed.
Jenn snuck a glance at Evie’s texts as she handed back the phone. The last text from Chuck had arrived the night before.

Jenn went to check the news.
The children didn’t care about news. Mason drew Seaninja battle moves. Timmy scribbled the red armored plates on Sharkasaur’s chest. Evie colored the crown on her Jeweleon, the princess iteration of the Mermeon. Jenn plopped down on the couch and turned on the TV. She scanned the channels for news. She hit CBN News first. All News, All Day, according to the corporate motto. Except today it only played static. She sifted through the channels again, but most of the stations played static. The few non-static stations played sitcoms or commercials, but the video was grainy and disjointed from the audio feed. Her unsettled feeling intensified. Jenn flipped through the channels full circle, back to CBN News static programming. Mason tiptoed over, bearing an unopened bag of raspberry-blackberry gummy candies. He climbed onto the couch beside her.
“I think it might be too early for candy,” she said.
“They’re for you.”
“Thanks.”
“You look scared,” Mason said.
“You think the berries might help?”
“Yeah.”
“Hmm. Maybe it’s not too early.” She opened the bag.
“I only like the red ones.”
“I’ll eat the black ones.” She plucked a blackberry from the bag. “You can have all the red ones.”
They sat together on the couch and snacked on berries. Jenn flipped through channels of static. Mason picked nonpareils from a red berry. He nestled close to her arm.
“I don’t want Timmy to go,” he told her.
“I know.”
“It’s not fair. He doesn’t have a family.”
“He has two sisters.”
“Yeah, but he needs a mom and a dad. Together.”
Mason plucked several red berries from the bag. He set them on his knee, a whole family of berries. He stared at them, his brow furrowed, his big eyes somber.
“Families…families come in all types,” she said. “Some families have a mom and dad together. But there are also families with a mom and a dad who live apart. Or families with two moms or two dads, or families of just brothers and sisters.”
“Or families with a squidinox.”
“I suppose, maybe—”
“Or families with a Timmy.”
“Sure.”
“So does that mean we can keep him?” Mason asked.
“I—” Jenn started to answer, but then the static on the television screen turned to local news, and Mason hopped up and scampered back to his drawing at the table.
Reporter: —are we…Just a moment. Technical difficulties—

The screen showed a reporter with a woman in a business suit. They stood on the boardwalk near the Krazy Kones, against a picturesque backdrop of sparkling sea and battleships. The woman’s eyes squinted in the bright light. Her ponytail whipped around in the hot wind. Her forehead was slick with sweat.
Reporter: Okay, we’re back up. Sorry. This is Trisha Clemmings with Channel 9 News, live from the Pearl Island Boardwalk. I’m here today with Ms. Marjorie Townson, the mayor of Pearl Island. As you can see behind us, there are now six naval destroyers parked just off the coast. There has been no official comment as to why they have been directed here or what they are doing. But the residents of Pearl Island and the surrounding communities are understandably concerned. Ms. Townson, what do you know about these ships and the situation offshore?

Mayor: I understand that everyone is concerned. But the US government has stated that the danger is limited to areas offshore, and that Pearl Island and the surrounding areas do not face an immediate threat. The federal government has told our office that they do not expect a repetition of the tidal flooding event two days ago, though they have declined to state what caused the event. As a matter of precaution, we are issuing a local coastal warning. People should remain cautious and stay on the lookout for large waves, particularly when on the beach. If you see one, get to higher ground as quickly as possible. We also advise that people avoid boating and surfing until the situation is resolved. If you do swim, stay in shallow water.

Reporter: Do you expect the government will issue evacuation orders?

Mayor: Not at this time.

Reporter: Mayor Townson, can you provide any additional details on what this offshore danger is?

Mayor: Not at this time.

Reporter: There have been several eyewitness accounts from people who claim that the Sharpsburg Bridge collapsed because it was attacked by something. A large tentacle. Can you comment?

Mayor: The collapse of the Sharpsburg Bridge was a terrible tragedy. Our hearts and prayers go out to all those affected.

Reporter: Mayor, can you tell us any more about what caused the bridge to collapse?

Mayor: Not at this time.

Reporter: And what about the paddleboarder? The—

The mayor winced at the word. She looked harried. Someone off-screen handed a piece of paper to the reporter. The reporter glanced down at it. She bit her lip. She took a deep breath. She read from the paper.
Reporter: This just in. About thirty minutes ago, a ferry capsized off the coast of Shark Tooth Island. The ferry had departed the Pearl Island Ferry Terminal and was bound for Wilmington. There were more than twenty people on board. At this point, one life raft with three survivors has landed on the shore of Pearl Island. The survivors stated that the ferry was attacked by a strange sea animal, a creature they described as a “sea monster.” They said that the creature’s tentacles coiled around the boat and flipped it, and then proceeded to crush the wreckage. It is uncertain whether there are other survivors. Mayor—

The mayor shook her head. Her poise dissolved. Her eyes shone with fear.
Mayor: I have to go.

Reporter: Mayor Townson—

Mayor: I have to. Everyone—stay out of the water….




Evie
MOM DIDN’T THINK she was listening but Evie was listening and she heard what happened to that ferry and it made her think of that spindly black thing she saw slither up out of the drain and…She. Was. Scared.
She sat at the table, lips pinched tight, crayon in hand. She colored the crown jewels on her Jeweleon’s tiara. Blue sapphires. Purple amethyst. Diamonds gleaming silver-white.
Fear was a small little ball inside her. Like a knot, or a rock, or a seed. It made her clench around herself.
She wasn’t afraid of the spindly black thing or of drains or the things that came out of drains, she told herself, because drain-tentacles were Not Real. Ghosts were Not Real. She was old enough to know the difference between Real and Pretend.
But that didn’t stop the seed from taking root. And when she washed her hands, her eyes stayed fixed on the drain, so if something came out it wouldn’t surprise her.
She gave her Jeweleon a magic wand, gold with a star-fire burst of pink and mauve. She wished she’d brought her glitter glue, or rhinestone stickers, or her Mermeon coloring book, or all the other stuff in her bedroom that Mom said she had to leave behind because there wasn’t room in the stupid car.
Mom didn’t think she was listening but she was listening when Mom and Dad had that big fight and Mom yelled You’re being selfish and Dad yelled Look who’s talking, Mrs. Queen of the Underminstance and Mom yelled Sounds like someone’s jealous that he never got to be a cover model. But maybe if you were more handsome and less of an idiot and then Dad yelled I’m not changing my mind, that’s it, we’re getting divorced!
Evie was crouched on the stairs, in the shadows. She heard the whole thing. Mason had his headphones on but she thought maybe he had paused his show, because he asked her later Why didn’t Dad get to be on the cover? And so they made their own book—twelve pages stapled together, illustrations by Mason, story by Evie—and they put handsome stick-figure Dad on the cover. But it didn’t fix anything.
You can’t get divorced she told Dad, then Mom, then Mom, then Dad. She tried logic, tearful persuasion, guilt, threats. She hid in her closet and refused to come out. She Gorilla Glued Dad’s underminstances list to the dog (just his fur, she didn’t want to hurt him) and Dad had to cut the list out and then Barry had a weird bald spot on his back. I hope you’re happy with yourself he said, but she wasn’t.
She listened. But they didn’t listen. They could fix things, and they didn’t.
If a tentacle came up out of the drain, then what?
Mom would pretend it didn’t exist. Dad would add it to his list. Even the president would probably stand by and do nothing. He hadn’t sent the air force like they asked.
“You guys,” Evie whispered to Mason and Timmy. The two boys huddled close. “Did you hear that? On the TV?”
The boys nodded.
“The sea monster,” Timmy whispered.
“The president isn’t coming,” Evie said. “The air force isn’t coming. The grown-ups will never stop it. But someone has to stop it. We have to fight it. It’s up to us.”



June 6—Midmorning
JENN WAS SCARED, but the gummy berries helped. She finished the bag. The children finished coloring some sort of battle map. The children were perturbed by the malfunctioning Wi-Fi, but seemingly undaunted by the local news, or the channels of static, or their inability to leave the island. They thought it was a game, and they had a battle plan. Team Wave Blast would defeat the sea monster and save the universe. Unless Mom stood in their way, by making them stay out of the water.
“But we’re water types!” Mason yelled.
“Yeah, Mom.”
“How are we supposed to fight if we can’t get wet?”
Jenn was wary of the beach, with its lingering dead-fish smell and its proximity to whatever tentacled thing had capsized that ferry and possibly destroyed the bridge, and more wary still that the culprit might be the squidinox. The squidinox had tentacle-like appendages. The squidinox grew at an alarming rate. If it appeared, it might lure the children into the water. It might slither onto the shore and twine its limbs around them and squeeze until they popped, like tiny human balloons. It might toss them into its lump, and they would disappear forever. She shuddered. It was terrifying. The briny unknown. The vast ocean. The baffling beasts concealed within its depths.
It was also absurd. The squidinox seemed harmless, at least in its natural habitat where it wouldn’t destroy your bathroom. The squidinox was silly, in both appearance and demeanor, though silliness might be camouflage. The squidinox, at least, was top-heavy. It could not come ashore without dragging that cumbersome mantle through the sand. Even short-legged children could outrun it.
She compromised: They could play on the beach and in the tide pools but could not wade out into open water. The children agreed. They marched out to the beach with all the sand toys and the action figures. Jenn did not bring her laptop, because she couldn’t enforce the no-water rule if she focused on work, and she didn’t feel like she could work with these battleships offshore. But it was awkward, standing there on the beach, no screen, no device in her hand, nothing to confirm and catalog her productivity. She felt exposed. The way she had felt on that summer day thirty years back after Timmy disappeared and she stood by herself in the ocean, all that water all around her, an immensity of water under an even more enormous sky, and she was just a tiny little thing. A girl. Alone. She felt that way again after she had drafted the first installment of Philipia Bay, had sent it to her agent and her agent had sent it out into the perilous publishing world, and she waited and waited to see if publishing would scoop it up, or ignore it, or tear it apart. It was just a stupid romance-action novel. But it felt like it was her out there, bared, defenseless.
Jenn paced and felt nervous and awkward for a while, but eventually she sat. And then her hands, on their own, began to scoop. She scooped a shallow channel through the sand. The channel intersected a tide pool and became a canal. Then she had a shovel in her hand and she was digging, widening the canal, building a hole.
“Over here, Mom,” Evie directed. She pointed with her foot, and Jenn dug in the designated spot. She filled buckets with wet sand and plopped them upside down along the edge of the hole to make towers. She collected shells, delivered them to Evie.
“For the castle.”
“No,” said Evie. “These are for the slingshots. But they’re not sharp enough.”
Jenn gathered more shells, then resumed work on the canal. She dug, and dug, and dug, until her arms ached, and her mind felt a kind of peace she hadn’t felt in a long time.
Until she heard Mason scream.
“Squidinox!”
A gleeful scream. She turned to look. She saw the creature floating in the shallow water, a few feet from shore. Except it didn’t look exactly like the squidinox. It was considerably smaller in size than the squidinox had been, even after it had wrung itself out. It was also a lighter shade—a pastel green in contrast to the original creature’s lime color—and had a different pattern on its lump.
“It’s a different one,” Timmy said. They all stood together on the shore, watching the wave-tossed squidinox. The grooves on its lump were uniform, with no apparent eyes, and yet Jenn felt as if the creature was watching them, staring, eager, like a dog begging for a treat.
“But look,” Evie said, and she pointed at a spot several meters away where another squidinox floated, its blind lump gazing up pitifully at the humans on the beach. Evie was eating Goldfish crackers. She tossed one into the water. The closer squidinox snatched the cracker and deposited it into its lump. The farther squidinox drifted toward it, feelers spinning. Two more creatures appeared in the water nearby.
“Mom! Mom! Mom!” Mason bounced and waved his arms.
Evie shared her crackers. One for her. One for the squidinox.
“Evie—”
“Mermeon.”
“Right. Mermeon. Maybe don’t feed them—”
“But they’re hungry.”
“But…well…”
They did seem hungry, and feeding them crackers did seem like a fun use of crackers, and Jenn wasn’t even sure why she had tried to control the dispensation of Evie’s crackers. Parent reflex ordained the reaction: stifle all the fun.
Evie emptied the crumbly dregs of her Goldfish snack into the water. The squidinox surrounded and devoured.
“We should get more snacks,” said Mason.
“We should get more squidinox,” said Timmy.
Back to the beach house they ran.
Jenn waited on the shore. She hoped the kids wouldn’t let the dog escape. She watched the school of squidinox swim through the shallow water. They swam circles, past the wave break, then back again, appendages feathering around them, strange and graceful. She thought about the circle her own life had taken, from Pearl Island back to Pearl Island, from Timmy Caruso back to Timmy Caruso. How the unbridled future became the static past. How the carefree girl became the beleaguered adult, and everything that once was fun was lost to drudgery, and she went along with it. Everyone went along with it, convinced that it was how things were supposed to be. But maybe the rules that everyone thought they knew were just dumb games that someone made up.
Maybe she wanted to play a different game.
The dog did not escape (this time). The kids returned to the beach with a box of crackers and the Bluetooth speaker. They were stuck on an island with no bridge home and an edict not to test the danger-tentacle-waters, so maybe squandering their snacks on the squidinox was not the smartest move. But that was what happened. Timmy wanted to dump the whole box in the sea at once to get the best swarming effect, but Mason insisted they spread the crackers out so that all the creatures could share. The kids took turns feeding. They tossed a cracker here, a cracker there. As they fed the creatures, jam band music played from the speaker. The creatures drifted toward the music source. More squidinox and little squidoodles appeared up and down the shore, and farther out, drawn by the music and salty snack foods.
The small school multiplied. The whole mass of squidinox began to sway in unison. Their appendages fanned and twirled. They spun around each other, over and under, and sometimes it looked almost as if a pair of lumps converged, melding together for a moment, then spinning apart. The collective squidinox became the crowd at a concert, bobbing, dancing, happy.
The humans on the beach set down their books and their sand toys. They gathered along the water’s edge to watch the strange show. Humans inside the beachfront houses trickled out. Parents ran inside to retrieve snack foods for their kids to feed to the creatures, or rejected the snack food requests, to the tune of whines and moans. People took photos and videos of the squidinox herd. They asked each other the same questions: What are they? Where did they come from? Why are they dancing?
At some point during this odd concert, Jenn noticed the fishing boat. It was about fifty yards from shore. There were four fishermen on board, identifiable at that distance only by the color of their clothes and the variety of their respective sizes. The boat flew three oversized flags—the Stars and Stripes, a yellow Don’t Tread on Me flag, and a black pirate flag with a skull and crossed swords.
On the beach, people noticed the boat. They waved and yelled, “It’s not safe! Stay out of the water.” The lifeguard stands flew red and purple flags, a dual warning for riptides and dangerous marine life. People had heard the news about the capsized ferry, and the mayor’s warning. Stay out of the water. The fishermen ignored the waving people onshore. They cast their fishing lines.
“Oh no, Mom,” Evie said. “They’re not fishing the squidinox, are they?”
“I’m sure they’re…they’re just trying to catch regular fish, sweetie,” Jenn said, but she wasn’t sure. If there was a creature that could be hunted and eaten, humans would hunt and eat it.
“They can’t hurt the squidinox,” Evie said. “They just can’t!”
They could, and maybe they should. The creatures seemed benign, but also otherworldly, and thus potentially invasive. Their existence raised questions—questions that Jenn preferred to ignore—as to how and why they had come here to the Pearl Island coastline. The answers ranged from the regular if not alarming climate change variety to the mind-blowing interdimensional-portal sort of explanation. Jenn didn’t want to think about either.
“I don’t think that boat should be out there,” Timmy said. He tossed a cracker into the water. An appendage shot up and caught it.
“They’re probably, well—well,” Jenn stammered, “they’re not very far from the shore, at least. It’s not very deep out there.”
“Yeah. But I really don’t think they should be out there,” Timmy said.
“And they might scare the squidinox,” said Mason.
One of the fishermen reeled in his line, but it came up empty. He cast it again. More squidinox and squidoodles flocked toward the shore. They seemed to be avoiding the boat and its radius. When the boat moved, the squidinox moved in the opposite direction. On the shore, children fed them chips and crusts of bread and day-old donuts. Evie took squidinox selfies with the cell phone that Jenn had told her to leave in the house where it wouldn’t get sandy. She recorded a video of the feasting squidinox, and Jenn asked her to send or save it, so she could remind herself later that she had not been crazy, that she had watched the green horde of squid-like creatures dance while her kids tossed crackers and discussed battle plans with her childhood best friend, that the creatures had grown in both number and size, larger and denser with every snack-food bite.
Then they heard a loud crack.
The squidinox shrank. Their bobbing lumps retreated beneath the surface. Their appendages pressed together. The water around them fizzled and frothed, and the creatures themselves seemed smaller, almost as if they had expelled their internal liquids, as had happened in her bathroom.
CRACK.
“What was that?”
“Mom?”
“Oh no.” Timmy shook his head. “I knew it.”
CRACK.
On the boat, one of the fishermen, identifiable only by his rotund stature, reeled in an empty line. He stepped back from the railing. A second fisherman in a sleeveless neon shirt and ball cap had caught his line on something. He tried to reel it in. The fishing rod bent like a soft branch.
CRACK. C-CRACK.
“Knew what?” Jenn asked. But she knew it, too. She had felt it when she delivered the squidinox from her bathtub back to the sea; when its limb suckered onto her skin; when she saw in her mind an encroaching darkness.
That boat shouldn’t be out there.
Timmy stepped back from the shore. He looked afraid.
CRACK.
Evie kept filming, but she clasped her brother’s hand. The humans on the beach stared out at the water. Their eyes scanned for the source of the sound. The water looked darker, murky, as if cloud cover had obscured the sun. But the sky was blue and cloudless.
On the boat, the neon-shirted fisherman pulled against his bowing rod. The rod snapped. He fell back. The other people on the boat huddled near the center, arms out, legs apart for balance, steadying themselves. The boat rocked.
CRACK.
The boat lurched. The fishermen stumbled. One of the men, a skinny guy in a white T-shirt, fell into the cabin. Some red object, maybe a cooler, slid off the deck and plopped into the water below.
The school of squidinox pressed closer toward the shore, close enough that some of them washed up onto the beach. But Jenn didn’t notice the green creatures flopping on the wet sand, or how her children crouched down, picked them up, stroked them gently, like kittens, and tossed them back into the water. No one on the beach seemed to notice, because all eyes had turned to the boat, and the dark shape in the water beneath it.
The water itself looked murky, but there was undeniably some big thing shifting beneath the surface under the boat. The skinny guy who had fallen into the cabin picked himself up. The neon-shirted fisherman picked up his broken rod. He held it like a spear. The fourth fisherman, a short, bald man, hastily buckled himself into a life vest.
For a moment, the boat seemed to hover in a spot of darkness, unmoving, statuesque. The sea was calm, the water flat. The waves sloshed gently at the shore. Jenn held her breath, and it felt as if all the people, up and down the beach, in the boat, on the decks of beachfront houses, were holding their breath, bracing themselves, watching and waiting.
C R A C K
The noise was louder this time. She heard something hard and huge slap against the boat’s hull. The boat turned sharply sideways. Its starboard side dipped down toward the water. Every unbolted object slipped off. The skinny fisherman looped his arm around the cabin doorway. The neon-shirt guy and the round-bellied guy clung to the rail. The short fisherman in the life vest slid across the deck. He grabbed for the rail but missed and tumbled into the water.
The fisherman popped back up, buoyed by his life vest. As he floated there, the boat righted itself, unnaturally, as if something had propped it up from beneath. The three fishermen still on the boat ran to the edge. They tossed a rope with a flotation ring down to their friend. He swam toward it. But before he could reach it, the ring disappeared, and the rope was yanked from their hands. The water churned. The bald fisherman yelped. His arms shot up. His hands reached, trying to grasp something, but there was nothing but air above him. He opened his mouth and let out a gurgling scream as something pulled him down.
On the beach there were gasps, whimpers, screams. Evie whispered ominous narration into her recording phone. Other people tried to call for the coast guard, the police, anyone of authority. Or they trained their phone cameras on the boat and the water around it, slick and still and deceptively empty. Lifeguards clutched the rescue buoys in their arms, their hands clasped over their mouths. Fearless children and panicked adults gathered the beached squidinox and flung them back into the water.
Someone screamed, “Those things! It was those things!”
No one had seen what had assailed the boat. It had stayed hidden beneath the water. But parents told their children to get back, away from the water, away from those things. They commandeered the chips and crackers. Inside, they said, because they didn’t want the kids to see what happened next.
Jenn, in a prior iteration of herself, would have said the same. She would have covered her children’s eyes, and her own. But the kids had already seen. They already knew. And something had shifted inside her. She didn’t know what, or why. But she felt looser, more limber, resilient, and yet solid in herself as she stood on the shore, her feet grounded in the sand, her hair aflutter in the sea breeze. Her body bore the scars of age and time, of childbirth, tragedy and loneliness, long hours hunched at her desk, her heart desperate for the approval she believed existed only outside herself, the favor of the masses, the grand prize of having Done It All. The house-husband-kids-job-fortune-fame. And she did it all. She won. She had achieved those things. Yet the prize itself was a mirage. And if she turned away, if she let her gaze soften, the Great Mt. Achievement dissolved into a wispy mound of clouds on the horizon and there was nothing left but her, this body, these children, the sand and the sea.
The children moved toward her, their small satellite bodies orbiting Planet Mom. Evie and Mason still held hands. Evie had stopped filming. She slid her other hand into Jenn’s hand. Mason’s other hand clutched Timmy’s. The water under and around the boat churned with sinister shapes. Near the shore, the throngs of squidinox shrank and squeezed together. The Bluetooth speaker beeped. Its battery died. The music stopped. The three men left on the boat stood back-to-back-to-back, bracing themselves.
Inside the house, Barry paddled at the window and barked, and Jenn could hear him now, past the wind and waves and dunes. Maybe his canine nose could smell what was coming.
CRACK
The boat wobbled.
CRACK
The boat rocked. Black oily water rippled beneath it.
CRACK
The engine broke off.
CRACK
The three sailors gripped the railing. Their bodies radiated terror.
C   R   A   C   K
The bow flipped skyward. The sailors slid back. They grabbed for the rail, but they didn’t slip off, because the stern tilted skyward, too, as cracks appeared through the hull. The sailors fell toward the gaping center. Water gushed across the fractured deck and into the cabin. The neon-shirt fisherman reached up and pulled himself atop the flooding cabin, then higher, toward the bow. The potbellied fisherman tried to follow, but his arms lacked the strength to hoist his body. He climbed partway, but then the boat shook and he slipped back down, between the jagged pieces of deck. Water gushed over his body. His hands reached for the rail, but he was too far. There was nothing to grab or hold. The water poured over his head. He was gone.
C   R   A   C   K
The boat rocked again. The skinny fisherman clung to the railing near the stern, his lower half dangling in the water. The boat shook, and then it split in two. The bow side stayed pointed upward, the cabin sinking slowly. The stern side rebounded. It was sinking with the deck parallel to the sea. The skinny fisherman reeled himself onto the deck, first his hips, then legs, then knees, until only his foot hung over the water. Then something—a tendril, a tentacle, a vine—sprang from the water and coiled around his ankle.
It was too far to see the thing clearly from the beach. It looked dark, but it might have been any color. From afar, it only looked like a line, reaching up from the water, circling his leg.
The skinny fisherman screamed. He kicked. He tried to break free. The thing reached up his leg, a ribbon of darkness around his lean flesh. Then it pulled. Hard. It whipped him around. It flung him through the air. His body hit the water with a smack. Then he was pulled straight down and was gone, too.
The last fisherman, the one in the neon shirt, watched his buddy disappear. He decided to take his chances. He kicked off his shoes. He dove into the water, as far out from the boat as he could get. A moment later, he popped up several meters from the sinking ship. He took off, swimming as fast as he could toward the shore.
Evie squeezed Jenn’s hand. She tensed. She whispered, “Come on, come on, come on, come on!”
The fisherman’s legs fluttered. His arms spun. His hands pulled. He propelled toward the shore, a few meters, several meters more, a quarter of the way, halfway. He might make it, Jenn thought. He was fast, swimming furiously, barely stopping for breath.
Then, in an instant, he vanished.
“No!” Evie cried.
“Where is he?” Mason whimpered. “Where is he? He’s gonna make it, right?”
But he was gone.
The boat sank. The ocean surface was flat and empty. The dark patch beneath the water rolled away. The squidinox still huddled close to shore, but they began to spread and disperse.
On the shore, people had already begun to assign blame.



Philipia Bay and the Murderess of Monte Carlo
(highlighted excerpt)
The yacht sank just off the shore, in the dead of night.
The sky was clear that night. The water was smooth and black. The lights of Monte Carlo glittered in the distance. The yacht might have sunk unseen, but for the lone fisherman out on his skiff. He had started to drift off when he felt a tug on his line. It jolted him awake. He gripped the rod. He hadn’t been afraid, despite the murders he had read about in the news. But now he was. His eyes scanned the dark water. He saw something, a shape he couldn’t make out. It shifted in his mind as he tried to remember it. It had moved so swiftly. It was gone in an instant. And then he saw, in the direction it had come from, the yacht, already submerged, sinking.
By the time he saw it, it was too late.
“I wanted to help,” the fisherman told Philipia. “I tried. I paddled as hard as I could. But I couldn’t…” The fisherman wiped a tear from his eye. “That poor man.”
He was hardly poor. He was one of the richest men of Moscow. And now he was dead.
“It wasn’t your fault,” Philipia said. The man on board that yacht had been murdered before the yacht had started to sink. And he wasn’t a good man. He was a murderer himself, though he’d never gotten caught. But this poor fisherman didn’t know any of that. He only knew that he had witnessed a tragedy and been powerless to stop it. “There was nothing you could have done.”
“I know,” the fisherman said. “But…someone should have…” His expression changed, from sorrow to indignation. “Why are they telling me not to talk about what I saw? Why did the police send you instead of coming here themselves? And at this hour? My wife and children are asleep in bed.”
“It’s…complicated.”
“It doesn’t have to be. Does this have something to do with the murderess? Should I be afraid?”
“Honestly? Everyone in Monte Carlo should be afraid.”
“That’s insane. How are we living like this? Cowering in fear. Never knowing what will happen tomorrow, or the next night, or the night after that. Who will put a stop to it all?”



June 6—Late Morning
BREAKING NEWS
In bold red letters slapped across the TV screen.
BREAKING NEWS
The network news was still MIA, but local Channel 9 played periodic updates interspersed with static.
Reporter: Breaking news here on Pearl Island. The beaches have been swarmed by a mysterious squid-like creature.

The screen flashed footage of the boardwalk beach, dappled with sunbathers and amateur videographers and lifeguards and police milling around, no one certain what to do about the swath of strange green squidinox floating just offshore.
Reporter: What is this creature? Where did it come from? Is this the reason for the presence of the US Navy off the coast? Is this creature responsible for the destruction of the Sharpsburg Bridge? For the recent attacks on a ferry and a private fishing boat? Is this—

The news feed cut out. Which was fine because the kids wanted peanut butter and honey. They wanted the crusts cut off the way Dad does it, and Jenn always protested this waste of perfectly good crusts, severed from the meal before it even started, but the truth was that the crusts were inferior. They all knew it. Even the squidinox had seemed to prefer cheese puffs and Chex Mix to the stale crusts that some of the children had tossed them. Maybe the time had come to stop pretending.
She cut the crusts from her own sandwich, too, and she sprinkled a layer of crushed potato chips atop the spread of peanut butter and Evie stared, scowling, her mouth agape, because this was the most disgusting thing that Mom had ever done…until Mom took a bite of the unnatural sandwich creation.
“How could you?” Evie asked.
“It’s delicious. It’s my power sandwich.”
It was the sandwich of her childhood, made in the kitchen of her childhood home on a paper plate, tossed into a plastic sandwich bag into her plastic bucket, left out in the sun at the beach, where the peanut butter got melty and she added the chips at the end, right before she ate it, her fingers sticky with honey.
“Your power sandwich,” Timmy said.
“My power sandwich.” She laughed, remembering the name she had given it as a child, on the beach in her neon surf-cat swimsuit, her arms strong and tan, her heart still hopeful, her best friend there at her side.
“I want a power sandwich,” Timmy said, and this meant chocolate sandwich cookies layered in the sandwich itself, and if Timmy got cookies then Evie and Mason got cookies or candy with lunch, too. Jenn let it happen. She would never win Mother of the Year. But she would win points. The kids would use her benevolent sugar stance against Chuck. Mom lets us have cookies with lunch they would say, and her heart would be full.
She took a wonderful bite of her power sandwich. Her mind swarmed with worries and wonders. The squidinox. The Timmy. The island on which they were now stranded, bridgeless, network news–less, their escape route to the mainland patrolled by vicious tentacles. It was all too much. She felt hot and dizzy. This sandwich was fucking delicious, and she followed Timmy’s lead with the last bite, adding a cookie. She washed it down with a can of Fizz Wizard Limeonade. Not diet. Because screw diet. She belched. She felt like running, not to flee but to get it out, this thing that had built up inside her. She wanted to run out onto the deck and scream and laugh and shake her free arms.
She left her empty can on the counter. She stepped out onto the deck. She didn’t scream or laugh or shimmy, because Evie was there. Standing on the deck. Gazing across the ocean.
She hadn’t noticed the girl go out.
“Hey there,” she said.
“Hi, Mom.”
The girl was ten. The top of her head was as high as her mother’s shoulder. But she seemed taller now. Her features more angular. Her expression contemplative, poised. And behind the stratum of girl, if Jenn looked at the right angle, she could glimpse the woman this girl would become.
“You doing okay?” Jenn asked.
“I…I don’t know…”
“Yeah. Me neither.”
“You? That’s…I mean, you just seem like you have it all figured out.”
“Oh, I definitely don’t.” Jenn laughed.
“You don’t?”
“Who’s got it figured out? I think…we’re all just making things up as we go along.”
“Even you and Dad?”
“Especially Dad.”
“I…I miss Dad.”
“Yeah,” Jenn said, in solidarity and not because she meant it. But when she said it her mind conjured a Chuck-shaped memory, a Chuck in their kitchen chopping garlic with a cardboard crown on his head; a Chuck trading his Park Place for Evie’s Marvin Gardens, beaming as if he had gotten the better deal; a Chuck beside her in bed late at night, stroking her hair, telling her not to worry, that it all would be okay, because they had each other.
“Why can’t you just stay together?” Evie asked.
“Because…” Because she had asked Chuck the same thing, the third time he told her. He told her and then he told her again and then he told her again a week later and she scoffed What, why? No, you’re not really, and he said Because you never listen. Because you’re never here. And whatever, she was always there, at home, and she had tried to convince him. Divorce? Ludicrous. As if he was the child who had just demanded no crusts, chocolate for breakfast, a full jar of peanut butter for lunch, scooped out into a bowl, like ice cream. Ludicrous. You don’t want to divorce me!!! Can’t we just work things out? But the Good Ship Reconciliation had sailed. Chuck wanted what Chuck wanted. Which wasn’t her.
“It’s complicated,” Jenn said.
“I can understand, Mom. I’m not a little kid anymore.”
“I know. But it’s…it’s that I’m not sure how to explain it.”
“Is it because of the list?”
“The List of Underminstances?” Jenn asked.
Evie nodded. “Yeah.”
“No. Yes and no.”
“Is it because I told Dad that I liked him more than you?”
“No.”
“Because I just thought…I wanted him to buy that video game, and, and I didn’t really mean it.”
“It’s not that,” Jenn said. “It’s not any single thing. It’s just that, well, people change over time. I’m not the same me. Dad’s not the same Dad. And sometimes when people change, they grow in different directions. They don’t fit together anymore. And there’s nothing anyone can do to change that. But it’s not anyone’s fault. It’s just a thing that happens.”
“I wish things like that didn’t happen.”
“I know.”
“I wish we could just all be together. You and me and Dad. And Mason. And Timmy. And Barry, and the squidinox.”
“I know,” Jenn said.
“And I…I keep thinking about those people on the boat, and how…”
A tragedy, Jenn wanted to say, as she gathered the girl in her arms, as she held the girl close. Tragic. But a thing that happened to other people, people whose names they didn’t know, whose faces they didn’t see. It wouldn’t happen to them. To her. She was safe.
“…how fast things change. How they were just, like, fishing and everything was fine. And then it wasn’t.”
“I know” was all Jenn said.
“And then what if…what if something like that happens to me? Or you or, or what if—”
“It won’t. I promise. It won’t,” Jenn promised, though she knew this was a promise that she couldn’t keep. The girl was old enough that she knew so, too. But Jenn still made this promise, the way her own mother had made it to her, and the girl still nodded and buried her face in the crook of her mother’s arm and let her mother hold her. “I promise. I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe.”
“I know. But…I’m scared,” Evie said.
“I know.” Scared was a permanent feature of being sentient in a volatile universe. “But we’re here on the shore, where it’s safe. Whatever’s out there—”
“No, Mom.” Evie peeled her hot head away from Jenn. “You don’t understand.”
“I don’t?” She didn’t.
“There’s something big out there.” She pointed out at the sea.
“Out there. I know.”
“No, it’s not just there. It’s…it’s really big.”
“Yes,” Jenn said. A creature big enough to sink a boat or destroy a bridge.
“But it’s a monster,” Evie said. Her voice wavered. Her eyes flashed.
“But it’s out there.”
“No, you don’t understand. It’s out there now. But it can get here. And if no one stops it, then, then—”
“Oh, honey,” Jenn said. “They will. Whatever it is. Look at all those big ships out there. They’ll take care of it. And then the water will be safe again.”
Jenn looked out at the sea, abundant with warships, glinting with sun, gorgeous and blue, with a foamy-green squidinox trim where the waves met the shore. Monsters came in all sizes and ferocities. Whatever was out there, she told herself, couldn’t be that big or that terrible. Whatever was out there was there, and they were here, on the land, where things were safe.

Inside, things had taken a more quotidian turn toward danger. Timmy the Human Seal had decided to balance objects on his head while balancing on a stool.
“Because I didn’t have a ball,” he said as a glass plate fell from his head and shattered on the floor. “Darn!”
“Let’s maybe not,” Jenn said. She gathered the broken pieces.
Timmy leapt from the stool, over the glass. “Kablam!”
Jenn swept shards into a dustpan. The TV news turned back on. The children gathered around it.
“Mom!”
“Mom! The squidinox!”
“They’re on TV!”
Jenn brushed the glass into the trash can. She joined the kids in front of the TV. On the screen, flocks of squidinox sailed the sun-swept sea, their lime and ivy bodies brilliant in the shallow water, their limbs a-twirl, their asymmetrical lumps bobbing behind them. The camera zoomed back to the beach scene. A flustered reporter squinted in the bright light. She spoke into a microphone.
Reporter: Sorry about that. Technical difficulties. This is Trisha Clemmings with Channel 9 News. I’m just south of the Pearl Island Boardwalk, near the Sand Dollar Public Beach entrance. Behind me, you can see dozens—hundreds—of these creatures. According to our sources, they do not match any known sea creature. We’ve never seen anything like them. The creatures were first spotted offshore a few days ago—

“That’s not true!” Timmy said.
“Shhh,” Mason said, his eyes fixed on the screen.
“But it’s not! We found one thirty years ago!”
Reporter: —near the south end of the island. Since then, their numbers have multiplied at an alarming rate. We estimate there may be several thousand up and down the Pearl Island coast. The creatures were also spotted near the former Sharpsburg Bridge shortly before its collapse, raising questions as to whether the creatures could have somehow caused the collapse. At this time, we simply don’t know. But we can’t rule out the possibility. The ones you see behind me range from about one to three feet in length, but we don’t know how large they might get. We also don’t know whether the creatures might be venomous—

“They’re not venomous!”
Reporter: —or dangerous in some other capacity. For now, it’s best to just stay away from the water and refrain from touching them—

“But they’re not venomous!” Timmy insisted. “They’re nice!”
“Well, maybe,” Jenn said. “But we just don’t know. We don’t know where they came from or—”
“But I know,” Timmy said.
“You do?”
“Baz told me.”
“Okay.”
“She said they were from, um—” He stammered, the way a kid would, mid-fabrication. “From, um, well it’s like…outer space.”
“Outer space.” A kid would claim, absent any proof. The squidinox themselves resembled the crayon creature squiggles of a five-year-old, cephalopods with missing limbs and misshapen heads in a scribble-blue sea.
“Yeah!”
“So they’re like space aliens,” Jenn said flatly.
“Um, kind of. They’re also very ancient.”
“Ancient squid things from outer space.”
“Yep! They’re also—” Timmy started to say, but then he glanced at the television, where four men with assault rifles positioned themselves along the squidinox-rimmed shoreline.
“Mom?” Evie asked. “Mom, what are they doing?”
“Honey, I—”
“They can’t,” Mason whimpered. His eyes were big and sad. “They can’t. Our team. Squidinox is on our team.”
A fifth armed man marched toward the reporter.
Reporter: Sir, could you please explain—

Armed Man: Is this recording? Am I being recorded?

Reporter: Yes. We’re reporting live.

Armed Man: Good. ’Cause I got somethin’ to say about these squid freaks. These things killed my friends. Sank their boat and pulled ’em under. I seen it on video. My buddies was just out there fishin’ all peaceful like, and then these things attacked their boat and killed all four of ’em. I don’t know what the hell these things are. But I know they’re dangerous. They’re unnatural. These freaks have invaded our beaches. They don’t belong here. And the government, the government with all their pansy tree-hugger bull-crap laws ain’t doin’ jack shit to keep us safe. Even the navy is just sittin’ out there, too busy suckin’ their own dicks to do what needs to be done.

Reporter: And what is it you think needs to be done?

Armed Man: Those things out there, we gotta eradicate them. Every last one of ’em, till there ain’t a single freak left.

The armed man turned his back to the camera. He strode down the beach. He took his place beside the other men, his profile now visible over the reporter’s left shoulder, his mouth pinched, his loathing apparent, but beneath it a veiled terror. His eyes betrayed him. His hands, as he lifted his rifle, as he took aim at the writhing squidinox sea, shook slightly, almost imperceptibly, the physical manifestation, perhaps, of a deep-buried awareness, that he knew that he didn’t know, that he didn’t understand it, that he would be shooting into the dark.
“No!” Mason cried. “Not the squidinox.” He shook his head. His eyes blinked tears.
“Don’t watch,” Jenn said, as she took the boy in her arms, as she turned him around, so he could press his face against her belly. She covered his ears with her hands. “Don’t watch.”
None of them should watch. But here was the world as it was, replete with freaks and guns, and there was no escape. There was respite, fleeting, in the role-play animation of a video-game world, in the pages of an adventure-romance novel, in the salt-sea breeze afloat on the belly of a Snorlax. But the world in its truest form always waited, with its vigilantes and assault rifles, with capsized boats and cracking bridges, with process servers, expensive lawyers, manosphere self-help manuals written by the Danz Landrys of the world, with ocean trenches dark and deep enough to harbor the wickedest strangest beings. And all this chaos beset our little hunk of rock, our comely planet, hurtling through space on its improbable journey as a spawner and hoarder of life. Life was a losing battle, really. Everything else out there in the vast beyond was so lifeless and empty. Mostly, a person had to look away. But there came a moment, or many moments, when a person had to extract their proverbial head from the sand and set aside their screens and remove their headphones and stand witness.
Here was that moment. And while the youngest among them took refuge in his mother’s arms, the rest watched. They stared at the television: Evie, steeped in a world of active-shooter drills, a look of stoic distress on her face; Timmy, who believed in superheroes and action movie endings, his eyes shining with outrage; Jen, holding her breath. The reporter on the TV also watched and waited, suspended in a moment of uncertain gravitas, witness to a story of retribution, or massacre. It wasn’t clear which.
What were these creatures? Where had they come from?
The wait felt ceaseless, but then it ended with a deafening blast. The five men opened fire. Bullets sprayed into the crowd of squidinox. The clear water turned murky, foamy, streaked with dark liquid that might have been ink, or blood. The water writhed with squidinox. Some tried to flee. Some swatted the gunfire, or dodged, or screeched, a high-pitched siren wail. Some wrapped their limbs around their brethren and enveloped them, literally, one squidinox stuffing another into its lump. Some played dead. They floated on the surface, lump up, appendages listless, just beyond the spray of bullets. They might have been dead. Swirls of dark juice trailed behind them. The waves dumped their bodies on the shore. But then a seemingly dead one would perk up and swim away, or burrow beneath the wet sand, or coil its appendage around a spent bullet and deliver the object to its lump, as if the bullet was a snack.
The men kept firing. The reporter stood and watched, her hands trembling slightly. The camera panned from the frothy water to the shooting men to the beach, where a police officer appeared, accompanied by several military men in uniform. The cop yelled, though his message was lost beneath the barrage of gunfire. He yelled again, and one of the shooters looked back over his shoulder. He motioned to his buddies. They stopped shooting and turned to confront the police.
Reporter: The police have just arrived, along with several military officers. They are saying something to these men.

The conversation between the officers and the armed men was inaudible from the TV. The armed men looked angry, their faces flushed and sweaty. They kept pointing at the water, where drifts of dead or dying or faking squidinox floated, battered by waves, leaking juices. The military officers also pointed, farther out, toward the deeper water beyond.
Reporter: There seems to be a disagreement about what caused the recent sinking of two boats…I can’t quite make out everything they’re saying…. It sounds like…the military says that there were no attacks…. They’re saying…

The reporter stepped backward, her neck craned, trying to decipher the conversation. Behind her, the armed man who had previously spoken to the reporter waved his arms and yelled, “This is bullshit! I saw what I saw!”
The officers shook their heads, their expressions calm and conspiratorial. “No, sir that’s not what happened. If you would just calm down…”
But instead the armed man turned and ran toward the reporter. He plucked the microphone from her hand. His eyes were red and angry, his lips wet with spittle. He spoke into the camera.
Armed Man: The government is lying to us. They’re lying to us all. Those fascists just told me that the thing that sank my buddies’ boat was a geological anomaly. That the destroyers they’ve got out there in the water are there because of a geological anomaly. That’s bullshit! It was those, those nasty green things! I know it and they know it, and—

As he spoke, the military officers marched toward him and the reporter, then past them, off-screen. Then the sound cut out. The camera jostled and spun sideways. The screen turned to static.
“Mom?” Evie looked up at her. “Mom—”
“It’s not fair,” Timmy murmured.
“—they’re still alive, right? The squidinox?”
Jenn didn’t know what to say. Mason huddled closer, his face still buried in her shirt. “I…I don’t know….”
“It’s not fair,” Timmy repeated, more forcefully. “It’s not right. The squidinox didn’t do anything.”
“Yes,” Jenn said. “I mean, I think you’re right. But those men think that the squidinox killed their friends.”
“But they didn’t!”
“Well, I mean, we didn’t see what actually happened. Under the water. So—”
“But I know it wasn’t the squidinox,” Timmy said. “I know it! And they had no right, shooting them like that. It’s wrong!” He stared at her, eyes blazing, a scant decade of knowledge and conviction behind them. He knew because at ten, the world was solid-hued. Bright-lined. Righteous or wicked, black or white, no room for gray shades in between them. At ten he had just seen death for the first time, on the beach and again on the TV screen, and his small soul recoiled, blinding him to nuance. And so he stomped his feet on the floor and he screamed—a deep, mournful, primal scream.
“I know,” Jenn said. She squeezed Mason tighter. “I know.”
Tears streamed from Timmy’s eyes. “It’s wrong!”
“I know.”
“The squidinox would never attack a boat like that. I know it.” Timmy wiped the tears from his cheeks. He took a sharp breath. Then his expression changed, the despair at what he had witnessed subsumed by determination. “I know it,” he said, his voice resolute. “And I’m going to prove it.”
He turned, ran into the downstairs bathroom, and slammed the door behind him.



Timmy
THIS WAS NOT how the future was supposed to be.
Timmy sank onto the bathroom floor. It had the same brown and yellow tiles as the floor in his grandma’s house in Muskego, where his grandma kept a kitchen drawer stocked full of his favorite candies and no one would stop him from devouring a whole box of fruit snacks while he watched Looney Tunes reruns on TV. He washed the fruit snacks down with grape-flavored punch from a plastic squeeze bottle.
It felt like yesterday, that day at his grandma’s house, during the last snowstorm of April, right after his mom had told him he couldn’t go to Space Camp because the family was spending the summer at the beach, all together. Even Dad would come down on the weekends. He remembered lying on the living room rug, feet perched just beneath the control panel so he could change the channels with his toes, a chewy wad of fruit snacks in his mouth, the future on his mind. He imagined the TV of the future: humongous, with hover ability. TV could follow wherever he went. He imagined futuristic fruit snacks: larger, sweeter, with flavors that corresponded to the superpowers they gave you. Grape for superstrength. Elastic banana. Invisible blueberry. He imagined his grandma’s future house floating in the sky above Muskego, his grandma’s arthritic legs replaced by spiffy robot legs, and lasers that shot out of her fingers. So she could toast a marshmallow in point two seconds. He remembered thinking how much better it would be, this future.
He remembered thinking never, never ever would he deprive his own children of the joys of Space Camp. He remembered his dad out on the back deck in the snow, on the phone, a lit cigarette between his lips. His mom in the kitchen fixing Sunday pot-roast dinner. How she told his grandma He’ll get over it. It’s the beach! How he thought Never, never ever will I get over it. She had promised him Space Camp. She broke that promise. She could not be trusted.
Next summer, she told him. Next summer you’ll go. I promise.
But now next summer was thirty summers gone. They didn’t make his favorite fruit snacks anymore. His grandma’s house in Muskego was still in Muskego, planted firmly on the ground—Evie helped him find photos on the internet. But the internet couldn’t show him inside the house, or who lived there now, or whether they kept a drawer stocked full of his favorite candies.
His grandma was gone.
Space Camp should be happening in space by now, but instead it was still in Alabama.
The internet was okay, and YouTube was fun, and video games had gotten cooler, but there were no shrink-ray guns. No rocket suits. No defy-gravity setting on your sneakers for if you needed to climb up a wall. No flying cars. No tunnels that let you travel through the center of the earth. You still had to go the long way around, in an airplane, and Evie said they didn’t even give you lunch. Only pretzels, if you got lucky.
When air travel should have been better. With soft-serve ice-cream dispensers in the seat backs. Vacuum snack-delivery tubes. Hamburgers shaped to look like airplanes. They could have made it glorious.
Instead, the future was like this bathroom, where Timmy lay on the floor, trying to muster his strength and resolve, without any fruit snacks to help him. It had the exact same brown and yellow tiles as the past, but dirtier, cracked in spots, stained with mildew.
He was so mad. So mad at his mom when she broke her Space Camp promise that he refused to talk to her for two whole weeks. So mad that he would never see her again. Not even a robot version of her.
“Timmy?”
His best friend knocked on the bathroom door. He felt bad that he had called her serious and grumpy. That he said You’re just some boring adult. Because it wasn’t true.
Okay, maybe it was kind of true. But she had turned out pretty cool, for a grown-up. She would still ride the Ferris wheel. She helped him rake that dead shark back to sea. She didn’t talk about dull adult stuff, like work and stock markets and shareholders and galas—the stuff his parents had talked about.
Still, he missed Jenni.
He missed the background drone of adult-speak not directed at him. The whiskey-tobacco scent of his dad on a Saturday night. The clink of ice cubes in his parents’ glasses. The knowledge that they were there, right there behind him, to pick him up and hold him when he needed.
Not that he needed holding. He was his own man. He was strong.
Still.
“Timmy?”
He picked himself up off the floor. He needed to be strong. The air force wasn’t coming. The president wouldn’t answer the phone. They couldn’t find phone numbers for Bruce Willis or Jackie Chan or Sylvester Stallone.
The squidinox needed his help. The world needed his help. Maybe the squidinox could show him how.
What would the future be like, in thirty years? In sixty? A hundred? A thousand?
He wanted to see a future skyline dappled with flying cars, floating houses, elevators to the moon. Where no one had to work, or get old and boring, or die, because they’d always have a robot option when their human parts failed. It could happen in a blink.
It would happen in a blink. Thirty years. Sixty. A hundred.
He was afraid. A tear slipped from his eye, down his cheek.
But the world needed his help. He wiped the tear away. He took his swim trunks from the towel rack. They were still damp, but it didn’t matter. Not where he was going.



June 6, cont.
“TIMMY?” JENN SAID once again, inching ever closer to the door.
Timmy did not reply.
“He’s right, Mom,” Evie said.
Mason looked over at Jenn. “He’s right. Squidinox are nice.”
Squidinox were wild creatures, anthropomorphically nice in their apparent fondness for junk foods and jam bands, but wild all the same. Their predilection for human indulgences seemed, in hindsight, like projection. It was the children who liked candy and jam bands.
The adult inside her wanted to argue: Squidinox were wild. Squidinox were animals, or something like that. Moral attributes did not apply. But nothing she said would convince the children, or herself. Her grown-up worldview was a life raft, barely afloat in monster-infested waters. She had touched the squidinox. She had seen and felt things she couldn’t explain. She knew in her heart that the children were right.
“Timmy,” Jenn called. “Timmy, are you okay?”
She heard a sniffle on the other side of the bathroom door.
“Sharkasaur,” Evie said. “Sharkasaur, this is Mermeon. Team Wave Blast needs you.”
Timmy snorted. “I know.”
“Timmy—”
“Sharkasaur.”
“Right. Sharkasaur. Do you want to come out?” Jenn asked.
“When I’m ready,” Timmy said.
A minute later, he opened the door and stepped out. He was dressed in his swim trunks, which Jenn had hung to dry on the towel rack. He wore goggles, but no flippers.
If he had worn the flippers, she might have been able to catch him.
“The squidinox need our help,” he declared. “The world needs our help.”
He bolted for the back door. He flung it open. He darted out. The dog sprinted out behind him, past him, over the dunes, before Jenn had even made it out onto the deck.
“Timmy! Barry! Stop! ” she yelled. Neither boy nor dog obeyed. She ran after them, across the deck, down the steps, over the soggy lawn, past the dunes. She was taller than Timmy, but he was faster. He had gotten a head start.
“Timmy! Barry!”
Evie and Mason ran after her. They called out for their friend and their dog.
“Sharkasaur! Sharkasaur!”
“Barry, here boy! Come back, boy!”
“Sharkasaur!”
“Barry!”
Jenn ran out onto the beach, Evie and Mason right behind her. The crowd of beachgoers from earlier that morning had mostly dispersed, scared away by the fishing boat attack or gone inside for lunch. The squidinox had also scattered, but to a lesser degree. A green clump of them still lingered in the shallow water, their festival grounds, waiting for the music to start back up. Timmy stopped at the shoreline, right in front of them.
He turned and waved.
“Hey, Jenni!” he yelled. “Mermeon! Seaninja! I’m going in!”
“Timmy!” Jenn cried. “No! No! Stop!”
She ran toward him. The dry sand burned her feet. The hot wind smelled like decay.
“I hope you’re not all old when we meet again!” Timmy yelled.
“Timmy! No!”
The boy Timmy didn’t stop, because there was no stopping Timmy. He was an unrelenting force. An action-hero boy. Here to save the world. He ran out into the water. He dove into the mass of squidinox.
Jenn screamed.
The adult brain expected a splat. Or a boy who resurfaced with a silly squidinox on his head. Or even tragedy: a writhing feast, tinting the water with frothy blood.
What happened was none of those things.
Timmy didn’t splat or surface or bleed. He vanished into the horde.
“Timmy!”
The dog ran after him. Into the water. Into the squidinox. In an instant, the dog had also disappeared.
“No!”
“No! No! Barry! Timmy!”
Evie screamed from the shore. Mason, who had stood beside her, flew toward the water, toward the squidinox. Jenn raced after him. She caught him. He kicked and flailed and tried to break free.
“I want to!” he screamed.
“No. No, Mason, you can’t.”
“I want to! I want to! I want I want I want!”
He thrashed and lunged. It took all of Jenn’s strength to restrain him, and as she held him her eyes scanned the water for Timmy, for the dog, for any signs that they were still there, alive. But she saw nothing. Nothing but gentle waves and dreamy squidinox, their green limbs feathery and translucent in the ripples of sea and sunlight.
Mason screamed and kicked and tried to hurl himself toward the water, and Jenn’s arms burned and she had sand in her eye, but then Evie came and took hold of Mason’s arm.
“Seaninja,” she whispered. “Seaninja.”
His body softened. She clasped his hand. He stopped fighting. He sank down on the ground. Evie crouched beside him.
“Seaninja,” Evie hummed. “Seaninja. Seaninja.” She stroked his back.
His tantrum faded to a steady sob.
“I wanted,” he cried. “I, I, I, I wanted…”
“Oh, sweetie,” Jenn said.
“Seaninja. Seaninja.”
“Why, why can’t I?” Mason wept.
“Because it’s not safe.”
“But he”—sob—“gets to be a trainer.”—sob—“Timmy”—sob—“gets to be a trainer. And I”—sniffle, sob—“just want to be a”—sob—“squidinox trainer, too.”
“Oh Mason—”
“It’s”—sob—“not fair.”
It wasn’t fair.
Life wasn’t fair; she had only just gotten Timmy back and now he was gone again. The dog was gone. The squidinox drifted closer, and one of them flopped up onto the shore, appendages akimbo. As if to say Come on in.
Come on, little humans.
The water’s just fine.



June 6—Midday
THEY WALKED THE beach in search of a lifeguard: steadfast Evie calling out for Barry and Sharkasaur, her face impassive; sweaty Mom lugging a sticky squirmy crying child, a child beset by dichotomous affection and rage, his squidinox trainer dreams dashed by ridiculous parent logic, his arms wrapped tight around her neck. A child who refused to let go. When she stopped, her back aching, her leg muscles on fire, and wrenched his hands apart and set him on the ground and insisted you must walk, he went limp. Slumped on the ground. Declared himself beached. I can’t walk. I can only swim. I’m a water type. So she scooped him up in her arms and carried him back, along the blazing beach—where the flocks of squidinox sunbathed in the shallow water—up over the dunes, to the house.
At the house, she situated the children on the couch. She brushed sand from their feet. Covered them with blankets. Gave them bowls of Goldfish and gummies. She offered consoles and screens. She told them: “Screen time.”
She went out onto the deck with her phone and her regrets.
She should have called the cops the night that Timmy first appeared, claiming to be the lost Caruso boy. She should have stuck him in her car and driven to Milwaukee and delivered him to his sister. She should have run faster. She should have seen it coming. The goggles. The pronouncement. The world needs our help. She should be inside now, on the couch with her children, holding them, comforting them, providing the explanation appropriate for their age. If she knew what that was. She should know. Chuck would know, or he would pretend to. Fake it till you make it, Chuck would say, in his car-salesman voice, selling the aphorism to himself the way he had sold himself to her, the way they had sold their marriage to each other when she should have seen from the start how doomed it was. They were never the right people for each other, but Chuck was the right dad for their kids. The only dad. She should divorce her loathing for Chuck the Deserter, Chuck the Rejector, Chuck who in his quest to actualize had stirred the latent loathing she felt for herself, from the reality of Chuck the Dad, who maybe, maybe, had sent that Snorlax float because he knew the kids would love it, and not just to win points.
She should stop obsessing over points.
The time had come to call the authorities.
“Thank you for calling the Pearl Island Police Department, Emergency Services. Please state the nature of your emergency and the next available representative—”
Jenn hung up.
She called back.
“Thank you for calling…”
She left a voicemail message with her name, her telephone number, a description of the emergency. A boy had disappeared. In the shallow water. He was there and then he was gone, in an instant. Faster than you could say Time Travel.
She omitted the boy’s name, and the fact that the boy had not existed for thirty years, and the fact that the boy had disappeared before, in the same improbable manner. Time repeated itself.
She stood on the deck, phone in hand, a pit of acid in her stomach, a sense that she had lived this life before and was watching on repeat, the same scene from a different angle, and she couldn’t understand it any better the second time around despite all those years in between.
Timmy was gone. Had he really been here? He was gone. The dog was gone. The sea was a menacing vista of navy destroyers. The sea was stark and beautiful and danger lurked beneath its placid waves. Fake it till you make it, the sea said to itself, looking pretty, but deep down it was dark and full of wicked things. Jenn paced the back deck. She wept for a spell, out of fear, out of frustration. Her mind spun new titles for Philipia Bay. Philipia Bay and the Boy from the Sea. Philipia Bay and the Dawn of the Squidinox. Philipia Bay and the Sea Monster Seduction. Her mind flashed an image of the contractor, his jaw chiseled, his chest bare, his long mane majestic in the ocean breeze. She shouldn’t think about the contractor. Not now. In this Time of Panic.
Or ever. She was too old. She was stuck out in Cougarville. She had a Chuck-shaped chance and she lost it, and maybe that meant something. About her capacity to love. Her aptitude for anything other than work. Her ability to differentiate the fictional universe in which she largely resided from the facts of her broken life. To recognize that fact and fiction should stick to their own separate tracks. She was, in this respect, like her children.
She wandered inside, clutching her phone, in search of a sign. Some clue that she wasn’t as crazy as she felt. Six-inch action figure Sharkasaur stood on the kitchen table, packing cannons, looking fearsome. She picked him up, turned him over in her hand. Beneath him lay a stack of papers. A battle map. A portrait of Jeweleon, the Mermeon princess, adorned in sapphires and emeralds and rubies. A picture of Sharkasaur that Timmy had signed at the bottom. Timmy Caruso in orange crayon. Team Wave Blast. Wild Squidinox Trainer.
Jenn hung the pictures on the fridge. She found a bag of gummy bears in the cupboard. She carried the candy and the Sharkasaur outside. She waited for a call back. She waited for something to happen. A sign. Anything to relieve the pressure of having to figure out the next right move. Every move felt wrong after she made it. She had no battle plan. She had not been properly trained for whatever this was. She squeezed the Sharkasaur. Checked her phone. Tossed gummies into her mouth. Checked her phone. The stupid police did not call back. The internet refused certain services. Pearl Island News she typed, but the page wouldn’t load. News she typed, June 6, and the search wheel spun nowhere. Where are sea monsters? she typed, and the internet brought results.
Sea monsters are fantastical creatures from folklore. They dwell in the sea, or, in some cases, vast freshwater lakes. They may be massive in size. They have purportedly appeared in various forms, including as serpents, dinosaurs and dragon-like creatures, and cephalopod-like beings.
She scrolled through the pictures. The ribbed long-necked water brontosaurus. The mouthy green sea serpent. The dignified water dragon. The three-headed tentacle-spectacular. The red-eyed kraken. The shark with the excess rows of teeth. None of them looked like the squidinox. None looked smart or malicious enough to deliberately splinter a shallow-water fishing boat and pluck off the fishermen one by one, like hors d’oeuvres. They all had small heads with tiny brains, except the sea serpent, which was mostly mouth, and the kraken, which had a head like a mutant testicle. Not entirely unlike the squidinox, except that squidinox possessed an infantile cuteness that the legendary ship destroyer lacked.
Are there monsters in the ocean? she asked, and the internet, after several minutes of loading, said probably no. Not for hundreds of years at least. Once upon a pre-film era there purportedly existed a long-armed ship-tossing sea beast and a shark with a thousand teeth that could swallow a whale and a mile-long eel that would give you nightmares if you touched it, but none of those monsters had ever gotten captured or recorded. The accounts of their existence were sparse and contradictory. Anyone who got close enough to really see them inevitably drowned or got eaten alive. If they ever existed, they had not reared their gnarly heads since before the dawn of videography.
Are sea monsters real? she asked, and the internet suggested she might enjoy watching She Came from the Deep 3, in which the sexy sea captain, played by porn-hunk Randy Rudolph, gets seduced by a buxom Kitten McInnus in the role of a bewitching mermaid-squid.
But are there really sea monsters? What are they? she asked, and the search engine led her to an article by Dr. Marcus Flick, preeminent authority on monster studies. The sea monster, Dr. Flick wrote, has come to represent the subconscious mind. The monster, symbolizing our fears and pathologies, dwells within our unconscious selves, even when the surface waters of our conscious mind seem calm and placid.
This insinuation did not make Jenn feel any less crazy.
But the psychoanalytic manifestation of the sea monster, Dr. Flick went on, has its origins in real-life encounters with mysterious sea creatures, most prevalent in the fourteenth through eighteenth centuries, although a few scattered sightings occurred in the mid-nineteenth century, most notably by the famed monster hunter George Corcoran McCloud, whose transatlantic voyage nearly met a tragic end when…
No.
No because sea monsters weren’t any more real than Seaninjas and Sharkasaurs and time travelers, and the real looming monster in the proverbial waters of Jenn’s frayed subconscious was the mélange of trauma and rejection left to grow and fester in her long hours and years of pretending everything was A-OK.
Like now. Her in screenland. The kids delivered safely to screenland. All of them lost there, practicing the art of coping in the American way, gratified by shiny sugary distraction.
Said art led her away from the boring article by a boring professor of monster studies and back to the synopsis of She Came from the Deep 3, which maybe she did want to watch. Maybe she would, in the late sexless hours of the lonesome cougar night, when the kids wouldn’t overhear the moans.
She scrolled from the She Came from the Deep 3 synopsis to a synopsis of the acclaimed porn feature Sexski Lodge 2, which had eight more like-named sequels, the last of which starred the cover model from Philipia Bay and the Mountain of Mystery, which made her wonder why her books had never gone the full-erotic route. If they had, then maybe she would have had to look deeper, to peel back the layers of her superficial self, to confront the true creature inside.
She scrolled, paced, finished off the gummy bears, and then her phone rang and her jumpy brain screamed Police! and she answered before she could register the name on the screen.
Chuck.
“Jenn? Jenn, are you there? Can you hear me? It’s me, Chuck.”
As if he had to say it. She knew the grating of his voice from a thousand miles away.
“What is it?”
“I’ve been trying to call you all morning! And I tried Evie’s phone, too. And I sent about a hundred texts! Seriously, Jenn, I know you’re mad but ignoring me like this—”
“What are you even talking about?”
“Ignoring me only undermines—”
“I haven’t been ignoring you!”
“Well then, um, deflecting me, if you want to call it that.”
“No. Let’s call it I HAVEN’T GOTTEN ANY CALLS because the SERVICE HERE SUCKS. Let’s call it CHUCK MAKES ASSUMPTIONS WHEN HE COULD JUST ASK QUESTIONS. Because he’s an ass. You’re an ass. And I don’t need this. I’m going now.”
Her finger reached for the red Hang Up button.
“Wait!” Chuck said. “Don’t go! Please!”
Sigh.
“Fine,” she said. “What do you want?”
“I— Are you okay? Are you safe?”
“Yeah. I mean—” Maybe. No. Sea monsters. “I’m here.”
“And the kids—”
“They’re with YouTube.”
“Did you really not get my calls?”
“I really didn’t.”
“And my texts—”
“I haven’t ignored you since yesterday. I was definitely ignoring you yesterday.”
“But today—”
“The service is terrible. I— Well, I tried to call Betsy, and the call wouldn’t go through. And the internet is, um, wonky. It’s just been, well…”
“But you’re okay?” Chuck asked.
“I guess.”
“Because this whole thing is getting really scary.”
“What whole thing?” Jenn asked. She eyed the fleet of destroyers.
“This…well, now they’re calling it a vector field disturbance.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I think it means they’re trying to make it sound more benign than whatever it actually is,” Chuck said. “Yesterday they said it was tectonic. But no one really seems to know. And there might be, I mean…This might be the start of the next world war.”
“Oh. So you think it’s Russian nuclear subs, or—”
“I don’t know. The Russians say it’s not the Russians.”
“They would say that. Or maybe North Korea? Though you’d think they’d be over on the Pacific coast instead.”
“I don’t know what it is,” Chuck said. “No one knows. Or the government knows, but they’re claiming not to. But some of the towns along the coast have evacuated.”
“Oh.”
“And they tried to fly a helicopter in to rescue people from some shipwreck near Pearl Island, but they had to turn around because of some sort of electrical disturbance in the airspace.”
“Oh. That’s not good.”
“No.”
“But whatever it is, it’s, well, I mean…”
She didn’t know what she meant.
“Jenn, if there’s any way that you and the kids can get off the island—”
“We tried.”
“I know, but—”
“I’m not getting on a boat.”
“I just want you to be safe. I want you to come home.”
Home.
She envisioned Chuck, at home, safe in his town house with his rented furniture, his streaming passwords, his exercise bands, his selection of wines, his MAS Certificate of Ascension framed and hung on his wall, his ever-lengthening List of Underminstances, his worn copy of Bond with the Man You Were Always Meant to Be signed by The Man Danz Landry himself.
Home didn’t mean what she wanted it to mean.
Home was a house packed with the artifacts of her mother’s life, once prized and then forgotten, headed for the storage unit, where she could forget them all again. Home was a mold-stricken house for a squatter family of opossums. Home was an empty house in Ohio where the neglected houseplants were slowly dying, where a Chuck-sized dent defaced the bed, to remind her every time she deigned to sleep there that he was gone. That she had been left. She slept in the guest bedroom, but that reminded her, too. In the middle of the night, when she woke, when she wondered: Where am I? What have I done with my life?
“Home.” She laughed.
“Don’t laugh. I’m serious.”
“Right. Because you care so much.”
“I do care! This isn’t what I wanted. This animosity.”
“Well,” she said. “Maybe you should have thought of that before—”
“Jenn—”
“—before you dumped me.”
She could hear him breathing into the phone. But his breath was just noise. His words were just words. Chuck had dumped her, and in his absence, he lost dimensionality. He became a paper doll cutout. A caricature of a man. The real him was obscured beneath flurries of texts, grievances, papers served, feelings hurt, until there was, in her mind, no real him left.
“I just wanted…” he started to say, and there was a tremor in his voice. Like sadness, if he was a real human and not just a 2D rendition of himself. “I…Do you remember last summer?”
“Last summer.”
Last summer intermingled with every other summer in her memory, every hot sticky sweaty summer punctuated with sunburns and bee stings, missing goggles, swimming pool ear infections, day camps, playdates, rainy-day kitchen-table forts, firefly hunts, chalk and sprinklers in the driveway—all the things happening in the background somewhere while Jenn was busy working.
“When we went out to dinner,” Chuck said. “At Lucetti’s.”
“Um…”
“We sat on the patio. You ordered manicotti.”
“Okay. If you say so.”
“And I told you how I wanted to start a business making custom furniture,” Chuck said. “Just dining room furniture to start with, but then once I had a good customer base I’d expand to foyers, kids’ rooms, closets—”
“I don’t remember this,” Jenn said.
“I know.”
“Are you sure you said this? I mean, it maybe sounds vaguely familiar, but—”
“I’m sure. Jenn. I had a business plan. I told you. Over dinner. But, well, the thing is, you weren’t listening. You were there. Right across from me. You heard what I said. But you weren’t really listening.”
“Right, and then you added it to your little List of Underminstances.”
“No,” Chuck said. “This was before the list. This was…It was the first time I guess I ever really understood. This thing you do. Where you seem like you’re listening but you’re not really listening. And you don’t do it with anyone else. Or, I mean, sometimes you do with the kids. But with me…it’s like…it’s like I’m not really there. That’s how I felt. When I told you this dream I had. About making furniture. And the next day it was like you hadn’t even heard it. You hadn’t heard me. And I felt like, like you hadn’t heard me in years. Even before the kids. It got worse after the kids, after I stopped working. Maybe that was just because I was home more. So I noticed it more. But it’s always been like this, Jenn. I guess I’ve always felt like you don’t really see me. I just wanted you to see me….”
He trailed off, and in the silence she tried to picture him across the table at Lucetti’s, a glass of pinot in his one hand, his animated other hand flapping around the way it did when he rambled. In her mind, his face was hazy. She could hear the excited tenor of his voice, but the words eluded her. She scrolled back through visions of Chuck, but all the visions had the same washed-out haze, the features undefinable, the Chuck figure existing as a proxy for something or someone else. She didn’t know what. She felt unsure, now, in the mid-divorce fog-lands of her muddled present, if she had ever seen Chuck. If they had both gazed through and past each other, their phantom selves passing in the hallways of their house without a word. If they had loved each other. It didn’t feel like love now. Love was an ocean away.
“I…” she started, paused, searching for the words. “I didn’t mean…I never meant it to be like that.”
“I know. But it was.”
“It was.”
“I…It was my fault, in a way,” Chuck said, and the admission disarmed her. Chuck had never admitted fault. Not when he destroyed her dry-clean-only sweaters in the wash. Not when he stank up the bedroom with his garlic-onion farts. Not when he left a plate of meatballs on the coffee table where the dog could eat them all, and did, in one swift delicious binge, and got a plastic sword–shaped toothpick caught in his throat that the emergency vet charged a thousand dollars to remove. Chuck had always carried himself with the regality of the blameless. But maybe MAS had taught him a lesson he had failed to learn anywhere else. That to actualize he had to recognize the faults in himself.
“How was it your fault?”
“I rambled. About things you didn’t care about, and I knew you didn’t care about them, but I would carry on and on.”
“The Chuck Lanaro soliloquy on college basketball.”
“Yeah. Well. I love it. And, I don’t know, maybe I hoped I could sell you on it. That I could make you love what I love. Even though I knew deep down I couldn’t. I persisted.”
“You are persistent.”
“You tuned me out.”
“Well, yeah.”
“The more you tuned me out, the easier it got. Like I was just a switch you could flip on and off at will. That was how it felt.”
“I didn’t know,” Jenn said. “You never told me. Or did I tune that out, too?”
“I didn’t,” said Chuck. “I didn’t know how to name and acknowledge my Ingrained Triggers and Reaction Barometers. Which is one of the first steps on the path to Actualization. But I felt it. And so I just talked more, and louder. Which just perpetuated the Grievance-Trigger Cycle.”
“But now you’re putting an end to that cycle?”
“It’s ended. It’s over.”
It was over. Chuck had moved out. She was stranded with the kids on Danger Island. They both felt bad, but there was nothing to be done. Not anymore. Their lives had turned out the way their lives turned out. The phone felt heavy in her hand. A dead weight. Transmitting silence. She stared out at the sea, that blue expanse, awash with life, immensely empty. White seagulls circled overhead. Waves sloshed at the shore. There was no boat back, not one that she would take. There was no bridge to connect them.
“Just promise me,” Chuck said, breaking the silence. “Please. Do whatever you can to stay safe. To keep our kids safe.”
“I will. Of course I will.”
“And text me. To let me know. I still care, Jenn. I care about you. I always will.”
“Yeah. Well…” Her brain searched for a quip, a dig, a petty comeback to follow a Well maybe if you…But she felt depleted of her usual snark. She felt sad for herself and for Chuck in this moment. She despised Chuck but maybe she still cared about Chuck. Maybe she always would. “I’ll try.”



Reconnect Your Future Self with Your Past Self:
How to Make Your Selves Be Friends
by Danz Landry
(excerpt)
To unlock the power of your Power Nucleus, you will also need to fully understand the Reaction Barometers that characterize your own personal Grievance-Trigger Cycle. This cycle begins in childhood. What was, in childhood, a singular event—ranging from something as traumatic as the loss of a parent to something as mundane as the loss of a toy—becomes deeply ingrained in the Reaction Barometers of adulthood. Over time, the event transforms into something else entirely.
To understand our cycles, we need to step away, out of our selves and our lives. Envision a zipper running from your head to your feet. Now unzip it. Step out of yourself. Who do you see? Ask yourself: Did you just devour an entire bag of Chizz-Wizard Cheese Product Puffs because you felt hungry? Did you not speak up because you have nothing to say? Are you working a job you want to be working? Are you living the life you want to be living? Or are you being held hostage by your Grievance-Trigger Cycle?
To put it another way, are you letting your Child Self decide how your Adult Self lives? Let’s break the cycle. Let’s make our selves be friends.



June 6, cont.
JENN HUNG UP. She didn’t cry. She stood at the railing and looked out at the water, the fleet of ships, the circling gulls. The phone in her hand flashed a low-battery warning. She looked down at the lock screen, a picture of her kids taken on a family vacation to the Smoky Mountains the summer before. The kids against a vista of dreamy, blue-crested peaks. They looked so much younger. They had been so much younger. One-tenth of Evie’s life had transpired since that picture. One-seventh of Mason’s.
As she reflected on their younger selves, their current selves appeared behind her. The back door opened. The kids walked out.
“Mom!”
“There’s someone at the door!”
“Who? Did you open it?” she asked. The kids shook their heads. She went inside. She heard a knock. She saw a vision of a shirtless contractor at the door. Special delivery. A generous package. But the knock was too gruff.
“Hello! Mrs. Farrow—”
Knock knock knock.
She opened the door. A lone cop stood on the other side.
“I’m looking for Mrs. Farrow,” the cop said. Farrow. It felt strange to hear her maiden name out loud. To think that this name belonged to her.
“That’s me.”
“We got a report about a missing boy.”
“Right.”
“Is he yours?”
“Oh, no, he’s just—”
“What is your relationship to this boy, ma’am?”
Already she regretted having called the cops.
“It’s…nothing. He was just a boy we met on the beach.”
“Hmm. So you’re not his mother.”
“Well, no,” Jenn said.
“And you said you met him on the beach? Do you know where he was staying?”
“Look, that’s not, I mean—”
“With us!” Mason popped up behind her. “In the extra bedroom upstairs!”
“Mason, that’s not, um, I’m sorry, Officer. Kids, you know, they get confused sometimes between what’s real and what’s just pretend.”
“But I’m not confused,” Mason said. “He was Sharkasaur. He was part of Team Wave Blast.”
Jenn flashed the officer a smile and a knowing look.
“What was this boy’s name?” the cop asked.
“Sharkasaur,” Mason said. “That was his real name. But his other name was Timmy Caruso.”
“Timmy Caruso.” The cop snorted. “Like that kid from the Value Valley family who drowned here thirty years ago. Guess he must have seen that article in the paper and thought it’d be fun to try on a fake name.”
“Yes, but, well…”
“Look, it sounds like this kid is a real prankster. He’s probably hiding somewhere, laughing his ass off. But now I’m here, and I’d like to wrap this up and get on my way. So why don’t you show me where you last saw him. Just in case he doesn’t turn back up.”
Jenn led the cop through the house, across the deck, out to the beach. The kids trailed behind. They stopped on the beach, feet from the foamy waves and the floating drifts of squidinox. Jenn bristled with regret. She should have called the cops the night that Timmy arrived and handed him off then; she should never have called the cops. What could she say? That the boy really was Timmy Caruso? At least until he, and their dog, disappeared into the freakish dimensions of Weird Lump City.
“Well…he was right here,” she said.
“On the beach.”
“Well, not exactly. He—” She didn’t want to incriminate the squidinox. She didn’t know what had really happened. She had an inexplicable fondness for the squidinox. Even if they had swallowed boy and dog, she felt, in her heart, that their motives were benign.
“Man, those things really gross me out.” The cop pointed a finger at the teeming green masses. “Like, what even is that thing that its legs are coming out of? Is it a head? Gross.”
“Yeah. Totally,” she said, trying to sound agreeable.
“So the boy was here, and then—”
SQUELCH.
A weird noise came from the sea. Jenn and the cop both turned to look.
SQU—ELCH.
The sound had a rubbery, goopy quality, like that glitter slime the children always tried to con her into buying at the Value Valley. She never let herself get hoodwinked by the pro-slime kid crowd, but Chuck always did, and the stuff got smeared on couch cushions and embedded in the carpet fibers and fused, generally, with the fabric of their lives.
“Um, what is—”
“It’s those things,” the cop said. SQUELCH. “They sound as gross as they look.”
“I think they’re adorable,” said Evie.
SQUELCH SQUELCH went the squidinox. Their swimming pattern shifted. The lazy flips and swirls accelerated to a rapid writhing. The loose gathering of squidinox congealed. They squeezed closer and closer, appendages intertwined, lumps pressed together, SQUELCH-SQUELCH-SQUELCHING as they swam, until the hodgepodge of limbs and lumps began to resemble a larger conglomeration and the multitude assembled as a single mass.
Or at least it looked that way. With all the squirming and squelching, Jenn was unsure what was happening. It looked like a merger, but it might have been an orgy. A few loose squidinox floated alone in the surrounding waters. The center of the mass appeared the most solid and compact.
“Mom!” Mason tugged on her arm. “Mom! They’re evolving!”
“Well, I don’t know—”
“Ugh, whatever it is, I wish they’d stop,” the cop said with a groan. He had a low revulsion threshold for a cop.
“Look!” Evie squealed. “Look at that!”
SQUELCH SQUELCH SQUELCH
The dense center of the squidinox party began to grow, puffing up and out of the water, like a balloon filling with air.
SQUELCH
SQUELCH
SQUELCH
With each squelch it expanded. It was a lighter shade of green than the surrounding composite, smoother and slicker, almost glossy beneath the midday sun.
“Okay, that’s just fucking weird,” the cop said.
SQUELCH
It got weirder, because as the squidinox skin balloon grew, a shape appeared inside it. The shape looked, at first, like a rectangular blob, about five or six feet high. Then the balloon turned more translucent. The light shone through it. The blob took a more distinct shape. A human shape.
The children held hands and cheered. Jenn wondered if the balloon would pop and splatter them all with gooey squid-skin. She felt queasy and uncomfortable, but also excited. For whatever might happen next. She felt something welling in her throat. A cry. A cheer. She took Mason’s hand in her own. She could feel his heart beating in his wrist. The heat surging through him. The life, inextricably connected to her own.
SQUELCH
SQUELCH
SQUELCH
The human shape moved toward the perimeter of the bubble. It pressed two hands against the bubble. The hands shoved through. Wrists, arms, and shoulders followed. A head with short hair. A torso and legs. A whole body, covered in green goo, stood on the edge of a squidinox float, the skin bubble pulsing behind it. Then the human body fell, face-first, into the water.
“This is some crazy shit,” the cop muttered. He took the radio from his utility belt, pressed the transmission button, spoke into the receiver. “Code eight. Requesting backup. Code eight. We got a, um, a situation down here.”
The cop took a step toward the water, but he did not wade in. The water churned. An outlier clump of squidinox parted. A head shot up, and then the rest of the man beneath it. He coughed. He gasped. He looked down at his hands, turning them over, pondering their attachment to his body. His eyes were huge and wild.
“Hey! Mom!” Mason said with an excited leap. “That man!”
The man wore a sleeveless neon shirt. They had seen that man before. They had watched him leap from his sinking boat and swim for the shore. They had watched him get pulled under.
“That’s the same man!” Evie said, waving to him. “He made it!”
“The squidinox saved him!” Mason yelled.
The man touched his hands to his chest, his chin, his head. His wide eyes shone with disbelief, with awe and terror. He walked through the shallow water, brushing through and past the squidinox, up onto the shore. He stood there for a moment, waves washing over his feet, clothes dripping. Then he turned and looked back over his shoulder, at the sea. His hands clenched into fists. He shook his head. He turned back, and all the awe was gone from his eyes, leaving nothing but a sheen of terror.
He opened his mouth and screamed. “Oh fuck! Oh fuck, it’s out there. It’s out there. And it’s coming.” He shook his head. “Fuck. We’re all fucked!”
He took off running, past the cop, up the beach, toward the dunes.
The cop watched him, stunned, then radioed again for backup. Eventually he turned and ran after the man, and Jenn and her kids were alone with the squidinox-collective balloon.
“Mom?” Evie said.
“Yeah?”
“That man. What he said. About…about how we’re all—”
“No,” Jenn said. “He’s…He didn’t know what he was saying. Okay? He had a traumatic experience. But he’s wrong. We’re all fine. You and me and Mason are fine, and we’re going to be fine.”
“Okay…but…”
“I promise,” Jenn said. She wrapped her arms around both kids. She pulled them close.
“But that other part,” Evie whispered. “It’s out there, he said. It’s coming. I think…”
A shiver coursed up the length of Jenn’s spine. She looked over the soft tops of her children’s heads, at the flat sea, the fleet of destroyers.
“We’re going to be fine,” Jenn said, but she wasn’t so sure.
“I think he was right,” Evie said.
“I saw it,” Mason said. “When I was giving the squidinox pets.”
“Me too,” said Evie.
She held them tighter. She had seen it, too, in her mind when she carried the Fast-Grow Squidinox from bathtub to sea, when its appendage slapped against her skin. She had seen black water. An ocean of oily sludge. A beach strewn with misshapen dead things. A massive force in the water, twisting and writhing and growing, all vines and tentacles and malevolence. Evil in the shape of a sea beast, unstoppable. A thing no child should have to ever see.
She hadn’t understood what she saw, or what it meant, except that she knew, from the unspoken knowledge transmitted to her from the squidinox in that moment of skin-melded telepathy, that it was bad. Whatever It was. It was out there in the water, growing, consuming, only a thin barrier of waves and time and flimsy squidinox between It and them.
She did not say this to the kids. But she nodded, held them close, shared in this moment of silent camaraderie. They had all seen something weird. They all believed in monsters, in a world where monsters were stories that mothers told their children weren’t real.
She said, “I love you both. More than anything.”
Then Mason said: “I love you too, Mom. Almost as much as I love Dad.”
Evie poked him. “Hey, you’re not supposed to say that.”
“But it’s true.”
“It’s okay,” Jenn said. Maybe she didn’t need to win at points. Maybe being loved almost as much as Dad was good enough.
“But look,” Evie said. She pointed at the skin balloon. It had deflated when Mr. Fisherman burst out of it, but now it appeared to be growing again. The isolated squidinox near the edge of the mass pressed close. The balloon part at the center puffed up. The creatures SQUELCH-SQUELCH-SQUELCHED. The balloon again turned glossy and translucent, and a boxy shape appeared inside it.
“Timmy?” Evie asked.
“Timmy!” Mason shouted. “Sharkasaur!”
“Mom? Do you think it’s him?”
Mason jumped up and down. “It’s Team Wave Blast! We need you back!”
“I don’t know,” Jenn said. “I…It looks maybe a little large?”
The boxy thing took a more human shape, but this one looked bigger than the last, at least half a foot taller. It drifted slowly toward the balloon exterior, as if it felt reluctant to leave. Then, after a long moment, it stepped out.
This human also emerged dripping with green goop. But instead of falling, they hopped gracefully down, submerged themselves, and glided beneath the water. A minute later they emerged, a few meters down shore, as a man.
The man was tanned, with long gray hair pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a wet suit. He stood in the shallow water, his eyes squinted, surveying the mostly vacant but still non-apocalyptic beach scene. He gave a slight nod.
“Hey!” Jenn called. She ran over toward him. “Hey! Are you okay?”
“I…um…” He looked down, confirming the integrity of his torso, arms, and legs. “I…think so?”
“Did you see our friend?” Evie asked.
“Your…friend?”
“His name is Timmy Caruso. Or Sharkasaur.”
“He went inside the squidinox, too!” Mason said.
“But he hasn’t come back out.”
“I…” The man glanced over at the creature-sack from which he had just emerged. “I…I’ve heard that somewhere before. Sharkasaur. Timmy Caruso…He’s the boy who drowned.”
“That’s him!” Evie said. “Did you see him? Was he in there?”
“Well…” the man said, slowly. “There…isn’t exactly…there.”
“Are you— What’s your name?” Jenn asked him.
“Juaquin Ortez.”
“Juaquin Ortez. You’re the surfer. You own that bike shop—”
“That’s me.”
“They said on the news you got eaten by a shark.”
“A shark?”
“Someone saw you disappear. They assumed. Because there’d been other shark attacks—”
“Not a shark…” the surfer said. He glanced over his shoulder, toward the horizon. “The sharks are…”
“What?”
He turned back. He looked at Jenn, his gaze steady. “Afraid.”
“What happened to you?” she asked.
“I was out surfing. And then…” The man shook his head. “There was something in the water. Not a shark. Something worse. I saw it beneath me. I was on my board, and then…I fell off. Or it knocked me off. I don’t know. And then it pulled me under. It happened so fast. It had me around the waist, and I felt it pulling me, whipping me down. And then I saw this small green light. Tiny. Like a…a Christmas light. One of those vintage bulbs. Green glass. Everything around me was dark. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see anything but this green light. And I reached out for it. I touched it. And then…I can’t really explain what happened after that. And then I was here.”
“That’s…It’s been two days,” Jenn told him. “Since you disappeared.”
“Yeah. It felt like…like time was passing. But also like it wasn’t. Like time was distorted somehow. But two days? That’s wild. I— Crap.”
“What?”
“My family, my friends. They all must think I’m dead.”
“Yeah.”
“I have to let them all know.” He walked up onto the shore. His blue wet suit had a discolored ring around the waist, black and splotchy, where the neoprene looked burnt and had begun to disintegrate. “I need to warn them. Do you have a phone I can use?”
“Well, yes and no. You can use it. But it hasn’t been working right. But— Wait, you just said you need to warn them. Warn them about what?”
Jenn asked, but she knew. They all knew.
“I have to warn them—”
The ground lurched beneath Jenn’s feet. She felt herself flung upward, as if the earth were a trampoline and she had been displaced by the weight of something heavy landing beside her. The surfer spread his arms for balance. Evie screamed. Mason stumbled into her. Both kids fell back into the sand, taking Mom down with them.
She landed on her back. The earth rumbled beneath her. The sand shifted. Grains of sand lifted and floated, defiant of gravity. Shells fluttered skyward. Ocean spray spit at her feet. A clammy hand grabbed her leg. She tried to sit. She fell back. She tried again, hoisting herself, her hands grasping at the shaking sands. Mason clung to her leg. He pulled himself up into her lap. Evie lay on the vibrating ground beside them, her eyes fixed on the static sky. The water slapped at the shore, and against the backdrop of breaking waves there were screams and crunches and cracks and a suckling noise—more like squelching in reverse—as the skin balloon shrank and disbanded.
The surfer stood with his arms out, knees bent, eyes wild, steady against the shaking, as if he was riding the barrel of a killer wave. It was all fun and totally tubular until his brain caught up with his body and reminded him what the shaking ground meant.
He screamed: “Run!”
He ran. Then stopped, turned back, reached down, grabbed Evie’s hand, and pulled her up onto her feet.
“Run!” he screamed again.
Jenn looked down her body at Mason. “Can you run?”
Mason shook his head. He clasped his arms around her neck.
“Mason—”
“I can’t,” he whimpered.
She held him tight. She pushed herself up, onto her knees, then feet, as the earth spasmed beneath her. She tried to run, but the sand was too unsteady, Mason too heavy, her legs and arms too weak for this mad dash from the shore. She walked as fast as she could. Her legs burned. Her arms trembled. The ground jolted, thrummed, jolted again. She could see Evie and the surfer up ahead, nearing the dunes. She scrambled across the hot sands. She did not dare look back.
Somewhere, in the dark waters behind her, a wave had formed. A great wave. A welcoming gift from the deep, the abyss, whatever lay beyond. A wave had formed and if she turned to see it, she might stop, a mama deer in the rip-curl headlights.
She forged ahead, as sweaty Mason tightened his grip, as her body insisted it had to give out, to give up. She neared the dunes. The ground gave one last jolt, then settled. Her limbs kept shaking. She could hardly breathe. The hot sand scalded her feet. Her flip-flops were somewhere, buried, lost forever. She pushed herself forward, up the splintered steps that led to the walkway that spanned over the dunes, but when she reached the top she saw that the walkway had collapsed near the center, its rotted boards broken by the quaking, and so she climbed off, with Mason still in her arms, onto the dunes, through the high grasses and thistles, past the skeletal fish washed up by the last flood, their flesh improbably stripped, their bones already white in the white-hot sun, beckoning the question as to what had killed them, swept them ashore, made them decompose so swiftly. In days, as if they had been dead for years.
But there was no time now for questions. Only pain. The urgency of escape. The onslaught of water behind her.
There was no time to ponder the best place to flee, whether up to the house, or inland, toward the street. She looked up and saw Evie on the deck. The stairs up were intact, but the railing had broken off. The surfer waited at the bottom. She hurried across the lawn and when she reached the steps he reached out, plucked Mason from her arms, and carried the boy. She staggered up behind him.
“Mom!” Evie cried. “Look!”
Jenn reached the top step. She turned, still gasping for breath. She looked out, expecting a white-crested monster of a wave. But whatever had made the earth quake had shaken up the sea, and instead of a single large wave it had made a thousand small waves that crashed against the shore, depositing shells and flailing squidinox, dragging them back out, breaking and crashing in every direction. The ocean roiled.
She watched, her chest heaving, lungs burning, muscles twitching, head spinning, relieved, terrified, hypnotized by the quicksilver waves, the relentless churning, the ocean turned inside out, and now they could see its dizzying insides, the parts that had, in the past, stayed hidden beneath its lightless depths.
“Look!” Evie cried again. She pointed, at an insidious dark shape visible beneath the surface but still far out from the shore. Out where the fleet of battleships floated, unmoved by the raucous water.
Beneath the water, the shape spread like an oil spill, a ripple of black beneath the white froth crests and blue-green valleys of the waves. The color of the water itself seemed to change as the shape moved beneath it. A whole patch of sea, half a mile in diameter, turned black.
Two of the six destroyers floated on the edge of the black patch. The other four were farther north, maneuvering slowly toward it.
“I don’t like it,” Mason said. He sidled up to his sister, clasped her hand.
“Me neither,” Evie whispered.
Jenn didn’t like it either. It all felt like a terrible dream. And now this unnatural darkness, skulking through the water, drawing the destroyers toward it.
“They shouldn’t sail toward it,” Mason said. “They should sail away.”
“Maybe—” they can’t, Jenn continued as a thought, but before the words slipped out, there was a loud bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang.
Then bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang.
“Mom? What is”—bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang—“that?”
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
“It’s—” bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang “Fireworks?” Evie said.
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
“No,” she corrected.
“Artillery,” the surfer said. “The destroyers. They’re shooting at something in the water.”
Bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang kept on for another minute or two or five. It felt like forever. Like the protracted prelude to a show that she didn’t want to start, now or ever, but instead they got front-row seats, her and the kids and the not-dead surfer, whose wet suit had started to disintegrate around the middle, leaving a neoprene patchwork of rips and shreds, and what might have happened, Jenn wondered, if whatever had grabbed him around the waist had touched his skin instead?
She shuddered and the artillery rapid-fired bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang and the chaotic sea churned and sloshed and the dark splotch seemed to shrink, pulling back from the gunfire.
Collecting itself.
The firing stopped.
Then, with a wump-woooosh! a geyser of water jetted up along the edge of the black spot. Then another wump-woosh! Another fountain. Three more. Woosh! Woosh! Woosh! In quick succession.
“What’s happening?” Evie asked.
“Depth charge,” the surfer said. “It’s a weapon. Those ships, I think they’re firing them under the water.”
“Will it work?”
Another salt-spray projectile blasted from the surface. The black splotch retreated. For a moment, the water looked almost blue.
Then a thick black thing shot out of the water.
It looked, at first, like a spire, a chiseled monument of steel or stone, smooth and artificial, tapered at the top. An obelisk. A lustrous dark shimmer against the pallid blue sky.
It grew, rising up-up-up to a symphony of artillery fire. It was tens of meters in diameter, as wide as the Sharpsburg Bridge. Its steady ascent intimated internal mechanics, springs and levers and clockwork gears, intricate mainframe wires. A lost pylon of Atlantis, swallowed by the ancient seas. The destroyers fired their artillery, but the shells bounced off its sleek sides. Depth charges exploded in the water all around it. It kept rising until it loomed over the battleships, a pointed tower at least four times higher than its assailants.
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
Woosh! Woosh! Woosh! Woosh!
Then, from inside the obelisk, there came a noise, a horrible whirring groaning roar. The obelisk bent in half. It curved at the top. It turned fluid. Snakelike. Fleshy. The spire became a massive rippling tentacle.
It whipped around, thwapping its girth against the bank of guns on the deck of the closest destroyer. In one swipe, it knocked them clean off. It swung again. It slapped against the side of the battleship’s hull. The blow rocked the massive ship to its side. The ship lurched and then rocked back, revealing a smoldering gash in its side.
Evie screamed.
Mason gasped. “Oh no! It’s a poison type!”
The surfer glanced down at his disintegrating wet suit, then back up at the destroyer. The gash in its side sizzled. The surfer stripped his wet suit off, trying not to touch the ruined midsection. He flung it over the deck into the marshy grass below.
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
Out in the ocean, the unscathed destroyer kept on firing. Depth-charge geysers sprouted from the murky water. The massive tentacle twisted around the ship. It dove down. It scooped back up. It whipped toward the first ship and slammed against the hull. The sick splat of its skin against metal echoed across the water. The ship rolled toward the side. The tentacle retracted. It spun up and around, gaining speed. It struck again, and this time it pressed. The ship tilted and the tentacle kept pushing, driving ten thousand tons of metal battleship all the way onto its side.
The battleship lingered there for a moment, improbably still afloat. Then the tentacle slithered around the hull. It pressed down hard and shoved the entire ship down beneath the water.
“Oh my God.”
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
“That thing. It just…”
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang…
Jenn’s head spun. She felt as if she might fall back, pass out. Her heart pounded in her chest. She gasped shallow breaths. The features of the world around her blurred. Everything felt too close but also far away. Too intensely real but also dreamlike. Maybe she had dreamed this. This whole life. Maybe she had gotten swept away by a riptide at the age of ten.
She stared at the dream of her children, their hands intertwined, their bare and sandy feet, the tangled locks of their hair fluttering in the sea breeze.
“I think,” Mason said to his sister, “it’s also a dark type. And a fighting type.”
The sight of her children snapped her back.
“This is bad,” Evie said to her brother. “How will we ever fight it?”
The surfer stood naked on the deck, eyes wide, staring out. “It’s not done,” he said. “It won’t be done until…”
“No,” Jenn said. “Don’t say that.”
But he was right.
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang
bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang
The tentacle eeled across the surface of the water.
bang-bang-bang-bang—
It arced up, forming a dark rainbow over the next-closest ship. Its tip dove down and then came up on the other side. It arced again, coiling twice around the ship, constricting its grip around it. Then, as if the vessel weighed nothing, the tentacle lifted the whole ship into the air. It spun it around, playing with it, the way a toddler might shake a plastic toy submarine during bath time. As it flipped the ship from side to side, its clutch tightened. The hull bent and cracked. A third loop of tentacle encircled the ship. It squeezed squeezed SQUEEZED until the battleship broke in two. One of the broken pieces landed in the water with a huge splash. The tentacle whipped the other piece around and flung it at a third destroyer.
The tentacle gave one last hurrah-twirl as the second and third destroyers sank. Then it straightened itself into obelisk form and sank, slowly, back beneath the sea.



June 6—Early Afternoon
SEA MONSTERS. SEA monsters. Sea monsters. Sea monsters.
Jenn panicked.
Sea monsters that could crush a battleship.
If only she were just losing her mind, things would be great!
But no.
The prescient kids had the right idea with their not-so-silly-now Bring in the Troops game: Call in the air force. The deadliest navy ships were prawns in the poison-claw of that tentacled sea beast, effortlessly cracked and devoured. The air force might not fare much better, but at least a plane could drop a bomb and fly away to safety, unless hunks of that tentacle sprouted wings and broke free, and God she hoped they didn’t live in a world where winged tentacles patrolled the skies.
Even confined to the sea, that monster was ruinous for pleasure cruising and international shipping and maybe every living thing everywhere on Earth. A monster did not just, ho-hum, pop up casual-like, destroy a few battleships, and head home, work done. Those power moves against the US Navy were a prelude. Whatever came next, They. Were. All. Supremely. Fucked.
The only thing to do was make moves to get out. Not that there was any way to go. They would not step foot on a boat, given the fate of boats in that monster’s path. The rescue helicopters that should have been evacuating the tourists and retirees of Pearl Island were conspicuously absent. The sky was empty. And despite its blue hue and general cloudlessness, it looked dimmer, as if its natural shade had been altered by a filter. The Filter of Impending Doom.
Mom packed all the suitcases.
Team Family would be ready if the opportunity came. Backpacks by the front door. Ready to run.
She fed the kids snacks. Evacuation energy snacks. Like their regular cheese stick plus cheese cracker snack, but with apple slices, and gummy worms, which she laced through holes cut in the apple slices to make them fun because fun was all she had left to give. Plus hugs and pretend assurances that Earth’s natural creatures would prevail against unfathomable monsters. But she knew that the children knew that any assurance of safety was a fairy tale. They had seen that thing, too. They had seen its rapid transformation from chiseled monument to suckered tentacle. They could deduce how big the suckers on that tentacle might be, in relation to its total size. They knew how useless all our human artifices were against it. Even if they called the air force and the air force came, what would our planes do? Drop a few little bombs? Maybe a nuke? For all they knew, a radioactive blast would feed and energize the beast. Make it angry. Make it grow. All the seas combined would not be big enough to hold it.
So they sat together on the deck in silence, eating the gummy worms from their apple slices, eyeing the water with mistrust.
The surfer had gone home. Jenn had offered him shorts for the trek. No thanks, he said. We don’t have time for that. And off he ran, naked, down the beach.
They watched the three remaining battleships maneuver away from Seamonsterville. Frenzied waves slapped at the shore. Nothing happened, until they heard a rustle in the dune grass and they looked down and saw a boy shape. His bottom half wore swim trunks. His top half was covered in green goo. He waved.
“Timmy!”
They all leapt up and ran down the stairs to the soggy yard.
“Timmy!”
“Timmy! You’re back!”
“Is Barry—”
Timmy shook his head. “There’s no time!” he said, breathless. He ran to meet them. “I know how to battle the monster! Candy! We need candy! All of it! Right now!”
He pushed past them and started up the stairs.
“Stop!” Jenn called. “Where are you going?”
“Inside. To get your car keys. We need to drive to the Value Valley right now and get all the candy that—”
“Do not go inside! You are not going anywhere until you wash off all that goo. And then—”
“There’s NO TIME for that!” Timmy yelled. “We need the candy! And we need it now!”
“Look, there’s probably a little candy left inside, so—”
“That won’t work! We need ALL the candy!”
“For what?”
“To make them grow.”
“To make what grow?”
“The squidinox.”
“But why?”
“So they can fight!” Timmy said, exasperated, as if the plan was perfectly obvious.
“Okay, that’s absurd, and it doesn’t change the fact that you’re covered in squidinox juices and—”
“Ahhhhh!” Timmy growled. “You’re NOT LISTENING! This is the only way! We have to make them grow and they can’t grow without sugar, and if they don’t grow big enough to fight, the monster will destroy us all! Don’t you get it? The Jenni I knew would get it. She was cool. But you? You’re just, you’re just—”
“What? What am I?”
“I…” He looked at her, his eyes ablaze with fury, disappointment, despair.
“What? Tell me. What am I?”
“You’re…lame.” He shook his head. A strand of goo dripped down the side of his face.
“Mom?” Mason chirped. “We can put a towel on the car seat. Like we do for the dog.”
Jenn sighed, acutely aware of the lameness of her sigh, the triviality of her goo concerns, the chasm of years between her and her childhood best friend.
“Fine,” she said. “We will go to the Value Valley. We will buy all the candy. But while I go inside to get my car keys and a towel, you are going to wash off all that goo in the outside shower. You got it?”

With no rescue helicopters on the horizon and no guarantee of safe sea passage, they had nothing better to do than indulge in the Time Travel Boy’s absurdist attack plan of feeding squidinox to make them grow. They piled into the car and drove to the Value Valley. Timmy was sopping wet. His cursory shower washed the goo from his skin, but he still had green globs in his hair.
“It needs a name,” he said. He stroked his chin in contemplation.
“What does?”
“The sea monster. I didn’t see it. But I kind of saw it inside my head. Gosh, riding in the squidinox sure makes my brain feel funny. Its discombobulating.”
“Tentakiller,” Mason whispered. “The Tentakiller.”
“No, that’s not the right name,” Evie said. “If it was smaller. In its pre-evolution. But it’s worse. It’s so much worse.”
“The Tenterminator,” Timmy said.
“Or Tentastroyer,” said Evie.
“Tentageddon,” said Jenn.
“Tentageddon,” Mason whispered.
“That’s it. That’s its name,” Timmy said solemnly. “Tentageddon.”
“This is all just…” Absurd. Jenn shook her head. “I mean, I know the squidinox can grow rather, um, swiftly. But I’m not sure anything can grow big enough to fight the Tentageddon. You didn’t see it, Timmy. It was massive. And that was just the part we saw.”
“Oh, the squidinox can grow just as big! The one I rode in told me so. It can grow enormous. As long as we feed it the right things.”
“And the right things are candy?”
“Or pop or cookies. Anything sweet. That’s why they came back here. After the first time, when we found that little squidoodle in the tide pool. It liked the cookie so much that it came back with all its friends.”
“So they didn’t come here to fight the, um, Tentageddon?”
“Well, they’re not not here to fight the Tentageddon,” Timmy said. “But the Tentageddon is very deadly. Usually when it shows up, they just jump away because they’re too small to fight. But if we feed them candy, they’ll get bigger. And then they can battle!”

The Value Valley was on the island’s west side, near the wreckage of the Sharpsburg Bridge and across the street from a marina. The marina’s parking lot was clogged with cars, boat owners ferrying suitcases and boxes and crates with cats and dogs out to their getaway yachts, people desperate for passage off the island.
“Twenty thousand,” Jenn heard a man say as they inched passed the marina traffic jam, window open. “Twenty thousand for each of us if you can get us to the mainland.”
Another man scrambled up over the locked gate between the lot and the docks. A stranded tourist in a sundress and heels waved a handful of diamond jewelry. A small yacht with several families crowded on deck pulled away from the port.
Jenn considered taking a sharp left turn, offering up a ridiculous pot of cash, sailing across the bay, as far away from Tentageddon as they could get. But then she reminded herself of the effortless malice with which that unseen monster—perhaps a smaller arm or minion of the massive dark creature—had destroyed that fishing boat. Nothing in the water was safe.
She turned right, into the Value Valley parking lot. The lot was empty in comparison to the bustling marina. The lights in the store were out. The front windows had gotten smashed in. Looters trickled out with shopping carts full of canned goods, bottled water, medicine, beer and wine. Jenn parked. She weighed the practical and legal implications of taking children looting versus leaving them unattended in a hot car. Neither option would play well in custody proceedings. But looting candy, at least, was a (hopefully) once-in-a-lifetime experience, the memory of which would pay dividends in points.
They all climbed out of the car and marched together toward the hole in the front window. They maneuvered through and around the broken glass.
“Everyone grab a cart,” Timmy said. “So we can fit more.”
They each took a cart and steered to the candy aisle. The candy—not a high-priority item on the typical monster apocalypse looting list—was still mostly stocked. They filled the carts with gummies, lollipops, chocolate bars, flavored sugar dips and fruity chews, and caramels and toffees. The kids had to sample as they shopped, they said, to make sure the selected confections were tasty enough for squidinox. Mason emptied Pixy Stix into his mouth. Evie devoured Chocolate Marshmallow Campettes. Timmy ate a pound of gummy worms.
When the kids and carts reached capacity, they steered toward the checkout to get bags. As they loaded the plastic bags of candy into larger paper bags, Jenn heard someone call her name.
“Jenn?”
She turned and saw the contractor. He looked rugged and handsome, with his own loot-cart filled with beer, jerkies, dried fruits, and nuts.
“Oh, hey,” she said. “You’re looting.”
“You’re also looting.”
“It’s that time of year.”
“But what are you doing with all that, you know—” He shot a judgmental glance at her cart.
“Junk food?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s for the squidinox!” Timmy interjected. “So we can make them grow!”
“Oh. That’s, um—”
“So they can fight,” Timmy said, and then he launched into the story of his Journey to the Center of the Squidinox and the squidinox’s fondness for sugary snacks and how maybe if they gorged enough they could grow big and strong enough to fight against the Tentageddon.
“The Tentageddon?”
“We had to name it something,” Jenn said.
“It fits.”
“It’s a crazy plan.”
It sounded crazier now, in the ransacked Value Valley, under the contractor’s hot gaze. She felt self-conscious and ridiculous. She had a lollipop sticking out of her mouth and an open stolen bag of sweet-and-sour gummy cherries in her back pocket.
“Maybe,” the contractor said. His eyes flickered. He glanced at the green goo in Timmy’s hair. “But it’s worth a shot. I mean, if those battleships aren’t going to stop it…what the heck else are we going to do?”
Run away, Jenn thought, until they got outside and saw a commotion in the marina parking lot. The crowd that had been scattered across the lot had converged at the fence. Their faces all turned toward the water.
“What’s happening?” Evie asked.
Jenn climbed up onto the roof of the car to get a better look. The kids clambered up after her. They looked at the water beyond, where a battered sailboat, its hull torn, its mast broken, sank slowly into the bay. There were no passengers left on board, but there were several in the surrounding water, all swimming back toward the marina. Farther from shore, a fishing boat drifted over a dark shadow in the water. The boat had lost its motor. One of the passengers leapt overboard.
“Okay, we’re not watching this,” Jenn said. “Down. Get down, all of you.” She hopped down, then helped the kids climb down after her. The chivalrous contractor loaded the last bag of candy into her car.
“I’m going to run those supplies back to my house,” he said, pointing at his own cart. “Then I’ll come back here for another load. I’ve got a few friends I can get to help, too.”
“They’re not going to think you’re completely crazy?” Jenn asked.
“They already think I’m a little bit crazy.”
“Oh.”
“In a good way. But they’ll help. And like I said, what else can we do?”
“Not try to sail out of here,” Jenn said. “That’s for sure.”



Philipia Bay and the Scroll of Synchronicity
(highlighted excerpt)
She had lost the scroll. It was probably at the bottom of the ocean by now. Or worse: on a freighter bound for Singapore, and straight into the hands of the Queen Cobra.
She had also lost her boat, her passport, all her cash, her guns, her nunchucks, one of her shoes, half of her dress, which now hung from one shoulder in tattered shreds, and any hope that she would make it off this island alive. The nearest inhabited island was at least ten miles away, farther than she had ever swum, and all ten of those miles were teeming with sharks. She was stranded.
But at least she wasn’t alone.
“What should we do?” Philipia asked. “We’ve lost everything.”
“You’ve lost everything,” Jacques said. “I still have my suitcase.”
“And there’s nothing in your suitcase to help get us off this island, is there?”
“Unfortunately, no.”
“So what should we do?”
“Anything you want,” Jacques replied, with a devious grin.
“Anything, huh?”
“There’s no one here but us.” Jacques had always been sexy, but he looked even hotter with his shirt torn off.
“This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Me, all to yourself.”
“Maybe this is what you wanted, too.”
“So what is in your suitcase?” she asked.
Jacques opened the suitcase. Inside, there was nothing but rum. Twenty unopened bottles of Don Zoritos Superior Black.
“I came prepared,” he said. “Shall we have ourselves some fun?”



June 6, cont.
THIRTY SWEATY AND exhausting minutes later, Jenn, her two kids, and the third stowaway child were back at the beach, armed with hundreds of pounds of candy. The sea looked peaceful, sparkling blue, misleadingly devoid of monsters. A loose gaggle of squidinox floated near the shore, along with a few tiny squidoodles.
Timmy tore open a two-pound package of red licorice sticks.
“You guys hungry?” he called to the creatures. “You want some yummy snacks?”
He tossed a handful of licorice into the water. The nearest squidinox reached for the candy, coiled their appendages around it, and deposited it into their lumps. The squidinox around them drifted closer, lured by the scent of sugar. Timmy threw another handful. The squidinox swarmed around it, like seagulls stalking crusts of bread or city pigeons around a chicken bone. Except that the squidinox did not snatch or hoard the treats. They took a single licorice stick and passed the rest down to the next squidinox in line, or they tore a stick in two and split it with a friend.
“They like them!”
Mason struggled to open a bag of jelly beans. “I want to feed them!”
Jenn opened the bag and handed it back. He waded into the surf and dumped the whole bag. The squidinox charged. They gathered the colored beans, popped them into lumps, and handed them to friends. Mason giggled. Evie tossed handfuls of candy corn. More squidinox drifted toward the feeding frenzy, their appendages a-twirl, their lumps bobbing along in the shallow water.
Jenn formed an assembly line with the kids. She tore open packages and removed excess wrappers. The kids threw candy into the water. Some candies came with inedible parts—lollipop sticks, Ring Pop rings, elastic cords strung with candy beads—but these got tossed in, too. The squidinox could digest shells and rocks, so a plastic bit of Ring Pop probably wouldn’t hurt them.
“Is it working?” Jenn asked, several bags in. “Are they growing?”
“I sure hope so,” Timmy said as he marched back to collect another opened bag of candy. “I think they look a little bigger.”
There were also more of them, which made the growth rate difficult to discern. Squidinox and squidoodles swam from up and down the shore to collect their candies. The initial gaggle grew into a teeming crowd, dozens and then hundreds of squidinox all huddled close, all passing treats. They fed each other, Jenn noticed. The appendages of one would pop fruit chews into the lumps of its surrounding friends. The friends would deliver chocolate caramels into adjacent lumps. The kids darted up and down the squidinox-occupied stretch of beach, tossing handfuls of candy.
“Hey, look!” Timmy said. “It’s Baz! It’s my friend Baz!” He pointed at the mass of nearly identical squidinox.
“Where?”
“Right there.”
“I don’t see it.”
“She’s the darker green one.”
Half of them were darker green.
“I don’t see how you can tell them apart,” Jenn said. “They all look the same to me.”
“She has tiger stripes. See?”
Jenn stepped closer to the water. She peered into the mass of wriggling squidinox. They all looked the same at first, but as she stared their patterns began to differentiate. Some had lime-colored curlicues. Others had jungle spots. Their lumps were adorned with squiggles, flowers, geometric shapes and lines, some static and others fluid, changing shape as they moved. Fixed patterns turned luminescent. Static patterns became abruptly animated. They might have been the creatures’ natural markings, or intricate motion-tattoos, or thought and feeling projected outward from mind to skin, or something else entirely.
Near the center of the mass, Jenn saw a squidinox, larger than the others, colored deep ivy-green with luminescent tiger stripes. The boy’s friend, Baz.
“I see,” she said. She tossed a peanut butter cup in its direction. Its feathery limbs swooped up, caught the candy midair, and broke it in two. Half for its own lump, half for a friend.
As the assembly line continued, Jenn monitored the dark-green squidinox called Baz. It was about four feet long from appendage to lump-top, about the same size as Mason. It seemed to prefer the chocolate-based candies, which it kept more of for itself. Or maybe it ate the inferior treats and shared the tastiest with its friends.
Jenn opened bag after bag of candy. The kids threw handfuls of gummies, candy bars, crisps, and suckers, the hard and the chewy, in chocolate and caramel and assorted fruit flavors. The squidinox feasted. They shared. They grew in number, and after about a hundred packages they began to grow in size. Baz’s emerald lump looked broader and its tiger stripes more prominent. The creature’s limbs grew wider and more ornately feathered.
As the squidinox dined and grew, the people who had not fled the neighboring houses saw the green mass from their decks and windows and trickled down to the beach to watch. Some brought candies or other treats. Others helped tear open bags and toss sweets. Timmy prattled on about the squidinox and how the candy would make them grow, big enough and strong enough to fight the Tentageddon. He sounded like a silly kid with a stupid plan, but people nodded and listened and joined the candy assembly line because it was the only plan. They had no better ideas. They had no means to fight or escape from a water beast so awful and vast that it could destroy a naval ship with a flick of its tentacle. They watched the squidinox divide and share their treats. Some had seen the creatures earlier, swaying in unison to jammy tunes, twirling their limbs, gobbling chips and sometimes shells or rocks. They sensed a benevolence in these strange, ugly, adorable squid-things, or at least an amiability antithetical to that malignant dark growth out there in the sea. They wanted to believe what this boy, this roving font of unbridled enthusiasm, had to say about the nutritional benefits of candy. Candy would make the squidinox grow up big and strong.
Jenn wanted to believe, and so she tore open bags and handed out treats. She watched Mason and Evie and Timmy and the others who had joined them hurl treats into the multiplying swarm of limbs and lumps. She watched limbs and lumps grow fatter and longer. Baz grew from four feet to six to eight. Its tiger stripes became textured, and then smaller stripes appeared inside them. It made a soft, rippling noise reminiscent of a purr. The noise surged through the crowd of squidinox. It amplified around the spots that got showered with candy. Jenn opened bags of candy and she felt strangely relaxed, unafraid, enrapt at the transformation of squidoodles into squidinox, squidinox into larger squidinox, and the accompanying transformation of some core part of herself. For this moment, she existed as a cog in the candy distribution line; as a woman on a beach, feet in the sand, sun on her face, hair blown back by the ocean breeze while the weird squids sloshed along the shore, and grew, and grew; as the future of a girl with a best friend and a pair of shovels and the dream of a hole in the sand, big enough to sit in for a picnic lunch. It didn’t matter that the ocean would wash the hole away. She could find herself down there, the small pearl of her deepest small self. Smooth around the edges, like a piece of sea glass. Not new, but still bright.
The squidinox grew until the largest among them stretched ten feet from limb to lump and the smallest were fat two-footers and their human waitstaff emptied out the last bag of candy.
“Darn,” Timmy said. “We’re all out.”
“What do we do now?” Evie asked.
“Look how big they are!”
“Yeah. But they’re not big enough to fight.”
“They have to get way bigger to battle the Tentageddon.”
“We need more candy.”
Timmy glanced up at the sky. As if maybe, just maybe, it might rain down some gumdrops.
But then instead, the contractor appeared on the steps leading down from the dunes, with full bags strung across each of his meaty arms and a procession of people behind him. His grandma came next, bearing several boxes of donuts. More people followed, each with bags or boxes of candy, pastries, twelve-packs of soda, ice cream that had already begun to melt. The contractor carried his bags to Jenn. He dropped them on the sand at her feet.
“I’ll be back with more.” He wiped the sweat from his brow.
“Thank you,” said Jenn.
“My pleasure,” he replied, as he turned and headed back toward the dunes.
“Where would you like these donuts, dear?” his grandma asked.
“I’ll take ’em!” Timmy volunteered.
The kids divided up the boxes. They tossed donuts into the water. The limbs of smaller squidinox popped out of the water and hooked the donut holes. The larger squidinox had grown too big to play donut ring toss.
“Well, I’ll be,” the grandma said. “I’ve never seen anything like this. What interesting creatures.” She opened a box of cookies and tossed one into the water. A lime-green squidinox caught it between two fat limbs, broke it in pieces, and shoved a piece in its lump.
The contractor’s grandma handed the box off to Mason, because the kids liked the feeding end of the assembly line. She helped Jenn open bags and boxes, cans, cartons, sealed plastic packaging. They handed the open packages off to kids. Kids poured or tossed their sugary contents into the water. Squidinox lapped and snatched and shared with their neighbors. Humans deposited bags and boxes of sugary products on the beach and marched away to retrieve more.
“He sure has a lot of friends,” Jenn said to the contractor’s grandma.
“Who, Dax?” She laughed. “Dax is a quiet type.”
“Oh.”
“He’s very shy.”
“I had no idea. He seemed so outgoing.”
“I think he was just trying to impress you.”
“Me?”
“Don’t tell him I said that.”
“So all these folks—” Another group delivered bottles of Fizz Wizard Limeonaid and Orange-Pizazz soda to the beach.
“They’re mostly friends of mine,” the grandma said. She ripped open a bag of yogurt pretzels. “You know, I forgot to mention it earlier—I was a bit starstruck—but your mother was a friend of mine.”
“She was?”
“Not close. But I knew Maureen. She was lovely. I’m so sorry—”
“Thanks. Me too.”
“And so young. I—I guess you never know what will happen. You can try your best and have hope, but sometimes, no matter what you do—”
“The unstoppable beast shows up.”
“Yes.” Dax’s grandma nodded. She looked out at the illusory sea, blue and sparkling on its surface, treacherous beneath. “But—we’re going to fight it. Aren’t we, kids?”
“Yes!” Mason said.
“Hell yes!” Evie said before looking at Jenn for approval.
“Team Wave Blast!” yelled Timmy.
Jenn unwrapped a package of sugar cookies. It was foolish to think that a few paltry treats could stop that tentacle monstrosity. That a flock of sugar-loving fast-grow squids could fight it. That anything could fight it and win. But they had to try, when darkness had planted its tentacle-flag in their ocean. They had to hope, even if hope was the silly plan of a ten-year-old boy.
She gave the package of cookies to Evie and opened another. She heard voices from behind. She glanced back and saw two burly older men carrying a heavy black box across the sand. A massive speaker.
“Over here,” Dax’s grandma called. The two men carried the speaker over and set it down on the dry sand. A man and two women followed with a second huge speaker, which they set down on the sand several yards away. Then Dax appeared with cords, which he plugged into the back of each speaker.
“I went through your house,” he said. “I hope that’s okay. I needed an outlet.”
“Totally fine.”
“I made you—I mean, I made a playlist. For the squidinox.”
“That’s great.”
“It’s all jam bands. I thought, since they seem to like the jam bands, if we could get it loud enough—”
“We could lure more of them here.”
“Exactly.”
Jenn nodded. “This is insane.”
“That tentacle thing out in the water is insane.”
“Tentageddon.”
“Tentageddon.”
“Well. Let’s fire it up.”
The contractor pressed play. Music jangled from speakers.
“Louder?” he asked. Jenn nodded. The music got louder.
“Keep going,” she said.
He turned the volume up and up, so loud that they had to stand back from the speakers. Bass vibrated visibly in the salty air. The squidinox’s random arm twirls and head bobs synchronized. The creatures swished their parts in tune with the music. Their lumps poked farther above the surface, the unarticulated aural plane of their patterned skins absorbing the sound and sunlight. They looked suddenly bigger, and brighter, as if the vibrations had sparked some latent energy inside them. Mason threw a handful of gummy bears. Quick limbs caught them and stuck them into lumps. Then, in an instant, the water where gummies had scattered swelled with plump squidinox, their appendages swinging with delight.
Mason laughed and threw another handful of gummies. Again, the squidinox that ate them expanded, their fast-grow nature amplified by the jam band sounds. Jenn tore open more bags of gummies and passed them to the kids. The contractor opened box after box of sandwich cookies and flung them all into the sea. Grandma and her friends poured pints of melted ice cream into the frothy surf, where the squidinox slurped it up. From up and down the beach, more people came to watch the burgeoning mass of squidinox, or to bring them gifts in candied form. More squidinox came, a steady stream gliding in from all seabound directions, limbs a-swish in tune with the beat. The cop who had witnessed the fisherman emerge from a squidinox balloon came back, with several more cops and firefighters, and bags of fudge and cotton candy and funnel cakes, and they all spread out across the beach and fed goodies to the squidinox.
“Look how many!” Evie said. She beamed. Her radiant eyes looked upon the great weird swarm with pride and joy. Her mother looked upon her and felt the same. She felt astounded and grateful for this moment, this streak of sunlight before that dark storm rolled back out of the sea. She would do better, she told herself, if she got the chance. She would listen. To her children. To herself. To the chatter and music all around her, everything she had tried so hard to tune out, because some of it was sad and dark. But darkness came with the light. She stuck a piece of cookie in her mouth, the chocolate-sandwich type. She tasted sweet white frosting, stark against the blunted sweetness of baked chocolate. She tasted it in the way of a fledgling squidoodle, caught in a terrestrial tide pool, experiencing processed human foods for the very first time, as two kind small human creatures watched it from above, thirty years ago now—or not, given how time moved differently for the squidoodles of the universe. She ate another bite of cookie and then tossed the rest. A bite for her, a bite for the squidinox. The one that caught it ate, and shimmered, and grew.
The squidinox grew.
And grew.
And grew.
And then two of the closest largest squidinox, both now about ten feet in length, grew together. Their two lumps merged into a singular large lump. Their appendages fanned out from both sides.
Jenn thought, Oh God, I hope they’re not mating.
The kids had just watched an episode of Death Tentacle Crushes the Battleships. They didn’t also now need to see Orgy of the Squidinox. Not that sex was less appropriate for the ten-and-under set than massive violence; it just tended to invoke questions that Jenn didn’t want to answer, especially while the sexy contractor stood so close.
But whatever they were doing, it didn’t look quite like mating. It was more like melding. Two more squidinox merged their lumps. More pairs followed. Then those sets of conjoined squidinox began to press together and merge, forming four-lump teams adorned with a swirling plumage of limbs.
The humans on the beach kept tossing treats into the sea. The music played on. Smaller squidinox continued to drift in from up and down the shore. The ones near Grand Sugar Station grew and melded. A four-lump team merged with another, forming a central lump mass about ten feet thick, surrounded by limbs. More four-creature teams solidified into teams of eight. Eight-creature teams merged with each other until they formed a large central lump, thirty feet across, then forty, then fifty. The center shifted back, farther into the water, but only half submerged. The smaller teams and strays around it mingled limbs, pressed against its edges, dove under and into it. The fifty-foot lump at the center expanded and shifted. As more squidinox joined in, it grew to eighty feet, then one hundred, whale-sized, kraken-sized, massive.
The mass continued to drift farther back from the shore, but individual squidinox lingered in the surf, gathering treats that they then delivered to the larger collective. The mass of squidinox kept growing. It approached cruise-ship size. Its shape changed from feathered lump to boat to pyramid, as if it was trying on forms to find the one most suited to its full-grown self. It seemed to settle, at last, on a shape that resembled a plump bird, a central belly lump with a second headlike lump atop it and two curved winglike parts on either side, all feathered with fluttering green appendages.
And while it had become a single enormous creature—an unfathomable sea monster, one might think, if they hadn’t seen its smaller selves share licorice sticks and dance to jam bands—it was also still a party. Separate squidinox moved inside it. They wove together, swam, and twirled, as if their conjunction of bodies was a dance floor. Sometimes a squidinox would topple off the side and plop into the water below, and then, with a spin and a wave, rejoin.
The humans offered the last bags and boxes of cookies and candies, the last donuts and soda pops, the last slabs of fudge. The lingering feasters retreated, joining the collective squidinox that now reached impossibly high in the water.
Timmy, traveler of the time stream, saver of the world, stood with his arms crossed, marveling at his work. Evie stood beside him, in awe.
Mason squealed. “It’s evolved! It’s the Mega Squidinox!”











Fight
THEY HAD HELPED the squidinox evolve into the Mega Squidinox, a creature large enough, in size, at least, to defeat the evil Tentageddon. It was titanic. Larger than big-screen Godzilla, if Godzilla had existed, which it didn’t, because monsters weren’t real.
And yet here was a hulking, owl-shaped beast of swirling lime and ivy, shifting patterns, limbs aflutter, green and luminous like a canopy of leaves in the sunlight.
“When’s it going to go and fight?” Evie asked.
“Yeah? What’s it waiting for?” Timmy asked.
“Seaninja!” Mason shouted with a jump-kick.
Timmy waved his hands and gritted his teeth. They all waited for the next move, the next evolution, the battle. The wind tapered. The waves slapped at the shore. Empty candy bags fluttered across the beach. Nothing happened.
The Mega Squidinox did not stalk out to deeper waters to confront the Evil Tentageddon. It stayed fixed in the spot where it had grown, about thirty yards from shore, and swayed along to the music.
The people on the beach watched the Mega Squidinox dance and wobble. Some took pictures. Others stayed back, past the dunes, on the decks of houses, distrustful of anything that could grow so big. Many of them held their phones up to record, too. Evie recorded a short video clip. She took a Mega Squidinox selfie. Everyone eyed the horizon warily. The dark tentacle was out there beneath the surface, waiting to strike. They could all feel it. Maybe the squidinox felt it, too.
Mason practiced spinning kicks and karate chops.
Evie buried her feet in the sand. “Mom?” she said.
“Yeah?”
“Remember when I broke my legs?”
“Yeah.”
“I just wanted to tell you, I…It was because this kid in my class said you wrote books about kissing, but really your books are about adventures and battles and…Well, it was dumb, I know. But I tried to show her, like, how to leap from the slide to the roof, like a ninja. And it didn’t work, exactly. But…”
“Oh, Evie.” Jenn hugged her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t want you to be mad. Or to think it was your fault. Because I was…I wanted to be like Philipia Bay.”
Mason spun past with his ninja moves. Timmy waved and yelled. “Come on! What are you waiting for? Fight it already!”
Jenn watched the children and thought, This could be the last moment of the last day of my life, and she felt terrified and furious. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. She didn’t want a front-row seat for the Seamonsterpocalypse. She didn’t want to fight. She wanted peace and popcorn and happy endings. Philipia Bay and the Sea Monster Who Wished He Hadn’t.
The music abruptly stopped.
“Hey,” Evie asked. “What happened?”
The contractor glanced at the speaker, then at his phone. “It’s not connected. The power. I think the power is out.”
The Mega Squidinox contracted. Its composite of bodies huddled closer.
Then, out there in the ocean, the sea monster made itself seen.
A shard of black sprang from the water. Tentacular. Organic. Sharp and motorized and fast. A single fat thing that might have been a tower, a monument, a massive eel, a spire of pure malevolence.
It had sprouted too far offshore to reach them, but its scale made it look bigger and closer than it had been before. It bent and twisted with a mechanical alacrity, as if it was an amalgam of flesh and gears. Then it stopped, point to the sky. A small circular hole at its obelisk peak opened. An awful, discordant wail came out. The humans all covered their ears. The Mega Squidinox cowered. Its feathery limbs flattened against its sides. Its radiant green turned a stalwart olive, as if its collective skin had erected a darker armor to shield all the squidinox inside.
When the wailing ended, a second dark tentacle shot out of the water. Then a third, a fourth, a fifth, each as massive and slick and slithery as the last. They looked, at first, like a squadron of giant snakes. But then the horizon itself seemed to shift, and something else rose from the water: a broad, corrugated surface to which the massive writhing points attached. It was angular and writhing and as black as the farthest dark reaches of space.
It shimmied out of the water, lengthening and narrowing as it reached upward, until it stood four times as high as the massive tentacles that grew from it. The tentacles shifted as it grew, lifting entirely out of the water and forming a half circle around the top of the mass. More limbs and vines sprouted from its sides, and smaller tentacles bloomed from those, a distorted mimicry of arms and fingers. It looked almost humanoid in shape, a dark king with a nightmare crown, an excess of limbs and digits, metallic black suckers in the sockets where its eyes should have been.
It howled again, and the tide seemed to recede. The water that surrounded it grew darker. The sky dimmed. The sunlight paled. A gust of wind whipped across the beach, hot and foul with the stench of the Tentageddon.
On the beach, people turned and ran. People screamed. People wept. Something was happening. Something felt but not seen. A force exerted by the Tentageddon. A surge of darkness, straight to the soul. Jenn stared at the creature. She shivered. She felt prickly and cruel. Abandoned. Unloved. Unlovable. Merciless visions swarmed her mind. She saw her child self on an August afternoon, suddenly alone in the water, suddenly friendless. She saw the frail husk of her mother on a hospice bed, parched lips drawn, cheeks sunken, her gossamer eyelids like the wings of a dying moth. Then the bed was vacant, and Jenn saw herself alone at her desk. The End. The words blinked on her screen. The End. The words blinked out. The screen went black. Alone. Alone. Alone. The door to her office was closed. Locked. Her children stuck on the other side. She called out, but they couldn’t hear. Because their headphones were always on. Because they didn’t need her. Because time remade their malleable selves each season and the children who had been them slipped, inexorably, away. She saw them slip away. Backs turned. Hand in hand with Chuck. She saw Chuck’s new doting wife. The Replacement Mom. The supervised visitation, because They deemed her unfit. Neglectful of children. A reckless endangerer. A kidnapper. An exemplar for the plague of disregard and delegitimization endured by the American Male. Her most unflattering photo scattered across MAS slideshow presentations and self-help guidebooks. Her mailbox bursting with Lists of Underminstances. A veritable storm of underminstances, pelting the windows, leaking through the roof, gurgling up through the drain, and then the storm turned squirmy and black, and what came up through the drain was tentacles, invasive, vining and spreading and polluting everything, and a scream came out of her mouth.
“AHHHHHHHHHH—”
“Mom!”
“—AHHHHHHHH—”
“Mom!”
“—AHHHHHHHH—”
“Don’t look at it!”
Timmy cupped his hands over her eyes.
She blinked. Her heart pounded. She felt hot and cold. Sweaty. Shaky.
But the vision was gone.
“Don’t look right at it,” Timmy said. “You gotta squint. Or look from the corner of your eye. You can’t stare.”
“It’s a psychic type,” Mason added.
“Okay.” She took a panicked breath. “Okay.”
Timmy uncovered her eyes. He took a step back. He yelled, “Don’t look at it!”
He ran up to Dax’s grandma. Her gaze was fixed on the Tentageddon. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Timmy again put his hands over her eyes. “You’re okay,” he said, sweetly, the way he would to his own grandma. “You’re okay. Just don’t look at it.”
She nodded. Timmy pulled his hands away.
Mason and Evie ran over to another transfixed stranger. Evie reached up and covered the woman’s eyes with her two small hands.
“Don’t look,” Mason told her. “That’s how it gets you. It’s a psychic type.”
On Jenn’s other side, the contractor sat in the sand, his shoulders hunched, his face contorted in terror, his gaze fixed on the Tentageddon. She crouched beside him and covered his eyes. She repeated what Timmy had said. She felt tears on her palms. Slowly, he nodded. He reached up and clasped his hands over hers. He peeled them back. He looked up at her, his eyes damp, his chiseled jaw trembling.
“Holy shit,” he said. “That thing.”
“I know.”
“It was in my head.”
“Me too.”
He glanced up and down the beach. More than half the people who had come to feed sugar snacks to the squidinox had fled. Others stared and screamed. The children—Jenn’s kids and the few others who had been on the beach—appeared resistant to the Tentageddon’s psychic gaze. They followed Timmy’s lead. They cupped their hands over older eyes.
Don’t look right at it, they said over and over again. Don’t let it get you.
The contractor gazed at Jenn, and for a moment she thought he would bolt. That she would never see him again. That she should flee, too. But it was fallacy to think she could escape on her own two legs. That anyone would ever be safe in this world again, with the Tentageddon in it. She knew she could not look directly at the monster, but she had seen it. There was no escape.
“You have to stop it!” a small, familiar voice yelled.
Jenn looked past the contractor at Timmy, boy from the sea. Boy out of time. Boy on a mission to save the world. He ran out into the shallow water. He waved his arms and called out. “Hey! Squidinox! You have to fight!”
In between the humans and the monster, the Mega Squidinox swayed and jiggled.
“Come on! Fight it!”
The jiggly green creature took a tentative lurch toward the Tentageddon, but then seemed to change its mind. It pulled back instead, shrinking away from the scary sea monster.
“Maybe it’s afraid,” Evie said. “Maybe it doesn’t want to get near the Tentageddon.”
“Because the Tentageddon is a poison type,” Mason added.
“But that doesn’t make sense,” Timmy said, shaking his arms in exasperation. “It’s supposed to battle! That’s why we made it grow big—so it can save the world! That’s why it’s here!”
“Maybe it’s…” Jenn started to say, but she didn’t know what came next. She looked up at the Mega Squidinox. It swayed to the tune of silence. Its feathered limbs fluttered in the sea breeze. It did nothing.
The kids all stared up at her, hopeful-eyed, as if she—Mom—could call the creature to battle.
“Hey! Squidinox, fight,” Jenn called, but her voice was listless. She wasn’t even sure that all of this was real.
The squidinox inched closer to the shore.
This was the point in the story when some unforeseen magic saved the day. The deus ex machina. That was what they needed. The mysteriously appearing portal to the phantom realm. The extraterrestrial spacecraft whose laser blasts could disintegrate Tentageddon.
“Why won’t it fight?”
“Mom?”
She had an idea.
“Mom?”
It came the way ideas came when she wrote. As an elusive light in a hazy corner of her mind. A plot unfurling before she understood it. A story that had already written itself, that preexisted, in nonlinear squidinox time. She just had to find the threads, follow them, weave them together.
Jenn stripped off her clothes, down to the swimsuit she wore underneath. She tossed them on the sand. She waded out into the water, ankle-deep, knee-deep, past Timmy.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Stay there,” she said, though she hardly heard him. She was following a thread. Thigh-deep. Cool water sloshed around her.
“Mom?”
“Mom!”
Her children yelled from the shore. She waved, but she didn’t look back. She could sense them safe on the beach behind her, as safe as they could be beneath the eyeless gaze of the Tentageddon. She walked farther out, waist-deep, where the waves broke and rolled inland, choppy and gray beneath the dimming sky. A wave rolled toward her. She dove under. She felt the rush of salt water, the propulsion of her body, the cavernous suspension of underwater life. It was reckless to swim out into the monster-waters, yet she felt protected by the mass of squidinox between her and the monster, and by the liberation inherent in faith.
Timmy had returned to save the world.
If she believed in miracles, the miraculous might occur.
She came up, inhaled, rubbed the salt from her eyes. She walked farther out, jumping and diving with the waves. The water got too deep for her feet to touch the bottom. She swam. The water was clear, with a greenish tint. She could see fish in the water around her, tiny silvery schools of them. The silver fish were a thread, but she couldn’t see where it led or how it fit. Not now. Not yet.
She pressed forward. Through the waves. Beneath. Where sound distorted. Where the steady beat of waves mingled with the woosh of the undertow, the glub glub of her escaping breath, the fast track of her own heart pumping blood through her veins. She came up. Inhaled deep. The air was salty and sweet, rank, strange. Unfamiliar, as if a vent had opened and the air that blew through its ducts came from a distant world, a world like this one, but where the story had already ended, and badly.
She didn’t want that ending.
She followed the disparate threads. The bits that Timmy had said about his squidinox journey. Time didn’t work the way they thought, he had said. He was there in the surf on an August afternoon, ten-year-old Timmy in snorkel and flippers. He was there in the surf on an evening in June, alone, in the dark, oddly alive. He was climbing over the dunes, green goo dripping from his head. He was in the vacation-house bathroom tossing gummy worms to an overgrown squidinox. She remembered the sensation of the creature’s skin on her skin as she delivered it back to the sea. Its mind in her mind. She remembered how it felt to be a small squidoodle stuck in a tide pool. To be fed and rescued. To bask in the goodness. She remembered three kids around the kitchen table. The Sharkasaur. The Mermeon. The Seaninja. Colored papers all around them. Words and scribbles. Tides and threads.
She reached a sandbar and stood, for a moment, but then the seabed sloped downward again. She was chest-deep. Neck-deep. Floating. She swam farther out. She remembered sitting in the dark in her childhood bedroom closet, in the weeks after Timmy disappeared. She would close her eyes and imagine swimming out, past the breakers, where the beach was just a distant line on the horizon and there was nothing but water, cool and deep; she would go and let whatever force had swept her best friend away come and try to take her, too, but she wouldn’t let it. She would fight it. She would make it give Timmy back.
She remembered a soft knock on the closet door. Her mother stepping inside, sitting beside her. It’ll be okay. She remembered her mother’s face in the dark. I know it’s hard to believe that now. But it will be.
Her muscles burned from swimming. Salt water stung her eyes. She wished for goggles. Flippers. A Snorlax float. She wished to not be alone. To not be left. To be surrounded, encompassed by rollicking life, like squidinox at a concert, dancing in the sunlit waters, surrounded by a thousand of their closest friends.
She swam toward them. It. The Mega Squidinox. A mountain that rose out of the water, a resplendent panoply of greens, squidinox in jade and jungle, leaf and lime, fresh green like the first sprigs of grass on the first day of spring, heady green like a faun-and-fairy meadow in the forest at the height of solstice summer. She didn’t believe in fauns and fairies now, but she had as a child. She didn’t believe in time travel either, but on the beach behind her was the traveler. And ahead, the portal. Three limbs and a lump that could move a child through time and space.
She swam toward the Mega Squidinox. She arrived at its swirling base. She imagined diving inside it, the way Timmy had done. Finding herself encapsulated by its odd balloon. Emerging sometime else. Someplace else. In a world that went on, or didn’t. How lonely that thought felt. How lonely Timmy felt. She knew. Though he didn’t say it. His mother was gone. Her mother was gone. Time slipped on without them.
But now they had a mission.
To save the world.
She reached up. She touched the Mega Squidinox, but she did not plunge inside. She let her mind loosen. To save the world, she thought. She felt their minds in her mind. A tidal wave of thoughts and memories, prophecies, dreams. Worlds upon worlds upon worlds. A thousand different seas. She tried to focus on the thread, to not let the influx of the squidinox-thought-collective overwhelm her. She tried to send it all she felt and thought:
To save the world.
Help me.
Help you.
She pulled her hand back. She felt oddly hungry. For a candy bar, a licorice rope, a dozen donuts with frosting and colored sprinkles.
She looked up at the behemoth. Its green skin glittered in the sunlight. It was brighter here than it had been onshore, as if the creatures themselves dispelled the darkness cast by that monster, the Tentageddon.
A smaller squidinox toppled off the mass. It splashed into the water beside her. Its lump bobbed up and pointed at her, as if it was looking at her. It poked her with its limb. At your service, she imagined it saying. Tallyho!
She swiveled back to face the shore. She saw her children in the distance, Evie with her hands clasped over her mouth, watching, Mason jumping up and down, his one arm punching the air as the other clung to his sister. She saw the contractor beside them, his arm around his grandma’s shoulders. And Timmy in the shallow water, waving, calling like the skinniest Nordic warrior, “Fight! We have to fight!”
She patted the small squidinox’s slimy lump. Help us. Help us fight it, she thought.
The creature seemed to nod, yes, and on the breeze, she caught the scent of funnel cakes and waffle cones.
They would fight together: her and the kids and the sexy contractor and the squidinox. It would work. It had to work.
Jenn swam back toward shore. She kicked and pulled as hard and fast as she could. When she came up for breath, she saw the small squidinox in the water beside her. She kept swimming, and when she looked up again, she saw several more of the creatures—a duckling line of little squidoodles following her back to shore.
She crossed over the sandbar, then paddled through another stretch of deeper water until she reached a spot where her feet could touch the bottom again. She waded back through the shallow water. The squidoodles trailed behind her.
“Mom!”
“Mom!”
The kids jumped and waved and yelled in unison. The worry on Evie’s face receded. Mason pointed his gleeful fingers at the small school of squidoodles. Timmy beamed in approval, because his best friend was back, and she finally understood.
When she reached the knee-deep shallows, they ran to meet her.
“Mom!” Mason yelled. “Mom, look!” He did a Seaninja spinning-kick move, for Mom, but also for the squidoodles.
“What were you doing?” Evie asked.
“I thought you were going to go inside it.”
“I was afraid you might disappear.”
“No,” she said. “Never.” She hugged her two children. Timmy ran up behind them and wrapped his arms around them all. “Never. I love you all so much. I could never leave you. We’re a team.”
“Team Wave Blast,” Mason whispered.
“But our team needs help,” she told them. She stepped back. She looked at each of them. “The squidinox can help us. But they’ve never fought the Tentageddon before. They don’t know how to fight.”
“But Mom!” Mason squealed. “We can train them!”
“You’re right. But we need to do it quickly. We need to show them what we know. And in order to show them—”
“We have to touch them!” Timmy said.
“That’s why you swam out there. To bring them back,” said Evie. “Because they’re psychic if you touch them.”
“And that’s how we train them!” Mason squealed. “Like on YouTube, but it’s like…like Channel Squidinox.”
“Exactly.”
“Yes.” She hadn’t understood when she swam out. She had acted on impulse. But she knew, the moment she touched the creature’s silky swirly skin, the moment her mind wove all the threads together, that this part of the story had already been written. They would stand and fight. Jenn and her kids, Timmy, the contractor, his grandma, his grandma’s friends, and the collective of time-jump squidinox, a noble assemblage of lumps and limbs, small and mighty.
Jenn picked up the largest squidoodle in the bunch, a slender three-footer. She looped two of its limbs around her neck. She tied them together in a loose knot. Its third limb snaked around her head, encircling it. Its skin pressed against her forehead. Its lump hung loosely down her back, like a cape. She felt a strange wobbly sensation in her brain, as if her mind and its mind had embraced and were spinning around in a freestyle tango.
“Are you ready?” she asked Mason.
He nodded. She picked up the smallest squidoodle and tied it around his neck. It laced a singular limb around his forehead. He giggled.
“It’s funny,” Mason said. The squidoodle flopped its limbs, and Jenn heard, inside her brain, the faint psychic echo of laughter, telegraphed between the squids and into her brain.
Evie and Timmy each selected their own squidoodles. Jenn helped them secure their squidoodle capes. Dax waded into the water and scooped up the last two creatures that had followed Jenn back to shore. He wrapped one around his own neck and gave the other to his grandma.
“So,” his grandma asked. “What next?”

As Jenn gathered squidoodle battle buddies, the Tentageddon rolled closer to shore. It moved slowly above the water, but its pace was a ruse. Shadows spread in the water all around it, dark and twisting. The blue surface of the sea turned black. From the monster’s subsurface bulk, smaller tentacles vined and slithered. Their sharp edges sharked through the water. Their pointed obelisk ends leapt and dove. The Tentageddon didn’t need to move swiftly, because it grew swiftly. It gobbled up the sea life all around it. Holes opened up in its suckered sides, gaping and toothed, fleshy but also mechanical, automated garbage chutes for whole schools of fish and octopus and whales. It consumed whatever was in its path and expelled withered husks, fish bones, empty shells with the life slurped out.
The Tentageddon had done this same thing a couple of days before, Jenn realized when she saw it feast now. It ate so ravenously and swelled so quickly that it caused a tsunami, and the remains of the creatures it devoured or poisoned all washed up on the beach, filling the air with the rank scent of death.
Moments earlier, Jenn had felt almost confident in the inevitability of a Team Wave Blast victory. But now, as the monster’s noxious tentacles slithered toward the shore, Jenn had a hard time imagining how the squidinox, with or without their help, could possibly fight this Tentageddon death factory. The squidinox were soft and squishy. The collective mass of squidinox, as enormous as it was, appeared to stand less than half as high as the Tentageddon, and that didn’t count all the flesh that lurked beneath the monster.
The squidoodle-cape around her head and neck pried at her brain.
What next? it asked. It rifled through her random thoughts and memories. It came back with I’d like a milkshake and Ooh trampolines are fun and then instead of thoughts of fighting, her brain conjured a vision of the squidoodle bouncing on a trampoline with its appendage coiled around a strawberry milkshake.
Sigh.
She wanted a milkshake.
“Water slam!”
But then, she didn’t have to figure out what came next. Mason performed a spinning leap. He shoved the air with his hands.
He screamed.
“Seaninja, attack! Water slam!”
And as the words escaped his mouth, the Mega Squidinox splayed its two wings, plunged beneath the surface, and then lifted up, flinging a massive wave at the Tentageddon.
The wave slammed into the Tentageddon. The monster wobbled but recovered quickly.
“Did you, you just make that wave?” the contractor asked.
Mason grinned. “Seaninja!”
“Mason, that was amazing,” Jenn said. “Try it again.”
Mason spun and shoved. “Water slam!”
The Mega Squidinox volleyed a wave of water at the Tentageddon. But this time when the water hit, the Tentageddon stood motionless and unfazed.
“Shoot,” Timmy said. “It saw that one coming.”
“We have to try a different attack,” Evie said.
“I know,” said Mason. He jumped up and waved his arms around. “Seaninja, attack! Fog cloud!”
The Mega Squidinox slunk beneath the water. When it lifted back up, its consolidated body looked swollen and jiggly. Then its tiny feathery parts began to spin around, and from them an opaque greenish mist drifted out. They spun faster and faster, like tiny fans, blowing the mist toward the Tentageddon. The mist enveloped the Tentageddon’s bulky base.
Mason swirled his arms. “Fog cloud!”
A deflated Mega Squidinox dove down and came back up again, full and fat with seawater. It spun its feathery parts again and exhaled another cloud of green mist. This mist, too, encircled the Tentageddon but spiraled upward, surrounding its vicious limbs and its tentacled crown until the awful creature was hardly visible.
On the beach, the humans that had been transfixed by the Tentageddon’s psychic torment blinked their eyes and wiped the tears from their cheeks. They turned and ran from the beach, the awful shape of their tormentor veiled by clouds of foggy green.
“Now it can’t see the next attack,” Mason said.
“What’s the next attack?” Timmy asked.
“Oh, I know!” said Evie. “Mermeon, attack! Hydro spout!”
The Mega Squidinox’s two large winglike flaps merged into a cylindrical funnel. Water began to swirl in the funnel, faster and faster until a fire-hydrant blast of water shot out. The water slammed into the Tentageddon’s side. The Tentageddon creaked, as if its bones were made of rusted metal. Then it opened the orifice on the topmost point of its crown and emitted a deafening screech.
The sound cut jagged holes through the green fog. Jenn’s squidoodle-cape pressed its small appendages over her ears, but the Tentageddon’s wail slashed through, drawing the terror from her mind and her soul.
“Hydro spout!” Evie yelled again, her face pinched in concentration. The Mega Squidinox launched another blast of water. The water hit the Tentageddon’s misshapen arm. Through the rapidly dissipating fog, they could see the creature had a deep red-black welt where the water had struck. The Tentageddon was hurt.
Then it wasn’t.
The bent arm lifted, straight out, parallel to the surface of the sea. A point formed at its tip. Its rubbery, pocked skin turned smooth and metallic. It blinked and glimmered, like a futuristic metropolis hovering above the sea. The welt disappeared. The glimmer faded to matte. The metal arm reverted to flesh. It wriggled.
“I think it just healed itself,” Dax said.
“That bastard,” said his grandma.
“We need something harder,” said Jenn.
“Or something bigger,” Timmy exclaimed, spreading his arms as wide as they could go. “Way bigger.”
Jenn glanced at Dax. He closed his eyes. Jenn saw a fragment of a vision in her mind: a boy high up in the branches of a tree with a sack of rocks and a slingshot. The vision was blurry, a bootleg copy of a vision that belonged to someone else. To Dax. Delivered straight to her brain by Channel Squidinox.
The Mega Squidinox squelched and heaved. A bubble formed across its belly, like the skin balloon that had belched out the surfer and the fisherman, but much bigger. The bubble grew larger and larger, and then it burst. A heap of rocks tumbled out, huge rocks that ranged from boy-sized to house-sized. They piled above the water, suggesting a much larger heap beneath the surface. They were dark, craggy, cold-looking. Jenn saw in her mind a cosmic flash, dark space with a milky smattering of stars, pearls of distant planets, an asteroid belt. A three-limbed green balloon drifted through it.
“Wow,” she gasped. She glanced at Dax. “Did you just—”
“Rocks.” He nodded. “I thought rocks. But then…I had this memory from when I was a kid. Flinging rocks with my slingshot. But the rocks weren’t just rocks. I was pretending. They were asteroids.”
“Those are asteroids.”
“I think so.”
They looked at each other, awestruck by what their eyes and minds had just seen happen. The squidinox, in an instant, had transported a mountain of asteroids.
Time didn’t work how they thought. Neither did space.
“Rock attack!” Timmy yelled.
“Meteor beam!” yelled Evie.
Mason did a spinning punch move.
The Mega Squidinox scooped up a large rock with each of its winglike parts and threw the rocks at the Tentageddon. The rocks both hit, smashing into the monster’s center. Flecks of foamy black spewed out. The Tentageddon recoiled. It roared. The Mega Squidinox picked up two more asteroids and threw again. The rocks hit the monster right beneath its gnarly crown.
“Woo-hoo!”
“Rock attack!”
“Team Wave Blast!”
The Mega Squidinox threw again, but this time two of the monster’s tentacled arms whipped out, caught the rocks, and flung them back. The rocks hit the Mega Squidinox squarely in its lump-top. The Mega Squidinox wobbled backward. Jenn wobbled backward. Her brain felt cold and hard, stuffed full of rock. Her mouth tasted like dirt and metal, with the faint flavor of seawater.
Then as quickly as it struck, the sensation faded. The two asteroids that had struck the Mega Squidinox vanished, absorbed by its many collective lumps.
“Rock attack!” Mason yelled again.
The Mega Squidinox pelted the Tentageddon with asteroids. The rocks hit, but then they bounced off and tumbled down to the sea. The Tentageddon’s tentacles whipped around. It snatched the rocks from the water and flung them back. The first two hit the squidinox, but the next asteroid flew farther, over sea and beach, and smashed into a beach house. The house shook. Glass shattered. Wood splintered. The deck collapsed.
The Tentageddon opened its orifice and emitted a cackling, cawing noise, like a laugh track processed through an evil filter. Its tentacles scooped another asteroid from the water. It cackled again and then lobbed the rock, straight at the beach where Jenn and her children stood.
“Look out!” Dax shrieked.
The children screamed. The squid-capes squeezed their shoulders as the fear transmitted through them. Jenn grabbed the kids, shielded them, as if her small body could protect them from that massive rock.
This is it, she thought. The end.
But then a blob of bright green whirled through the air. It enveloped the rock. With a loud squelch, the rock disappeared. A flock of loose, slimy squidinox splattered onto the beach.
Evie crouched down and picked up a smallish squidoodle that had fallen near her feet.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I think they’re okay.” The creature wriggled out of her hand. It flopped onto the sand and rolled toward the water.
“They’re okay,” Mason chirped. He tapped his squidoodle. “They told me so.”
Timmy clapped his hand on Jenn’s shoulder. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re okay. It didn’t get us.”
Jenn wiped the sweat from her forehead. This was not okay. This was terrifying and deadly. They had almost just gotten crushed by an asteroid hurled by a sea monster. They should run. Now. As far from the sea as they could get. And yet she stood there, immobilized by fear, while the children plucked teensy squidoodles from the beach and tossed them back into the surf, as if this were just a video-game battle and not the end of all things.
The squidoodle around Jenn’s neck rubbed her temples with its silly paws.
Milkshakes, she heard it say inside her head, but she wasn’t sure if the thought belonged to it or her.
The sunlight on your flesh on a warm summer day, it said, and she felt warmer.
Gummy candies molded in the shape of hot dogs.
Miniature candy sushi, it said. She could taste it in her mouth, chewy and sweet.
The Seaninja and the Mermeon and the Sharkasaur. The children in their Pokémon pajamas. The children on their Snorlax float. The children as their smaller selves, tiny-fisted, fat-cheeked, eating ice cream on their grandma’s front porch. Their grandma. Her mom. But younger. Long brown hair down her back, her eyes bright and dewy, the glisten of water droplets on her cheeks. Jenni. My Jenni. The sound of fireworks bursting over the beach. It’s good. I’m glad. I’m so glad to be here with you. She saw time speed up. Contract. Backward, forward. To a future where the dark tendrils of the Tentageddon mushroomed across the earth. She wanted to grab her children and run. She was supposed to protect them. She couldn’t protect them. There was no safety. No place that the monster couldn’t reach. The squidinox showed her. Its lump to her lump. Dead planets caked in darkness. Galaxies dismantled. A lonely, lonely squid, adrift in deep space.
But she didn’t run. The kids stood their ground. They wanted to battle.
“We have to hit it with something big,” Evie said. “We gotta keep it off guard. Fight in ways it won’t expect.”
“Yes!” Timmy yelled. “I know! Sharkasaur, attack!”
A bubble swelled across the Mega Squidinox’s center. The bubble grew bigger and bigger until it ruptured. Hordes of sharks flooded out.
There were small spiny dogfish sharks. Fat bull sharks. Hammerheads and leopard sharks and hideous goblin sharks. Vicious great whites. Massive whale sharks followed by even more massive megalodons, fifty feet in length with cavernous, razored mouths.
“Aren’t those things extinct?” Dax’s grandma gasped. “Kids, how on Earth—”
Timmy laughed. “Attack, little sharks! Tear it apart!”
The sharks swam straight at the Tentageddon. Smaller sharks attacked the slender vines that grew like noxious strands of seaweed from the Tentageddon’s bulk. Great whites and megalodons chomped their teeth into the monster’s sides, tearing out chunks of obsidian flesh. Other sharks scooted past the monster or disappeared into the churning deep.
A new tentacle sprouted from beneath the water’s surface. It swiveled up, a helix of caustic black. The coiling flesh bore enormous suckered tentacles, yet it also had a mechanical quality, an artificiality, as if its organic tissues had spawned from some wicked contraption. Its pointed end split into a two-pronged pincer. It plunged down into the sea, and when it came back up it held a limp great white. The shark’s white belly faded to ashy gray, then burnt black. It shriveled. Its fins broke off. The pincer tightened around it. Crunched it. Ripped it in two. One half fell into the water below. Then a hole, or a mouth, opened at the center of the Tentageddon’s head, if the faceless eyeless mass near the apex of its bulk could be considered a head. The pincer lifted the other half and flung the shark hors d’oeuvre inside.
As the Tentageddon pierced shark bodies with spears that grew from its tentacle limbs, another skin balloon formed on the swirly green surface of the Mega Squidinox, high up this time, on its glossy top. Jenn saw an image flash through her mind: huge flapping wings against the neon lava backdrop of a Jurassic volcano. The squid balloon swelled and split. A torrent of winged creatures flew out, otherworldly beasts, in shades of orange and pink and brown. They had pointed heads, ridged backs, and sharp elongated beaks. Their wings were taut, made of muscle and skin. Their wingspans ranged from two feet to more than thirty.
“Pterodactyls!” Mason squealed. “Mom! It’s pterodactyls!”
“That big one’s a Quetzalcoatlus,” Timmy exclaimed.
Evie pulled out her phone to record them.
Beings older than the beach dive-bombed the Tentageddon. They pierced its limbs with their pointy beaks. They tore off bits of skin with their ancient teeth. They plucked at the monster’s eyeless suckers and writhing limbs. The Tentageddon’s arms pinwheeled around, slapping at the primordial beasts, trying to shake lose the talons that dug into its flesh.
“Get it, you guys! Come on!” Dax’s grandma yelled, and Jenn saw a picture in her mind, an old picture of a small girl on a red Persian rug, a bucket of plastic dinosaurs, a toy pterodactyl in each hand. The grandma as a child, Jenn thought at first. But then the grandma wiped a tear from her gleaming eyes, and Jenn realized that the child had belonged to her.
The flappy squidinox skin-hat opened again and a fresh flock of pterodactyls swarmed out. The creatures pecked and swooped. The Tentageddon whipped around. It speared sharks and swatted pterodactyls. Sharks tore off chunks of it, but then their mouths turned black and bulbous. They floated belly-up in the water, visibly decomposing, festering from the taste of venomous monster. Pterodactyls fell from the sky, their beaks corroded, their pink wings limp and faded. Others tried to tear chunks of monster with their talons, but their own legs broke off instead. Slick featherless wings mottled the sky. The air bristled with cawing, flapping, prehistoric breath.
The shark attacks waned as the sharks died or fled. The torn bits of Tentageddon flesh re-formed. Its wounds sealed shut, repaired by some infinitesimal unseen force. Its limbs slapped reptilian birds from the sky.
An orange-skinned pterodactyl alighted on the beach. It was small, only about two feet wide from wing to wing, with a curious look in its glossy eyes. It landed right in front of Dax’s grandma. She crouched down. She touched her hand to the top of its elongated head. The children crowded around it.
“Hello, little fellow,” Evie whispered.
“You’re a flying type,” Mason told it.
Timmy pulled a gummy worm out of his pocket reserve. He offered it to the creature.
“I don’t think—” it eats candy, Jenn started to say, but then it plucked the worm from his palm and gulped it down. The pterodactyl’s beak opened in the semblance of a smile. Then it snapped shut. It pulled its wings close around its leathery body.
All around them, the wind picked up.
“What’s happening?”
“Oh no—”
The Tentageddon’s gnarled peak sharpened into an obelisk spear. The suckers on its body flattened. Its skin turned smooth and metallic. Its top opened, as if on hinges, and it vacuumed up its assailants from the airspace above it. The suction force intensified into a brutal wind. Pterodactyls flapped their futile wings against it, but the Tentageddon’s maw sucked them back. They tumbled through the air, powerless against it.
Jenn huddled with her children on the beach. She held them tight. The contractor clung to his grandmother. The suction force of the monster tugged at their skin. Sand stung their faces and burned their eyes.
The small orange pterodactyl lay flat against the beach, its wings and talons embedded in the sand. Up above, a few of its clan escaped. Two glided away across the ocean. A dozen flew at the Mega Squidinox and disappeared inside the timeless land of its many lumps. But the rest were devoured by the Tentageddon.
When the last pterodactyl had vanished from the sky, the monster’s top lid snapped shut. Its sharp top and steel body turned spongy. It emitted another awful cackle. Holes opened in its sides. Bones fell out.
Evie lay down beside the small orange pterodactyl, one of the last of its kind.
“You should go,” she told it. “Fly away. Somewhere safe.”
It stood, waddled off toward the dunes, then launched. It flew up over the beach, past the houses, inland. Away.
But nowhere was safe.
Still, the children were resilient.
“Our battle plan,” Evie said. “Remember? Operation Bring in the Troops?”
Timmy nodded. He thrust his arm in the air and gave a military salute. “Bring in the troops!”
A new slick skin bubble formed atop the peak of the Mega Squidinox. It burst open. An airplane flew out. The plane was small and black, with red and white stripes painted across its tail. It had a single spinning propeller and a small cockpit with a lone pilot inside. It turned sharply skyward, then leveled out high above, beyond the reach of writhing tentacles. More planes blustered out of the squidinox balloon with a hot gust. The squidinox billowed, its parts tossed and stretched by the force of high winds inside it.
How… Jenn wondered, and the squidoodle played a reel inside her mind. She saw a lump with three limbs spin through the empty air, the squid its own propeller. The limbs blurred. The lump stretched. It formed a green sheet, papery and translucent in the path of an oncoming plane. It enveloped the plane, then disappeared inside itself. It reappeared in a bursting bubble, blueish sky and sunlight beyond, and the looming shade of a tentacled tower, black and slick and ugly.
More planes zipped out of the squidinox portal. Small black propeller planes. Silver bombers with red stars. Army green propellers with their noses painted like smiling sharks, sharp-toothed and unyielding. Planes that would have been stationed at Pearl Harbor before its bombing. Planes that would have crashed in the Pacific or gotten shot down over Frankfurt or vanished in Bermuda. Planes replicated on miniature scale in gray and green plastic, sold at a toy store for a kid to play with. The Troops, as imagined by Timmy.
The aircraft circled the squidinox and then the Tentageddon. They formed a figure eight in the sky, a holding pattern, as if the pilots inside them didn’t know which giant monster to attack. But then a black tentacle scooped an asteroid out of the water and lobbed it at the nearest plane, breaking its wing off. The plane spiraled downward into the sea.
A nearby B-29 Superfortress turned a sharp left. It flew straight into the Tentageddon’s airspace. A slender silver egg fell from its belly. It hit with a BOOM just above the creature’s squirming crown. Fire plumed up. The plane zipped away.
The other aircraft flew toward the Tentageddon. They moved in tandem, in attack formation. Some fired their guns at the monster’s tentacles. Others swooped overhead and dropped bombs. Black sludge geysers burst from the water where the bombs had hit. Fires erupted across the Tentageddon’s surface. But the monster’s limbs got faster and longer. It threw more rocks. It slapped at the planes as they flew past, knocking them from the sky.
One of its lower tentacles encircled a fallen fighter. It constricted around the fuselage until it cracked in two. As the next bomber flew overhead, the Tentageddon flung the front end of the broken plane. The broken piece smashed into the aircraft in a fiery explosion.
“Oh no!” Evie cried. Mason grabbed Jenn’s hand.
Timmy shook his fists at the sky. “Go faster! You’re not flying fast enough!”
A tentacle caught the burning chunk of fuselage as it fell and flung it back up at the circling aircraft. Another plane exploded in the sky. Others dropped their bombs, but the fires that burned on the Tentageddon’s oily surface sputtered out. Streaks of glossy metal appeared in their stead. The Tentageddon was healing itself.
The Mega Squidinox jiggled and squelched, and in Jenn’s mind she saw faster jets, fighter jets, deadly jets that whipped past at warp speed.
“No,” the contractor’s grandma said. “Don’t think it. We can’t.”
“But the bombers—”
“Don’t have any advanced electronics. That’s why they’re still in the air. If our modern jets could fight that thing, don’t you think they’d be here?”
“You’re right,” Jenn said. She remembered what her editor had said, when the phones still worked, about something offshore interfering with electronic equipment. And then the phones stopped working. The television played mostly static. The rescue helicopters that should have ferried them off the island never arrived. The air force that should have pummeled the Tentageddon was far away, where the monster couldn’t reach it.
Yet.
But the transported pilots in their antiquated bombers were fearless. They were, maybe, dead already, like the pterodactyl and megalodons before them. They kept attacking. They dodged the hunks of burning metal that the Tentageddon threw at them, the hurtled asteroids, the flailing tentacles. They dropped bombs and shot their guns. They fell, smoking, into the sea.
“But it’s not enough,” Jenn said. “This isn’t working.”
“It has to work!” Timmy cried. “That’s why I came here! There has to be—” Timmy stopped. His eyes lit up.
“What?”
“That’s it! The future! In the future, we already beat the Tentageddon! So we just need the squidinox to transport someone from the future back in time to show us how!”
“That’s…” Overly optimistic, Jenn thought, but Timmy had already set his plan in motion. She saw it in her brain: the gleaming robot jet-pack city-in-the-clouds future, envisioned by Timmy.
The Mega Squidinox began to squelch and swell. Its head and belly parts distended. It expanded outward in all directions, its luminescent skin stretched thin, emblazoned with shapes and patterns that shifted and re-formed. An object appeared inside it, a titanic thing. A ship.
The ship sailed out of Port Squidinox, and kept sailing, as if the interior space of the squid-bubble was larger than its outside. Or perhaps the bubble was more bridge than portal, and the boat’s stern still lingered in the dark world from which it came. The boat was gray and rusted in spots. Brambles of barbed wire looped around the hull. Parts of its hull had been crudely patched over. Brown algae slime and barnacles coated its sides. Its many windows were unlit or blacked out. Atop its deck were several twisting tube-shaped objects, ashen in color, splattered with flecks of black.
“No, that’s not right,” Timmy said. “That can’t be from the future.”
“What are those twisty things?” Mason asked, pointing at the boat as he pressed closer to his mom.
“Waterslides,” Evie said with stoic finality.
Except waterslides should be colored teal and aquamarine. Waterslides came with pools of sunlit water, pool decks, lounge chairs, piña coladas. Those grimy tubes looked nothing like waterslides.
But Evie was right. Emblazoned on the side of the ship, in cursive letters that must have once been bold blue but were now a bland gray, were the words Sunbird Cruises. Beneath that, the ship’s original name had been blacked out, replaced by a new name spray-painted in red letters: SS Ass-Kicker.
“It’s a cruise ship,” Dax’s grandma said. “Sunbird Cruises. I took one last spring. Except…”
This cruise ship looked like it had journeyed through a wasteland of ash and hellfire. On its battered deck, people emerged. From the shore, they looked ragged and dirty. Some had lost arms or legs. They gazed up at the blueish sky, the white tufted clouds, the gleaming sun. They pointed and wept, hugged, stretched their bony arms to embrace the sunlight.
Then the cruise ship took a sharp turn to the south. A loudspeaker crackled. A voice spoke. “This is Captain Mewt. Of the, uh, uh, SS Ass-Kicker. I, uh, advise you. Leave now. Get as far away as possible. Do not let the creature touch you. Do not look at it. Cover your eyes. Cover your ears. Leave now. I repeat. Leave now.”
The loudspeaker flipped off. The cruise ship sped away from the Tentageddon.
“Where are they going?” Timmy said. “They’re supposed to help! They’re supposed to show us how to beat it!”
“I don’t think they know…” Jenn said, but Timmy didn’t hear her.
“Hey!” he yelled. “Come back! Come back!” He waved at the ship. He ran after it, down the beach, yelling. “Come back! Help us!”
The ship was too far from shore for anyone to hear him, but maybe someone saw him running after it, waving his arms, because the loudspeaker sputtered on again. The captain spoke. “There is…uh, uh, no way. No way to defeat it. You can evade…and survive with…if you, uh, uh, broadcast…right frequencies…interferes with its…we…will transmit them. But there is no escape…. No victory.”
“Hey! No! No, come back!”
“No victory…Captain Mewt, signing off.”
Timmy stopped.
He screamed, a furious, wretched scream, the unbridled emanation of all his despair, his dashed dreams for the glorious future, his purpose in having been plucked from his life and family and hurtled ahead thirty years now suddenly questionable, because it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. His journey was supposed to mean something. They were supposed to prevail against the forces of death and destruction. They had wit and determination on their side. And righteousness. And fate.
He fell to his knees.
Tears streamed from his eyes. He crumpled, head down, into the sand.
Jenn crouched down beside him. She hugged him. Her best friend. She never had another best friend after Timmy.
Evie kneeled beside them. She wrapped her arms around them both. Mason shimmied up into the center of the group hug. Timmy wept.
“You shouldn’t listen to the guy on that ship,” Evie said. “He was wrong. He has to be wrong.”
“Team Wave Blast,” Mason whispered.
“Team Wave Blast,” Jenn said, and she and the children held each other tighter. Overhead, the sky got darker. The hot breeze was spiked with blasts of sudden cold. The air smelled rank. The choppy waves were matte and colorless. And from the corner of her eye, Jenn watched the Tentageddon grow.



Dax
DAX WATCHED JENN, and he felt livid and desolate and rapt and maybe slightly like he’d started to fall, head over heels over head over heels over a steep cliff, nothing beneath him but empty air, uncertainty, and only the faintest shimmer of hope.
Mm-hmm, his grandma had said when he arrived at her house with a truck bed full of cookies and candies. I see that look in your eyes. You’ve got It bad.
Dax knew what his grandma meant, but he didn’t really know, because he’d never had It bad before, even though he’d had a lot of girlfriends. A LOT. He had no difficulty finding a good time. In the beer garden at the Sunken Seahorse, or on the dance floor at Coast Jives on a Saturday night, or on the beach with his surfboard, his muscular chest oiled up with sunscreen, his long hair plus tattoos plus kaleidoscope-patterned swim trunks bestowing him bohemian vibes. The ladies flocked. And then they fluttered around for a few weeks, or months, tops, and then they fluttered away. Because he wasn’t what they’d expected. He wasn’t the cover model from Philipia Bay and the Mountain of Mystery.
His grandma had reminded him of this fact, oh, fifty, maybe a hundred times. But it was good enough for her, at least, that he had almost made the cover. She would love him no matter what. Even if he ruined his skin with those tattoos. Even if the 5G turned his brains to mush.
She would love him as much as she loved his mama, she said, and then she sighed and stared off at some amorphous spot on the surface of nothing, with a sad sheen in her eyes, because sometimes love wasn’t enough. Sometimes things didn’t turn out the way they should.
That was why, she said, she loved Philipia Bay.
In the universe of Philipia Bay, a dangerous last-ditch harebrained stunt would save them from the villainous sea monster. The stunt shouldn’t work, but it would. Maybe it had been fated to work all along.
Then afterward, the sexy finale: clothes torn off, bodies intertwined, passionate lovemaking, outside, beneath an immaculate spread of stars.
He claimed, outwardly, to not have read any Philipia Bay books. But he had read five.
Dax watched Jenn and he felt resolute and precarious and hot and cold, and it wasn’t because of those icy blasts of air knitted with the hot wind, like wicked dark deep space had planted a portal right here, on the unsuspecting earth. In this universe, he had only finally now at the age of thirty-six just gotten It bad, and now all of it teetered on the verge of annihilation. The monster had shown him, in his head. His bloated grandma face down in the murky water. Beautiful, famous bestselling author Jennifer Lamour turned to a rotting beach corpse, her veins contorted with invasive tendrils, her body colonized by black oozing suckers. The world laid waste. And him, on the deck of a rusted cruise ship, his tattooed arm chopped off at the shoulder to stop the spread of Tentageddon poison, his mind reaching back to the moment when he stood beside her on the beach and they both had hope, his heart utterly and forever broken.
He watched Jenn, crouched in the sand with her children, still in her swimsuit, hair damp, a spill of lanky squidinox down her back that maybe meant she knew that he was watching. Maybe she could feel the feverish thump of his heart. He had never met anyone like her. Especially not from Pearl Island, where he had grown up but never left. She grew up and soared away to bestseller-dom. She churned out book after book, fueled by the boundless well of creativity inside her. She juggled success and children and still managed to be fun, funny, intrepid, impetuous. Gorgeous, in her ratty old robe, her under-eyes smeared with mascara, her hair tangled from sleep. Stunning, in the shin-deep waters of the flooded carnival, lines of worry etched across her forehead, a backdrop of blue sky and Ferris wheel behind her.
Where he had said: You want a ride from a strange dude?
And the awkwardness of that question rankled him afterward. He was so un-suave. He should have said something befitting an almost-cover-model. Something bold and seductive. But he couldn’t think of what that thing was, even now, when he’d been thinking for days.
You want to see pics of these opossums?
So uncool.
He watched Jenn, and he heard her say to the children, in a voice that was both soft and strong: “Team Wave Blast.”
He wanted to join their group hug. To say something strong and encouraging and meaningful. To do something that might make a difference. To give them a chance. He gazed at Jenn on the beach and his mind flashed to Jenn in her doorway; Jenn wrangling a filthy dog; Jenn poking a hole in her donut, filling it with chocolate syrup; Jenn against the Ferris wheel backdrop, floodwater all around her, everything gleaming and bright.



Fight, cont.
JENN KISSED THE soft top of Mason’s head, then Evie’s. Timmy sat up.
“I wish…my mom…” he whimpered. His sobs sputtered out. He wiped the tears from his cheeks. She knew how he felt. He had to stand up, to be strong. But strong was exhausting.
She stood up. She took Timmy’s hand and helped him to his feet. Evie clung to her arm. Mason anchored himself to her leg. She looked out at the sea, where the Tentageddon grew larger and closer. She saw in her mind a flash of Dax in his truck as he pulled into the flooded carnival, his eyes fixed on her, and the Ferris wheel behind. She heard a distant chink-groan, the sound of cracking metal. She glanced up the beach, toward the carnival, its colors all dull in the strained sunlight. Then, in a green flash, the Ferris wheel was gone.
The Mega Squidinox ballooned around the middle. Its elongated belly stretched and squelched. It split apart. The Ferris wheel rolled out. The squidinox grasped the wheel with its winglike part. It launched the Ferris wheel at the Tentageddon. The wheel hit the monster just above its tentacle crown. It caught one of the tentacles like a ring at the ring toss game. Then gravity pulled it down, ripping the tentacle off with it.
The monster howled. It ROARED. The sound of its cry made Jenn want to vomit. It made her want to run into the sea and drown. Hot tears leaked from her eyes. Her kids were red-faced and weeping. Dax clung to his grandma as she shook and cried. The cape-squidoodles pressed their wiggly limbs over their humans’ ears to buffer the sound, but the sound still leached through. Beach house windows shattered. The rowdy waves flattened, their momentum stymied by the awful sound. The Mega Squidinox shook and cowered. Squids toppled out as it struggled to stay intact.
The monster’s roar echoed upward. Shock waves of sound splintered cockpit windows and ripped apart propellers. Fighter jets plummeted into the sea. The planes that survived the howl changed course, conceding the battle.
When the last plane had crashed or flown away, the howling stopped, though the creature emitted intermittent yelps, horrendous and painful.
“Grandma,” Dax said, breathless from the trauma of the Tentageddon’s wail. “Grandma…you should go. You should—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” his grandma said. She had tears on her cheeks, and blood on her lip from where she had bit it. “I’m not leaving you alone.”
“He’s right,” Jenn said. “We should all go. We can’t—”
“No!” Timmy cried.
“We have to battle!” Mason said.
“If we don’t fight it,” Evie asked, “who will? We have to stay and fight!”
“But—” No, she wanted to say. The children were wrong. They could never win this battle. She had witnessed the Tentageddon’s reckless appetite, had seen it demolish ships and poison sharks and sprout sickening new pieces of itself. She had heard its voice and peered into its dark, soulless center. It would spread across the land and sea. It would pierce the molten center of their planet, coil around it, and break the earth apart.
The children were small and easily crushed. The children were unreasonably idealistic about the likelihood of victory, which was exactly zero percent. The children hailed from a fantasyland where a broken family donned squidoodle capes and saved the world.
The children were also right. They huddled together and brainstormed battle moves. They saw the same danger she saw, but they hadn’t given up hope, and it made her feel proud. Maybe no one else was coming to save them. No one else would fight. They wouldn’t win the battle, but at least they could fight.
She didn’t know what to tell them. She wanted to tell them it would all be okay. That they could survive. They could win. She wanted to say the things her own mother would have said to make it better. She wanted, in that moment, more than anything, her own mother. To take her in her arms. To comfort her. To make things right.
Then Jenn saw, in the water, a shimmery green light, like a single Christmas light. It drifted beneath the water’s surface. It merged with a small raft of squidinox, about ten or twelve of them shaken loose from the Mega Squidinox by the monster’s terrible roar. The mass wobbled toward the shore. When it reached knee-deep waters, a bubble formed atop its surface. The bubble expanded until it stood about six feet tall, pearlescent green, like the bubble that had expelled the surfer.
Inside the bubble, a human shape appeared. It looked adult-sized, and luminous inside the swirl of squidinox greens. The human pressed one hand to the balloon, then the other. Her hands pushed through. Her body followed, out of the bubble, to the edge of the raft. She dropped down and submerged herself beneath the water, rinsing away the squidinox slime.
She swam back up, to the surface. She stood. She had long hair, down to her waist. She wore cutoff jean shorts and a PI Surf Shop T-shirt. She looked around, uncertain how she had gotten to this place. Her legs trembled. Her face betrayed her fear and bewilderment, but her eyes were bright and dewy. She was so young. So much younger than Jenn remembered.
“Jenni! Hey! Jenni!” Timmy yelled. “Look who it is!”
Jenn’s mother stood there, dripping wet, hands shaking, as her mind tried to process the wild trip she had just taken, and the girl on the beach in front of her, who wasn’t a girl anymore.
Timmy ran into the water to meet her. “Mrs. Farrow! Hey, it’s me, remember? Timmy!”
Jenn’s mother looked at the boy, and then past him, at Jenn, then over her shoulder, at the monster-scape behind.
“No, don’t look at it,” Timmy said.
“What…Where…where is this?” she stammered.
“It’s Pearl Island,” Timmy said. “It’s the future. I know it looks too lame to be the future, but it is. And that lady on the beach, that’s—”
Jenn stared at her mother. Her mom, younger than Jenn was now. A single mom to a ten-year-old girl; a mom whose husband had left her; a mom who worked too much, who missed the hours she wanted to cherish and made up for it with ice cream; a mom who did what she could, but it never felt like enough. A mom who looked afraid and confused, who didn’t have all the answers. A mom Jenn had thought was gone forever.
Jenn wanted to run out into the water, to embrace her, to beg her please.
Don’t leave. Don’t ever leave me.
But her body wouldn’t move. She was stuck in herself, on the shore, tears rolling down her cheeks.
Jenn’s mother stared back.
“Please, no,” she murmured. “Don’t tell me I missed all those years. That I missed her childhood. I couldn’t—” She choked back a sob.
“You didn’t,” Timmy said. “You won’t. You were there the whole time. Jenni told me so.”
“I…I was…. Good.”
“But for just right now, you need to be here. Because—because this Jenni needed to see you. She needed her mom. I know it’s discombobulating, riding in the squidinox like that. Believe me. But you gotta go be her mom, okay?”
Jenn’s mom nodded. She took a deep breath. She walked up onto the beach. She placed her hands on Jenn’s shoulders. She looked at her daughter. Her eyes shone with love, pride, awe.
“Oh, Jenni…it really is you….”
“Mom…” Jenn cried. “It’s…I can’t…”
“You can,” her mother said. “You can. I believe in you.”
“But I…It’s too hard. And I’m not…”
“You are amazing, Jenni. I’m so proud of you. I know it’s hard. The world is a brutal place. And I know how lonely you’ve felt, and I wasn’t always there when I wanted to be. But I always wanted to be there. And now…you’re not alone. Just look.”
Jenn blinked, and through her teary eyes she saw the faces of her children beaming back, and Timmy, and Dax, his arm still wrapped around his grandma’s shoulder. And her mom.
“What…what do I do?” Jenn asked.
“I…I don’t know. I wish I had the answers. I wish I knew the right thing to do, and I’ve tried, but I’ve always just had to make it up as I went along. But what I do know, Jenni, is that if anyone can figure it out, if there’s anyone strong enough, smart enough, creative enough, it’s you.”
Her mother hugged her. Then she let go. She looked down at Evie and Mason. She smiled. She brushed away a tear.
“You be good now,” she told them. “For your mom. And your grandma.”
She bit her lip. Her body shuddered, as she turned away, from the flood of tears that she held inside where her daughter couldn’t see them.
“Wait!” Jenn called. “Mom! Wait! You can’t go! You can’t!”
Her mother turned back. She smiled. “I…I think I have to.”
“You can’t leave me!”
“I don’t want to leave you. I wish I could stay here. I want to know everything about your life. But I can’t stay here. You know that. This isn’t where I belong. I need to go home. I need to be there when you get there. My little Jenni. She needs me.”
“Oh Mom…”
“There’s no one I love more than you. Not in all the universe.” Her mom hugged her, one last time. “Goodbye, Jenni.”
Jenn’s mom turned. She walked out into the water. Into the green mass of squidinox. And then she was gone.
The squidinox portal disbanded. Jenn stood on the beach, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her team gathered around her. She didn’t know what to do. Her mom didn’t know what to do. None of them did. They were all just insignificant humans clinging to life on their big hunk of space rock, making it up as they went along, trying to play the role of Good Mom, trying to find love, to find themselves, to nourish their Power Nucleus, pretending they could make a difference, somehow, in the vast and fickle universe.
Pretending they could guide the Mega Squidinox to certain victory.
But then—in an instant—the battle was over.
The winglike bundles on the Mega Squidinox’s sides fell off. Hundreds of loose squidinox toppled into the sea.
“No!” Timmy yelled. “Nooooo! Stay together!”
The head part disbanded next. Squidinox dove from the top or rolled down the exterior sides or plunged through the slime-skin, expelling themselves from the collective.
“They can’t,” Mason cried. “They have to stay together!”
“We need more candy!” Timmy yelled.
Jenn could hear the children in her mind, their pleas volleyed to her brain by the squidoodle. But the creatures did not respond. They continued to disperse. They swam out and away. They disappeared beneath the waves. The rounded lower lump sank down in the water. The Mega Squidinox shrank from its massive cruise-ship size to the size of a yacht, then a fishing boat, then a green raft adrift on the surface of the ocean.
Then nothing. A few stray squidinox scattered across the water. A lone squidoodle washed up on the shore.
“We need to go,” Jenn said.
“No!” Timmy shook his head. “No! We have to stay and fight!”
Out in the water, surrounded by debris from wrecked bombers and the corpses of sharks and pterodactyl and the massive Ferris wheel that had severed its pernicious limb, the Tentageddon rumbled. It began, again, to heal itself.
“Fight how?” Jenn said. “No. We’ve stayed too long already.”
“This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen!”
“I don’t know how it’s supposed to happen,” Jenn said. She loosened the squidoodle-cape from around her shoulders. She tossed it into the water. “But I know we can’t be here when that thing does whatever it’s going to do next.”
“But—”
“We tried our best.” She peeled off the squidoodle that hung from Mason’s shoulders. She picked Mason up in her arms. “We tried. And it didn’t work. And now we need to get as far away from the Tentageddon as we can.”
“But—”
“No buts. We need to go.”
The squidoodles that had clung to Dax and his grandma let go. They plopped onto the sand and wriggled toward the shore. Evie removed her own squidoodle and dropped it in the water.
“But…no!” Timmy cried. “You can’t make me! You’re not my mom!”
“I’m your best friend. And you’re right, I can’t make you. But I can tell you: You need to come with us. We tried our best. But the battle is over.”
“But…” Timmy looked out at the sea, where the flocks of squidinox had scattered and fled, where the Tentageddon loomed, where there was nothing and no one to fight it. He blinked back tears from his eyes. His lips trembled. His head shook, instinctively, relaying his rejection of this no-win scenario, the upheaval of his conviction that he had come on a mission to save the world, the repudiation of this stupid future where the world couldn’t be saved.
“You want me to carry him?” Dax offered. “Because I—”
“No,” Timmy said, dejected. “No, I’ll walk.”
His squidoodle-cape slipped from his shoulders. He turned and ran, down the beach, over the dunes, up to the beach house, Sea La Vista.
Farewell, battle. Farewell, beach.
The others followed. At the house, the contractor and his grandma both said goodbye. Maybe forever goodbye. They could hear the Tentageddon howling in the distance.
“But I’ll come right back,” Dax said. His grandma started down the stairs, but Dax lingered in the doorway. “As soon as we get Grandma’s dog. I’ll be back, and we’ll see if we can find a way off the island.”
“If there is a way off the island.”
“If there is, we’ll find it,” he said.
“You don’t have to come back. We’ll probably just slow you down. If you can find a way off on your own, you should take it.”
“But I—I want to come back.”
He gazed down at her, his dark eyes ardent. His shirt had gotten torn, somehow, in the battle, revealing the bronzed brawny chest beneath.
“I—” want that, too, she thought, but then his lips were pressed against hers. His arms encircled her waist. He lifted her up. He kissed her, deeply, the way she’d always wanted to be kissed, as if it was the last kiss ever on planet Earth.
It lasted an eternity, because time didn’t work the way they thought.
It was over in an instant.
He set her down.
He left, and she was left trembling from the intensity of his kiss, but she needed to leave, too. Now. She commended past-Jenn for having the foresight to assemble all the backpacks and suitcases. Though they should probably jettison the toys and most of the clothes to make room for essentials, like food and water. She opened a kid suitcase and dumped out all the Pokémon action figures crammed inside.
“No, Mom! What are you doing? Put those back!” Evie cried.
“Go put your shoes on,” Jenn said.
She removed the Snorlax float from another kid suitcase.
“But Mom—”
“Go. Now. Mason, you too! And then go grab those water bottles from the kitchen, and whatever snacks you can find, anything that we don’t need to cook, and pack it up in this suitcase while I carry everything else down to the car. Now!”
The kids mobilized. They put on shoes while Jenn carried bags down to the car. She ran back upstairs. In the kitchen, Mason and Evie filled a suitcase with snack foods.
“Hey, where’s Timmy?” Evie asked her.
Timmy.
“Timmy!”
Timmy didn’t answer.
“Timmy!”
She hated this disappearing act.
“Oh, there,” Mason said. “On the porch.”
He stood perilously close to the broken deck rail, his back to the house. His eyes gazed out at the monster-occupied sea.
Jenn flung open the back door.
“Timmy! Shoes! Now!”
“But come and look,” Timmy said.
“No. There’s no time for that. We need to go.”
“But look! Something’s happening!”
There was no time for something happening, but then Timmy leapt up, clapped his hands, and yelled hurrah! and Jenn saw a splotch of swirling green in the water, just offshore, about a hundred feet in diameter. And then the green splotch expanded, fast, stretching another hundred feet in a matter of seconds.
“They’re back!” Timmy said. Across the water’s surface, more green splotches appeared. The sea became a patchwork quilt of gray-blue waves and bright green squidinox. Clusters popped up all along the coast, as far as they could see in either direction. Larger clusters gathered farther out, past where the Mega Squidinox had stood, and beyond, all the way to the horizon.
A green patch appeared in the sludge water around the Tentageddon, and then another, and another. The squidinox didn’t merge the way they had before, but they multiplied. And as their numbers grew, the choppy waves slackened. The dark shapes beneath receded. More squidinox surfaced or materialized. They swam up from the ocean depths or transported from some other place or time. It wasn’t apparent which. But more and more arrived. The dim sky turned brighter, less hazy. The wind lost its cold bite. Gangs of squidinox surrounded the Tentageddon in a ring of luminous green. The water, once dull beneath the monster’s shadow, turned blue, with crests of silver sunlight.
The other two children ran out onto the deck.
“What’s happening?” Evie asked.
“They came back!” Timmy said. “So now we can still fight it! Come on!” Timmy bolted for the deck stairs.
“No, stop!” Jenn called. “Stop! Timmy! Please!”
She expected him to ignore her and sprint away, the way he had when he plunged into the mass of squidinox. But this time he stopped.
“We can still fight it,” he said, solemnly.
“No,” Jenn said. “Nothing we throw at the Tentageddon will defeat it. You saw it heal itself. The only thing to do now is get away. As far away as we can.”
“You don’t have to stay,” Timmy said. “I can stay. I can fight it.”
“I can’t lose you again,” Jenn said. “We’re…we’re a team. Team Wave Blast.”
“Team Wave Blast,” Mason repeated.
Timmy looked at her, then Mason and Evie, then back to her. He looked, in that moment, older, almost teenaged. His face bore an expression that belonged to the man he would become. If any of them survived the Tentageddon.
He nodded. “Okay.”
“So we’ll go. Together.”
“Okay. But…can’t we at least see what happens next? Because maybe—”
It happened before Timmy could finish his sentence. Drifts of squidinox encircled the Tentageddon in a thick ring of lustrous green. The green ring swelled inward, until its edges pressed against the monster. It puffed up from beneath, buoyed by an onslaught of squidinox reinforcements. Then, in an instant, the parts of the Tentageddon that loomed above the ocean’s surface dropped down fifty feet. A momentous SQUELCH echoed across the sea. The Tentageddon dropped again, fifty feet, and then again, as if sections of its sickening torso had gotten chopped out and beamed away.
It kept dropping, shrinking, until only its obelisk peak remained. Then that part disappeared, too, and the only creatures still visible in the sea were the squidinox.
This time Timmy ran, and Jenn didn’t stop him. She followed after him, with Mason and Evie, down to the beach.
The Tentageddon, as far as they could see, was gone. The menacing undersea tentacles had vanished. Sea and sky were clear and bright. The sense of impending devastation Jenn had felt in the monster’s presence had faded, so swiftly that she could almost not recall the terror she had felt. Everything seemed so fine.
Timmy waded into the shallow surf, amid a gaggle of small squidoodles.
“What happened to it?” Evie asked.
“The squidinox,” Timmy said. “They moved it somewhere else. Just like when they transported me.”
“But will it come back?” Mason asked. “What then?”
Then was a problem for then.
Jenn kicked off her shoes. She walked into the water where Timmy stood. Squidoodles swarmed around her ankles and brushed her toes with their slimy limbs. She allowed herself to recall The Kiss, and to imagine the then when it might resume.
“What if it’s not really gone?” Evie said. “What if it’s still out there? Or here, in the storm drains?”
Jenn didn’t have answers for these questions. They should probably still follow through with their evacuation plans. But the sea was a stunning carpet of squidinox greens and glittering waves, and she felt giddy, almost delirious with relief from the Tentageddon’s palpable absence (and from The Kiss), and she wanted to linger there in the shallow water, just a moment longer.
For now, they were safe.
But the water had an odd brownish tint. And a smell: sweet, effervescent, with notes of orange and lime and lemon.
She bent down and dipped her fingers in the water. They came back sticky. She held them up to her nose.
“It smells like cola,” she said. “Or…maybe orange soda.” She sniffed again. “Or Dr. Fizz.”
Timmy scooped a handful of ocean water. He slurped.
“Ha! I knew it!”
“What?”
“Fizz Wizard! Right before we left the beach I was thinking about the Fizz Wizard factory and how I’d never seen so much pop in my whole life and how much it would suck if I never got to go back there again because, well…But I was still touching the squidoodle when I thought all that. And it must have read my mind!”
Timmy reached into the water, amid the swirl of squidoodles. He fished out a six-pack of Fizz Wizard Cherry Cola bottles. Two squidoodles clung to the bottles, their appendages twisted around the caps. One cap popped off. A squidoodle limb plunged inside.
“They must have brought the whole factory right here,” Timmy deduced.
There weren’t factory remnants in the water, but emptied cans and bottles floated among the patches of green that now speckled the whole surface of the visible sea.
“I think,” Jenn said, “they brought a lot more than just the factory.”







June 6—Night
THEY TRIED TO flee the island, but all the boats had already sailed, even the paddleboats and canoes and Jet Skis, though some had gotten crushed by tentacles on their way. The cape was strewn with shards of boat, mutilated motors, capsized luggage. The marinas were empty.
“We could build our own boat,” Timmy suggested. “Or a raft.”
“Maybe tomorrow,” Jenn said. Maybe the contractor could build them a raft, if he hadn’t found a boat for them to escape on.
He hadn’t, it turned out, because when they pulled back up to the rented beach house, after several hours of driving around the island, checking each marina, debating whether, with the help of life vests and flippers, they could (or should) swim the cape, dodging the audacious squidinox that had begun to wander ashore, into the street in search of sweets, Dax was there, on the front porch, waiting.
He had a bottle of tequila and a bottle of strawberry lemonade from his pantry, one he’d forgotten to contribute to the squidinox feeding frenzy.
“No luck for you either?” she said.
“If I had found a boat, you’d be on it.”
“So I guess we’re stranded.”
“Like in Philipia Bay and the Scroll of Synchronicity.”
“You read it?”
“I…Yes.”
“Seriously.”
“I liked it. It was good.”
“It’s action smut.”
“It’s full of adventure and romance. And happy endings.”
“Is this a happy ending?”
“I don’t know,” Dax said. “But we didn’t get killed by the Tentageddon. We have tequila.”
“Well, let’s go drink it.”

The kids gathered in the living room with their bowls of snack foods, flashlights, pads of paper, crayons, the Snorlax float, the donut tube float, and the green-glitter lounge float, all of which they planned to incorporate into their raft. While they drew escape-raft blueprints, the contractor mixed drinks. He carried them through the doorframe onto the back deck. The door had gotten hit by a basketball-sized chunk of asteroid and had shattered into a bazillion tiny chunks of safety glass. But the other windows, at least, had survived.
The contractor handed Jenn a drink.
“There’s no ice,” he said. “Sorry.”
“Who needs ice, when you’ve got tequila?”
She took a sip. She still felt shaky, lightheaded. Bewildered by the day’s events. Maybe tequila was imprudent.
Maybe she was imprudent.
She took another sip. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Shoot.”
“Did that all really just happen?”
“What, the whole—”
“The Tentageddon. The asteroids. The pterodactyls. The Kaiju battle. Did it?”
“Yes.”
“The kiss?”
“That definitely happened.”
Remnants of battle had washed up onshore: severed airplane wings, propellers, shriveled husks of sharks, pterodactyl bones. The sea glowed green from squidinox, their lumps reflecting the light of the setting sun. The night air was fragrant with sea salt and sandwich cookies, licorice sticks, fudge, and taffy. Squidinox farts, Jenn thought, and she giggled to herself.
They sat at the table. Dax pulled a lighter from his pocket. He lit a candle. The flame flickered in the soft breeze.
“The kiss part, that was…”
“The best part,” Dax said.
“But the rest of it, it seems like…like one of those absurd choose-your-own-adventure stories that the kids like to make up.”
“Maybe, yeah.” Dax took a sip of warm tequila cocktail. “But life is absurd. We have to revel in the absurdity.”

The contractor had brought a radio that ran on batteries. They turned it on, expecting static, but the signal-jamming interference had vanished, or weakened. They found a station that played news. The sea monster was gone, the reporter said. At least, the detectable above-surface parts of it. The navy would return to its last known location, to scan for and attempt to remove any stray tentacles that remained.
Except that the destroyers couldn’t navigate through squidinox-infested waters.
Reporter:…the creatures have been attempting to board the naval ships. Hundreds of them have been seen trying to glide up the destroyers’ exteriors, and many have made it on board. The US Coast Guard and the state of North Carolina have both issued alerts, warning people not to touch the creatures, due to allegations that they possess some sort of temporal transport ability, but the allegations have not been confirmed. Meanwhile, power is out across Pearl Island, and officials believe it might take days to restore….

Days with nothing to do but play in the sand with the kids and ride the Snorlax float and hang out with the sexy contractor.
“There,” Dax said. “It definitely all happened. The radio says so.”
“I’ve heard enough.”
Dax turned the radio dial. The station changed to static, then music. Jammy, rollicking music, the kind the squidinox would like.
“Hey, look,” he said. He pointed at the steps that led down to the beach. A fat evergreen squidoodle flopped itself onto the bottom step.
“Huh. Is it trying to come up here?”
The creature reached its appendages around the next step and climbed up.
“I think so.”
Jenn took a sip of her cocktail. It tasted wonderfully sweet. “I guess we better guard our drinks.”



July 16
Pearl Island Gazette
“Caruso Family Aids Island Recovery Efforts”
LINDSEY CARUSO, MAJORITY shareholder and CEO of Value Valley Inc., the nation’s largest big-box retailer chain, has just announced a pledge of $200 million toward restoration efforts on the island following the June 6 sea monster attack. Ms. Caruso will contribute half of the funds personally, with the remainder to be contributed by Dream Valley Ltd., a charitable nonprofit subsidiary of the Value Valley conglomerate. Lindsey Caruso’s sister, influencer and designer Laura Caruso, will contribute an additional $20 million. The funds will be used for the repair of damaged properties, and for coastline and other ecological restoration. A portion of the funds will also be allocated toward medical and mental health expenses, and to aid the families of those individuals whose lives were taken by the sea monster, referred to by island locals as the Tentageddon.
The Caruso sisters’ pledge comes after the recent revelation that their younger brother, Timothy Caruso, is still alive. Thirty years ago, the Caruso family rented a house on Pearl Island for the summer season. The family’s youngest child, Timothy, mysteriously disappeared on an August afternoon. He was presumed to have gotten swept away by a riptide and drowned, but his body was never recovered.
After the Tentageddon attack, Pearl Island–native Jenni Farrow—also known as Jennifer Lamour, bestselling author of the Philipia Bay romance series—alerted authorities to the appearance of a ten-year-old boy who claimed to be Timothy Caruso. DNA testing confirmed that he was.
“I never would have believed it,” Lindsey Caruso said in an interview with the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. “Certainly not before the attack of that tentacle monster, and all those gross squid things showing up. But I think recent events have caused us all to question our assumptions about the workings of the universe.”
She added, “I’m also just glad to have my brother back.”
Timothy Caruso will reside with his sister Lindsey at the family’s estate in Milwaukee, but the family hopes to return to Pearl Island for at least a month next summer.
How exactly Timothy Caruso was transported thirty years into the future has not been confirmed, but authorities believe that the green squid-like creatures that have been proliferating along the East Coast may be responsible. The invasive squid-like creatures are also presumed to be responsible for the transport of several bomber pilots and sailors thought lost when their destroyers sank off the coast, the pterodactyls that have been observed in the marshland near Pearl Island, and a dilapidated cruise ship—the SS Ass-Kicker—which has now raided more than a dozen coastal towns and continues to refuse to surrender.
The squid-like creatures have been increasingly spotted onshore, particularly near Pearl Island’s boardwalk area, where they have been seen attempting to snatch food and beverages. The Krazy Kones, a soft-serve ice-cream shop that reopened several weeks after the Tentageddon attack, has had to close its doors again due to recurring raids by the creatures, which have repeatedly gotten stuck inside the soft-serve machinery.



The End
SHE TYPED THE last two words of Philipia Bay and the Final Fateful Cruise. The end. The last installment, unless a wizened, older Philipia Bay made a dashing unexpected comeback. Which might happen. Anything might happen.
Burnt-out low-blood-sugar Mom, in the wake of the perilous sea monster attack, while battling candy withdrawal, in herself and in her children, might feel surprisingly inspired and productive. She might, with the help of Dax’s solar charger to keep her laptop running through the prolonged power outage, and despite the stifling heat and lack of ice, finish edits and sprint through the next book, the fastest she had ever written, in the star-spackled traditionally drunken hours after child bedtime, and in the minutes seized in between sandcastles, skimboarding, canoodling, and rides on the Snorlax, where they had to dodge the drifts of squidinox so no one got transported away, again.
Who was she?
She was Seaninja-mom. She was Queen of the Mermeon. She was a Sharkasaur, ready for battle, or whatever the children wanted to name her. An amalgamation of selves in the same Jenn shell. Evolved. Evolving.
The electricity came back, and she was Magnanimous. She was flexible and forgiving. Chuck could take his List of Underminstances and shove it. His list. His underminstances. His resentments to carry, if he chose that burden. She brushed her bitterness aside. She preferred sweet.
Boats came from the mainland bearing boxes containing provisions and supplies. Nuts and jerkies and cans of things, peaches, bananas, pineapples, berries. At last, the artificial packaged goods. The chips and the sandwich cookies. Gummies in every shape and flavor. Some of the boats got swarmed by squidinox and had to jettison their cargo. But other boats made it through, and the candy shop at the boardwalk reopened, briefly…until burglar-squidinox struck.
Then the kids had to board the ferry and sail back to the Land of Dad. Fifty-fifty custody, they agreed, at least until they went to court. So he could have them for part of the summer. He could give them pool days, zoo days, theme park trips, swirl cones and waterslides and toy-store shopping sprees. Every luxury a kid could want. But she would always always have more points.
She was one of them. She was Team Wave Blast.
Timmy left last, in a private jet flown to the Wilmington airport, both his sisters on board. They hugged him too long, too tight, tears dripping down their cheeks, and Timmy looked back at Jenn, with a smile, a wink, a mischievous sparkle in his eyes.
His suitcase was packed full of fireworks.
“See ya next summer!” he said as he boarded the plane.
“Yep,” she agreed. She would.
“Oh, I nearly forgot,” his sister said, before she boarded. “Thought you might want this.”
She gave Jenn a photo of two children. Jenni and Timmy. Their arms were linked. Their blue tongues stuck out. The perfect sea gleamed behind them.
This ending was not the end. But at least the last chapter in the last installment of Philipia Bay was done. She attached the file to her email. She hit Send. The book was the editor’s problem now.
She closed her laptop and went upstairs to get ready for her hot date. She showered, brushed her hair, blew it dry. She brushed her teeth. She spit toothpaste foam into the sink. When she rinsed it down, she saw something poke out of the drain, something squirmy and black, and she felt a cold chill in her spine.
But then the thing was gone, and she told herself she hadn’t seen anything. She had only imagined it. She was safe there, on dry land.
Her phone rang. Evie.
She answered. Both her kids appeared on the phone screen.
“How are you? What have you been doing? I miss you. Are you having fun?”
Evie asked about Timmy, and if she had seen any sign of Barry. Mason asked about the squidinox. He wanted to understand the squidinox-candy equation.
“What if all the candy in the world is gone?” he asked. “What if there’s no more soda, or ice cream, or cookies? What then?”
Evie had posted videos that went viral: one of the Tentageddon attack of the fishing boat, and one of a squidoodle stealing her brother’s ice-cream cone. She texted links to Mom.
“But I didn’t show Dad,” she said. “I won’t show him till after divorce court. I don’t want him to use them against you.”
“Thank you,” Jenn said, and she wished she could hug her daughter tight. Her loyal daughter. Her little Evie, evolved. Granting her a bounty of points.
She peppered the kids with questions. They offered the usual terse responses of disinterested children. They didn’t care about her boring questions. They had something to show her. A secret to share.
The phone screen shifted as they moved through their father’s house. She saw wall and ceiling, Mason’s chin, Evie’s hair.
“You have to promise not to tell Dad,” Evie said.
“Okay. I won’t.” She promised, even though Evie hadn’t told her what.
“And Mason has to promise not to let it get too large.”
Too large.
“I said it wouldn’t happen again.”
Again.
A door opened. The phone screen turned bright. All trees and blue sky. The children carried the phone through a small backyard, past a curtain that hung between shed and fence.
“This is our fort,” Mason said.
“Dad’s not allowed,” said Evie.
Chuck would respect this no-Dad edict. Chuck had points of his own to win.
“This is our friend. Jellybean.”
The phone view changed. On the screen, Jenn saw a paddling pool filled with water, sand at the bottom, assorted beach toys. A luminous green squidoodle basked in the pool, limbs twirling.
“We named it Jellybean ’cause that’s its favorite candy,” Evie said.
“And it looks like a jelly bean,” Mason added.
It did, or at least its lump-part did. It had looked more jelly bean–like, they explained, when they plucked it from the ocean and dropped it into a bottle of Fizz Wizard Lime, for safe transport back to Dad’s house.
“And it survived in there?” Jenn asked.
“It got stuck,” Evie said.
“Because the soda made it grow big and strong.”
“So we had to cut the bottle off of it.”
“And it— Is it happy? I mean, being away from its kind?”
“Jellybean loves it here.”
“Jellybean can leave whenever it wants.”
Right. Space-time-travel squid.
“But it wants to stay.”
“Well,” Jenn said, “just…maybe don’t touch it. You don’t want it to transport you someplace else. And don’t let it grow too big. You don’t want your father to see it and freak out.”
Or maybe, kind of, they did.

She finished getting ready. Mascara. Blush. A touch of glitter. The doorbell rang. She went downstairs to open it.
Dax had brought flowers.
“You brought me flowers.”
“Actually,” he said, “the flowers are from my grandma.”
“Oh. That’s lovely.”
“But I brought you this.”
He handed her a small potted plant, a succulent type that didn’t need much watering. It had a bulbous green center part and three dangly leaf-tails.
“It looks like the squidinox,” Jenn said.
“I know.”
“Thank you.”
He leaned down and kissed her, lightly, on the cheek. Then the lips. Then he placed his hands on the small of her back, the nape of her neck. Drawing it out, so that when he pulled back, she was trembling.
“I better go put these in some water,” he said.
He kissed her again and then carried the flowers into the kitchen.
“How’s the house coming?” she asked. She set the succulent down on the table.
“It’s…well, it’s coming. The mold is all gone. And it’s got a roof.”
“As long as it’s ready by next summer,” she said.
“I think it was the right move, deciding to keep it.”
“Me too.”
He finished cutting the stems and arranged them in a glass. “We’ve still got a minute,” he said, “before we should leave for the concert.”
“Do you, um—”
He looked at her with his sexy eyes. He smiled. “I don’t think we have that long. At least, not before the concert. But maybe we could take a short walk on the beach.”
“That sounds great,” she said.
They walked across the deck (repaired by the contractor) down the wooden walkway (repaired by the contractor) over the dunes to the beach. The water was calm and golden blue. Gentle waves washed across the gleaming shore. Throngs of squidinox basked in the sunlit waters. Stray squidoodles waddled across the beach. She loved it here, more than she ever had in her youth. She had seen how dark the darkness could be. Every moment that it stayed at bay was a moment to savor: a reminder, evident in every feature of this sea monster–less seascape, of all she had. The child types. The mom types. The inventive and impulsive types. The sultry romance novel cover model types with their luxury manes, their rippled bounty of abs. Their hand, holding her hand.
“So what’s this band anyway?” she asked.
“Lotus,” Dax said. “A squidinox favorite. You’ll like them.”
“I can’t wait.”
They walked along the shore, where the waves rolled up over the sand. A glint in the water caught her eye. The crest of a wave in the sunlight, she thought. But then its color turned from silver to blue to green. It bubbled up, a green balloon floating in the shallow water. A shape appeared inside it, smaller than a boy. The shape pressed against the bubbled sides, then through, then down into the water below.
Then it popped up, shook itself off, and bounded toward them, tail wagging, tongue flapping, a silly smile on his canine face.
“Barry!”



Philipia Bay and the Final Fateful Cruise
(excerpt)
Philipia took the oars. She looked up at him, standing there on the deck. The same man she had known for years. Except in those years, so much had changed for them both. They were the same but not the same.
“Well,” he said. “We’ll always have Havana.”
“Havana.” She laughed. “Yes. Yes, we will.”
They would always have each other. Even if this was the last time they would ever look into each other’s eyes.
“Where will you go?” he asked.
“Someplace forgettable,” she answered. “Someplace where…where we can just be happy, and safe.”
She looked at the child who sat in the boat across from her, a blanket wrapped around his slender shoulders, his eyes wide and hopeful. He trusted her. She could not let him down.
“Someplace peaceful,” the man said. “I hope that place exists. But in this world…”
In this world, you didn’t always get to choose your life. Sometimes your life chose you. Sometimes it took a turn you would never expect.
“So long, Philipia. Keep yourself alive.”
She let go of the rope. She rowed away, across the smooth silver water. The horizon gleamed gold and pink. The sun was just beginning to rise.
She rowed until he was just a tiny speck on the dock. Until he disappeared entirely. She rowed away, toward her next adventure.


THE END
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