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FOR LUKA, WHO LOVES THE SEA AND ALL ITS CREATURES





I who once wrote songs with joyful zeal

Am driven by grief to enter weeping mode.

—Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy

Whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul […] then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for pistol and ball.

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
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11:45 p.m., November 27

The sea is, if anything, famously huge.

My entire life I’ve feared and hated it. People who claim to love the ocean underestimate its vastness. With a few exceptions, despite being the Nebraska state champion in the five-hundred-meter freestyle in 2009, I’ve declined to go deeper than where my feet can touch sand.

I appear to be in the midst of a major exception, a gooey soup that I am stunned to be immersed in, freaking out, eyes open, burning in the saline, turning my body toward what I hope is up. Breath held, legs and arms pumping, panic pushes me to inhale, but I refuse, and everything hurts.

My boat shoes—Sperry Top-Siders bought with an eye roll because I was going on a boat—waterlog around my feet, the leather keeping me from kicking freely. Crackles of pain excruciate my soles as I pry them off, toe to heel, toe to heel, and keep thrusting up. Bones broken entering the water? Probably?

I peel my pants off, as they feel animate, like living things clinging and pulling me down. My button-up shirt, too, until I’m naked save my boxers, out of some autopilot sense of propriety, and my tank top that—also out of some autopilot sense of not wanting to be scolded by Kelly or Justeen—I avoid thinking of as a wifebeater. I might have tried to keep my socks if they hadn’t been shucked off with the shoes, and my oxygen-starved brain debates whether I should have done this striptease, the cost of the warmth the garments might have provided versus the benefit of the ability to swim unencumbered, but all my body argues is that I have to breathe.

Thick with seventy-something humid degrees, the air I gasp when my face breaks the surface clogs my nostrils with briny slime. My ears throb with the unpopped pressure of my plunge, yet I hear myself scream: “Ma! Mom!”—stupid not only because I’m a grown-ass thirty-three-year-old man, but because my mom has been gone for twenty-two of those years.

“Stop! Help! Come back! Help me!” The words muffle and die at the water’s surface, the black bowl of midnight stifling my cries. Star-punctured, the tropical night is enormous. Bigger still swells the sea—much colder—around me.

The ship cruises beyond my reach, a monstrous fourteen-story layer cake receding in a southerly direction, leaving me with a view known to few people in history: their vessel untethered in the open ocean.

The victims of the Titanic, for example, saw a version of what I am seeing, only they plunged into the frigid North Atlantic through no fault of their own, but rather a fatal combination of questionable-captain-meets-exceptional-iceberg. Me, I’m in the tepid Gulf of Mexico and my ship is fine. Never better. Away she goes. No disaster, no emergency except on the most personal level. Nobody aboard the Carnival Valor—your high seas hero, here to rescue you from ordinary vacations and whisk you away to leisure, fun… and amazing destinations—knows I’m here, and nobody knows how it happened, not even me.

I reach for my phone but no longer have even a pocket.

My phone’s been slurped up forever into the currents of the Gulf Stream. I felt alone, radically alone, nobody-cares-what’s-the-point-of-anything alone before I entered the water. The recollection of that feeling returns, but I feel confident in saying that I didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about, because now my biggest problem is that I am alone, truly, in the middle of the bounding main, and it really is bounding. Waves slap me in the face, wet hand after wet hand.

My sister Kelly probably assumes that I went back to my room to sleep it off. Her husband is likely saying something derogatory about me in answer to her wondering aloud what’s become of me. “Kick?” That’s my nickname: Kick. “He’s probably at the wheel of the porcelain bus.” Because he talks like that.

The moon is a waning crescent, C-shaped and lying indifferently like an average grade on its left side, shedding just enough light to show me how badly I’ve fucked up. Did I fall? Did somebody push me? Did I jump? Do I not remember because I was drunk? I definitely was.

I’m five feet, eleven inches and 170 pounds. I never fib and say I’m six feet, because that would be sad; lying to other people sucks, but lying to yourself sucks worse. I clock in at 16 percent body fat, which has been bugging me recently. I don’t want to be one of those ex-athletes whose muscle runs to flab. I’d been trying to cut it down to 12 percent, but to do that I’d have to completely quit drinking, something I advise my clients and patients to do all the time, but a discipline I’ve not yet applied to myself. Now 16 percent feels like an asset, because every greasy fat cell stands to help me not freeze.

I’m sober as a Mormon now, as my grandpa Tom would say, making Granny Sue say, Don’t say that; it’s rude, sliding bacon onto our plates in their farmhouse kitchen.

But maybe it’s good that I was drunk as a skunk when I went into the drink? Like being hammered kept me from being hammered by the impact, stopped me from pulverizing more than whatever I can tell I’ve broken in my feet—and maybe my lower back?

In those scared-straight videos in driver’s ed, to a disgusting degree the inebriated drivers walked away loose-limbed, unbothered, and barely scratched. Meanwhile the innocents they crashed into died or were maimed because they stiffened naturally in fear of the collision. I have to assume that the floppy, sloppy relaxation facilitated by the many frilly drinks beginning when we boarded and continuing lounge after lounge are to thank—is that the word?—for my continued existence.

Now with the sea, a rough uncle, lifting me under my armpits to toss me, then shoving me down again, I want my existence to continue. More than I’ve wanted it to for weeks. Perhaps years, if I’m honest—a life force more urgent than since I was a kid.

As of late I’m a physical therapist by day and a fitness instructor and personal trainer by night and parts of the weekend. I’m ripped. But I wouldn’t say I conveyed that I had it together.

Some people think that I don’t think just because I work with bodies, other people’s and my own. But I have a rich inner life. Ankush, my boss at the gym, says I can’t blame people because I look—accurately—like a dude who says to other dudes, “Do you lift, bro?”

During my short sojourn on our five-day cruise, fellow passengers might have glanced at me and assumed—from my age, my singleness, my attitude—that my kitchen back in Omaha contains the remains of a demolished frozen pizza and the scissors used to cut it, but they would have been mistaken. Look closer and you’d see a man devoted to cooking and meal prep. I am what I eat and, in that regard, I admit to being controlling and vain.

So maybe I have a chance of surviving? With my physical vitality or whatever? But how did I get into the water? I cannot remember. I might have leapt, because the prospect of doing so crossed my mind much more than once leading up to this family Thanksgiving vacation.

But I might have decided not to?

I might have fallen, mid-debate, at the railing in my intoxication?

I’d heard about people who slipped while trying to evade the NO SMOKING signs and security cameras in order to vape, so shit happens. If I did jump, even though I’d been thinking about doing so, I would still be astonished at the vehemence of my own gesture.

Regardless, either I have just executed the best and worst pratfall in all of history, the cruise ship serving as the ultimate banana peel upon which to have slipped. Or I have just made the most comically inept suicide attempt by being, it would seem, too wasted to die by a method that ought to have been more reliable than any other, the cruise ship’s lethality as a structure to leap from more dependably fatal than poison or pills or hanging by the neck or any possible gun. (Trust me, you should see my search history.)

My anxiety increases every second. Only the moon is looking at me. Or is something else from underneath, down in the sea? How many times am I going to think the word sea? I heard somewhere that sharks are nocturnal feeders. I am thinking so many things at once, I am glitching.

However I’ve gotten into the water, I feel like I’ve served as the plaything for one of the caged gorillas at the Henry Doorly Zoo, battered and bruised and somehow amusing. I laugh, and it comes out a hacking wet cough, seawater and phlegm. My sort-of girlfriend Justeen always tells me that I never take anything seriously, but I do—it’s just that everything is also absurd.

The kind of novels Justeen likes to read, as far as I can tell, are all about writers writing, or about creative people who see themselves as art monsters, and who agonize boringly about how best to make art while they undergo mild middle-class woes and slights, especially the women who are married to mediocre men and come to realize that wifedom is dull and confining and not all they were apparently conditioned to believe it would be.

I’m like, I could have told you that, which is why you won’t catch me getting married. I don’t believe that I would make Justeen or whoever unhappy. Her first husband was a certified dickbag, and I’m not one. But could I satisfy a wife completely in the way that romantic expectations demand I be able to? Best friend, perfect lover, unerring helpmate? No way. But nobody’s asking my opinion on the state of literature or the institution of marriage, though both are tiresome.

I like to read stories of life and death where something’s at stake.

And here I am.
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The Carnival Valor carries 2,974 passengers. Two thousand nine hundred seventy-three now. But how?

Do I not remember how I got into the sea because I don’t want to? Maybe.

Does my dad’s side of the family rest in their so-called staterooms unaware that I’m half-drowned behind them as their diesel-electric engine propels them toward Cozumel? Absolutely.

My limbs flash white and fishy in the dank black water. I’ve never been so aware of my windpipe.

Dad, Pam, my older sister Kelly, her husband Jason, my nephew Ulysses, my uncle Sean, my aunt Maria, my cousin Leo, and my sweet old granny Sue all snooze, or prepare to, aboard the “fun ship.” Blackened sea bass and prime rib digest in their bellies, cares having dissolved like paint off a brush into the colors of the sunset, et cetera.

Despite my long-standing distaste for the sea, this is—was—not my first cruise, not hardly, not since Pam, my stepmom, came into our lives like a cheerful albeit leathery Floridian angel.

Thanks to her, fluency in the language of cruising is mine. Pax for “passengers,” a word meaning peace, though aboard I typically experience none. Shorex for “shore excursions.” Sea days and port days—I prefer the former for their ineffable quality and for the fact that on them, I will not be shamed for declining to scuba dive with the rest of the family because I fucking hate the sea, the sea in which I am struggling now not to die.

In calm water, they say, try to float on your back and conserve energy. But I am discovering that tactic makes you cold, so to warm up, I tread. In rough water, they say, try the dead man’s float, breathing only when you have to so as not to gulp seawater. But I am panicking and cannot get my breathing under control. I choke, then vomit. So long, sea bass; adios, ribs. I’m pissed at myself because will the chunks attract sharks? And I would have used those calories.

Oscar is the code for “overboard.” Nobody on the ship slipping away, windows agleam, like a skyscraper gone horizontal, has put that alert out yet. At the soonest, my family might notify the authorities when I don’t show up for brunch.

It would be funny if Oscar were my name. But it’s funnier that my name is Patrick. Not that part, but the whole enchilada: Patrick Kilpatrick. Am I in the process of fulfilling my surname’s grim prophecy? Has Patrick killed Patrick?

Cruise ships move at different speeds based on their durations. Since this is a relatively short one—a scant five days from New Orleans down to the Yucatán, then back to the Big Easy—the vessel dawdles a bit in order not to reach Cozumel until the early morning of day three. Nevertheless, its 110,000 tons move away at a considerable rate.

Some World War II documentary that my dad watched when I was growing up showed survivors of sinkings speaking years later in terror of the disorientation of this view, but they had usually been in lifeboats—or, at minimum, life vests. I am in nothing. The disorientation glitters.

Why a cruise? I had asked Dad when he informed me of this year’s Thanksgiving plan. Pam didn’t want to host; okay, so couldn’t we take a land-based vacation? The reasons were that someone would be closest to whatever destination and feel favored, whereas others would feel put out, and someone would have to organize activities that some people wouldn’t appreciate anyway, and this—all-inclusive, something for everyone—would liberate us from hassle. Everyone loved the idea but me.

The Valor vanishes, traceless.

I kick and kick, I cannot stop kicking.

People who meet me these days think my nickname is because I swim, as in flutter kick. Or at the gym because I occasionally teach kickboxing—though, frankly, I prefer the lifting classes, and I have an idea for a Cardio Clown thing that I’ve been too embarrassed to mention to Ankush. But when I was a kid, before Mom was gone, my sister and I had to share motel beds to save money on our road trip vacations. I kicked in my sleep and Kelly always complained, “I don’t wanna sleep with Kick.”

Sleeping—that would be dreamy. Bobbing up and down like a human buoy, I’m not tired yet, but once the adrenaline wears off, I’m going to be.

It hits me that I may never sleep with someone in the euphemistic way again. Dead men have no sex.

Yet not more than two hours ago, I thought I might get lucky if I air-guitared hard enough.

The last dry place I remember before coming to in the water is the RedFrog Pub. A bar on the promenade, a.k.a. Deck 5, where they keep the fun hopping (do you get it) with pitchers of spiked lemonade and fishbowls of Beachcombers.

From the moment we boarded at 3:30 p.m., drinks flowed like the Mississippi retreating aft of us, the biggest moneymaker on ships being the sale of beverages. Pam grabbed a tiki tumbler and a deck chair and tried immediately to tan, though even in the Gulf, the November light is wan.

My strategy to dilute my aversion to the trip was self-obliteration through alcohol, posing as having a fabulous time. We all—including my nephew Ulysses, who is ten and snagged a Shirley Temple—started drinking during the welcome-aboard lecture by the cruise director. Paradise cocktails of gin and fruit juice in souvenir cups abounded.

We nearly three thousand thirsty souls endured a pause from 4:30 to 5:15—the mandatory lifeboat drill. But then? Down almost every single hatch again: poolside piña coladas and rum punches in the discos, teens drinking Cokes in the teen club, the piano bar slinging brandy.

“You’re a fine girl,” Kelly sang as the piano guy banged out the song on a Steinway grand.

“Bottoms up,” said Jason, slapping her behind.

If Ulysses had been there, he would have said barf, but he was watching some Broadway-style show with Granny Sue, so I said it under my breath on his behalf.

Then champagne and caviar at some other bar because Jason likes to flex, and wine at dinner.

When the cruise director mentioned that evening’s air guitar contest at 9:30 in the RedFrog Pub, I resolved to be the most carefree version of myself in front of anybody who wanted to see, be they family or strangers, by absolutely wailing.

Only Kelly was down to support me, but that was fine. Everyone else wanted to do some other activity. Kelly pointed out to Jason that Ulysses would be safe in the kids’ lounge if he wanted to join us, but Jason said he’d rather find a quiet table in the Alchemy Bar and read Marcus Aurelius. “I don’t drink that piss,” he said of the rum concoctions purveyed by the RedFrog, visions of twenty-year single malt no doubt dancing in his self-optimizing tech-bro head. Where did he learn to speak that way? Where does anyone? Crude and tough. How can he stand himself? But he loves himself.

Anyway, I was already tipsy when we got to the RedFrog. The busy pattern of the mosaic floor threatened a headache, so I looked up and out at the horizon line and we ordered some more.

“What song are you going to do?” asked Kelly, relaxed, her blonde tresses still undyed, like Mom’s had been, fluttering in the salty breeze of the indoor-outdoor space.

“I was toying with ‘Ace of Spades’ by Motörhead because it’s only two minutes and forty-five seconds and you can really leave it all on the floor,” I said. “But it’s not the best for sing-along potential.”

“Always thinking, you,” said Kelly, sipping a frozen daiquiri that smelled like sunscreen. Did the banana garnish carved into a dolphin shape make her think of work?

“I’m going with the Beastie Boys.” I wondered whether she was really as happy as she seemed. Glancing at my own face in the mirror behind the bar, I didn’t think anybody who saw me would worry either.

“Super-thrashy,” she said. “That Kerry King solo.”

I put the umbrella from my mojito behind my ear and waited my turn.

Some of the other contestants were decent, bending the inflatable plastic guitars handed out by the emcee this way and that, writhing on their backs. But my only competition seemed to be this one chick who picked “The Warrior” by Scandal featuring Patty Smyth. She had TikTok-perfect eighties eye makeup and a slashed top flaunting abs that revealed she had a gym membership and used it.

If I were really suicidal, could I shred in the manner I was about to shred? I weighed the question as she finished up and I prepared to go on last. Professionals would say yes, if you have a method, a means, a plan, and an opportunity with the thought in your mind. In the month or so before the cruise, I thought about it a few times before I even brushed my teeth in the mornings. But there I’d be, still brushing my teeth, so.

The emcee called out Kick Kilpatrick and the smoke machine was blowing overtime.

It’s not lost on me that there are more important rights to fight for in our brokedick country than the ones advocated by the Beastie Boys. I thought that thought and thought of Justeen.

It’s also not lost on me that maybe a white guy from Nebraska is not the person we most need to hear from when it comes to rights of any kind.

Above all, it’s not lost on me that nobody goes on a cruise in general, or to an air guitar contest on a cruise in particular, to think about oppressive structures and systemic injustice.

“And now, let us party,” I said as I grabbed the neon pink blow-up guitar.

For three minutes and twenty-four unrelenting seconds, I dominated the stage with a mélange of boyish laissez-faire and big dick energy, waggling my tongue and straddling my axe and making meaningful eye contact with Patty Smyth, showing all the while that I knew I was absurd, that I was having fun and didn’t give a shit if I won—that I had no higher objective than channeling immaculate vibes.

It was a real Method performance to the point that, by the end, I wished I could be like that all the time—pure joy. Last chord fading, I actually didn’t care if I won, because I had satisfied my own goal. It was a mindset I got into often when Uncle Sean was coaching me to high school swim team glory.

During a wait calibrated to give everybody time to order another round, I thought about approaching Patty. But visions of Justeen—even though she and I were weeks into giving each other space—held me, and I basked instead in the praise of Kelly.

“I forget what a goofball you are sometimes,” she said, hugging me.

The emcee made a big show of consulting the tabulations on her clipboard before announcing, “Kick Kilpatrick is tonight’s undisputed air guitar champion!”

I can’t recall the name of the drink I won, but whoever made it had a free hand with the blue curaçao.

“Like I’m drinking my hated enemy, the sea,” I said as I sipped.

“You need to see a therapist about your thalassophobia already,” said Kelly, busting out her marine biologist vocabulary. I ignored her and winked at Patty, still of multiple minds about what to do next.

The water right now looks nothing like blue curaçao.

Alone, sniffling in the sickening sea, I feel the immensity of whatever I’ve done, and sense eternity closer than I’ve ever sensed it. Through a snorting rhapsody of salty water, I unleash again my stupid scream: “Help me! Come on! Somebody, help me!”
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From my earliest abortive scuba diving days, I’ve been bombarded with all the minimizing facts that are supposed to lessen your fear of sharks: that you’re twice as likely to die from a bee sting as from a shark attack. That you’re three thousand times more likely to die in your car on the way to the store, and so on. But these just serve to emphasize that no matter how minuscule the odds, it would be fully fucking horrible to die at the hands—the fins—of a shark.

The waters close over me like a tomb and I pop up gurgling to live some more. Death and resurrection over and over.

I’m thirty-three. My Jesus year. My parents were—my dad still is and Pam converted—devout Catholics. Mom’s name, Cathy, came from Saint Catherine of Alexandria, the one condemned in the fourth century to death on a spiked wheel. She and Dad met as undergrads at Creighton University in Omaha—private, Jesuit—two farm kids in the big city. Her from Chadron, seven hours away, the true middle of nowhere, an hour and a half north of Chimney Rock, one of our enriching family vacation destinations.

Kelly and I were never permitted to miss a Sunday Mass. How bored I got sitting in the pew during those services, which meant so much to Mom especially, her chin tilted to better see the altar, skin pale, cheeks hollow, yellow hair shining like some stained-glass Virgin Mary.

Bored, bored, bored—I was the chairman of the bored. I counted candles in their sconces and tried to make Kelly laugh. I always loved water, though, and had to be told not to splash too much dipping my fingers into the font to make the sign of the cross.

Jesus in his tomb didn’t have Wi-Fi or cell service either. His loved ones assumed he was definitely dead also. I’m not dead yet, but there are numerous ways that I could be soon.

Onboard the Valor, I hated the aesthetic—too loud, too bright: green neon lights surrounding the elevators and magenta grout between men’s room tiles; an approach meant as whimsy shading over into menace. But swirling my icy, broken feet, I realize I had no idea what real menace felt like. Who’s down there? Looking up and thinking my ice-cube toes look tasty?

When Pam pitched scuba diving to us as she was angling to be our stepmom, she emphasized the ease. “No need to blaze through the water like an Olympian,” she said. “Look at me! If you can do a basic crawl, you’re all good. It isn’t even a sport, per se. More an activity or a pastime. If you can take a stroll through the park, you can scuba dive.”

She meant to entice, but it had the opposite effect on me. I liked exertion. I was already an athlete. I’d swum my ass off at every opportunity before Mom was gone and doubled down after. Uncle Sean, the history teacher and swim coach at the same high school Mom had been an English teacher, noticed and started to coach me in sixth grade. He knew a potential champion when he saw one.

I also fucking love hearing how other people get into and out of extreme predicaments. Grandpa Tom and Granny Sue were lifelong Reader’s Digest subscribers. Out at their farm, I’d sprawl on the brown velour couch, bingeing the Drama in Real Life features: bear-mauled hikers who crept away alive, trapped mountaineers cutting their own arms off and hiking back to civilization. That type of shit.

Uncle Sean gave me Diana Nyad’s first memoir, Other Shores, from the late seventies—a signed copy from when he somehow managed to meet her when he was in the navy—and, wow, did she make swimming seem grandiosely masochistic. Like her, I felt drawn to the punishing, solitary repetition of training, laps upon laps, trying to surpass my past efforts, until I practically collapsed when I dragged myself up the ladder and onto the slick tiles, my fears and doubts displaced by refreshingly straightforward physical misery. Her drive and cockiness mesmerized me.

So Pam’s soft sell didn’t sell me. Little did I know my athleticism would be no match for my pants-shitting terror of the sea.

Before Pam entered our lives, I had fished in the lake at the Bluestem State Recreation Area, just sunfish and bluegill apparently too dumb not to automatically take the bait. I’d swum there, too, whenever we visited in the summer.

After Pam, Dad went from being a man who, when Kelly begged him to buy a small watercraft for out on the lake or in the Missouri, replied, “If you want to know what it’s like to own a boat, go stand in the bathtub and rip up hundred-dollar bills,” to a man dropping thousands on gear. When I low-key confronted him about it, he said, “We still don’t own a boat. We leave that to other people and get all the benefit.”

Dad and Pam met at WoodmenLife, where he works as an actuary. She’s in sales. She’d been working for some insurance place in Fort Lauderdale, but they were downsizing. She didn’t want to leave the Sunshine State, but worse was the prospect of not having a job, so she carpet-bombed her résumé across job sites and got a hit in Omaha. They met in the break room. She baked him butterscotch chip cookies, his favorite.

She keeps her house in Broward County still, letting friends and relatives stay as needed, and Airbnb-ing it the rest of the time, using the side money to fund her tropical hobbies of cruises and diving. When we met her, I was struck by the way her tan came from the sun, not fake tanner or tanning beds like the women of Nebraska. Not like my pale and interesting mother, who avoided the rays if she could help it, sitting under an umbrella at the pool while those around her roasted.

Pam took us snorkeling when we visited her Florida house for the first time, and I could barely handle it. I had this incorrect concept of the ocean—that it starts out shallow and as you go outward it gets deeper. We went quite a distance from the shore in a boat, and when we slipped into the water, to my surprise, the seabed curved up in that area, and if I took my deepest breath I could swim almost halfway to the bottom and return to the surface.

What I remember most, aside from the peeling sunburn, is how quiet it was underwater and how that guaranteed I could never be comfortable there ever. It turns out I am very attached to language: to my own ability to speak aloud and to hear. I’m always down to chat and to make other people laugh if I can, because otherwise my idle rambling internal speech—the inner monologue I gather not everyone has—crescendos my too-busy mind toward anxiety. Face in, face out; ears up, ears down—swimming silences the rambling, but full submersion amplifies it.

Sliding along, impressed at my self-control to be doing this at all, trying to enjoy the view below, I happened to turn my head to the left: A colossal stingray was flying silently not a foot from me, an eerie gray angel. Fortunately, our paths didn’t cross. I minded my business and the ray minded his, but the proximity made me aware that I had no idea what was going on behind me. On land, something of that size would probably have made a noise. Here? Nothing.

I thought then of being accidentally left behind, losing sight of the boat. At least on land you could stop and rest. I began to breathe in water through my snorkel and thrashed my way back to the Zodiac, where I waited forever for Dad and Kelly and Pam to tire and return.

Finally, they clambered back in, flinging off their fins and asking if I had fun too. In order to save face, I flat-out lied. “Oh yeah,” I said, clutching my mask, “big-time,” and talked about how thrilling the ray had been, as opposed to horrifying.

At fifty-four now, Pam’s not that much younger than Mom—fifty-nine. But where Mom tended toward melancholy, Pam’s a walking pep rally.

Fandom is Pam’s natural state and she adores seeing the sea from the deck of a cruise ship. “I pity people whose only port so far is the airport,” she said when she found out we’d never had the pleasure. Equally, she adores being under the waves. She signed us all up for scuba certification at the YMCA.

Kelly took to Pam’s beloved hobby like a proverbial fish to water. When we were in the pool at the Y, so did I. It was not hard to master the techniques in a confined environment under the qualified eye of a certified instructor. The classic Olympic-size pool was my turf. But the actual sea was another story.

She got us all passports on the occasion of her marriage to my dad, barely a year and a half after Mom was gone. He got us all a cruise on her favorite line, Carnival.

“What can I say? I’m a Carnivore!” she quipped when Kelly asked about her brand loyalty.

On that first voyage as a “new family” she saw to it that Kelly and I—fifteen and thirteen, respectively—had ginger ale in champagne flutes and unlimited soft-serve. She was determined to echo in miniature the ship’s message that this was a land of yes-yes-yes, wish fulfillment unparalleled anywhere on land. I missed my mother.

My true and irrevocable scuba shame came during a shore excursion near the Lost Blue Hole in the Bahamas.

I was okay as the adventure company trekked us out in the speedboat, turquoise water beyond the prow and rainbows dancing in the mist at our sides. Then we stopped and fear crushed me like a pop can. I was happy enough on the water, but not in it. Why couldn’t we stay? Why go in?

Intuiting that knowledge served as an antidote to fear, I had gotten a book put out by National Geographic called Dive! from the juvenile section of the Omaha Public Library. The first page bore a red WARNING! three paragraphs long, essentially indemnifying National Geographic from any harm that might come to you while doing anything described in the subsequent pages. We didn’t tell you to do it! they said. We told you to be careful!

Under the Bahamian sun, I whispered my nerves to Kelly.

“Come on, Kick,” she said, squeezing my shoulder. “We can somersault like weightless astronauts! I bet being surrounded by schools of tiny fish will be like being showered in confetti at a Huskers’ parade.”

My mouth filled with spit in that about-to-vomit way, so I only nodded. I knew it was unlikely that I could feel those sensations for myself. I was a born swimmer, but that took place on the surface. Going deep? No.

The giant stride entry or the back roll entry? Kelly could do both. At our guide’s command, she did the latter over the side. Adept and calm, she vanished neatly with Pam.

I could bring myself to do neither. “It’s all right,” said the guide. “This happens on some people’s first tries.” So they lowered me in.

Through my goggles I glimpsed some of the wonders we’d come to see—corals and orange elephant ears and green rope sponges and rays—but instead of filling me with awe and serenity, they made me hyperventilate. I tried hard not to, I swear I tried. But I longed in that moment for four sides and a bottom, the clarity of water shocked with chlorine, not this blue goo shot through with wriggling creatures and currents trying to force me to the sandy floor.

One bob under and I could not breathe. I flailed and surfaced. The guide tried to say it was okay, and that fear more than anything was the threat to divers, not animals, not drowning, and you just had to master the emotion, but I couldn’t do it. “I’m sorry,” I kept saying over and over once I took my ventilator out of my mouth.

Back in Nebraska at swim practice the following week, when I confessed my shame, Uncle Sean understood. “We sailors,” he said, “are appropriately afraid of the sea.”

But there in the small craft, after manhandling me aboard, my dad had less sympathy. In front of everyone, he raged, “Either my son is an unexpected and shameful chicken—”

“Not a chicken of the sea, though!” I tried to joke to zero laughter.

“—or worse, my son is refusing this opportunity out of some perverse dislike of Pam, who has been nothing but kind to the two of you.”

My face was still soaked from the curtailed dive, but any idiot could see that I was crying.

One lesson I remember now, true and useless, is that no diver—no matter how skilled—should ever be alone in the open ocean.
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2:00 a.m., November 28

My sense of time has always been unerring, even before competitive swimming taught me to obsess about seconds and milliseconds. I always set an alarm, but I’ve never needed one. I simply think 6:00 a.m. falling asleep, and my eyes pop open at 5:59.

The ocean shimmies like a YouTube instructor teaching a dance, scant moonlight prancing point to point on the watery peaks. My boxers cling to my butt cheeks and I wonder how long I can tread.

In that poignant, earnest way some ex-navy guys have, Uncle Sean thought it important to offer me—and all kids he coached—heroes: instructive examples that embodied his own ethos of courage and virtue, yes, but also simple stick-to-itiveness.

Because of him, I know that in a red silk costume, in 1875, Matthew Webb became the first man to swim the English Channel without the use of artificial devices. It took him nearly twenty-two hours. But he was coated in porpoise grease for insulation and had a boat nearby to feed him cod liver oil and beef tea, coffee and ale and brandy.

I am doing the greatest athletic feat of my life with zero spectators.

It’s 2:00 a.m. now, unless I miss my guess. I went in a little before midnight, probably, since the air guitar contest wrapped up around 11:00 p.m. The RedFrog Pub, dedicated to its Key West theme, serves fried pigeon peas and plantains as bar snacks where a land-based enterprise might offer pretzels or peanuts. I remember grabbing an oily handful of the legumes and consuming them with the thought of sopping up the blue curaçao. Then maybe telling Kelly I was going to the bathroom? Then? I’m not sure. Some wandering and a splash.

Uncle Sean still works at Kelly’s and my alma mater, Burke High School. Go Bulldogs! When I attended, we had a mediocre men’s swim team in which I was a solo standout. Our rival, Creighton Prep, won championship after championship, but I liked being the star of a team full of average but fun people rather than a juggernaut of guys who looked like the villains in a Disney sports movie.

Plus, that meant I got a lot of Sean to myself, and his attention then was what I needed. A father figure or whatever, even though it was my mother who was gone.

We had a twenty-three-meter pool with six lanes and two diving boards, small but adequate. Nothing like this huge fucking ocean. I still think about Sean’s speech at the beginning of my freshman year surprisingly often. “As a coach,” he said, voice echoing off the tiled walls, “I care less about your potential and more about what you do with it. The world is full of gifted underachievers. Don’t waste your gift.”

In our Speedos—black with BURKE in gold caps on the hip—we sat listening to him in front of the bleachers, azure pool shining behind him. His handsome sincerity was such that what could have been cheesy felt insanely inspiring.

Unlike some of the other coaches who had been athletes back in their day but were now Butterball turkeys under their BURKE windbreakers, Sean was svelte. Like most of the best swimmers—including me—he had exceptional power in his upper body and accordingly had us all work hard on our lats, tris, delts, and pecs.

His hairline had not receded, and he could have had quite the mane of chestnut locks had he wanted to, but he kept the shipshape naval haircut they required of him as a recruit for the rest of his life. Ever clean-shaven, he had the firm jaw of a generic hero, but his ice-blue eyes gave him the air of a different era, a distance in them looking off to stranger climes or to the past, that storehouse of manly inspiration. If they hadn’t looked so compassionate—almost hand-tinted, like in an old photograph—he might have seemed fanatic.

As he continued his speech amid the chlorine-scented air, I could read the HOLD FAST he had tattooed across his knuckles, a naval saying, meaning to be strong when confronted with pressure, to weather any storm by hanging on.

“One of my philosophies is to Do Boring Better: Focus on fundamentals, give attention to details, show up early, do extra reps, stay late, win.” When he was done, we got right to business, practicing flip turns and crossovers until we were thoroughly bored.

Sean likes posters that say things like A DIAMOND IS A LUMP OF COAL THAT STUCK WITH IT. I’m feeling pretty lumpy right now, my aching flesh one full-body bruise.

I want to win. To be a diamond. But what’s winning? Not dying. Okay. “Let’s gooooooo!” I shout into the dark, my loudest scream eaten by the lap of the waves. “We got this!” The boring often separates the good from the great. Be boring. I hear Sean in my head. I tread and tread.

I am not a coward. I like physical challenges and adventure. Reading survival stories is how I knew about such conditions as mal de débarquement—the sickness of disembarking—a relatively rare inner ear thing triggered by ocean journeys. A poorly understood and hard-to-cure vestibular disorder that makes the sufferer feel, after they return to land, phantom motion—rocking, swaying, bobbing—when they are standing or lying still.

I read some historian theorizing that a famous explorer of Arctic—Antarctic?—regions had it and that’s why he kept going, over and over, on what seemed like suicide missions, until finally his last one was. The rolling sea was the only place he could feel okay. Robert Falcon Scott? Ernest Shackleton? John Rae?

Keeping my mind occupied with memories and trivia seems wise. To distract myself from the excruciating task of treading and the fact that, as Kelly likes to say, “there’s more wildlife under the sea than on the Serengeti Plain!” Hungry wildlife. But I can’t remember who the hell the guy was. If I were on land, I’d consult my phone.

If Kelly’s husband Jason were present, he’d try to pull some quick-draw shit, finding the answer before I could. Milk-smooth skin, lizard eyes. Physically fit in a bloodless way that makes you wonder if he’s even capable of sweating.

Jason. Jason Wadington. “Like the Argonauts,” he says when he gives his first name to someone while crushing their bones in a viselike handshake.

“Wadington like dickwad,” I wanted to say as we went around the cruise ship that afternoon, making acquaintances as you do in that enforced vacation gaiety.

Jason’s originally from New Britain, Connecticut. His dumb last name should bother him, but thanks to his superpowers of WASP overconfidence, it doesn’t. He’s to the manner born but poses like the world’s most impressive outdoorsman.

He rarely gets back to the Eastern Seaboard these days because he and Kelly live out in Marin County, the Bay Area. For her to do marine biology and him to do his mysterious tech things.

He’s a biotech worker, whatever that means, who likes courses in wilderness survival and military tactics. Every time I see him, he has some new acronym, SERE this time: survival, evasion, resistance, escape. He’s suspicious as hell, afraid that something is about to pop off—civil war, World War III, something-something AI, you name it. His gains are ill-gotten and so he feels guilty.

“Humans are the most dangerous creatures on earth,” I had already heard him say in conversation to some other rich jackhole before we left him at the Alchemy Bar.

It would only be a matter of time before that guy had to hear him cycle through his other assorted pseudo-sage right-wing man sayings, like, “It’s better to be a warrior in a garden than a gardener in a war.”

I personally would prefer no war at all. I personally would rather act as though the universe were kind. But I can’t say that now, to him or anyone, really—not with a straight face.

“Me, I’m pretty pacific, but, lol, it’s ironic because I’m lost in the Atlantic,” I hear myself say to the darkness, to the sea, to nobody at all. “Or the Gulf at least.” I’ve been taking clown classes at Omaha Circus Arts lately, a pursuit I’ve kept secret from everyone, including Ankush, because it feels silly, even though a silly outlet was something I thought I needed, maybe, to stop being so fucking depressed.

My nephew, Ulysses—named as such because of Jason’s obsession with the Greco-Roman past—is naturally bookish, and not as of yet showing signs of athleticism, to Jason’s chagrin. “Mind, body, spirit” being another thing he says.

And, dude, I agree, but just not in that style? That mechanized he-who-dies-with-the-most-toys-wins credo? But well do I know the pain of being forced by your family to fail at activities, so I worried about Ulysses in that household at first. But he’s oddly well-adjusted and ignores his dad’s fatuous self-help in a good-natured manner. I have no idea where he learned that self-possession at ten, but I’m happy for him.

Jason likes sitting in crowds watching men in jerseys while he waves a foam finger; sports—he likes sports. I like to do them, but watching them has a short expiration date. Ulysses likes going to Golden State Warriors games, he tells me, for the grace of the players and for the Bakesale Betty buttermilk fried chicken sandwiches. “An Oakland cult classic,” he says, with that little-professor demeanor I find super-endearing.

Jason likes to debase other men just a tad. Just enough so they notice and he gets away with it. You felt humiliated when he flexed? When he boasted? When he corrected you? Interesting: He was innocent.

Jason’s competitive to a ridiculous degree, demanding bland pursuits like playing Monopoly with cutthroat seriousness for the entirety of a rainy day, and taking it personally if you try to beg off. At least if I die out here, I will never have to watch him buy up all the Electric Company and Water Works properties ever again.

As a kid, I obsessed over what the body could and could not do: go three days without water, forty days without food, and up to eleven nights without sleep. It’s only been a few hours, but my mouth is the Sahara.

Yet my ears feel runny and wet like every other part of my body. Will this cause permanent damage? What is permanence anymore for me? The evil twin of my physical fitness is a kind of unfitness for this specific predicament. What I have in speed, I lack in buoyancy, and speed’s irrelevant in this primeval timelessness. Although my endurance and stamina are high, so is my muscle-to-fat ratio, making me more prone to sink. Sculling, I weave my hands in figure-eight motions, or maybe in this case infinity signs. I am going to float for as long as I can, but I know that I can’t keep it up for infinity.

My eyes follow the faint track of the moon on the water, stars sparkling all the way to the horizon. A view unchanged since the earth’s crust cooled, it would be gorgeous if I weren’t viewing it from my probable doom.

If Jason were here in the sea at my side, he would have burst out with the right mal de débarquement answer by now. “Franklin!” or whoever, he’d announce in triumph. “Sir John Franklin was the explorer!” he’d say, with a look on his face like he’d won the Nobel Prize.

Me, though, alone, I’m still coming up dry. (Dry, ha, I wish.) Then again, this “fact” might not be true at all. Come to think of it, I might’ve read about that theory in a novel. Probably one of those unreliable narrators.

Who the hell knows why Franklin kept going back to sea? Even at age fifty-nine to try to find the Northwest Passage on what was to be known as his lost expedition. Probably resorting to cannibalism after suffering grotesquely. Not me. I don’t even know why I went here.

Sometimes when we’re together like this at Thanksgiving or other periodic family gatherings, I fantasize about stabbing Jason—at minimum twice, viciously, the way you would a sweet potato before putting it in the microwave. But it’s only a fantasy and I would never.

Justeen says I have a lot of unresolved anger, and if she were out here, I’d finally have to agree. But I would also tell her that I have no idea how, practically, I could go about resolving it.

“Franklin!” I scream, to see how it feels to be cocksure and entitled like Jason. “Let’s say it was Franklin who had the mal de débarquement! What do I win? Am I the king now? Somebody king me!”

The waves remain impassive and there’s not even anybody around for me to cannibalize.
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3:00 a.m., November 28

Subtropics or not, I am hyperaware of being wet and cold. Hyperaware of my blood and muscles. Hyperaware of being solitary and wretched.

The magnitude of what’s happened—or what I’ve done?—keeps hitting me. A never-ending, irrevocable uh-oh. Like coming down from doing tree work in the yard and missing that last rung of the ladder by times infinity.

As much as I didn’t want to go on this cruise—

As much as I didn’t want to go on living at all, maybe—

I did want to go to Cozumel—off the coast of Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula, part of the state of Quintana Roo, named from the Mayan for “the island of swallows.” When I shared that this afternoon, my cousin Leo made a joke about the island of spits. I pretended, as I often did with him, not to have heard.

The Cozumel flag depicts a swallow on a blue and white background flying into the sun with a sword at the bottom. It looks like a tattoo a meathead at the gym might have.

I’m interested in the Mayan ruins and the history of conquest—the Spaniards who passed through before the Mayan Empire got replaced by the touristic one that reigns today: hotels, condos, shopping plazas, and golf courses. Juan de Grijalva, killed by natives in Honduras, and Hernán Cortés, who stopped on his way to Veracruz. The island was a frequent target of pirates.

The best diving off Cozumel is drift diving, which means entering the current and letting it take you where it will, trusting that the dive boat will follow your bubbles and pick you up.

Where the hell am I drifting? I’d love to know.

Kelly can’t wait to see the Palancar Reef, three miles of coral canyons, tunnels, arches, and overhangs and all the classic Caribbean species. I’ve ruined that for her, I suppose.

If someone goes overboard, the ship must execute the Williamson turn. The course must be altered immediately by sixty degrees to move the propeller away from the fallen person. By the time they do this for me—in seven hours or so, if I’m lucky, brunch o’clock—getting chopped by a propeller will be the least of my worries, but protocol’s protocol.

From the cruises of my youth, I know that port towns can be dismal. Docking with Pam in Aruba—“One Happy Island”—had been an inferno of ill-clad pleasure-seekers. All the customary breeds were on display: lost-looking girls like frightened deer following their smartphones; brash, loud party boys; bellowing families in shorts and Crocs; children caterwauling. You needed a snowplow to push through the crowds.

I don’t want to be like everyone else, on vacation or in general, eating flamin’ hot treats just to feel something while rotting on an overheated planet.

I don’t want to be part of the commercial slurry and blight seeping into once hallowed places.

But I had hoped the excursion to the Mayan ruins that I would have been going on with Ulysses while everyone else shopped or scuba dived would be less… ruined? Now I may never know.

I’m more in my head and less of a jock than many people assume. Even at Athletico, where I work as a physical therapist, some patients, thinking I’m a low-IQ Nebraska beef, act surprised when they find out there’s more to me. The gym, too, where I moonlight to have access to a pool and get paid to stay in shape.

I’ve been toying with working occasionally as a hospital clown but haven’t said so to anyone. A clown at Nebraska Medical Center, maybe, because I’ve gotten into the history behind clowning—how clowns descend from shamans with the power to heal. “A covert nerd!” said my circus arts instructor when I brought this up at the end of a class.

I want to heal people like I do in physical therapy, but with a spiritual dimension, something I found profoundly lacking on land. I had felt lately like I was watching a movie with a bland color palette, or listening to a podcast with a crucial part of the frequency knocked out. A flatness. An absence.

I’m not one of these guys who won’t stop reliving high school feats. I swam in college, too, and will happily relive that. Har-de-har. I went to the University of Iowa, where I competed as a Hawkeye and studied physical therapy at the Carver College of Medicine. Undergrad was great. I loved learning and I loved college. I loved Iowa City. I felt at home. No matter how cold it got—and it got freeze-your-balls cold—the bros would wear shorts and flip-flops and the girlies would refuse to go out in their coats because they wanted everyone to see their off-the-shoulder and midriff tops in the bars and at the frat parties.

I never go back for homecoming or anything, but I follow what’s afoot. Iowa’s where I met Ankush, who I guess is my best friend, and he’s in Omaha with me—my boss at the gym. Besides, the university cut both the men’s and women’s swim and dive teams during the pandemic due to financial struggles precipitated by Covid. Eight years after my graduation, it still bummed me way out to hear the news. Everything’s getting worse. We are losing everything.

I live in Benson now, a pocket in North Omaha. Very hip. Bougie. An easy drive to the Central Omaha Athletico on Dodge in Beverly Hills Plaza near Jams restaurant. Omaha’s Omaha, but thanks to social media and corporate greed, it’s probably not so different than most places.

Suddenly I’m happy my phone’s at the bottom of the ocean. (Unless some creature’s eaten it?) All these technological advancements make everyone lazy to the point where it’s practically suicide.

I have—had?—clients who won’t ever get better. Not because of the severity of their injuries but because they won’t listen. PT requires attentiveness to the minutiae of bones and ligaments. I cover that. But if a client can’t complete an exercise correctly because they refuse to raise their eyes from their phone to watch me show them? I can’t fuck with that.

Some of them won’t set their phone down to use both hands to grasp the weights or the straps or the handlebars or whatever. It’s attached like a flipper. If you took it from them, they’d shriek and twist and wither.

I used to try harder to get that type of client to cooperate, but it’s not worth the attitude or the possible bad reviews. If they want to speak to the manager, that’s okay. I am the manager. But I have so much else to manage.

Besides, I’m not always the most ethical either. I sleep with my clients. Or I used to quite a bit before Justeen.

False modesty’s pointless. I’m a stud. A hunk. Maybe not everybody would find me hot, but enough people do that I don’t need a perfect 100 percent.

I look a bit like Murray Rose, the Australian-British swimmer of yore, eyes of blue and hair of gold. Like an extra in a surf movie, though in Nebraska we have no surf. The other guys on the Hawkeyes believed in shaving their body hair to shave seconds off their times, including, in many cases, their heads. Some of them were already balding in college. I only did my legs and arms, never my dome, never, because I was vain, and because it reminded me of my mom, whose hair was thick and blonde, and who gave me my long hands and feet, the ones Uncle Sean said lent me a feel for the water.

I never use apps. I meet people in real life. I need to smell the person and see if our chemistry’s really chemistry.

Never predatory, I was flirty for sure. Women will do a lot if you bother to pay them sincere attention. In our lonely hellscape where everyone is distracted and self-absorbed, an iota of other-directedness takes you far. I think of Prince (RIP) a lot in that regard. Whenever his song “U Got the Look” comes over our Spotify at the clinic, I smile, because waltzing up to some chick the way he does and basically going, “You’re hot as hell, want to bone?” gets you in the door and usually a lot more.

But even this access to practically infinite sexual choice had been losing its luster. Take Amber, a kindergarten teacher who came in for a lower back injury. Something, she said, left over from her cheerleading days. Lit body, great energy. Even hurt, she walked into the room like she was bursting out of a cake.

But she would not put down her phone. Would not.

I wondered, when she took me home after our one and only date at a microbrewery on Maple Street that I’d gotten used to frequenting for pre-intercourse drinks, if she’d set it down for sex. She did, sort of, but on the nightstand edge. When we were in the throes, I could sense her wanting to glance, so I “accidentally” knocked it to the floor in a show of passion. We had a better time after that.

She wanted to see me again, but I declined. It’s a boner-killer when somebody would rather stroke their screen than look you in the eye.

Mostly, though, I preferred to find women at the gym. Not taking advantage of people in a medical situation seemed wise, and the women were, as a rule, hotter.

The obesity epidemic strikes me as incredibly tragic, but I can’t come off as anything less than body-positive. I blame people’s long hours and dumb desk jobs and their lack of time to cook or work out or their dearth of energy after being beaten down for the better part of the day. It’s hard to take care of yourself. That’s what I want to criticize. Those forces. But God forbid I seem fat-phobic.

Besides, everybody likes to look at a hottie. Why do you think Catholics have so many paintings of Saint Sebastian? The arrows piercing his flesh are gnarly, sure, but we’re also staring at his abs.

The human body is made to work hard and meet challenges, but most people go lackadaisically to the gym at best, or buy a membership and treat that as a totemic gesture. Spending money, they seem to hope, is the same as working out. Most of them, like me, won’t stop drinking either.

I do not smoke, but I think—between the air guitar victory and here, the fucking sea—that I went to a smoking area. I was lonely, and smokers are easy to start talking to, captive for a moment while they inhale their treat. On the Valor, you could smoke on Deck 3 or Deck 10, starboard side. Or in the Shogun Club Casino on the promenade deck, a.k.a. Deck 5, home of the RedFrog Pub. I hate casinos, so I doubt it was that one? Ten seems high, though.

Ray Woods, the professional high diver who jumped from the Bay Bridge in 1937—almost two hundred feet!—got blown off balance and broke his back, paralyzed from the waist down for the rest of his life. The third deck would put me at about forty feet, the fifth about seventy. The tenth would be 140 and I just don’t think so.

I do recall thinking that the honeycomb of suites and deckscapes and public rooms seemed bleaker than usual. Maybe cruise ships, like all gigantic human enterprises, are folly? A glance over the shoulder, a glance over the railing. Vehicular places. Floating cities. Ships leave a wake that widens and disappears.

Floating like a meat chunk in the black stew that is the Gulf at what has to be close to 4:00 a.m., I couldn’t prove that the Valor had ever been here.

The resolute immigrants who crossed in ships, the huddled masses of yesteryear, were unquestionably more noble than the indolent Americans on these manic seaborne theme parks.

I have probably hurt myself worse in the end than any of my fellow passengers have with their gluttony and laziness.
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4:00 a.m., November 28

Twenty-seven—that’s how many hours straight I calculate I’ve been awake. On land, sleeplessness had been turning my brain against me. I could always get up in the morning, and I could make it through the day okay and crash at bedtime, especially if I hit the gym like it owed me money. But I’d wake for no reason, unable to get back to sleep after 3:00 a.m. Death had crossed my mind as perhaps the only way to end the insomnia, but I’d never taken a concrete step in that direction.

Lifting and dropping in the ultramarine machine that is the ocean, I see that even when it’s relatively warm and calm, the sea is cold and choppy if you’ve got nothing but your body.

Maybe the ship was the intensifier? Like laying a gun on the table in front of me. All I know is that I’d prefer being sleepless in my bed in Omaha to wherever exactly I’m bobbing around now.

Dawn’s got to be a couple of hours off. My nerves are throbbing. But nerves can throb only so long before you’re stultified. I realize I’ve started thinking an inadvertent refrain: Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me.

I close my eyes against the burning salt water. When I open them, the surface of the sea is sparkling, its sheen like the aquamarine glitter curtain behind the stage in clown class. Eerie blue, uncanny green, a bajillion shimmery, sequin-like beings. Bioluminescence. I didn’t know it happened in the open ocean.

My arms moving through the water glow with the little—I don’t know, planktons? Algae? Something. Kelly would know. Growing up, we had a full set of Encyclopedia Britannicas, bought not long before the internet dealt them a death blow. Dad said they were too expensive, but Mom insisted they were an investment in our future—enrichment of the kind money can’t completely correlate to.

They took up a bookcase in the den of the house on Farnam Street where Dad and Pam still live, two stories with a two-car garage and a weeping willow in front along with a fruit tree, the two of whom I always liked to believe were unlikely friends. Another freaky feature of the sea is that there are no trees.

Situated in a neighborhood called West Fairacres, we were technically in Omaha, but the environs were identical to innumerable middle-class suburbanoid communities the country over: excellent public schools, award-winning parks. I’m not mad about it. I was afforded every advantage, most importantly a pool in Deer Ridge Park, a two-minute bike ride door-to-door. I took swimming lessons there. And look at me now!

I wonder if I’ll ever get to see that house again.

I perused the encyclopedias through and through, yanked like a magnet to the parts about anatomy and sex, surreptitiously reading about penises and breasts, but also being curious about everything else. I don’t recall what they said about bioluminescence. Is it caused by bacteria? These—I fan my fingers through the waves and they leave glitter tracers—might be bacteria. But something else will likely kill me before they get a chance to.

I wish I could look them up. I wish I had anything to read so I could stop thinking about my stupid predicament.

The woman next to me on the flight down to New Orleans shoved pretzels in her face while staring fixedly at pictures of a puppy on Facebook, a hint of Maui onion powder dusting her screen. Pick up a book, Trixie, I wanted to say, because Justeen had reminded me that books are a thing you could read on a plane or anywhere else and that being so immersed felt better than getting jizzed on with dopamine squirts.

Even before I picked Justeen out at the gym as a woman I wanted to go to bed with, I knew, of course, that books were great.

My mom was an English teacher beloved at Burke High: Cathy Kilpatrick, three-time winner of the Excellence in Teaching Award. Before we knew that she’d be long gone, Kelly and I worried about the awkwardness, eventually, of being in Mom’s class.

She and Uncle Sean had been colleagues and friends, and I know he misses her, too, but not as much as I do. Nobody does. Not even Dad.

Mom and he graduated at the same time, in 1987, when they were both twenty-two. Mom always dreamt of climbing further up the branches of higher education. She had a mind for concepts and principles, read constantly, and articulated passionate beliefs, aesthetic and political. She mentioned law school a few times. But Dad kept prioritizing his own career, and once she got her first teaching job, she was on the family-and-work conveyor belt. She had Kelly in 1989 when she was twenty-four and me when she was twenty-six, and stayed at Burke High until she was thirty-seven.

Every family needs one really high-strung person to serve as the leader, and that was my mom. Even sad as she sometimes got, she never failed to run the household. That’s partly why Dad was relieved to find Pam to take over. Her energy was different, obviously. But she got the job done.

Mom took us to Red Cloud, dry prairie grass surrounding a population of 962, to learn about Willa Cather—the second woman, she reminded us, to win the Pulitzer Prize for literature—and to Elmwood to learn about Bess Streeter Aldrich. She liked the examined life. So did—so do—I.

In high school, I was excellent at English. The war correspondent in Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat” remained in the water for thirty hours—easier to do, I presume, in a ten-foot dinghy compared to my nothing. I adored that story. I did a paper on it my junior year—two papers, actually. One for myself and one for one of the half dozen girls in my grade named Emma, so beautiful that she could perform any eccentricity (wearing two pairs of glasses simultaneously, one over her eyes, one atop her head, swapping as needed, for instance), and it would not mar her phenomenal gorgeousness: long and lanky, blonde and radiant. She had a boyfriend, but I tried to win her away and I did. We went together to the junior prom. Facebook tells me she’s chopped off her hair and is the fat mom of four kids and counting out in Loma Linda; she does not “believe in” vaccines.

But I’d been reading less and less, until Justeen.

Justeen D’Annunzio. She walked like a Renaissance Madonna in Lycra into my kickboxing class at Genesis Health Club: dark brown eyes, olive skin, and an hourglass figure. She had a few—like ten—pounds to shed, but that was fine. I was used to that in the women I met, working with them to achieve their weight loss goals and my sexual ones. But never had anybody caught my eye, or really my nose, like Justeen. Short as she was, the smell of her scalp, sweaty from the class, wafted under my nostrils when she came up after to ask about her uppercut. I almost couldn’t answer over her scent of vanilla and jasmine and something animal.

Breaking my own rule of never seeming overeager, I asked if she had time to go to a bar up the street and discuss her form. To my surprise, she agreed, and to my greater surprise, we did not sleep together for several weeks. Justeen is—as Ankush tells me they say on Reddit—a woman who knows her own worth. She was not a game-player, not in the slightest, but I had, uncharacteristically, to pursue her with patience.

Over her preferred drink of espresso martinis (which I bit my tongue to not tell her to cut out because, Jesus Christ, the sugar), I got to know that she was a small-town girl who had bigger dreams but had gotten shunted off into a meh marriage.

“My parents ran the only Italian restaurant in Valentine,” she said. “They had truly cringey names for the menu items.”

“Like what? Penne for Your Thoughts?” I tried to make her laugh because she had a fetching gap between her two front teeth that she tended to cover with a gel-tipped hand.

“No, much worse. Like I can barely bring myself to say the worst one,” she said, sipping her martini, eyes downcast before leaning across the table and whispering it to me. “Dago Steak.”

“Whoa,” I said, genuinely surprised at how long it was taking wokeness to reach the hinterlands. “Don’t worry, I won’t cancel you.”

She got pregnant during undergrad, married the guy, and had her first kid at twenty-one in 2001 when I was ten, a math problem that twists me in knots if I think about it too much. That kid, a daughter, Willow, is twenty-three and moved away to Minneapolis, where she thrives as a logistics specialist for a trucking company.

A college dropout caught in a marriage that might as well have come with the word first in front of it, Justeen had a second kid at twenty-three because why the hell not? She couldn’t derail her original plans any worse. Her son, Colton, is a business major, a senior at Arizona State. He’s doing okay and we—I say we because I care about Justeen’s kids more than she probably knows—just hope he graduates. Both so he can be functional and because, as Justeen is fond of reiterating, “I do not want to take care of another man forever, and I damn sure did a good job as his mom.”

She’s forty-four now and finishing up her undergrad degree in English at the University of Nebraska Omaha. After that, she’s talking about getting a master’s and then we’ll see. Maybe a PhD, who knows?

Justeen’s the same age as Kelly’s husband, Jason. Everybody’s fine with a nine-year gap where the man is older, but our eleven-year gap makes people look twice.

“What do they call an older woman who dates younger men?” she asked when we started getting serious.

“A cougar,” I said, hating the phrase.

“What do you call an older man who dates younger women?”

I hesitated, thinking there was some slang I wasn’t up on that she knew because of her kids.

“A man,” she answered. “Just a man.”

The book that I had been reading on the plane next to the puppy woman, The 48 Laws of Power, wasn’t much better than the brain rot of social media. Ankush recommended it. He spoke like it was a repository of arcane and mystical knowledge, but so far it was cherry-picked historical anecdotes for sociopaths. I kept waiting for the author to get to the part about what to do with the power once you acquired it, but the ruthless lesson times forty-eight was: Get power for its own sake. At thirty thousand feet, the purity of its brutality seemed as cold as the outside air.

Beyond the wing, the earth wore brown and green patches, the camo print of agriculture. I snapped a pic. Didn’t have anyone to send it to, even if I’d paid for the Wi-Fi.

Maybe it’s the bioluminescence reminding me to pay attention, but I notice, really notice, the sky, a silver river whose celestial currents flow as much as the ocean. A whole galaxy of stars, some of them dead like I deeply do not want to be.

The constellation Cassiopeia shines crazy bright. A big-ass W, super-easy to find, it honestly looks nothing like the vain queen from mythology it’s supposed to represent. W for winner? How big of a loser am I for being in the sea? The sky is unhinged. Absolutely insane. It looks like a screen saver. It looks like AI. My mind is blown apart a little and I’m definitely dehydrated. I’ve only been treading for, what, five hours? I need to get a grip.

Swimming my laps in the Genesis pool the morning before the flight, I felt more conscious than ever that I was going nowhere despite the miles. I could not chase away the sensation of chewing on the cinders of a burnt-out world. Ashes, ashes. I wanted a cosmos, but all I saw was chaos. Shit’s pretty cosmic now.

When you’re in a stuck place, how do you get unstuck? I’m unstuck here—I have to give myself that—although clearly one could argue I’ve overcorrected.
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5:00 a.m., November 28

The water continues to be a pitch-dark abyss, cold and slopping. I try to reorient myself to the spot where the Carnival Valor dropped beyond the horizon five hours ago.

I wish I knew more about navigating by the stars. Not so I could swim back to the ship—even addled as I am, I know there’s no way. More so I could feel a degree of control over something, something as simple as Okay, that’s north.

Altair, the brightest star in Aquila the Eagle, I can spot. The bald eagle is Uncle Sean’s favorite bird because he really does love America. He learned celestial navigation while he was in the service. The navy was already giving up on the stars for GPS by then, and taught him a great deal more about electronics, but he got caught up in the romance of the old methods. Aquila’s the only one he showed me that I can remember.

Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me. Before the eagle fades from the sky into the light of day.

But how on earth will they? I’m nothing in this blackness.

In those magazine cartoons of people marooned, the castaways at least get a desert island—a lump of white sand and some rattling palm fronds. What I would not do for a coconut or two.

The only scarier place I can think to be lost is outer space, which defies all comprehension. How people consent to go on rocket missions is beyond me. It seems like something a society would do to punish its worst criminals. Astronauts are so brave, or something.

Here in the brine, I am keenly aware of the planet that I am on as a planet—large, spherical, rotating on an axis, with poles and latitudes and longitudes and gravity. Gravity that applies even in the fucking sea, where I’m getting so tired of trying to stay buoyant.

The Tropic of Cancer cuts right through the Gulf of Mexico, north of Tampico on one side and Havana on the other. Ulysses was dorking out about crossing it. He kept bringing up how it was both real, correlated to math and geometry, and a mental concept, made up by humans. Uncle Sean pointed out that the Tropic of Cancer is the southernmost limit on the mutual defense obligations of NATO.

I’ve got to be quite a bit north from there, probably getting pushed toward Louisiana by the Gulf Stream. The only person who can defend me against the sea is me.

Ethereal and wispy with Kelly’s build and Jason’s auburn hair, Ulysses is better informed than I was at his age. “Cancer just means crab, you know?” he explained, looking pointedly through his red-framed glasses when I blanched and said that I didn’t like the name.

I know that now. But when I was a kid, I did think it was named for the disease and wondered why anybody would do that.

My mom almost died of breast cancer when I was ten, then eleven. A classic nightmare: a beautiful young mother beloved by her community goes to the doctor expecting to be reassured—it’s benign, you’re only thirty-six, you’ll be fine, etc., only to hear metastasized and spread. Partial mastectomy, removal of lymph nodes, chemo. A year so horrible I still don’t know how to talk about it. Our parents treated the hardship as unspeakable, meant to be endured but not discussed.

Mom in pain, her hair falling out in skeins like cornsilk. Mom emaciated, looking twice her age from lack of appetite. Kelly and I saw it all but kept our silence.

Mom always read to both of us at bedtime. I especially liked the weird old nursery rhymes, their eldritch strangeness. Kelly grew out of the ritual, but I still requested it and Mom obliged, her voice like Karen Carpenter’s—lower than you’d expect from a delicate physique. The cancer treatments meant she had to stop; she was so tired. She was too fragile for lap-sitting, declared Dad, and besides, at ten I was much too big. “Leave your mother be,” he said, the thought not crossing his mind that perhaps he could take over reading to me, telling me good night.

Dad’s from Pender, near—or, according to the tribe, in—the Omaha Nation Indian Reservation, one of a chain of farm towns whose nearest urban area is Sioux City, Iowa, a place that’s been dying since even before my dad was born. Despite growing up with him and asking about it a million times, I have no clear idea what his work as an actuary at WoodmenLife involves. He’s not a communicative guy.

What Mike Kilpatrick is is an angry man, and like most men, his anger is misdirected. These days that manifests in voting Republican. Back then it was irritation that my mom got sick, as if she’d developed breast cancer to inconvenience him.

When I’m able to muster compassion, I figure he must be angry from the hard work required to make the jump from poor to lower middle class, from growing up eating actual government cheese to gaining a college degree. If you don’t let your anger out in deliberate ways, it seeps out anyway, hurting people who don’t deserve it. Sometimes, like a house with a basement and a bad sump pump, that anger floods up, or at least emits a stink. Other times it sprays like a garden hose left in the sun, a hot wet blast.

Omaha rallied around us—the students and teachers of Burke High sent a forest’s worth of cards, a jungle of flowers. St. Wenceslaus Catholic Church dedicated Masses to Mom for months on end. Her book club supplied a cornucopia of casseroles. I can’t eat anything topped with tater tots to this day.

Tropic of Cancer. Tropic of Crab. I wish I could see a crab. I’d probably eat it. I’d even eat a tater tot if one were to float by.

Then Mom got better. Cancer-free. Full remission. Clear to return to work, to return to everything as it was before.

Except nothing was as it was before. She was going through the mom motions for sure, following the mom scripts. Her strength back up, she made apple strudel for breakfast and chicken soup for dinner, but she didn’t eat any herself, just picked the raisins out of the former and threw it in the trash, and let the latter steam in a bowl in front of her until it got cold and she dumped it in the sink. I asked Dad what he thought, and he told me to go play outside.

I wanted to ask Kelly, but couldn’t quite.

Because we should have been ecstatic. We wanted to be. We had all just gone through the hardest time and we were thrilled it was over. We were ready for Mom to resume her mom activities. She handed us our lunch boxes like she used to do, but when we opened them up in the cafeteria, the contents made no sense: a single Red Delicious apple, a tin of Vienna sausages. She sat at the dining room table in the evening under the lamp with the bulbs I loved—shaped to look like candle flames—and would start to mark student papers, then wander off upstairs, leaving the teetering stack ungraded.

Her hair grew back in with strands of gray and she didn’t dye them. She and Dad fought about that and about whether it was time for her to go get that master’s degree. It was not, he said.

Then one afternoon, when we came home from practice and asked where Mom was, Dad said she’d gone to stay with her sister, the youngest one, Aunt Karen in Council Bluffs, Iowa. We asked when she’d be home and Dad said he didn’t know. Mouth set in a mute line like the horizon, he made it clear that avenue of questioning was closed.

We were all ashamed, I think. Bewildered. Bereft. Her graceless departure hit extra hard because her battle with cancer was so public in the community. The whole town had donned pink ribbons on her behalf.

One day when I was alone in the house, I found the family phone book and called Aunt Karen’s and asked when Mom would be coming home. Karen said that Mom loved us very much but was really struggling and just needed a little time.

She never came home. I haven’t spoken to her since.

Everyone pitied Kelly and me, which sucked. Except for our father, which also sucked. He was humiliated and too emotionally constipated to acknowledge, let alone discuss, his grief as the weeks passed.

What people take as children’s resilience is often no more than the silence of the powerless, a silence that can be taken, if it’s expedient, as persistence and fortitude.

“What do you mean she’s not coming back?” asked Kelly, thirteen by then, hand on her hip in the kitchen the morning Dad told us she would not return. “Are you getting a divorce, or what? You’ll have to share custody. We’ll have to see her again.”

“Nothing has to happen in this world, Kelly Louise,” he snapped. “Your mother didn’t see fit to tell me where she’s going, only that she’s leaving. I have neither the time nor the inclination to discuss my personal life with a sassy teenager who lacks the proper respect.”

Kelly, stubborn, erected a stone-cold silence against him for almost a month, not asking for anything except by way of the occasional, “Kick, please tell our father that I need thirty dollars for a new track uniform.”

I admired her stunt, but at eleven and way weaker, if I’m honest, I could not replicate it. I took a different tack, asking to stay home sick that day because sick was how I felt.

“No tears, son,” he said gruffly, and ruffled my hair and sent me to school.

Confusion and misery suffused my face as I passed the mirror in the foyer, but I couldn’t erase them.

In homeroom, my teacher asked—so kindly, her kindness reminding me of Mom—what was wrong. The pent-up anguish from the past few months threatened to overflow. I blurted that I’d be back, and ran to the bathroom and sobbed way more than a morning’s worth of tears.

I tried to wait until I looked normal before going back, but I didn’t have the complexion for that. Besides, the teacher stood sentry outside the boys’ room entrance. She took me, blotchy and red, to the nurse’s office, but not before everyone in my class had seen. The nurse returned me after lunch so I could reappear, no questions asked, but the boys in my class mocked me the rest of the day. When word got out about the specific source of my cry-babying, they mocked me harder: “Even his own mom doesn’t want to be around Kick.”

Vanishing at sea used to be a popular way to die: Peter Minuit, Henry Hudson. All those suckers on the Mary Celeste.

Mom left a mom-shaped hole in all our lives and I seemed to be the only one who couldn’t fill it with other stuff. Dad flung himself into work and dating. Kelly ingratiated herself with older friends, friends with cars, friends who could drive her away from the sad-ass house on Farnam Street.

The funeral service for burials at sea—everyone knows it from the pop cultural collective unconscious, movies and cartoons: “We therefore commit his body to the deep” over a corpse weighted and wrapped in canvas, tossed in with a splash.

We never had a funeral for Mom because she never died.

The Kick-shaped hole I leave, who will care and for how long?

I mostly don’t tell people about Mom because explaining the pain and the shame feels alienating. If we’d been a better family, if I’d been a better son, would she have stayed? I know that’s dumb, but it’s what I feel.

One of the women I dated from Genesis, a therapist, said she felt bad for me but that I needed to stop being grandiose about it. “You wear the crown of victimhood on your head,” she said. “It makes you hard to be with.”

I wanted to suggest that she try being ditched by her mother and see how she liked it, but instead I turned on my side in bed and sulked. “Look, nobody hates me more than I do.”

“Self-loathing is itself a form of self-love,” she said.

I leaned on my elbow and protested. “Come on—”

“The opposite of love is not hate,” she said, fiddling with her nightgown. “The opposite of love is—”

“Indifference. I know,” I said, and in the morning I made her an egg-white omelet (to help her stick to her meal plan) and politely broke it off.

That first year after Mom left, every time I went downstairs to make my pathetic breakfast, I still hoped I’d see her. Descending, socks on carpet, I recalled the William Hughes Mearns poem she used to read:


As I was walking down the stair,

I met a man who was not there.

He was not there again today.

Oh, how I wish he’d go away.



Her absence haunted us, an awful presence. I wished I’d never met her with the same vehemence that I wished she’d return. I’d pull the step stool that Grandpa Tom had made up to the stove and fry my eggs and remember Mom in her bathrobe, telling us to hurry up or we’d miss the bus, but smiling, sipping from her favorite mug, featuring a black crow holding a steaming cup labeled CAWFEE.

Dehydrated as I am, I’m crying. It feels bad-good, washing my eyes and my nose with salt less harsh than that of the sea. Coffee. I would kill for some.

Mom used to love when Dad took us to Red Lobster for her birthday. Dad saw shrimp as the height of middle-class accomplishment, a reward for rising from a seafoodless youth. Mom always ordered the Brownie Overboard to share for dessert.

“Deserted but not desserted, that’s me,” I say, surprised to hear my own voice scratchy and crow-like. “Somebody please give me some vanilla ice cream. Somebody top me with caramel, fudge, whipped cream, and a cherry.”

The ionic slurp of the ocean is the only reply.
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6:00 a.m., November 28

Ever so slightly, the sky starts to brighten, the sliver of moon like the shard of a light bulb. The sea keeps up its thumping and slapping.

Almost imperceptibly, dawn’s coming on, and I see my predicament in a wider radius. Climbing and collapsing, the waves run over themselves like the ants in the ant farm my cousin Leo got me one year for the family Secret Santa. The waves, like the ants, express a certain intelligence—an adherence to some pattern my human brain can’t comprehend.

Within the inscrutable rhythm streams a circle, tightening. I spin as I tread and spot a fin. Kelly explained to Ulysses that sharks like to feed at dusk and dawn. The bruised blue monsters—my sister’s a fan. I think they look like cadavers, but I can’t see this one.

It’s not that I believe in their evil reputations. These waters are not shark infested; if anything, I’ve infested them with my human meat. I just don’t want to get eaten. My bowels lurch. I’m scared shitless. Or would be if I weren’t so dehydrated.

A rubbery impact bumps my calf, an exploratory graze before a chomp. I kick and kick for all my nickname’s worth, hoping to frighten the pale maw off, but it doesn’t work. He seems to have decided that, as a snack, I might be tasty. His snout breaches the waterline.

Back in my abortive scuba days, I always wondered how the fuck you were supposed to maintain the presence of mind to bop the shark on the nose like they said you’re supposed to do to stop an attack.

But it turns out you can do it. You’ve just got to want it.

I wind up and pop him, my fist hitting his gills, a strangely elastic wet-sandpaper sensation. He halts, stunned, and I strike again at his eyes, fighting him off, if fight is the right word.

It’s more of a slapstick skit, me gawky and flailing, the shark blundering and vacant. I try one more time for the snout, like I’m the cruelest of the Three Stooges, an aquatic Moe.

My understanding is that direct nasal contact against a shark is like kicking a guy in the balls—absolute gonad-withering excruciation. I fear he’ll bite my hand off, but my fist resounds near the tip, above the teeth and black-slit nostrils, and he shrinks and shudders and swims away.

Shaking uncontrollably, I scream at the spot where his gray fuselage dematerialized, “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me.” I spin and spin, but I don’t see him or anyone else. I can’t stop shaking.

Endorphins, adrenaline—I’m wide-awake again. But there’s nothing else to do except contemplate the incomprehensible vastness and wait for the sun to hurry the fuck up and rise so feeding time’s over.

As fast a swimmer as I am, I’m little match for anything in nature. Atlantic sailfish reach speeds of sixty-eight miles per hour, the fastest fish in the sea. Over fifteen times faster than Mark Spitz, Uncle Sean calculated when I told him. I can’t get away from the jaws of predators anyway, because there’s no away for me to get to.

Shark-o-phobia—I don’t know the Latin or the Greek. I suspect, if I survive, I’ll have whatever you call it a thousand times worse.

This is such a great story, though. It’s so preposterous. Alone in the ocean, I, Patrick Kilpatrick, petrified by the depths, defeated a shark. I’ve got to get rescued if only so I can tell everyone.

Coulrophobia is the fear of clowns. Most people do not care if they get over that phobia. But to me, clowns are less about getting whacked upside the head with a frying pan or having grotesquely painted faces and more about persevering and defying failure.

I keep spinning, watching to see if any sharks want to pick another fight.

At Omaha Circus Arts, they advocate filming yourself clowning, the better to analyze the effect. What I would not give for a video of the shark battle. I bet I’d laugh my ass off.

When did I first see a clown in person? At the Shrine Circus with Grandpa Tom and Granny Sue, I think. Acrobats, families on the flying trapeze, elephants—the whole spectacle was impressive to a tiny kid. But the crazy clowns’ who-knows-what-I-might-be-capable-of energy captivated me most of all.

Rugged and manly, Grandpa Tom had always looked like God to me. An appropriately haunted and exhausted God. Hollow eyes and salt-and-pepper hair that never, even until his death, went full salt. Beaten down by his dying farmstead. Old cars up on blocks in the yard. But under the big top, as he laughed at the clowns’ interruptions and pratfalls, I glimpsed the kid he used to be. In the popcorn-scented air undercut with the odor of elephant dung, peanut shells underfoot, the realization that he, too, had once been an eight-year-old arrested me.

But the clown who made me fantasize about being one was Bozo—Bozo the Clown and his sidekick, Cookie.

My dad used to watch WGN out of Chicago for the Cubs games, signal beaming over Iowa to our Omaha home. I watched WGN, too, for cartoons and The Bozo Show at 8:00 a.m. every Sunday, before Mass. Rubber chickens, confetti, balloons, and whipped-cream pies—Kelly thought it was dumb, but I could not get enough. Like the live studio audience of two hundred people, mostly little girls and boys, I was rapt.

I got to go to a taping once when I was nine, right before Mom got cancer and everything went to hell. Our Boy Scout troop took a trip to the Windy City. The scout leader had a cousin who worked at the station and finagled us the tickets. I could barely believe our astonishing fortune.

Miracle of miracles, the Bozoputer picked my number for the Grand Prize Game, a competition so simple and iconic as to feel like it had arisen from some land before time. A child throwing a Ping-Pong ball into a bucket. That was it. Six red buckets were arrayed in a line onstage, each getting farther away from the player, each with an increasingly fabulous prize if the hollow ball made it.

Bozo stood with a white-gloved hand on my shoulder, nimbus of red hair flaring from the sides of his head, while he read the name of the person I’d be playing for at home: Enrique Perez of Miami, Florida. I could barely breathe as he said, as he always did on TV, that bucket six contained—and here, the crowd joined him—“a brand. New. Crisp. One-hundred-dollar bill!” He let it flutter like a leaf from side to side to the bottom, adding that there was also a red Schwinn bicycle at stake in the bucket.

The pressure was crushing; the lights were hot. I performed okay, missing on bucket number five. I—and Enrique—won some cool stuff: a year’s supply of Archway cookies, an Etch A Sketch, a Polaroid camera. But no bike. No hundo.

Cookie hugged me, but I felt bad that I had let Enrique down, so bad that when I got home, my mom, through the scout leader, reached out to the show to get Enrique’s address. I wrote him an apology note. He turned out to be super-nice and asked if I’d like to be pen pals. We kept our correspondence up an impressively long time for a couple of little dudes, not tapering off until the end of eighth grade. I can’t remember which of us stopped replying.

“Enrique Perez from Miami, Florida, where are you now?” I yell to the sky, gray with dawn light. “I just fought a fucking shark, Enrique!”

Dad used to also watch Fox for news. Still does. So when Mom settled in Chicago after she left, he took her city choice as a personal affront, boycotting WGN and the Cubs from then on. “That place is a war zone,” he said. “She’s going to get herself shot after surviving cancer and abandoning her family.” Now he roots for the Kansas City Royals.

Dad condemned Mom’s move to Chicago as if he’d told us about it, but he never had. I discovered an empty envelope in her handwriting with Chicago in the return address in the wastebasket in Dad’s room and kept it just to have something of hers. I drafted dozens of letters but never sent them because what if she ignored me? I searched everywhere I could for where he might have jotted down her phone number, but I never found it, and I knew that asking him outright would be taken as a betrayal.

“Every showman is a shaman,” they say at Omaha Circus Arts.

What do clowns show me? It was popular, from junior high on, to be afraid of clowns. Stephen King’s It, et cetera, et cetera. But I did not stop liking them. Trickster figures who cheated death—that’s how they seemed to me. Suffering physical indignities and never being permanently hurt. I want to be someone who does not get hurt.

It took me twenty-four years after my star turn on Bozo to finally study clowning. Because how different, really, is the ridiculous from the sublime? Because what passes for spiritual life in this country is laughable. What is contemporary America but a sea of men losing their souls to machines? Technology, we’re told, liberates us even as it makes us its prisoner. Better to return to something older. Better to slap myself with a stick before anyone else can slap me.

At Genesis, I have a low-key loyal following among fitness-class takers: bros and old ladies and moms alike. I want to apply my clown expertise to my teaching, but so far—ironic for a clown—I’m afraid Ankush and everybody else would laugh. At me and not with me, I mean.

The Gulf so far is surprisingly devoid of sticks. I’ve heard that a way to improve one’s odds of an open ocean rescue is to gather debris and make a garbage nest that’s easier to spot. A beautiful dream, beautiful but empty, because the ocean here is remarkably uncluttered.

I begin to worry about sharks again and feel my brain breaking. I start to sing, like prisoners do, or men on chain gangs.

Mom liked oldies and listened to them almost exclusively on the car radio. Kelly wanted hip-hop or alternative, and Mom said she could listen to those once she could drive herself around.

I start to sing “The Tears of a Clown,” but the part about keeping my sadness hid like Pagliacci did is too much. The first time I heard Smokey Robinson croon that, I didn’t get the reference and Mom explained about the opera and so forth. Forever after, I understood that there were secrets hidden in plain sight on several levels: that the man in the song was hiding his pain, obviously, but later, that my mom must have been hiding something—something so terrible she had to leave.

I wish I’d never gotten on the ship in New Orleans. To the tune of “When the Saints Go Marching In,” I sing: “Oh, when the fools (oh, when the fools)! Go rushing in (go rushing in)! Oh, where the angels fear to tread!”

Something sleek and gray bobs up again, maybe attracted rather than repelled by my song? I pee a little, what small trickle of piss I have left in me—a wonder, considering my thirst. I’m not too freaked out to savor the warmth as it disperses around me. I’m going to die, having survived seven hours, only to bleed out from a shark attack.

But it’s a dolphin. He snorts right in my face through his bottle nose. I laugh in relief and he drinks me in with his inky black eye.

“You guys are known to help lost sailors,” I say. “How about a little help?”

And the dolphin’s like, “We are, but you’re not a sailor and I’ve got places to go. Hang in there.”

He porpoises off through the waves, almost as gray as they are under the whitening sky.

For a second, I think he’s wearing a diamond-patterned harlequin costume, harlequins being proficient at tumbling, their lissome figures not un-dolphin-like. But it must be a trick of the light in the water on his back. Droll and whimsical, limber and gliding, my dolphin appears and disappears toward the horizon for a while, bounding and capering with elusive volatility.

I could explode with envy over his supple agility, athletic as a dancer.

I need to get a grip, but there’s nothing to hold on to in the fucking sea.
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7:00 a.m., November 28

I’ve never been wild about sunsets or sunrises. When I see them, they’re fine, but getting overly excited seems simpleminded and touristy. Pam keeps a collection of photos of both and shares them in the Facebook group of cruise afficionados she manages.

This morning, though, I could plant a big wet kiss on the round red dome of the sun as it inches over the vapory horizon, taking the clouds from mother-of-pearl to pastel pink with streaks of gold. I wonder if this is the last sunrise I’ll see. No. “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I mutter to the ocean’s increasingly sunlit eddies.

The sea has stayed relatively calm these past—holy shit—going on eight hours, but I remain leery of squalls. Huracán, Ulysses told me in anticipation of our now wrecked visit to the Cozumel ruins, is the Mayan storm god.

If I were lost on land, I could sit or lie down or even sleep, but the fucking sea provides zero respite.

The sense that I cannot possibly tread even one more second overcomes me. Vulnerable as it feels, I float on my back. The cirrus clouds melt like strawberry ice cream, and a bird I’ve never seen before—angular wings, a deeply forked tail—crosses my sight line, flooding me with fury that it can fly and I can’t.

Before Granny Sue’s lumbago, she and Grandpa Tom had a waterbed—the height of luxury to five-year-old me. This posture takes me back to sloshing around with Kelly, pretending to be whales, dissolving in giggles until Granny Sue told us to settle down or we’d pop it and then sent us out to play behind the farmhouse.

On board the Valor, Granny Sue is probably up first. Old people sleep less and less, she tells me. I bet she’s praying the rosary or reading a cozy mystery, already dressed in a sweatshirt with chickadee appliqués, wrists spritzed with White Shoulders, prepared for brunch, hours away though it may be.

Jason, that dickwad, might be up, too, hitting the gym—the rowing machines, the treadmills, the bikes. Pam could be planning to get a massage, an herbal wrap, or a mud bath with Kelly. Uncle Sean and his wife Maria might get up soon to swim some laps in one of the pools. Leo—their son, my cousin, the same age as Kelly—will likely pursue his usual nothing. Ulysses might take his book about underwater archaeology to a deck chair and read about shipwrecks, saltwater and fresh. He’ll talk your ear off with theories about the Edmund Fitzgerald.

Bottom line: There are lots of activities for everyone to do before they think of me when I fail to show up at the lido restaurant at ten.

In Omaha, Ankush must be opening Genesis for the Thanksgiving schedule. They’ll close at noon, but he’s offering a pre-feast opportunity for the diehards, including an hour-long interval class at eight. When he requested suggestions for a clever name, I said he should call it the Gratitude Not Fatitude Cardio Blast, but he went with the Turkey Train.

Like me, Ankush has several visible abs and a locker room swagger and loves getting paid to work out while helping others do the same.

Unlike me, Ankush started from a way worse place. Omaha and New Delhi are, shall we say, different. He was one of six kids and his dad died when he was thirteen, meaning he had to spend every non-school hour earning money for the family. As a waiter in fancier and fancier restaurants, he came to cater to rich tourists nervous about getting sick from the water. By age eighteen, he was a full-blown alcoholic, a common malady in the service industry. “I got off shift at eleven and went out drinking every night to unwind,” he told me when we were becoming friends at the University of Iowa and I noticed he only ever ordered a vodka soda with lime, hold the vodka, at the bars.

He reads self-help and Sun Tzu. He watches a lot of warrior-poet stuff on YouTube and tries to get me to watch it too. “Brave men aren’t fearless; they control the fear” is a typical Ankush saying. It sounds more convincing here in the water than it did on dry land, I guess.

He was already into that stuff when we met in an anatomy course. He stood out for his fervency, a liquid fire in his totally black eyes.

“Why’d you choose this major?” I asked, leaving the lecture hall.

“I’m not smart enough to be a doctor,” he said in his slight accent, then laughed. “This is as med school adjacent as I can get to please my mother. Besides, everyone’s the architect of their own body. You know Vitruvius?”

“Is he a PT major, too?”

“Good one.” He grinned. “No, he’s the Roman architect. ‘Fitness, commodity, delight,’ he says.”

“Right, right,” I said, trying to play it off, squinting and nodding in the sunlight of the quad.

Ankush’s confidence and unorthodox perspective drew me in. Few of our peers were as well-read or well-rounded. I, too, craved a philosophy of life and gravitated toward the sympathy of somebody else with a long-gone parent.

He sometimes came to my swim meets and was flatteringly impressed, especially because he had never learned how to swim himself.

Nonpracticing now, Ankush was raised Hindu, and Hindus have the kala pani, or black water taboo: the prohibition against going to sea. Ankush explained that it had to do with breaking the cycle of reincarnation by leaving the waters of the Ganges and breaching family ties by contact with foreigners. Marco Polo wrote that, per the taboo, to be a seafaring man was to be “an utter desperado.”

“I like to be a desperado, though,” Ankush said, smiling. “Which is good, because there wasn’t much opportunity if I stayed in India.”

Saving up to start college in the States, he took a gap year and signed on to a cruise ship to work as a server.

“I’ll never step foot on another vessel as long as I live,” he declared, slamming his book shut; we were studying for finals together in the library. “I was on a route out of Tampa on a six-month contract, and for six months straight, I got zero days off. The ships are flagged under countries other than where they’re based, so they can suck the lifeblood of the third-world nationals. People from India, Indonesia, the Philippines. They—we—need the money so badly.”

“Why didn’t you complain?” I whispered.

“To whom?” he demanded, voice raised. A librarian appeared to debate whether to shush us. “Nobody gave a shit. Besides, there was nowhere to go even if we’d been able to quit.”

He had planned to re-up for another six months when he signed on initially, but instead he worked the rest of the year in hospitality in Tampa before quitting booze cold turkey and moving to Iowa City.

He still smokes weed, which I give him the business for, but he doesn’t eat too much, even with the munchies, because he’s vain like I am, ripped as the picture of Shiva he has on his phone’s lock screen. I hope I get to see him again.

In my phone at the bottom of this stupid ocean, our text thread is studded with TikToks he’s sent about pseudoscientific stuff like the 80-20 theory—that 80 percent of women are attracted to 20 percent of men. I try not to engage too much, but on that one, I pointed out that I learned in poli sci that some nineteenth-century Italian economist had written that 80 percent of the land in Italy was owned by 20 percent of the population, and that was maybe a more relevant problem?

I’ve never loved homosocial spaces. I’ve never especially liked men. Certainly not myself. That’s why swimming was the perfect sport—it was the boys’ team, sure, but mostly I was alone, cap blocking my ears, goggles screening my eyes, stroking through the water, solitary as can be. The podcasts Ankush sends me seem to be trying to replicate physical homosocial spaces virtually.

I hesitated to listen to them at first, afraid that I’d get radicalized or whatever.

“What if I get brainwashed or pilled with whatever color pill you’re supposed to take?” I asked once when he inquired what I thought of an episode of Joe Rogan.

“Red pill, bro, red,” he said, doubling over.

I thought The Matrix was just okay; watchable, meme-able, ultimately silly by accident?

“Neo refused the blue pill, Kick,” Ankush said, once he got himself together. “Which would have let him continue seeing the world in the way he always had. The red one let him see the Matrix. Nothing was what he thought it to be.”

On some level, I wanted to be pulled into a supportive posse on my own quest for meaning. But when I finally did listen to some of that stuff, I found it, to use a favorite odious word of that demographic, pretty retarded.

You could boil almost all of it down to one black-and-white rule: Act at all times like an asshole from a posture of deception and bad faith and assume that everyone else is doing the same, especially women (or, as they often say, “females”). In practice, Ankush doesn’t act that way at all but rather is extremely professional and nice.

Though he’s far from being a criminal, Ankush could very well be one of the millions of immigrants our horror movie sequel of a president-elect has pledged to deport. And yet, I can’t bring myself to ask how he voted, because I want to keep liking him.

Not that I’m immensely better. I didn’t vote MAGA. I just didn’t vote. I used to, even though the two-party system tastes like poison. This year, everything was too depressing. Or I was too depressed. Or something.

I start to sing “Cheeseburger in Paradise,” but my voice is too cracky.

I do feel that I have been lied to my whole life, just as much as everyone has, but not because my opportunities are going to women or “illegals.”

I’m sick of the stink of my hopelessness and anger, my self-hate and self-pity. Without being told to by Ankush, I’ve read Jordan Peterson. Seek meaning, not happiness is not a bad idea. But the best I can say is that he’s probably an okay therapist and a pretty bad person.

Justeen says he builds his popularity on sexism not only in the obvious ways, where he literally says women are biologically and intellectually inferior, but in the sense that he flat-out tells young men to make their beds, a basic thing their moms have probably been saying to them their entire lives. However, when a woman says it, she’s a naggy bitch, whereas when some pretentious insecure Canadian man says it, he’s revealing a hermetic secret.

I do agree when Ankush says, “It’s the mind that quits first.” I give similar encouragement at the gym and to my clients in PT.

I have got to keep my mind from quitting.

The worst incident of his cruise career was one night when Ankush was in the dining room on the thirteenth deck. A rogue wave slapped the ship and the sea covered the windows. They listed sideways and the crockery and silverware crashed to the floor, and the guests started screaming and running and falling down and vomiting.

Under the sun fully risen, the ocean is greener than I thought. The breeze picks up. No rogue waves so far, but swells that would be gentle aboard the Valor feel hellish here, in the fucking sea.
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8:00 a.m., November 28

Not long after she moved west to attend UC Santa Cruz, Kelly sent me a postcard with a chart of the Beaufort Wind Scale, developed by Francis Beaufort in 1805 to help seamen estimate the wind using visual observations. I hung it in my bedroom and studied it every day, not because I particularly cared about wind strength but because I missed Kelly. It was lonely being stuck with only Dad and Pam.

Zero to one meant calm, the sea like a mirror.

The morning sun pours over the Gulf like syrup over pancakes. God, I’m hungry. It looks like we’re moving from the one-to-three range—light air where ripples form like scales, but without foam crests—toward a four-to-six—light breeze with small wavelets where crests have a glassy appearance but do not break.

The dip and surge start to make me queasy, my stomach turning in the roll and drag.

I hope with my whole body that the wind does not proceed to a seven-to-ten, or gentle breeze, meaning large wavelets where the crests begin to break, making a foam of glassy appearance, which Beaufort described with a badass—but in this situation, terrifying—comparison: scattered white horses.

Grandpa Tom and Granny Sue had to sell their horses long before Kelly or I were born. Dad never wanted to talk about them. Mom’s parents out in Chadron still had some, a small, frisky herd of Appaloosas and palominos. Some they used and some they sold to rodeos. What became of those animals? What became of those grandparents?

Mom wasn’t a horse girl as we’d apply the term nowadays. Horses were not a hobby but part of the labor she and her siblings did to help run the farm. When we’d visit, she’d show us how to hold carrots up to their slobbery mouths and not be afraid of their blocky teeth.

Anything equine petrified Kelly. She cried uncontrollably the first and only time Mom put her in a saddle. I liked the earthy ammonia smell of their stalls and how you had to be calm around them to keep them calm. Mom and I would ride a couple of the gentlest mounts down by the “crick,” as such a body of water was pronounced there.

“Come on,” I say to the sea, “take it easy there. Settle down,” in the soft voice Mom used when she spoke to the horses.

The waves are agleam with so many blues. Azure. Sky. Cobalt. Baby. If only I could gallop away. If only I could have defeated my own blues before winding up here, caught in the froth.

They say the prairie was a sea of grass, waving as far as the eye could see. They say it drove some of the pioneers insane. I get it.

Granny Sue thrills to pioneer stories, and I do, too, but she takes them as heroic adventures: facing every hardship to make the former prairie produce. I would never say so to her, but personally, I think Manifest Destiny is manifestly tragic. Nebraska for sure should never have been settled. It’s a desert, which is why the state’s being deserted in this wasteland of a twenty-first century, rural populations drying up like the irrigation ditches they never should have dug.

I could go for a trusty animal companion. I’d tell them, Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me. The foam caps running off look like so many white rumps in a herd of startled deer.

Driving to work last week I heard on the radio that some farmers are adding prairie strips to their fields. At the perimeters of their corn and soybeans, these narrow sections apparently have huge environmental benefits relative to their size, abating the fertilizer runoff—cause of the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico. Nitrogen and phosphorous trigger algae blooms, consuming the oxygen and making the survival of marine life fraught.

I hope for the sake of the planet that the dead zone’s not too big, but maybe for my sake, it’d be best if I were in it? Who’s in here with me, wherever the hell I am? Whenever he took us fishing, my dad always said to any other fisherman already present, “They bitin’?”

“Are you?” I say aloud to whatever invisible creatures might lurk below. On land, even as a professional adult man in my thirties, I won’t dangle my toes off the edge of a bed, a private holdover from my days of fearing monsters. Yet here I am with no option but to offer my digits like hors d’oeuvres to the fiends of the deep.

I’ve always had perfect vision—amazing natural eyesight, never corrective lenses. But the salt water, I think, is fucking with my eyes, because I see an island materializing, the most docile swells breaking as the water is displaced. Brownish gray on top, white on the underside, the mass is nothing if not forty feet long, with a dot-and-dash pattern of pale yellow stripes and spots, practically flashing. If I knew Morse code, would it be telling me something? To get out of the way? But I’m too tired to move. A sentient island? I strategize about ways to climb on, and it shifts, because it’s not an island, it’s a motherfucking whale shark.

It comes at me head-on, mouth open in feeding mode, massive gill slits along the sides. Serene and slow-moving, the behemoth could not eat me even if it wanted to, because it filters through the water gobbling plankton.

On either side of its flat, wide head sit two tiny dark eyes. When I was still trying to convince myself as a kid that I could handle scuba diving, I took comfort in reading about the peaceful majesty of whale sharks, but I never saw one.

I’m stunned by how human its intelligence seems; how it’s not just an eating machine, like the prior shark. It seems curious about me. I remember they live between eighty and 130 years and give birth to live young, about two feet long. A rasping groan rises from the monumental face flickering under the cyan gradient.

“How did you get here?” she asks.

I’m less shocked by the fact that she’s talking than by how easy she is to understand.

“I don’t know,” I say, wishing I could hang suspended as effortlessly as she seems to.

“Wow,” she says. “Men really will do literally anything instead of going to therapy.”

“What are you doing here? I thought you were supposed to be elusive and solitary.”

“Oh, I am,” she says. “But we’re showing up in record numbers in the Gulf because of plankton blooms fed by fertilizer runoff from the Mississippi.”

A scar runs along the rise of her back toward her dorsal fin. “What happened?” I ask.

“Shipping vessel,” she says. “I’m lucky. Most collisions are fatal. But come on, what about you?”

“Fine. I don’t know for sure if I fell or jumped,” I tell her. “But it’s appropriate that I’m in the Gulf of Mexico, because it felt like there was a gulf already. Between me and everything. Like everyone else was fine and I wasn’t and I couldn’t fix it and I don’t know why. But now all I want is to get back to all that.”

“It won’t be any good unless you address what led you to that point in the first place,” she says.

“Okay, listen. After my mom left, I pined. For years, I would have done anything for her if she sent one birthday card or made a single phone call. But eventually—way slower than Dad and Kelly—I let it go. I acted like she died. But earlier this year, in January, she sent me a Facebook friend request. I got dizzy when I saw it. Sweaty in the pits. I texted a screenshot to Kelly and said, Did you get this too? And she said, I was about to ask you the same thing because yes. Blocked, deleted.”

“What did you do?” the whale shark asks, massive body bobbing slowly.

“I left it unaccepted. I liked looking at her photo. Kelly looks so much like her, it’s crazy. I didn’t tell Kelly this, but for years I’d searched for her on Facebook and found nothing.”

“Baby whale sharks are born ready to survive on their own,” she says. “We don’t do any parental care of our pups.”

“Good for you guys,” I say. “In March, around my birthday, Mom sent a message through my Athletico email. At first, I didn’t open it. I just let it sit, unread. Then, the night of my actual birthday, I got drunk enough to face it. It was the middle of the night by then, and everyone was gone, and Justeen was asleep. I read it but didn’t reply because I was in no condition to craft a response. And then the next day—what the hell was I supposed to say? So it’s been sitting there, festering, and I keep feeling worse and worse.”

“Wallowing in the spiritual mire,” she says.

“What do you know about it? Right after we found out that Mom was gone for good, a shooting pain plagued me for weeks. This streak of chilly heat both on top of and underneath the skin of my left arm, radiating up from my elbow toward my chest and back again. I was scared to tell Dad because he was so angry anyway, so I waited it out and it went away.”

“A broken heart,” the whale shark says. “Whale shark or human, our fragile souls are located in our fragile bodies. When we get hurt, body and soul react with suffering.”

“For real,” I say. Her skin’s patterns are beautiful at the surface in the sun, her scar a terrible pucker. Their spots, Kelly says, are as unique as human fingerprints. Researchers use them to identify specific sharks.

“Her contact is probably stirring up some very real shit within you,” the whale shark says. “Shit you haven’t thought about directly in years.”

“Yeah, I hate it,” I say. “What am I supposed to do? How will I know it’s the right move?”

“That’s a lot of your problem,” she says. “You think there’s only one way for things to be right, but really there are a bunch of ways. Consensus on the whole Mom thing might not be possible. You need to learn to live with that.”

“I can’t live with anything if I’m dead,” I say, and fling my hand up to gesture at the waves.

“Sure. But the answers are less critical than the questions, and these questions mean that you want to change,” she says. “If you’ll excuse me, though, I need to eat about twenty kilograms of plankton daily, and I’m falling behind.”

She disappears like a dream at half speed.

Was she here at all? Was that a lack of adequate oxygen? In some sense, I am smothering as slowly as it’s possible to do so—the indefatigable sea versus fatigable me.

The breeze has died down and it’s mostly calm again—no white horses.

Seahorses, it occurs to me, are the hummingbirds of the sea. Would anybody get what I mean if there were anybody here for me to say that to? If I were on land, would I tweet that?

What will happen to the ultra-curated slice of the pie that is my life on social media if I die in this way? Whatever ushers me into oblivion won’t touch my profiles.

Now that the sun’s up, I can tell which way is east. I squint south, the direction in which the Valor vanished, and imagine it racing back. The ship’s red funnel at the rear gave it the silhouette of a misshapen whale, a bloated cartoon drawn by someone who’s never seen one in person and also doesn’t care.

Mom had a lot of poetry memorized—“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” for instance, and Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. She made her students memorize them, too. “Standing in front of the class reciting—it’s an assignment they can’t cheat on,” she said when I asked her why. At one point, to impress her, I tried to memorize Rime as well, but its length overwhelmed my eight-year-old abilities and I only got Parts I and II. She said that was better than most of her high schoolers.

Dad sent me to my room or the backyard to practice because my muttering annoyed him.

Hart Crane, a poet Mom did not especially like for his needless difficulty, killed himself by jumping from a steamship bound to New York from Mexico. “Goodbye, everybody!” he supposedly yelled, drunk and in his pajamas, before going over.

A strand of the Rime drifts back to me—the part where the crew becomes becalmed: Day after day, day after day / We stuck, nor breath nor motion; / As idle as a painted ship / Upon a painted ocean. Mom always stopped me there to say it was her favorite part, the painted ship painted upon her brain.

Here I remain in a fucking ocean that is never completely idle with nary a ship and no fellow sailors. Just a whale shark, and a mind losing itself.
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9:00 a.m., November 28

At Genesis we sell T-shirts that say RISE N’ GRIND. I’ve risen. I’m grinding. The sea’s grinding me down. The constant rustle of the roaming waves, their billowy rocking, might be more tolerable if I knew when it would stop.

Ankush requires us to wear the T-shirts at least once a week, “to build our brand and our morale.” I secretly felt overwhelmed by the T-shirt. I have too many generally, and I rarely wear them, except while working out, favoring a slightly dressier look for my life’s other realms. Most people—men and women, but men especially—dress like shit: shorts and athleisure all the time, although frankly most of them are not exercising and it shows.

Under the water, wavering in the sunlight, my chest looks pale and well-defined, but I notice—I think—my ribs sticking out more than they have since junior high. On one of her failed Cuba–Key West swims, Diana Nyad lost twenty-nine pounds in less than two days, and that was with a whole crew of people feeding and hydrating her.

I like seeing skinny people back on dry land, people who possess the skinniness of the past, like 1970s skinny—not too cut like nowadays for Insta with an almost computer-generated definition, but a laid-back, semi-slack sort of fitness. The era when a quarterback could pound a bunch of PBRs the night before a game and win anyway. Such bodies are a rarity in Omaha for sure, and a rarity anywhere. At every rest stop, ultra-processed nuggets and Big Gulps lurk, trying to bloat us, a very twenty-first-century kind of diet-based illness, hamster-cheek faces on toddler-round bodies. Then again, after swimming all afternoon in our youth, Kelly and I would get blue raspberry Icees—slush the color of antifreeze, diabetically sweet—and gulp them down like we were in a contest. Naturally, I’ve shunned them as an adult, but for breakfast here in the sea, I could guzzle, like, twenty.

Anyway, I like to dress better than I have to. But I can’t bring myself to throw any T-shirts away, dating all the way to the first swim meet I won freshman year for Burke High. Uncle Sean still has the same one, tattered and ratty. His wife, Maria, jokes that she’s going to turn it into rags to stake up her famous tomato plants with.

As the sun rises higher, I’m glad to have kept a few clothes. Disconcerting as it feels to expose my junk, I move my boxers from my ass to my head, taking a Lawrence of Arabia approach to protect my scalp and the back of my neck.

“Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I murmur, my mouth as dry as Lawrence’s Valley of the Moon. Then I really picture what will happen if that is not the case.

Imagine. Me drowning. Me, Kick Kilpatrick, of all people, fitness freak and swimmer extraordinaire. Yet that is what could happen. What has been happening slowly for hours and hours. What is happening.

I try to buck up by belting “Mr. Brightside,” but I can’t come out of my cage with the vitality the song demands. I imagine air-guitaring the opening riff.

The DJ played the hit at Kelly and Jason’s wedding, of course, and everyone sang along, main-charactering hard, the stars of our own respective movies.

They got hitched over winter break during her first year of grad school, when she was twenty-three. They held the wedding at Point Reyes National Seashore—or rather at a bougie resort that Jason sprang for because he likes extravagant gestures that make everybody beholden to him. “Babe’s a marine biologist,” he said to any guest he could buttonhole. “If marine’s what she wants, marine’s what she gets.”

I was twenty-one, still in college, mad about Kelly marrying Jason but unable to say so. People we love can choose annoying partners; it happens. My millions of opinions wouldn’t change anything.

Given the way we grew up, I didn’t blame her for wanting stability. When I asked if she didn’t think maybe she was too young, or that Jason being nine years older might be something she’d question someday, she said, “The start of a PhD program’s actually a great time to check this life box.” Ever since she met Jason, she’d been talking more in the language of efficiency, and I tried not to grimace. “I love him and he loves me and he needs to live in the Bay Area and so do I. It makes sense.”

Dad was thrilled. Jason made big money at Apple in Cupertino then, and Dad thought his business tech bro routine balanced out Kelly’s still, to him, uncertain oceanic career. He felt relieved on some level to have Kelly fully launched, marriage being proof of her entry into functional adulthood. Pam wept through the ceremony on the windswept cliff. She could not have been prouder, she said, if Kelly were her own daughter.

At the reception, she and my father gave a moving welcome toast. Pam recalled the enthusiasm with which Kelly, just fifteen, blew through the scuba certification, then open water, then advanced, then specialty, then rescue, ultimately becoming a master diver, meaning she could be an instructor if she wanted to. “Kelly even enjoyed the tedious parts,” Pam said. “Rinsing salt off her gear before it corroded. Letting it all dry in good ventilation. It’s no wonder our little mermaid has grown up to study the ocean. Jason, welcome to the family and thank you for joining us in supporting her dream.”

I kept picturing Dad standing instead with our golden mother, almost as tall as him, trying to project how she’d look aged ten more years since we saw her last. I had hoped these nuptials might be a chance to reconnect with the Svobodas—if not Mom herself, then Aunt Karen and the rest of the sibling crew. But when I mentioned it, Kelly shot the idea down like a foreign object in protected airspace. “That’s insane, Kick,” she said. “Please don’t suggest that ever again, and whatever you do, don’t say anything to Dad.”

Short and round, Pam has an elegantly stout body and a small head like a mourning dove. She splashed champagne from her flute, clinking glasses with my dad. Even in her clumsiness she resembled a dove, prone to bumps and crashes, except in the water, where, like a penguin, she adopted an astonishing liquid grace. Kelly had taken her and Dad on a scuba expedition in the icy Pacific the day before the rehearsal dinner. Pam had kidded about not getting cold thanks to her natural wet suit, affectionately patting her own love handles. I wondered what it was like to be so lighthearted. The buck of the waves followed by the inevitable suction here in the Gulf suggests some ancient ritual of cruelty, like I am getting hazed. Lucky for me, neither my high school swim team nor my college one engaged in abuse for the sake of group cohesion. Although at this point, I would debase myself in almost any imaginable way if it meant I got to be back on solid land. But there’s no coach’s hand to pull me up, no merciful friend to grant an end to my suffering.

A few of my Iowa swim teammates would sometimes recommend a blog or a YouTube channel from the quote-unquote manosphere, and I’d promise to take a look. But when I did, I’d be underwhelmed by their pseudo-behavioral psychology drivel. The Rational Male dude, some aging rocker going by a handle from the movie L.A. Confidential, was scruffy, self-absorbed, and wonk-eyed, probably incapable of actual love. His teachings were fatuous crap. I turned his video off after less than three minutes.

I was not able, at the wedding, to do the same with Jason.

The invitations said black tie but Jason went white, his formality incongruous with the rustic NorCal surroundings: a tux with tails, French cuffs on a white-bibbed wingtip-collar shirt, a white waistcoat, and an iPhone 4 attached to his hand in an era when most people were not yet doing that. Dapper as the figurine atop his own cake.

It made sense then, I guess, and still does that the same guys who get horny at the thought of the free market feel emboldened by statements like Become the commodity she’s looking for. But the thing I hate most about guys like Jason is not their faux wisdom. It’s their pompous pride in their garbage senses of humor, when actually they’re among the least funny men alive, unfunny in the way that the even bigger dickbags they idolize—Elon Musk, Joe Rogan—are unfunny.

Although my head feels like an aquarium full of lukewarm gunk, maybe I can compose the world’s funniest joke while I’m out here? But all I can think of are dumb preexisting ones, like “What’s brown and sticky?”… “A stick!”

Will I poop out here? Bodily functions are amusing. At Omaha Circus Arts, we learned that, in the nineties, a chimpanzee named Washoe was taught by a researcher to use sign language. One day, while Washoe was riding on the researcher’s shoulders, he peed on the guy, then signed, Funny, touched his nose, and snorted. Funnier than Jason.

What kind of animal is best to use in a talking-animal joke? A duck, probably. But there are no ducks out here. Only me, like a rubber ducky in the world’s biggest bathtub, bobbing hopelessly, no child to be seen. Except I’m less buoyant, and the ducky doesn’t have to tread.

Pascal said something about how nothing produces laughter more than a disproportion between that which one expects and that which one sees. That’s why setting a pattern and then breaking it is so pleasing. “My favorite novels are Great Expectations, Moby-Dick, and Rock Hard Abs in Thirty Days,” I quip to the waves. That’s a good one, really good. But I must have stolen it from somewhere.

Their wedding took place in 2012. Obama had gotten reelected the month before. A midnight sky hung over the resort and we could no longer see the ocean, only hear it. Many of the guests had already drifted to bed. The wind had come up over the headland, sending most people into the semi-enclosed porch under the fairy lights and heat lamps where Kelly held court, but a few of us stayed gathered around the firepit: me and Jason and a few of his friends from Yale and Apple. His face blazed pale and poreless in the firelight and he leaned in, eyes aglint with conspiracy.

“Okay if I tell a joke that’s a little off-color?” he said, not bothering to pause, proceeding to tell the vilest joke, the worst I have ever heard, the absolutely most appalling and nasty racist, sexist piece of supposed comedy that I will not repeat out loud even here to the saltwater wilderness. “Use your imagination,” I say to the whale shark and whoever.

The Yalies and tech bros guffawed as expected, the bonfire painting their faces into skulls. Jason presumed that we were either all in agreement or that nobody would have the balls to call him on being disgusting, and he was right and I hate that.

Jason will probably get laughs at my expense if I die. I don’t want to stay alive only out of spite, but it can’t hurt.

My dad always tells this one to his hunting buddies: A couple of New Jersey hunters are out in the woods when one of them falls to the ground. He doesn’t seem to be breathing. His eyes are rolled back in his head. The other guy whips out his phone and calls 911. Tells the operator, “My friend is dead! What can I do?” The operator says, in a calm, soothing voice, “Take it easy. I can help. First, let’s just make sure he’s dead.” There’s silence on the line, then a shot is heard. The guy says, “Okay, now what?”

Most of the best jokes are not memorized and rehearsed, not formally told. In high school, my chemistry teacher, Mr. Rolfe, a man with a real David Letterman sense of humor, would do the same bit anytime anybody showed up to class wearing camo-patterned anything. “Where’s Connor?” he would say loudly from his lab table, taking attendance. “Is Connor here?” and Connor would say “Here!” and he’d continue, “Connor? Is that you?” and then, to us, “Funny, I can hear him, but I can’t see him!” It was actually hilarious.

Covered as I am by the thick viridian sea, if Mr. Rolfe were out here, he would not have to pretend, probably, that he could not spot me.
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At first, I was grateful for the company of sunlight, but the sky at present is way too blue.

In my youth, in the drawings my mom hung on the fridge, I rendered the sun yellow as a stain of French’s mustard. I depicted him grinning and for some reason wearing sunglasses—a real cool dude. But the sun above the Gulf is nothing like that—just a blank disc shining, totally inhuman and without pity.

I yearn for sunblock and Vaseline. I am weathering. Leathering. I am going to tan past the creased hard-ass look of Quint in Jaws and go on to Clint Eastwood as Blondie in The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, sun-broiled to the point of being poisoned and peeling.

Nebraska’s known (not always correctly) for being flat as a diving board, but here I am experiencing true monotony at literal sea level. I am leveled completely by the fucking sea.

How far off is the horizon? I try to estimate. From five feet above sea level, one’s typical height in a boat, the junction of water and sky lies three miles away. From my, what, maybe one foot if I bob in a crest, it’s much nearer, my view confined. Maybe two miles?

Light strobes off the waves, worsening my headache. How empty the wet expanse remains, how slight my chances of being seen, how high my likelihood of dying of exposure. Purple shadows run over the surface of the water whenever a merciful cloud passes across my new enemy, the sun.

When we’d show up for practice, Uncle Sean, in goofy coach mode, used to give us guys on the swim team the business about wearing Vans and board shorts as if we were California surfers when at most we could splash in a lake, a man-made pit dug out of the prairie. But there was no one better for dropping seconds from your time, or teaching you to put on your silicone cap forehead first, or where to find the top-performing goggle brand, although even that suctioned deep red marks onto our faces by the end of practice.

“Nice work there, Rocky,” Sean said to me one afternoon when I was climbing out of the pool.

“Like Stallone?” I asked, flattered at being compared to a fighter.

“No,” Sean said, encircling his eyes with his fingers. “Like the Beatles song. You look like a raccoon.”

With my bare hands, I would fight fifty raccoons right now if it meant I could get some goggles. My eyes sting horribly from the salt and the sun. I run my dry tongue over my cracked lips and declare, “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me.”

But what hour is it? Uncharacteristically, I have no idea. Not none; I know it’s morning, but I am hitting a delirium. I have lost track of time. Water, Kelly claims, is the reason behind every single beautiful thing on the planet, and it’s moving all the time all over the globe. But what the hell is it? Two hydrogens and some oxygen. Denser than air. As such it’s reflective, hence the sunburn I can feel myself getting under the chin I can barely keep out of the sea.

A basketball comes floating toward me, brick red and nubby among the slate gray waves.

Slick and gleaming in the sinuous water, the basketball has tentacles three feet long and studded with suction cups. They wave hypnotically.

The basketball is an octopus.

He pulls alongside and mesmerizes me. He keeps changing colors, transforming himself in short stretches of seconds, at first matching the quicksilver shifts of the sea, indigo, navy, and lapis lazuli shimmering through his velvety skin. Then he adopts the pattern of the boxers atop my head, white with red hearts. I sometimes wear silly underwear as a conversation piece. If I’d picked up the chick who did “The Warrior” at the air guitar contest, for instance, we might have had a laugh when they got revealed and thrown to the floor during our tryst in either her cabin or mine.

The octopus is wearing a watch on one of his… wrists?

“Hey, man,” I say. “Could you tell me the time?”

The octopus blinks his enormous eyes, elongated pupils horizontal as hyphens. “It’s 10:02,” he says.

“Thank you,” I say. “Why don’t you have eight watches?”

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep eight watches synchronized? I just can’t even,” he says. “Why are you out here, anyway?”

“Everyday life was starting to abrade me, I guess. Have you ever felt like everyone you see, including yourself in the mirror, is more of a future corpse than anything?”

“I mean, no,” he says, turning a coppery green. “We only live for twelve to eighteen months, so we don’t go for brooding.”

“I love that for you,” I say. “The shame I feel about not scuba diving feels like a descendant of the shame I feel over my mom. Like both have something to do with a fundamental lack at the center of my spirit.”

“And that’s why you’re here in the center of the Gulf?” the octopus says, squinting.

“Maybe?” I shrug, hard to do in the water. “The domain of my inner experience has felt like an unplumbable ocean for decades. Justeen calls me avoidant. But I didn’t want to go down there and get devoured by some eyeless creature, so I stayed on the surface, emotionally speaking, until I couldn’t anymore.”

“How’s that working out?” he says, his body round and mysterious as an old-timey diving helmet.

“Hard to say. I want to live now, more than anything. But I’ve made that pretty hard on myself. I know that shamans—shamen?” Language eludes my scrambled brain, and I’m unsure the octopus can understand me regardless. “They often got visited by animal familiars. They also often died, traveled in the underworld, and came back. So you’ve got me thinking: Is this the underworld? Like, am I in the water, or do I only think so? Maybe I’m already dead like in that other book by the Lord of the Flies guy?”

“Nah,” says the octopus, eight arms waving at the sea around us. “This is real. Speaking of, did you know that the real incident that Lord of the Flies was inspired by actually involved the boys collaboratively making a functional society? They set one kid’s broken leg. Assigned tasks. They were in impressive condition when they finally got rescued.”

“Am I going to be rescued?”

“It’s not within my power to say.” The octopus glances again at his watch. “But if it helps to know, it’s now 10:15.”

His limbs, like the ribbons of a rhythmic gymnast, so easeful in their motions, make me wish for six more arms—four times the strength to keep myself up. It’s getting harder and harder to maintain my leverage, like it’s an arm-wrestling contest and the sea is swole.

He pulses off and I’m left with only that transient moment, the changing light, the impression of great beauty coruscating on my retina. Kelly would be jealous.

Kelly. Holy shit. It’s past brunch o’clock and I’m never late, ever, never skip a family obligation, though I often want to. Kelly is the one, now that it’s time, who’s going to make sure that everybody gets it together and finds me. She’ll make them check my room, discover it empty—bed unslept in, yesterday’s clothes missing—and put the pieces together. She loves me the most and she’s pushy as hell.

Ulysses will be close at her side when she demands that the steward take her to the captain, worried for me but overjoyed to be participating in a genuine maritime crisis. Jason will be irritated that I’ve thrown off the Thanksgiving Day schedule.

Kelly had Ulysses when she was twenty-five. Thirty-five now, she’s getting close to the age that Mom was when she left. If anybody should leave her shitbird husband, it’s Kelly, but there’s zero sign of that, and to her credit, she would never abandon Ulysses.

We haven’t lived in the same state in seventeen years, but Kelly and I text constantly and talk on the phone almost every day. I know that, in some ways, she sees me as a really physically fit Peter Pan. She wants me to find someone about whom to be serious, although she doesn’t think it should be Justeen.

“Get out of park,” she says, when we talk about my bachelor inertia, echoing a line our mom used to get us to do homework in subjects that bored us. “You’ve got to have drive to get anywhere in this world.”

“Stop playing dead and start playing alive,” she says other times, echoing Dad.

Kelly’s always had real jury foreman vibes. Even when she’s in a group with a leader, she conveys a capacity for being able to grab the clipboard and take over. Before Mom left and especially after, she astonished me with her self-sustenance. Indifferent as a cat to admiration or reprimand, she did what she wanted to and when. Because she was generally ambitious and high-achieving, Dad complained about her attitude, but he didn’t stop her.

Knowing early on what you want to do in life is a superpower, and Kelly possessed it. She wanted to study and protect the earth’s animals—not house pets, but wildlife, legitimately wild. When Pam came along, Kelly’s affinity attached naturally to the wildlife of the sea. She went to Fiji with a high school program and descended to the lowest permissible depth, the bull sharks, then worked her way up to the black-finned ones, then the white-tips lurking closest to the surface, putting out boxes of food, luring the creatures in, and tagging them for tracking.

She’s probably making her way through throngs of fellow passengers, awake now, too, also stumbling brunchward, many wearing T-shirts purchased in the ports of prior cruises: I LOVE MILFS and BOOB INSPECTOR and HOT PERSON AT WORK (which usually appears as though it cannot possibly refer to the person wearing the shirt).

Kelly knows all about fascinating beasts like the Greenland shark—the charismatic megafauna that even climate-change deniers find compelling. But she also reveres unprepossessing things like tunicates, a.k.a. sea squirts. She works for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration out of the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary, sprawling from the Golden Gate Bridge down to Cambria.

Kelly’s a goddamn role model. A serious scientist who’s amazing with children—a marine biologist Barbie doll, basically, trim and pretty, aspirational, inviting, blue eyes shining with excitement, blonde hair in a high ponytail, energetic as hell. They have her do public-facing stuff for youth as often as possible.

After Mom emailed me at Athletico, I called Kelly right in the middle of the day. Often, she’d be off somewhere remote and unreachable, far from the dry coast blanketed with poppies. I was lucky that she happened to be at the Coastal Discovery Center across the Pacific Coast Highway from Hearst Castle that day. She had reception and picked up.

“What kind of scene are you imagining, Kick?” she asked, her agitation unconcealed. “Like if you were to meet up with her? What do you picture?”

“I don’t know,” I said. School groups shrieked and laughed in the background.

“Do you want resolution? Or do you want retribution?” she asked.

“Both? Neither? I don’t know,” I said. “I’m mostly curious. Like, why did she leave us, obviously. But also, what is her life like? What neighborhood does she live in? Does she live alone? What does she do all day? Like when she’s not at work. She’s only fifty-nine.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” said Kelly. “It’s best for me to forget her. I’m thriving. But if you want to mess with letting her back into your life, you’d better set some goals and boundaries.”

“Okay, yeah,” I said. “You’re right. I’m going to think about it. Thanks, Kel.”

“Keep me posted, okay? I’ve gotta get back to work. I love you.”

If I were Kelly, I would have been resolute. I would have hung up and replied to Mom. Whatever had been going to happen between then and now would have happened.

But I’m not Kelly. I’m me, unfortunately. Thus, in indecision I’ve been suffering, opening and rereading Mom’s email daily, leaving it flagged but unreplied to.

As a coach, Sean gave barky little orders every time I swam, finding fault with every stroke until at last the barking ceased and I knew I had improved. “Pretty darn good” was his highest praise. He had lots of slogans, like “Slow motion cures commotion,” meaning to practice slow if you wanted to swim fast, and “A rhythm reduces effort,” and so forth.

“A noisy breath is a constricted breath” was probably his favorite. My breath whistles and shudders too much here in the sea, and if I fixate, my own noises will drive me nuts because I know they’re a sign that I’m gradually dying.

French legionnaires in the Sahara talked about the baptism of solitude—how in a space so empty, even memory disappears and all you hear is your heartbeat. Sorry, messieurs, but this is the real baptism and it’s loud as hell—water pouring over your head and every other part, rushing in your ears. Or maybe it’s more like the final sacrament: the Anointing of the Sick.

Mom requested last rites when her cancer was at its worst—she tried to reassure us; she just wanted to be on the safe side, she said. Kelly and I were terrified.

I suppose, now that I think about it, so was she.

The priest from St. Wenceslaus came to our house because Mom was too frail to leave. We followed him up to her room, where he sat—white collar stiff, wire spectacles the same silver gray as his eyes—at her bedside and touched her forehead, which looked huge without the fringe of her long blonde hair. The chrism smelled like olive oil. Maybe it was. Like Mom was pasta being served to God. “May the Lord who frees you from sin save you and raise you up,” he said. “Amen,” we answered, led by Dad.

The sacrament is sometimes called extreme unction.

Near-death experiences are pretty extreme.
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Winston Churchill referred to battleships as “castles of steel.” So I learned from one of the documentaries that Dad liked to fall asleep to in the evenings after work, feet up in his recliner.

Surely the Valor has mobilized by now, the captain on the bridge—at the wheel, the radar, the screens, the whatever—combing the blue expanse with eagle eyes? Oscar, the man-overboard code, will have gone out over the PA. Ulysses will have grabbed his binoculars, adding their strength to his bottle-thick glasses. “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I say, allowing myself a few ounces more confidence.

“Valor” as in strength of spirit that enables a person to encounter danger with firmness. Far from a gallant palace, the Valor could be called the Vulgar for its self-indulgence and sensuous luxury, or at least its kitsch interpretation thereof. But I’ll be thrilled to see it again, and hope that I get to.

These Carnival cruisers are capable of so much, but stay stuck in five-day loops, never racing, reminding me of how boring I find the Genesis members who only want to use the treadmills, never to take a class.

We’ve got a family story we’ll never let my nephew live down. He doesn’t mind, though, because he was too small to remember; it’s like it was done by a stranger. For Pam’s forty-sixth birthday, we went on a family cruise for the first time since Ulysses had burst on the scene.

“But where’s the boat?” he kept asking after we’d boarded, spinning on unsteady legs, chubby face skyward, two years old, tiny and uncomprehending. “I can’t see the boat.”

We laughed and tried to make him understand, but he remained bamboozled, the vessel’s endlessness indoors obliterating the fact that we were at sea.

These days, Ulysses is a conversationalist who peppers his sentences with adverbs like frankly. I can’t get enough of him. He’s so smart and joyful. But I worry about the boiling planet he’s going to inherit, his peers Gorilla Glued to their devices, and the morons insisting we pay our brains as tribute to piggish AI overlords who might let us stick around to fix the robots if we’re lucky. He’s a kid with light in his eyes in a world of the dead.

“If you want to remain a child,” Kelly tells me, “then don’t have children.” She says it like a curse, but it sounds like a magic trick. Forcing someone else to exist without their consent seems careless. And for all I know, I inherited Mom’s bolt-risk gene.

Kelly hadn’t waited long to check the Have Kid box. “I don’t want to be one of those old, tired moms,” she said when they announced they were expecting the second Christmas after they got married, passing around the photo from the ultrasound.

“And we don’t want to be disappointed by your old, tired eggs,” Jason quote-unquote joked, holding a shrimp dipped in cocktail sauce. What a poo-vein, I thought.

“Besides,” Kelly went on, “grad school’s ideal for having a baby. Way more flexible than when I’ve got a real job.”

Their mindset gave me the ick, but Ulysses is turning out great. Jason wanted to send him to boarding school as soon as he turned eight, but Kelly refused. Instead, they send him off over breaks for what they call enrichment. He’s been to NYU for a kiddie film school, to the New Jersey Pine Barrens for a survival camp, and this past August, he was at the University of Chicago to do a junior Great Books thing. Ten-year-olds can get a lot out of Moby-Dick, he tells me.

I do feel bad, sometimes, that I am not doing my share to contribute to a trove of cousins for him.

He texted me from Chicago that their class had gone to the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures. When I was there on the Boy Scout trip with the Bozo buckets, the place had been called the Oriental Institute and I’d dug it when we visited, I texted back. Ulysses explained that the original name hurt some people’s feelings, hence the rechristening. He sent a picture of the dragon god the Mesopotamians worshipped, and said that when some early king was directing the building of a ziggurat and certain laborers were slacking, this dragon god asked with a fiery hiss, “Do you want me to scorch the lazy ones?” The king said yes, and Ulysses agreed that people should work hard and the lazy ones should be scorched.

Part of me heard my sister’s values and the Kilpatrick side of our family’s work ethic, which: fine. But part of me heard Jason—the elite conviction that you personally could never be among the scorched ones. I texted that some people were not lazy, necessarily. It was just possible to get tired of going on day after day when there didn’t seem to be much point. Ulysses didn’t reply again until later in the day with a photo of himself at a Sox game eating soft-serve out of a plastic batting helmet.

How many hours can a body work? Ankush told me that the dining staff and room stewards on his ship worked eighty hours weekly with little rest, often as short as six hours between shifts.

How many hours can I tread before debilitation sets in?

Grandpa Tom used to say, “The best way to get in shape is not to get out of shape.” By the end, he had a face like a sleepy potato, but he’d once been handsome. Everyone slips out of shape eventually. I am trying not to, but it’s been, what, eleven hours?

“The notion that people would go to sea for pleasure would have been unheard-of not more than one hundred and fifty years ago,” Ulysses said yesterday as we were boarding.

Columbus, Magellan, da Gama—I agreed. For better or worse, these were names to remember. A cruise—all salons and gift shops, casinos and housekeeping and buffets (do not get me started on the buffets)—was no achievement.

That was not even twenty-four hours ago, when, despite the attractive display of eatables, said buffets emitted an aura of Golden Corral, screaming children swarming the desserts and adults touching everything with unwashed hands. Now, my body eating itself, I imagine attaching my mouth to the water dispenser at a soft drink station and drinking it dry.

In the patch I’m in, the ocean’s gotten sort of foamy, reminding me of hydrangeas. Mom grew them in the front yard, favoring the white ones, big and fluffy as a sheepdog’s head. I’d pat them and tell them hi whenever I walked by and no one was watching. After she left, they died.

I hope the foam’s not pollution, but it might be, from ships like the one I am desperate to see. Wastewater and sewage, filthy and infected with norovirus, gushing out of the Valor’s anus daily. Oily bilgewater. Gray water full of detergents and medical waste. Dry-cleaning sludge. Paints and solvents and light bulbs and batteries. Incinerated garbage ashes dumped into the ocean.

There are rules against throwing unsanctioned material overboard. Ankush said that being caught doing so was grounds for immediate dismissal of a crew member. The workers are surveilled by CCTV, but management suffers no similar oversight.

What if you threw yourself overboard, though? They might be reviewing footage of what happened to me.

Desiccated with thirst, I want to take a gulp, but ingesting salt water would be catastrophic. I’m staring at the foam, debating one little sip, when the bubbles stir not from the wind above, but from some force below, an oblong shape surrounded by four oars like a self-propelling canoe. Something hard and prow-like breaks the surface, amber shingles overlapping to create a dome. About three feet long and two hundred pounds, it’s a sea turtle—its powerful limbs perfect for the open ocean, its shell hard as a taco. I am so fucking hungry.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” it says, with a raptorlike profile and powerful jaws.

“You’re a turtle,” I say. “But you look like a hawk?”

“I’m a hawksbill turtle.” Light glints off her mottled carapace. “We’re critically endangered. There are only eight thousand of us nesting females left in the world. Feast your eyes, because you won’t get another chance.”

“I’m really sorry,” I say. “What’s your name?”

“You couldn’t pronounce it.” Her affect is cute and ferocious, like a righteous old man. She reminds me of Bernie Sanders.

“Okay. If it’s any consolation, shit’s critical for me, too.”

“It’s not,” she says. “The Deepwater Horizon oil spill. Illegal hunting. Global fucking warming. We’re pissed.”

“It sucks,” I say. Her shell’s serrated and gorgeous, classic tortoiseshell. Kelly tells me they’re often poached to make trinkets for tourists.

“As a group, you guys are a menace,” she says. “Individually, some of you are all right.”

“I haven’t felt all right in a while,” I say. “But now I do? Emotionally, mostly. Physically, Jesus Christ. This is so embarrassing. I want to be a survivor, but in the end, they might see me as an accidental disappearee. Some of them are going to suspect suicide. I feel like a fool.”

“You’re a colossal fool, but that’s what you were studying to be, no?” In her front right flipper, she carries a scepter carved with a human head—a marotte, we learned at Omaha Circus Arts, prop of the jester.

“Yeah, well, a clown—” I say.

“Same difference,” she says, then, following my line of sight: “I thought I’d swim over and cheer you up. As you know, clown clothes of yesteryear often involved animal embellishments: foxtails, cockscombs, calfskins, feathers. Eared hoods, etc.”

“All of which were also considered appropriate wear for lunatics,” I say. “Where does that leave me?”

“Where do you want to be left?” she says. “Betwixt and between is where you are. Life and death. An idiot and a sage. A philosopher and a guy with a custard pie in his face. Surfing between folly and mystical knowledge.”

“I could go for a pie,” I say. “I am dying of hunger.”

“You were dying before, but of other, worse things. You need to do more than just want to live. You need to get specific about what that means.”

“Okay, how?”

“I’m not here to tell you how to think, just that you need to.” She snaps her beak. “A visit to hell can cause the visitor to acquire something precious. Not some sad idea of Christian suffering, but something else. More transformative. You don’t like to accept change.”

“What are you taking about?”

“You need to decide what you think I’m talking about,” she says. Then, from somewhere under the waves, she pulls out a cap and bells and puts it on her shapely head. “Do you think your interest in clowning gives you deeper insight, or merely lets you evade reality?”

“Why can’t it be both?”

Her bells jingle in the wavelets. “Now we’re getting somewhere,” she says, her shell a mottle of amber, orange, and brown. “The fool and the tragic hero are not so different as our high school English teachers might have us believe.”

“Did you say that because my mom was a high school English teacher?”

“Maybe,” she says, her eyes like brilliant stones, ancient as the eons. “I’ve got to go find some sea sponges to eat. Not simple, thanks to you maniacs heating up the oceans. Keep your chin up and keep watching for signs.”

“What’s next?” I ask. “A mermaid floating by on a pearly shell, weeping?”

“You’d probably try to have sex with her,” the sea turtle replies. “That’s one last thing. We live for sixty years and are mainly monogamous. Not always, but mostly. You might consider where freedom and fun shade over into avoidance and compulsion, you know?”

She lowers herself slowly, like a periscope, and sinks below the foam. For the millionth time, I notice how lonely it is out here amid the wind and the sloshing.

I had felt lonely on the Valor, too, roaming the decks after the air guitar contest, drunk and humming “(You Gotta) Fight for Your Right (to Party!).”

The assorted podcasts with which I’d been flirting did teach me a few factoids. Pub trivia stuff. Like that the German word for suicide is freitod—free death.

The sensation of standing at the railing crystallizes from its shroud of haze.

I’d pulled out my phone to see if Justeen had texted, but of course she hadn’t, so my thumb trod the well-worn track to Mom’s email.


Dear Patrick~

Do you still go by Kick? When I think of you and Kelly, I wonder so many things.

I wrote you so many letters over the years. But I feared your dad would read them and they’d never reach you. I should have sent them anyway. There is no excuse for what I did, but there is an explanation.

I love you. I never stopped loving you. Call, text, email, write, anything—all my info’s here and below.

Love,

Mom

Cathy Svoboda

Chief Supervising Litigation Counsel: First Amendment

American Civil Liberties Union



It blew my mind no matter how many times I read it what wasn’t in her message. No apology. No understanding of what she did to me. The last thing I remember thinking on the ship is that if anybody had looked up from their phone to say hi or so much as nod as they passed, I’d have stepped away from the edge and gone to bed.

Nobody did, though.
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Directly overhead, the sun’s bright and biting, sizzling me into a swollen blister. My feet feel twisted like balloon animals by somebody who doesn’t know what they’re doing. I wonder if my toenails are going to fall off, ungluing themselves like dried beans from a craft project, then getting eaten by a curious fish as they sink. A little shot of bile burns my throat and I force myself to stop picturing this.

Light lines the swells and they shine like opals—Justeen’s birthstone—iridescent and fiery. It’s what I’d call a glorious day if I were not in the drink, limitless and all-pervading, salt water chafing and burning my membranes.

What are the passengers on the Valor saying? Are they grateful this Thanksgiving Day not to be the numbnuts who jumped or fell? Are they stuffing themselves at the buffets, turkey-like, making the best of the me-caused delay? Some are probably mad, understandably, that I’ve gotten between them and their promised itinerary. Cruise guests often revel in complaining, minor as their grievances might be in the scheme of things.

“We live in easy times,” my dad likes to say. “Most people are protected from the world’s true harshness.” And I agree, sort of, but also sort of don’t. Like I see what he means—Americans at least are getting soft of body and smooth of brain. But simultaneously their hearts are hardening, and that makes life hard.

Mom had a ton of siblings. She was one of seven. Summers would become an empire of cousins.

Out in Chadron at her parents’ farm, the grown-ups sat in the kitchen to catch up, drinking Coors out of the can and Kool-Aid with vodka. While they played cards, the horde of us played infinite games of touch football and Capture the Flag by day, flashlight tag and Ghost in the Graveyard by night, legitimately spooky for the darkness draping the dry prairie ridged occasionally with hills of pine, and for the whine of big rigs speeding in the distance down Highway 20. Grasshoppers stitched through the weeds like sewing machines and crickets by the thousands serenaded after twilight.

The bugs of my youth have been erased, too, pesticides leaving the landscape silent of insects. We used to hear katydids and cicadas in our yard in Omaha, but all I hear from my apartment is traffic, like the rush of a sad river reeking of asphalt and motor oil.

I hate the oil companies leaving the sea as filthy as lucre with their lust for such, but fuck, I’d like to see a tanker. “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I say through gritted teeth to the opalescing waves. It doesn’t have to be the Valor; I’ll take the coast guard or any ship with a life ring and a willingness to yank me up.

After Mom left, we never went to Chadron again. I would have liked to. I missed those grandparents and eating lemon meringue pie and peanut butter cookies while the pack of aunts and uncles gossiped. But Dad decided that Mom and everything to do with her were dead to him, and therefore to us, and at eleven, I enjoyed very little say over my own social schedule.

Livid as he can get, my father never swears. He detests profanity and will tell you as much. My mother cursed upon occasion: finding a plagiarized paper, driving, hanging up after fielding the occasional after-hours call from a parent, usually somebody complaining about her making their kid read “Howl” by Allen Ginsberg or Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, forcing her to defend her “obscene” selections. “Shit-for-brains censors,” she’d say. “Fucking philistines.”

My father admonished her—one of the many things, after she was gone, that I came to realize they had fought about kind of a lot. The only time my father cursed in front of Kelly and me was when he brought home the copy of their divorce certificate. “Goddammit,” he said. “It’s really over.”

The lone cousin left in our lives was Uncle Sean’s kid, Leo, who was and remains almost exactly no fun. We convinced him to join us in H-O-R-S-E or Kick the Can, but Leo favored video games, and, as he got older, Pass the Joint.

If we’d been doing all those digital quests in real life, then maybe they would have felt worthwhile? Fighting, somehow, our way to safety, and maybe some meaning. Drinking from a healing flask, donning some armor, defeating a boss.

At thirty-five, Leo’s the same age as Kelly, but he lives, in the classic style, at his parents’ house, in the basement. He’s on the shorter side—five feet, eight inches—but he’s got amazing hair, thick and black and straight, and it swoops just right, consistent as a cartoon character day in, day out. Few get to admire it because he never goes anywhere.

He works from home as a software engineer, but what he likes to talk about is Bitcoin and crypto and online poker and other assorted life-sucking gambling and gambling-adjacent pursuits. He makes good money, so he says, but he has no non-online friends, no non-basement hobbies, no girlfriend.

“ ’Sup, man?” I asked him yesterday, boarding the Valor. He monologued about a marathon of Elden Ring—open world, action, role-playing fantasy, blah blah blah. While he blabbed, I considered how some activities—working with my PT clients, clowning, reading a book—enrich me, but the texture of time in the realm of these games feels impoverishing, like Leo and all his faceless, shallowly connected friends are getting fleeced out of a precious resource.

Clouds pile at the horizon like hot mashed potatoes but provide no shade. I imagine rain, me backstroking, mouth open to catch the life-giving drops.

Uncle Sean is philosophical. You get what you get when it comes to your kids, he says, and you do your best. But I know he’s disappointed. Sean met Leo’s mom, Maria, in the Philippines when he was there with the navy. A registered nurse, she’s one of the hardest workers I’ve ever met. You can totally tell that she wishes her son cared about something other than the internet and thinking of ways to make a killing while doing as little work as possible.

Periwinkle and teal, the wavelets dance around me, each one a sickening kick in the teeth. Why hasn’t anyone found me? “Come on, Leo! This is what I call an actual quest,” I scream, hoarse as a seagull.

Sean loved coaching me because I had the mental focus for it. Despite my anxiety and dissatisfaction out of the water, when I was swimming, I slipped into the vaunted zone. A few other guys on the team came close but never quite reached the mental game I had. They broke like tortilla chips under the pressure of competition, cracking on meet days despite being impressive in practice. Not me.

Lately, though, I’d been finding it harder and harder to get into the zone by any means. Some dissonant hum in the background had been growing louder, intruding into the foreground and interrupting my ability to ignore it. That’s part of why I signed up for the clown classes. I needed something. And I didn’t want to stop drinking, but I didn’t want to drink more.

In high school I took a turn, early sophomore year, for the rebellious, imitating the varsity guys at parties and then on my own, drinking and—a jackass move in a sport about breathing—smoking cigarettes. My performance dipped and Sean figured out why. I was not subtle; he didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes.

He held me back after practice one afternoon, the other guys off to the showers, me streaked with chlorine, hoodie over my head in the manner of a teen who does not want to hear it. “I’ll keep this brief,” he said. “Because you’ll either get it or you won’t. Vice is making a buffoon out of you.”

I pictured a baboon: butt bald and red, head hairy, stinky. Not what Sean had said, but spiritually it felt right. I pushed back my hoodie.

“You were born to swim,” he said. “Try to be worthy of it.”

I was glad my face was still wet from the pool, because I thought I might cry. Someone caring so much about me even when I was being a dickhead hit my piddling fifteen-year-old mind like a grenade. From then on, I tried—to be worthy not just of swimming but of Sean.

It crossed my consciousness vaguely that it would have been pleasing if there could have been a swap, a symmetry by which my own dad mentored Leo, but he didn’t like Leo and never invested more in other people than he absolutely had to outside his career or hunting and fishing.

Earlier this year, paying the initial class fee at Omaha Circus Arts, I recalled that day and figured if anybody was going to make a buffoon out of me, then it had best be me.

Back then, Leo started speaking in acronyms like SMV—sexual market value—and parroting online crap about enlightened self-interest. When I told him it sounded like self-help, not philosophy, it got his goat.

These days, Leo has a tattoo in Latin: IGNIS AURAM PROBAT—fire tests gold. He said the process felt like getting a sunburn, then having it stung by bees. I’ve heard jellyfish stingers feel kind of like that, but a hundredfold. Thank God nothing stinging has come near me so far. The sun pinks my body, but my skin is blank. No tattoos for me—no graffiti on this temple, baby. Water is testing this gold. I have to pass. I slap a wave to show it who’s boss and the wave dissipates and is replaced by another and another, as is a wave’s wont.

Leo went to Burke High, too. We got assigned to a group project once in world history class, even though we were in different grades, everybody presenting on a now dead empire. We got the Mongols. “Genghis Khan was alpha as fuck,” Leo said. Once I reattached my ass after laughing it off, I replied, “Yeah, maybe. But he was also a scumbag who murdered people left, right, and center.”

I have remained unmoved since then by the way his chosen subculture wallows in a sense of wounded superiority. Its members see themselves as alternative, when nerds are ascendant—mainstream as anyone else these days.

I couldn’t give a shit about dragons, personally. Unless one showed up now as a sea serpent and swam me to safety? But I see no takers.

Dudes just want an ethics. A creed. A way of being. Busting my ass to get my doctorate in physical therapy—which sounds fancy but is the entry-level degree—I tended to get my confusion satisfied in my gen-ed classes more than anywhere else, but my peers seemed programmed to see the liberal arts as a waste.

Two years ago, Grandpa Tom and Granny Sue hosted Thanksgiving out in Pender for the final time before Grandpa Tom died. At seventy-nine, he’d become suspicious. Obsessed with conspiracy. Gone was the man who used to say, “It’s not the load that breaks you down; it’s the way you carry it.” In his place was a doubting Thomas, trusting no one, even Fox News. He self-applied the name as a joke, but it was rough to see him lured into social media at the end, going from a man of purpose to a man distracted by rage and twisted theories.

He alternated between playing solitaire in the kitchen while Granny Sue cooked and shutting himself in his “office,” the sitting room where they kept their computer, drapes closed and drooping like the ribs of a starved horse.

Justeen’s kids spent Thanksgiving at their dad’s (she got Christmas), so she sat at my side during the Kilpatrick feast.

Around slurps of canned cranberry sauce, Leo opined that modern life was rigged against men, women not appreciating a worthy prospect when they saw one; it wasn’t his fault he had no girlfriend to invite. Nobody contradicted him because it was the holiday. Besides, how can you argue with someone so brainwashed?

Driving us in her red Prius back to Omaha the next day, Justeen said to me what she’d wanted to say to Leo. “If you’re lucky—and many of us aren’t—you have a childhood that makes you feel like the most special person in the universe for the first five or six years of your existence,” she said, clenching the wheel. “Then you have to realize that you’re not the center of life on this planet. You just need to be a decent human being. Something has gone terribly wrong with these men.”

Grandpa Tom died right after New Year’s. Seeing him in his coffin, I imagined his birth—how this deflated man had once been a baby. Had come into the world naked. Screaming. Slimy. And here he lay in St. John the Baptist Catholic Church, dry and silent and clad in a suit he rarely wore in life.

LDAR is short for “lie down and rot,” the preferred phrase for suicide among the guys who Leo hangs out with online.

There must be as much ambiguity on the Valor as there is here in the fucking sea with me: fall or leap? My loved ones can, if they want, think that this was a stupid accident or that it was a deliberate kiss-off.

Either way, if I die out here, it won’t be lying down.
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Our first scuba instructor warned us to quit diving as soon as we felt cold, as that was an early sign that a person was getting tired. I’ve been cold for so long.

The Gulf air smells of salt and iodine. I squint in a circle, 360 degrees, straining to make out an approaching vessel to deliver me to warmth. All I see are ten zillion specks of blue-green glitter.

“Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I yell at the sun, my bitter frenemy, a rose of fire ever burning. I am charring alive but also freezing.

This situation is elemental as hell. What are the four elements again? Earth, water, air, and fire? But if that band is Earth, Wind & Fire, should there be wind? Do you remember? That’s the song. I cannot remember the lyrics. Just the aye, ee, aye, ee yeahh, yeah of the chorus.

In the cartoon Captain Planet that Kelly watched religiously growing up, the Planeteers represented earth, wind, fire, water, and a fifth one: heart. I feel my own, exhausted but thumping. Upbeat tips at the end told viewers how to be part of the solution, not part of the pollution. Getting drawn by an attractive force over the railing of the Valor was not, for me, any kind of solution. Now I am a form of pollution arguably, though I will biodegrade with alarming completeness. Slimy heaps of God knows what are doing so beneath me at this very moment: bones and skulls with seaworms in the eyeholes, anchors and other scattered crap.

On the biggest family vacation of our childhood, Kelly and I took turns reading aloud from the back seat of our Buick Roadmaster choice anecdotes from a book we’d picked up at the Omaha Public Library: Death in Yellowstone: Accidents and Foolhardiness in the First National Park.

“When I said to do some research to get ready for the trip, I didn’t realize it would get so morbid,” Mom said, laughing from the passenger seat, cool and beautiful in black sunglasses.

As miles and miles of South Dakota rolled past, we were grossed out and fascinated by the foolhardy souls who fell—or jumped—into the geothermal features, a hideous way to die, obviously, but also a destructive one, despoiling the hot springs with their greasy carcasses, turning the waters sudsy, essentially being rendered like animal fat into soap.

I’ve been out here thirteen hours and counting. If nothing else, I’m quite the hardy fool.

Blood, sweat, and tears—those aren’t elements, but maybe humors? I have been sweating in the washing machine churn. I think I’ve been crying. Not bleeding, though, not yet. I’ve got air and wind and certainly water but no earth. What about ether—isn’t that a thing? There’s no way for me to look stuff up out here.

Ignorance isn’t bliss, I know, but it is a cope, one that worked for me for years, until suddenly it didn’t.

In the immediate aftermath of Mom’s departure, I had no phone outside our household landline. The year 2002 looks quaint from this distance: a lemon yellow receiver, the coil of a cord. I thought early on of trying to call Aunt Karen in Council Bluffs again, or the farmhouse in Chadron, but Dad must have tossed Mom’s faux-leather address book. As she receded into our combined rearview, Dad got rid of Mom’s rolltop desk and installed a stand for our new family computer, mostly for Kelly and me to do homework on.

I didn’t spend any of my carefully doled-out online time allowance to search for Mom, and if I had, it wasn’t likely there’d have been anything to find. Social media hadn’t metastasized. By the time Facebook became king, around 2008, I was seventeen and immersed—ha—in the swim team and getting into Iowa on an athletic scholarship.

But as the years passed, the lure of a search for Cathy Kilpatrick—or Cathy Svoboda, if she’d reverted to her maiden name—tempted me. It’s not as if she left and was like, Phew, gotta put up a web page. But the more time elapsed, the more I worried that maybe she had.

It closed my throat if I thought directly of the possibilities—Mom going on like a normal person. Mom amnesiac. Mom unbothered. Mom looking over the top of her sunglasses like Who are you again?

Once I’d moved back to Omaha after college, especially if I’d had too much to drink, I’d type her name into the search bar but never send the command. Slamming the laptop shut, I’d go to bed in the same perfect ignorance of her whereabouts that I’d woken up in, depression brooding under me like a cellar beneath a house.

Some nights, I dreamt she took vows and became a nun. Very progressive, Dorothy Day Catholic Worker style at the St. Francis House in Chicago. Uptown. She was passionate, celibate, radical, and happy.

Other nights, I dreamt she realized she was a lesbian, and had found a new partner. The love of her life. An acupuncturist named Tammy. My unconscious brain tried to imagine what this person might look like, but all it came up with was a female version of Dad: light brown hair, imposing shoulders. At least her cornflower blue eyes were kind and not impatient.

Once I dreamt that Mom fulfilled a lifelong covert dream of becoming an actress. She got a SAG-AFTRA card and everything. She favored stage productions, but had bit roles on Chicago Fire, The Bear—stuff like that.

I’d wake up in a glacial sweat. Even though over a decade had passed since we saw her last, in the movies my brain stitched together while I slept, she looked unchanged, as healthy and youthful as before she got cancer, eyes crinkling at the corners when I made her laugh, a green silk scarf around her swanlike neck.

My speculations made me feel so ill and uneasy that I wasn’t sure I could handle whatever I might see IRL. A new husband? That might be fine. But a new family? Photographs of her do-over children or some stepkids that she doted on? Miss me with that shit.

The current feels extra spinny. I’m dizzy. What’s the ocean but the spiral of creation and destruction? I’m in the grip of nature, but not an embrace. I remember from an English lit class at Iowa that Robinson Crusoe named his island Despair, but how fucking dare he? To have a whole island and not just the empty sea seems like a fortune too great to believe.

But the sea isn’t empty?

It’s a roiling kettle of reddish-beige bells that bob in the salty broth like so many dumplings. God, I’m hungry.

There are dozens, maybe hundreds. Thousands? I was never the kid to win the guess-how-many-jellybeans-are-in-the-jar contest.

It’s a fleet of cannonball jellyfish. The jelly bells stretch and dance as they pulse themselves around—cannonballing, I guess—through the greeny murk. One comes close, and I jerk to avoid its short arms, frilling like a tutu from under its… head?

“Relax,” say a thousand humming voices at once. “We don’t sting, per se. We excrete a mucus-y toxin, harmful to small creatures but not to you. Fortunately or unfortunately.”

“Excuse me?” I say.

“We respectfully ask you to remember that humans are the ones who put the danger in endangered.”

“We?” I say, as they float without tentacles like blobs in a lava lamp.

“Yeah, we’re basically a collective creature sharing a consciousness.” The jellyfish quiver like gummy candies. They remind me of the edibles that Ankush brings back whenever he visits his cousin in Denver.

“Cannonball jellies are a collective being?” I ask.

“Cannonball, cabbagehead, whatever does it for you,” say the jellyfish.

“I thought you guys mostly showed up at the shoreline,” I say to the nearest rubbery bladder. “Are you really here?”

“We think so,” say the jellyfish. “The saying ‘all the fish in the sea’ does not have the same meaning that it used to. Global fish stocks have dropped by 50 percent since the 1970s, and creatures like us are on the rise thanks to climate change.”

“Do you guys always speak in index cards and slogans?”

“Also etymology as needed,” say the jellyfish. “Did you know that in Greek, the word crisis means turning point?”

“I did. My mom was an English teacher. She taught it like it was a college class no matter her students’ age. She believed in making people reach. Including her kids.”

“Sage lady,” say the jellyfish. “But you used the past tense to talk about her and that’s not quite honest, is it?”

“What’s it to you?” I say, feeling defensive, then feeling silly about feeling defensive toward a patch of stinky ocean full of organisms that look like overgrown mushroom caps.

“You, my good dude, are in the crisis of your life,” say the jellyfish. “So don’t plug your ears if you don’t like our answer.”

“I couldn’t possibly.” I shrug at the sucking sea. My whole body feels like the lead block on a diver’s belt: if I didn’t use both my hands and both my feet to keep my head up and breathing, I’d sink to Davy Jones’s stupid locker.

“We’re going to tell you what your mom’s been up to,” say the jellyfish.

I look one of the elastic bulbs right in where I think an eye should be and say, “No way. You guys are not even in possession of brains.”

“Brains? No. Nerve nets, yes, which for our purposes are even better. Networked as we are, we know a lot of stuff.”

“Color me impressed,” I say. “I guess.”

“All right, listen up. Your mom is dead,” say the jellyfish. “She died. She was killed in a car wreck over the summer on the Eisenhower Expressway. So now you don’t need to worry about that email. You don’t need to worry about anything. You’re free.”

If it wouldn’t mean my own death, I think I’d black out. All the possibilities of what my mom might have been doing were pinpricks in comparison to the stab I feel now. “No fucking way,” I say. “Take that the fuck back. You’re lying.”

“Are we?” the jellies reply, plump and pulsating.

“She’s a lawyer. My mom’s a freaking free-speech absolutist in Chicago.”

“That email’s from March, pal,” hum the jellyfish. “A lot can happen in ten months.”

“Not that,” I say, spinning to convey it to every last jellyfish.

“Fine, you’re right. What is it that you people say? Psych! We did that to mess with you, but not for no reason.”

“Please, enlighten me,” I say.

“The prospect of your mom being dead scared you almost to death, because that would mean you’ve missed your chance. There’s your answer: There’s worse things that could happen than replying to her message.”

“I can’t trust her,” I say. “If I wrote back and she didn’t reply…” I can’t finish the thought. “Besides, like Kelly says, it’s too little, too late.”

“You don’t really think that. You’ve got a dozen possible replies drafted and ready to send. But you’re still trying to avoid conflict with Kelly and pissing off your dad, and it’s destroying you. You don’t want to be the one to rock the boat, but the boat needs to be rocked.”

“Believe me, I’d love to rock a boat right now,” I say.

“For fuck’s sake, stop deflecting. You’re too chickenshit to do what you’re clearly desperate to do, which is write your one and only mom back.”

“Do you guys even know what chickens are?”

“Don’t change the subject,” the jellyfish say. “Take a risk. Be yourself. Do your thing.”

I don’t know what to say. I look down and away. The waves move in all their shifts and shades: gunmetal blue, robin’s egg. Will I ever see a gun again? A songbird? My mom? I want to; I really, really, really want to.

“You need to get it together,” the jellyfish say.

“I can’t disagree with you, but how am I supposed to do that in the middle of the sea?”

“Let us put it this way,” the jellyfish say. “Do you want to die with it together or not with it together? It matters.”

“Do you mean I’m going to die here?” I ask, my sodden white tank top feeling suddenly tight.

“We don’t know,” they say. “The best you can do is not to reject what’s possible. We have to go now. We heard there’s some red drum larvae out here and we’re starving.”

“Same, dudes,” I say as, strange and translucent, gelatinous and smooth, they contract their bells and propel themselves off with astounding speed.

No more distractions to be had, I have no choice but to be really present. No doomscrolling or self-medicating with virtual people to like or heart me.

“I’m just out here rawdogging the ocean,” I joke to the clouds, and the smatter of the waves sounds like scattered applause.

Clattering down on the breeze comes the sound of laughter. As a kid, my favorite restaurant was Valentino’s because they had a buffet, so you didn’t have to pick one option but could choose everything, including, for dessert, pie-like fruit pizza with little crumbs of streusel or cake-like pizza with white icing and rainbow sprinkles. One time, Kelly dropped a slice of pepperoni and cheese face down on the table in a splatter of sauce and I said, “Oh no, what a total night-marinara!” cracking everyone up. Mom shot Diet Pepsi out her nose, making us all laugh harder, even my dad, slow to laugh because his emotional state usually consisted of either “really mad,” “low-key mad,” or “the absence of mad.”

Do I somehow hear my family’s laughter?

A distant dot moves overhead. A seagull with a sharp gaze in search of infinity? In search of food? He’s not in search of me, but somebody is, I hope to God.

The clatter is only the gull. Or maybe my brain shattering.
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Puffy white clouds dot the sky like marshmallows atop the sweet potato casserole we’d be eating right about now were this a regular Thanksgiving.

Their shadows give the sea a patchwork texture, indigo stitched to cobalt stitched to jade stitched to shamrock like a quilt pieced and sewn by my granny Sue.

I always think that if she hadn’t been born poor into a rural community, she might have become a famous textile artist. She could have a show at the Joslyn in Omaha for sure, and also maybe MoMA, or somewhere like that, although what do I know, having never been to New York?

Granny finished high school, but there was no prospect of her going to college. She married Grandpa Tom—just Tom then—when he was twenty and selling used cars to supplement the farm income. She had Sean in 1963 when she was eighteen and Mike, my dad, in 1965 when she was twenty. I once overheard her talking in hushed tones to Mom when we were visiting over Christmas about how they might have had more but she kept miscarrying. “We already had no money,” she said, in her silver-lining-finding way. “Could be it was God saying, ‘That’s enough mouths to feed.’ Or not feed, as the case may be.”

She’s spry for seventy-nine, and she misses Grandpa, but she wouldn’t be on the Valor, wherever the hell it is, if he were still alive. He would have hated cruising and his pride would never have allowed him to accept such a gift from Dad and Pam.

She made all three of us grandkids quilts for our dorm rooms when we went off to college, transforming our saggy twin beds into masterpieces of folk art. She presented a queen-size one to Kelly upon her marriage to Jason and, after tactfully waiting around for a while, gave one apiece to Leo and me when we each turned thirty.

I consider my quilt, a rainbow-star explosion on a field of pure white, to be the most valuable object in my condo. I wish I could wrap it around me now because I am so fucking cold.

During the summers right after Mom left, Dad would drop us with Granny Sue and Grandpa Tom for long stretches. I sat at her feet in a way that I knew my middle school classmates would refer to as gay, snickering at the illicit thrill of using that word.

Nine Patch or Log Cabin, Corn and Beans or Nebraska Pinwheel, Granny’s patterns were abstract, but there were stories behind the fabrics. Everyone in Pender knows about Granny’s quilts, and people give her their old shirts and sheets and pants and dresses. Her sewing room’s stuffed with black Hefty bags whose organizational scheme is known only to Granny, but pull any scrap and she’ll go, “That was Elmer Hogan’s work shirt down in South Sioux before the meat plant closed,” or, “Mabel Hartnett wore that skirt to teach school,” or, “Those were Sean’s wedding slacks.”

One August afternoon, Grandpa Tom was at the feedstore, shooting the breeze with his cronies, and Kelly was in the yard with the girls from next door. Granny sat in her velveteen chair in the TV room, a game show on with the volume turned down, stitching carefully by the light of her reading lamp.

“What’s this one?” I held up a remnant of off-white fabric with twisted navy ropes printed vertically down it.

“Oh gosh, that one’s old. It belonged to Nora McGee. She died when she was your age, not more than twelve. Her mother, God love her, finally gave it to me ’cause she didn’t want to see it no more. Said Nora called it her pillow dress because it looked like an old-timey pillow.”

“How did Nora die?” I asked, intrigued but trying not to seem ghoulish.

“Appendicitis,” said Granny. “She come down with a real high fever and vomiting. Poor as church mice, her folks couldn’t afford it, but they took her to the doctor. Still, it was too late. Her appendix burst. I ain’t been able to put it into a quilt. Seems like bad luck. But it don’t feel right to throw it away.”

I didn’t know what to say. What kind of fate was that to live twelve years and die so pointlessly? What kind of maniac joker was God?

That night, I snuck down to Granny’s sewing room and snatched the pillow dress. Never before and never since have I ever stolen anything. Not a candy bar, not a CD, nothing. Off-white with navy ropes, the dress rests in the top drawer of my dresser in Omaha. I wonder, if I die, whether anybody’ll find it. If anybody besides Granny and me recalls the story of Nora.

When we selected our eighth-grade electives, home economics—learning to sew like Granny Sue, learning to cook my own food—turned my head, but there was a snowball’s chance in hell at best that my dad would approve. Instead, I signed up for industrial arts.

The first day of the semester, as I walked by on my way to what we just called shop, I peeked into the classroom and counted exactly zero boys in home ec. Only four girls had signed up for shop, and Mr. Barnes, a gruff Vietnam vet with a kindly heart, put them all in the same group because he intuited correctly that none of us would have accepted or treated them with respect if they were in our groups.

Every group built a module: a one-room house from the floor joists to the roof beams, complete with electricity. The girls finished their module with the greatest speed and accuracy. They laughed, modest and satisfied, amid the sawdust shavings and the smell of three-penny nails.

My group’s module turned out okay in the end—our floor was level, the light bulb lit—but we had been plagued with petty squabbles and minor injuries from inattentiveness with saws and hammers. This kid named Jake, who I still see around town sometimes, hit his left thumb so hard that the nail turned black and crusty and took the rest of the year to fall off and grow back. We were obsessed; it looked like the finger of a corpse, we thought.

I look pretty corpse-like in the briny deep—me a single object in the brine, like a forgotten pickle in the jars Granny Sue likes to make with cucumbers from her garden, an eerie bright green like a video of the Chicago River on Saint Patrick’s Day because she cannot be persuaded by either Kelly or me not to use food coloring in addition to coriander and allspice.

Shop’s probably where I first understood that I would go into something like physical therapy. Not that we were working with bodies, and not that I apprehended my talents with that level of lucidity. But I found something pleasing about plans and measurements. I liked the physicality, the need to be sure that each element joined the next with grace and efficiency. The body is a housing module of sorts, housing our spirit or whatever.

If I had one, I would crush an entire jar of Granny’s pickles and chug the brine, green dye be damned. I can almost hear her voice wafting over the waves: “You’re not a pickle, Kick, but you sure are in one.” She’s where I inherited my talent for groaner puns.

When we were told midway through the session at Omaha Circus Arts to take the next few weeks to develop our personas, I knew instantly that I would be Pillows the Clown.

I had thought about telling Granny Sue, but I hadn’t yet. We get to make costumes whose aesthetics express our characters. I had hoped to go up to Pender and ask her advice. I’d confess my theft and we’d model my outfit after Nora’s dress.

Pillows evoke something soft and silly, yes, but they also conceal secrets. A pillow is a place to rest your head and dream, a place for mysteries known only to the unconscious. Pretty esoteric, I realize. But those associations will make a better performance—like an actor I read about who sewed a poem inside the lining of the leather jacket he wore to get more into the role.

Who would have guessed I might die before Granny Sue? Forty-six years younger, aged rapidly by the fucking sea.

Actuaries analyze the financial costs of risk and uncertainty. Mathematics, statistics, financial theory. Dad has a head for that and I have none. He wanted me to go in that direction—stability, respectability. But to do so would have involved calculus and probability—no way, José. I’m more adept at anatomy and biology. Dad thinks he’s better than me because he goes to work in the WoodmenLife Tower and I go to an Athletico in a strip mall. But he calculates lifespans quantitatively and I try to improve a life’s quality.

If I survive—when I survive, because “within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I yell at the patchy sea—I’ll tell Granny Sue about Pillows.

How can these patches of ocean remain so void?

“Give me something, you motherfucker,” I whisper, then punch the water with my fist.

The ocean is an evasive opponent. But wait. For the first time in fourteen hours, a stick. Bamboo? A foot or so long, tan, smooth, and jointed, it has a jaggedy end, fibers sticking out from wherever it broke off. I stick it in my mouth and start chewing. Good is not a word I’d use, but it tastes better than salt water.

The comfort it provides is indescribable. A plant-based feast, even though I’m not eating it.

The evening following our first scuba dive with Pam, we sat down to dinner at a restaurant on the shore. Dad ordered us fresh seafood from the Florida waters we’d recently splashed in. Loud enough to be heard over “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere” blaring through the speakers, Kelly declared herself a vegetarian.

“I am never eating meat or fish again,” she said, pushing her plate theatrically away. “Red groupers are basically the puppies of the sea. They’re smart and friendly. One followed me around on the dive today! He was practically posing for me.”

“The heck you’re not,” said Dad, slamming down his fork. “You’ll eat every bite. You can’t let it go to waste.”

But Pam said, “Well, diving does change a person. It shifts your perspective. Kelly, I can eat your fish if you eat everything else.”

Although I sat silently shoveling snapper into my face, I admired both Kelly and Pam, teaming up to overthrow the tyranny of Dad. I admire them both still, and hope I get to see them again. Kelly’s so smart—so dedicated to animals, to being Ulysses’s mom. She’s principled and aggressive. Which maybe is how she can tolerate or even thrive with Jason? Like she did that day at the restaurant, she just does what she wants.

I gnaw on my stick and stare at the brain-annihilating expanse of the sea.

Overlooking a different body of water, the Missouri River, over two hundred years ago, Sergeant Charles Floyd became the only man on the Lewis and Clark Expedition to die during their upstream voyage—not by violence, injury, or exposure, but from appendicitis, the same as Nora. They buried him on a bluff and kept on going.

In the early 1900s, the authorities moved his remains to the base of a sandstone obelisk erected in Sioux City above Highway 75 to commemorate his sacrifice. Visiting, I was struck by how wild it was that Floyd’s fate was to be killed by a traitorous vestigial organ and not by the wilderness.

In high school, eddying down a side stream while researching Manifest Destiny for Uncle Sean’s US history class, I learned that Meriwether Lewis died in a sad manner as well, taking his own life three years after the completion of his mission, having struggled with melancholy all his days. He managed to shoot himself twice at an inn on the Natchez Trace, discovered by servants in the middle of the night with wounds to his head and guts, bleeding out after sunrise on his buffalo robe.

“I am no coward, but I am so strong. It is so hard to die,” were his supposed last words.

In my present position, I can’t disagree.
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Spring break freshman year at Iowa, I hadn’t wanted to go back to Omaha to third wheel Dad and Pam, so Kelly invited me to Santa Cruz. You could see a sliver of Monterey Bay from her off-campus studio. We went down to the wharf to check out the sea lions piled on the wooden slats, baking in the sun like fat potatoes.

She showed me around the Joseph M. Long Marine Laboratory, where she had a job as a research assistant. They were trying to rehabilitate a couple of white-sided dolphins. Aerodynamic as oceangoing sports cars, the creatures had more life in their eyes than a lot of humans.

“I’m surprised they don’t hurl themselves over the barrier and Free Willy their way out of here,” I said.

“I wish,” Kelly said, tossing each of them a herring. “Most cetaceans would never do a jump like that. Some kind of inner wiring or mental block against it. They staged that stunt by attaching the animatronic orca to a rocket launcher.”

“That’s the funniest and saddest movie trivia I’ve ever heard,” I said, starting to laugh, then realizing I didn’t want to.

My youth spent swimming lengths in sunless pools made me not unlike an aquarium dolphin, I suppose. Here I am, set loose in the wild, where Kelly said most rehabbed dolphins still have a poor survival rate.

If I survive, how will I relate to the sea? Will I fear flushing the toilet because of its whirlpool? Will I take showers exclusively forevermore because baths will resurrect unbearable memories? Or will I feel some sense of mastery? If I’m watching a show and there’s a scene with someone lost at sea, will I explain pedantically what it’s really like?

I slap the water with my bamboo stick. “What do you think?”

I hear a voice calling, “Kick! Hey, Kick!” and I spin like a pinwheel to survey the sea.

Gertrude Ederle, the first woman to swim the English Channel, permanently damaged her hearing and suffered nervous breakdowns for the rest of her life. Am I having a nervous breakdown? Had I been having one on the Valor? The voice sounded so near. I spin again, stick at the ready.

Fifteen hours in, I feel like I’m being buried alive, but under water, not dirt, some unseen shovel hurling scoop after scoop of liquid upon me. “For fuck’s sake, cut it out,” I yell at the waves. “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me, so you can lay the fuck off.”

I half imagine I’ll see a gravedigger—a merman, maybe, with a trident instead of a shovel, but there’s no one. No one. No mourners are present for my burial at sea.

Short-term relationships had been what I mostly maintained before Justeen, but I did sustain—and enjoyed sustaining—a level of intimacy with her, even picking up some of her habits, like putting lotion on the soles of her feet under her socks every night before going to sleep. I’ve got to say it does wonders. Also, perusing the New Yorker.

Sitting in her bathroom, I’d read the cartoons first. Men stranded on desert islands spelling messages in the sand with coconuts and rocks. Men crawling, dry and bearded, across the desert to oases or mirages. I lack oases, lack coconuts, lack rocks, but I am thirsty and tired of crawling the currents. Justeen taught me the concept of a universal caption—a phrase applicable as a punch line to every frame. Her favorite was “Well, this is awkward.” Mine was “Christ, what an asshole!”

What an asshole I am to have ended up here.

But am I the asshole for not replying to Mom, or is she the asshole for not reaching out sooner? The problem with that question is that it implies the existence of only one asshole, when in many scenarios there’s more than one.

We’re all sentient tubes, oral openings connected with greater or lesser complexity along the way to anal ones. This fact is as terrible to me as it is funny, and it informs the theory about the universal popularity of poop jokes that I shared at clown class last week.

Justeen has a way of capturing space. After our meet-cute while doing jab-cross-slips and roundhouse kicks at Genesis, she took up residence rent-free in my brain. I wanted to sleep with her, but we kept refraining.

She was still figuring out who she was after her divorce from Craig, Craig Schneider, a corn-fed guy from Papillion, middle-class enough to go to college, but not ambitious enough to go out of state. They met in a course on the British novel, which Justeen had loved but where he was only checking a box. Charlotte Brontë fainted the first time she saw the sea, Justeen told me over one of her espresso martinis.

“I get it, Char, I get it!” I scream at the waves.

After Justeen dropped out to have their first baby, Craig graduated and started a document destruction company. He runs his own business because he’s an asshole who can’t work for somebody else. He calls himself an entrepreneur, even though he just got a loan from his dad. For years, he’d been going around Omaha, “working late hours,” which sometimes was true and other times meant he was having another affair with some office lady at one of his clients’ places.

Our conversation always flowed, Justeen articulating things that I had thought in fresh ways, but also pushing back when her opinion differed. We vibed, as Ulysses tells me the kids say.

Justeen had been the office lady at Craig’s company, working as scheduler, project manager, customer service rep, you name it. She was using the divorce settlement to finish her degree because she was sick of that awkward entanglement and dead-end drudgery.

I am not that old, but I feel like a fogey who can’t stop talking about back-in-my-day. People are harder and harder to connect with, lurching around stony, eyes flat as coins. Blame the pandemic, blame the phones, but I’m lonelier than ever. Justeen says the same. She hates work from home. She misses compulsory office fun: happy hours and holiday parties.

“It’s useful to spend time with people you don’t totally like or agree with,” she said. “Work from home is live at work. You work all the time and never have a break. Even if you hate birthday lunches, you’re being fed on the company’s clock and dime, not sitting at your desk or checking work email on your phone while you choke down a Chipotle burrito by yourself.”

I told her that was why I’d been relieved when things opened up again—my jobs were physical, bodily.

“Before I ended it with Craig, and I was still working for him,” Justeen replied, “I was wondering why, even though the pandemic was ‘over’ ”—here she made air quotes; she talks with her hands—“I felt more isolated. It was because my chance encounters with randos were almost nonexistent since I was stuck in a home office. I used to chat with people—at Starbucks, wherever. Suddenly, if I wanted to see anybody, it took immense personal effort. It was like working a second admin job—checking calendars, confirming, sending a reminder, trying not to get flaked on. It’s exhausting. I’m glad I’m back in school.”

Justeen agreed that the globe was a seven-layer dip of repressed emergencies—heat domes, harm-for-profit health care, income inequality—but being with her felt effervescent. She was dark but cheerful. “Pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will.” She liked to quote some guy she read in one of her seminars to describe her outlook, and even if I didn’t share it, it drew me to her.

We finally hooked up after a Halloween party that I had been 75 percent planning to skip until Ankush texted that Justeen would be there. I couldn’t call my Uber fast enough. I draped a bedsheet into a toga and hauled ass. Characteristically, Justeen tried much harder and had the best costume of anybody around the granite island in Ankush’s kitchen. Holding a samosa, she was dressed as Wednesday Addams, black hair woven into perfect braids. By the end of the party, we had kissed almost every trace of her black lipstick off; then we went to her place and took care of the rest. That was two years ago and we’ve stayed together since.

She’s graduating in May. She seeks clarity between us. Am I serious? Will we move in together? If she wants to relocate—for a PhD, maybe, or a job—would I come? Women want somebody who’ll do anything for them. To say things like “I’d lie on a grill and light myself on fire for you,” basically. Which is not too much to ask. I wanted to say it to her, but I kept not saying it.

“You’re distant,” she said during our final in-person fight last month. “You hold yourself apart.”

She wasn’t wrong; even in the same room with people, everything had come to feel very far away. I lay next to her under Granny Sue’s crazy quilt and stared at the ceiling.

“Has anybody ever told you you’re the king of the sulkers?” she said. “Mr. Moody and Silent.”

“I’m having a hard time,” I finally said.

“I know. But you’re not the only person who’s ever stood at the summit of Mount Misery. Other people have real problems, too. I’m going to go home.”

I didn’t stop her. I stayed in bed next to her empty pillow—vanilla and jasmine—unsleeping all night.

A sport’s not a sport if it doesn’t have rules. I love the truth, old-fashioned as that is. It’s why ultimately Diana Nyad—one of the most pants-on-fire athletes who ever swam, lying every time she opens her mouth, exaggerating her achievements and denying those of her rivals—is not my hero. It’s why I don’t feel the appeal of Trump. That guy purveys more whoppers than Burger King. Burger King, God; I would not say no to a million Whoppers.

Or better yet, a million Runzas. If I make it through, I need to remember to tell them, when they interview me for the news, that part of what kept me afloat was the thought of surviving to eat a fluffy bread pocket stuffed with beef, cabbage, onions, and seasonings, all clad in a molten cloak of American cheese. Some generous franchisee might set me up with Nebraska’s premier regional fast food for life.

For once, I had my political banter ready for the holiday. I wasn’t nervous about what I’d say when asked my thoughts about the outcome of the election. Whether they were a heterodox-thinking technocrat like Jason, or an alt-right troll like Leo, or a never-Trump Republican who voted for Trump anyway like my dad, or a keep-your-mouth-shut-to-keep-the-peace Independent like Pam, or a loud and proud (and now extremely sad) Democrat like Kelly, I had my answer.

The man is a caricature of America’s sins. He’s vain, greedy, arrogant, crass, bigoted, living by stealing from those beneath him. His crimes are the crimes for which we have been judged guilty, thus he has been selected as the shape of our punishment. Demolition must precede reconstruction. This is an age of prophecy moving upon the earth.

But no one requires my trenchant political commentary while I’m floating out here in the fucking sea.

Besides, the person I most want to understand me is Justeen. She texted me on Election Day, a photo of herself radiant in a French braid, a puffer coat, and an I VOTED sticker. I texted back something about how I was busy and that even if I did vote, it’d probably be a write-in. Her reply was swift and critical:


You sound like someone who has the privilege of choosing to suffer from Perfect Candidate Syndrome rather than doing the simplest thing in this moment to protect the vulnerable.



I didn’t reply for the rest of the day. But I remember the text I sent that night word for word because I can see why its recipient might insist on a break:


There’s some real demonic energy at work in the world and I’m struggling to defeat the evil within myself. Bad vibes everywhere. I may be losing my mind completely, but a lot of weird stuff has been happening over the past few years. I feel like reality itself is shifting and bending under us. Like some sort of slow-motion time quake. Something is coming, but I don’t know what. And I’m not sure I can convince myself to stay here to meet it.



If my phone were not at the bottom of the Sigsbee Deep by now, I’d reread her reply, like I’ve already done approximately one hundred times:


Kick, I love you. But your happiness is not my responsibility. It took me years to hand that responsibility back to Craig. I’m not doing that again with anybody, not even you. When you figure out whatever you need to figure out, I’m here. For now, I’m going to focus on finals and Willow and Colton because I’m their mom. You have a mom, and it’s not me. Take care of yourself.



Kelly says the blood of every earthbound animal—fish or amphibian, bird or mammal—flows with sodium, potassium, and calcium in almost the same proportion as the waters of the sea. It’s like the womb, she says.
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The strain in my skull has become severe, the pain of an ice cream headache times a thousand. I could go for some gentle caresses of the flesh, but no—just smacks from the waves. Nothing resembling a massage, like the ones the passengers aboard the Valor might be getting as they wait for the ship to return to my location because “within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I whisper.

Towering clouds drag and dwindle overhead, an umber-bellied herd all the way to the horizon. I don’t think I believe in heaven, but they look heavenly, drifting like the snow that painted our childhood in white brushstrokes, humps left by the plow at the ends of the driveways. Kelly and I would hollow out the mounds to make forts, snowball fighting with the neighborhood kids until our snowsuits were soaked, then coming in for hot chocolate atop which Mom would swirl a Reddi-wip Kewpie curl.

The buoyancy of the clouds lifts me, though, so I keep looking up. What if they were towering columns of clowns? Insane clouds. Insane cloud posse. I hate that band unto itself, but also for how they give clowns an even worse name. If clowns are scary, it’s not because they want to murder you; it’s because they’re honest.

At Omaha Circus Arts, our instructor is a six-foot-six gay man named Christoph who wears red-and-black-checked lumberjack flannels and pants as tight as a kielbasa casing. He’s got to be in his sixties, but his slim physique and sleek black hair knock at least ten years off. He taught for decades in LA before being priced out and moving back to his home state to teach theatre—“With an -re, not an -er, mind you,” he quipped—at Metropolitan Community College. This gig is his side hustle, because even in Omaha you need one to make rent.

“We are not learning merely to be circus or birthday or rodeo clowns. No,” said Christoph, pacing elastically before the low stage. “We are studying the theatrical art of clowning. Think Sacha Baron Cohen. Think Roberto Benigni. Think Emma Thompson. All of whom studied clown. Do not think Ronald McDonald and, for the love of God, do not think Pennywise.”

Our first night, he handed around a basket of red foam noses. We were to sport them every minute we were inside his classroom.

“Clown is about risk,” he went on. “Clown is about revelation. It’s not about the red nose. It’s about what we see when we see beyond it. We’re not interested in your brains. We’re not interested in your egos. Brains lie. Egos deflect. We’re interested in your bodies, because that’s what you laugh with.”

After a battery of stretching exercises and vocal practice, Christoph made us all squat on the ground and pretend to be toddlers.

“Real toddlers,” he said. “Not sentimental television ones. Not the tots of Mother’s Day cards and comic strips. You’re a sniveling pack of little human rascals. You’re rolling around screaming, being pathetic. You’re demanding to be picked up. You want!”

The air in the stuffy theater—excuse me, theatre—shifted. The ten of us went ham, just fully committed. Our tyke-ishness was so funny, hysterical even, that the room erupted in laughter, real laughter, not a tension release, not a polite encouragement, but a true explosion, irresistible and reflexive, like a sneeze or a fart. And I was laughing, too, afraid my eyes might pop out, straining in their sockets, and before I could check myself I had started crying, bawling, snorting, sobbing. I could not stop—like, I was convulsive, like racking, wet cheeks and snot and everyone staring from their toddler crouches.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, not making eye contact with anyone, in the general direction of Christoph. “God, how embarrassing.”

“No,” said Christoph, coming over and putting a hand on my shoulder. “Everyone, look at Kick. Look at him. The wires for laughter and tears are so close within our organisms as to frequently touch and cross.”

“I’ve gotta take this off,” I said, reaching for my nose.

“Here,” said Christoph, handing me a hanky, an actual hanky, as though he were a Victorian dandy; I don’t even know how it fit in those pants. “Blow and then put the nose right back on.”

I hesitated. I was tempted to tell him to kindly go fuck himself, that this was humiliating, and I didn’t know if he was a sadist or what, but Kick Kilpatrick was not a masochist. I was going to go to the men’s room, blow my nose with toilet paper like a normal person in 2024, flush my nose down the toilet, then walk out of Omaha Circus Arts and keep on going. “Thank you,” I said instead, and wiped my face and blew and returned the hanky.

Christoph didn’t flinch when he put it back in his pocket. The class continued and at the end, everybody complimented me on being real and raw, and that’s how I got addicted to clown.

Chop, swell, surge, surf—the ocean circulates itself like our blood. Except the ocean currents never cease and my blood 100 percent could. Carrying nutrients and marine life, the waters around me spiral clockwise, because this is the Northern Hemisphere. The Coriolis effect, named after—I can’t remember what Ulysses told me. Some guy. It feels now, late afternoon, like the currents are circling harder, but it could be me, increasingly sluggish. Circling clockwise around the ultimate drain? I remind myself out loud, “Kick. Tread. Keep waiting. Don’t give up.”

Patience, Dad likes to say, is a fisherman’s chief virtue, which is hilarious because he’s impatient almost all the time otherwise. When I was a kid, if the fish weren’t biting, he’d say to spit off the bridge and the trick usually worked. We’d get a hit right after that. I got spat somehow over the side of the Valor. “Come on, somebody catch me!” I scream. “I need to keep going to Christoph’s class!”

The sea won’t stop rolling, rolling, rolling.

Maria, Uncle Sean’s wife, grew up in the Philippines. They met while he was on leave from a stint at Subic Bay, checking out Manila and Quezon City. Hard as it is to picture Sean busting a move, they met on a dance floor, locking eyes under the flashing lights of a nightclub. Love at first sight, they both say. Most Thanksgivings, Maria makes lumpia to contribute to the feast. Pork and cabbage fried up in a wrapper—that’s the kind of roll I need right now. I could eat a whole tray.

Last Thanksgiving, Justeen asked for the recipe and Maria was touched, jotting the instructions in cursive so perfect it could be its own font.

“Do you miss Luzon?” Justeen asked.

“Yes and no. It was a hard life I had in a lot of regards. I wanted opportunities. To be a nurse in American hospitals. I wanted Sean,” she said, winking across the room at him, making him light up—vulnerable and pure.

“Mom, geez,” said Leo, rolling his eyes under his perfect swoop of hair.

“I’m happy here, mostly,” Maria said. “Nobody gets everything they want in life.”

That night, before bed, I said, “Maria’s so resilient.” Justeen was wrapping up a postcolonial lit class that semester, so I added, “I can’t imagine all that trauma. Colonialism and imperialism and whatnot.”

“She is,” said Justeen, abstracted, combing her hair. “Women usually have to be.”

I’ll miss Maria if I never see her again. Her garden and her smile, and her adoration of ketchup, there being almost nothing she won’t put it on: eggs, rice, lumpia, everything.

“Ketchup. Catch up. Catch me if you can,” I say to the carousel of mirrored waves.

The problem is, they might actually catch me. This feels like my longest hour in the sea so far, like maybe time is spinning backward.

I know that when Justeen said that, combing her hair, she’d wanted to engage me, but I hadn’t engaged. I didn’t always do that, but I did it a lot.

Justeen is the only person I’ve ever told about Mom receiving last rites. Last August, we were walking around the Nebraska State Fair under expansive skies not unlike these. Colton was back at college already, but Willow and her girlfriend had driven down from the Twin Cities to meet us in Grand Island. They’d gone off to Papa Tom’s in the Automotive Cattle Barn to get some jalapeño popper macaroni salad, and Justeen wanted to try her hand at the dunk tank.

The fairgrounds were dusty, hot and treeless. Strolling the midway, I started talking about how much I’d enjoyed the fair when it was still in Lincoln, before the university wanted the land and they moved it out west. How, as a family, we’d visit the hot beef sundae stand—mashed potatoes topped with roast beef gravy, shredded cheese, and sour cream—and Mom would eat Dad’s cherry tomato because he didn’t like them.

Justeen’s hand in mine, it felt like the time to tell her everything, to fill in the sketch I’d given of Mom’s long, slow drift.

“Oh my God, babe, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize. That must have been petrifying for all of you,” she said. “Your mom had fully accepted that she was going to die. That obviously really impacted her.”

“What are you getting at?” I dropped her hand and turned to face her. The Ferris wheel circled, going nowhere, over the endless plains.

“She had to convince herself that you and Kelly would be okay without her. Maybe not just okay, but better off. Maybe it was an odd relief. Like she had wanted out for a while, and now she was getting out in a way nobody could blame her for. But then—”

The strains of Warrant’s “Cherry Pie” drifted from the Gravitron and I took a deep breath. “Okay, but she shouldn’t have gone. We loved her so much. She was perfect. She was the perfect mom. She was a beloved teacher. It makes no sense.”

“Beloved is not the same as fulfilled,” Justeen said, black hair whipping in the prairie wind, taking up my hand again. I didn’t want to say anything irrevocable, so I let her go on.

“I never expected to be this person, but thanks to college, now I can talk about structures, so—” Justeen started us walking again in the direction of the games. “I never thought seriously of leaving Willow and Colton. But I kind of get it. Like, I wasn’t being abused by Craig, but I was being abused by my marriage. By the structure of it. When Craig felt desperate or unsatisfied, I guarantee you it was not because he felt like everyone was judging him to be a bad dad. Whereas I felt like a bad mom all the time. Even when I was categorically kicking butt by any outside estimation. Making snow globes on Craft Day with Willow’s class. Bringing cupcakes that looked exactly like soccer balls for Colton’s. Driving them to practice. Craig never did any of that stuff except under duress. And I always felt like whatever I was trying to do for them secretly sucked, or like I secretly sucked for resenting it sometimes. So your mom—”

“You know what? That’s enough,” I said calmly, as if I were ordering a funnel cake, because I’d do almost anything to avoid arguing in public. “I don’t want to get into this. I know I brought it up but I’m dropping it.”

“All right,” she said, and squeezed my hand. “I understand.”

“I don’t think you do,” I said.

“I’m not sure you understand either,” she said. “One winter, when the kids were both still in elementary school, I came down with double pneumonia. Craig was so incompetent and clueless that it was easier for me just to keep taking care of everything rather than to try to have him help.”

“That sucks,” I said. “He sounds like my dad.”

“Yeah, he approached parenting more like an underqualified intern than a manager,” Justeen said. “Even though he’d go on all day about what an insatiable ballbuster he was as a small-business man.”

“Right,” I said, taking her point in spite of myself. “Let’s go take out some aggression.”

At the dunk tank, a soggy clown in white greasepaint and a traffic-cone-colored wig sat on the collapsible seat over the water, daring passersby to soak him. The booth was raising money for some local church and I paid ten bucks for three balls, but Justeen had a wicked arm and only needed the first. She hit the target and the clown hit the water with a burst of droplets and he surfaced laughing and congratulated her and she said his splash would have been its own reward, but she also got to pick a prize, religiously themed, and she chose a Saint Christopher medal—patron of travelers.

She gave it to Willow to hang from her rearview mirror and presumably it dangles there to this day up in Minneapolis, a city I’ve not yet seen and at this rate, here in the fucking sea, never will.

A fin breaks the surface a few yards off and I clutch my bamboo stick and thrash to avoid it. A snout protrudes, gray and bottle-shaped.

“Oh man, you’re still out here?” It’s the dolphin from before. He’s giving me side-eye, but maybe that’s because his eyes are on the sides.

“Not by choice,” I say. “Have you come back to make good on the legend of your species as angels of the deep and help me to shore?”

“Thing one, shore is hundreds of miles from here in any direction,” he says, his head like quicksilver in the afternoon sun. “Thing two, you’re still not being honest.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, adjusting the boxers atop my head to keep the sun off.

“Listen,” he says, smiling the smile that dolphins are always smiling, not because they’re happy, but because of their mouth shape. “One of the dolphin actors who starred in the TV show Flipper committed suicide. Unlike most mammals, cetaceans consciously have to choose to breathe and this one didn’t. That dolphin’s trainer said he went under and refused to resurface and that was that. Sound familiar?”

“I don’t know what you’re driving at,” I say. I chomp on my stick.

“You know what I think?” The dolphin repositions himself so I have to make eye contact. “I think you’re retarded.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, the r-word?” I say, shocked, and imagining if Justeen were to hear.

“Come on, dude,” says the dolphin. “If you can’t be free here, then where can you be? I don’t mean free in some bullshit edgelord own-the-libs manner. I mean that it is Radical Honesty Day out here in the sea and you need to get radical.”

“Okay, fine,” I say, surprised, because I’d always held dolphins to be superior and elegant, maybe because they’re mammals. “Please elaborate.”

“I don’t mean the adjective increasingly considered offensive. I mean retarded in the sense of the verb retard. As in to delay or impede the development or progress of. To slow up especially by preventing or hindering advance or accomplishment,” says the dolphin. “I mean you’re slow.”

“Wow,” I say. “Is your name Merriam-Webster or what?”

“My name is—” The dolphin emits a series of trills and squeaks like a primordial flute from the very core of the earth that will haunt me for the rest of my days, if I am lucky enough to have some. “But what I mean is, you are emotionally and spiritually behind. Immature, bro. Like you need to grow the fuck up and be an adult person.”

“I have a job,” I say. “I’m a goddamn manager. And I have a side hustle. I own my condo. I have a car that’s all paid off—”

“Right, but you’re a diaper baby when it comes to the higher-level Maslow’s hierarchy stuff.”

“Wait, you guys have Maslow’s hierarchy?” I say.

“Nah, bro, we have”—and he squeaks and clicks mysteriously again—“hierarchy. The point is, you’re all right on some of the love and belonging stuff. Although you’re whiffing bad lately when it comes to Justeen. But people with self-esteem don’t fling themselves like rag dolls into the Gulf of Mexico.”

“I didn’t—”

“Yes you did, bro,” says the dolphin. “You tried to kill yourself. Own it.”

He was right. I’d been stuck trying to answer unanswerable questions, like how do you describe indescribable sadness? What are the blues? Why are they blue? Stuck telling myself that I was mostly fine and that if anything really needed to change, I’d get around to it tomorrow, the next day, the next. I could not unstick myself from my depressive glue.

Uncle Sean used to talk about how in the navy, especially on base, a man’s morale could become so flimsy that the slightest inconvenience could throw him into despondency. Gnat-like irritations—daily, hourly—could accumulate into a swarm wherein everything seemed to go wrong. That was how my life had felt right before I made my leap: a long and tedious torment encrusted with a kajillion extra-petty banes. I knew, for instance, that Ankush needing me to change the start time of my power-lifting class from 6:30 to 7:00 p.m. was not the end of the world, but in the state I had reached, it felt like it was. I wanted every frustration, small and large, to stop.

As a kid, I’d loved how the future seemed limitless. Yet, before I swan-dove from the deck of the Valor, that expanse—I’d have to keep doing this, getting up and walking around and going through the routines of my worthless existence indefinitely—seemed intolerable.

“Okay, yes,” I say. “I tried to end my life.”

I’m sort of relieved that this torpedo of a creature has shot it out in the open: I tried to commit suicide and I failed. Unlike all my other failures, I am appreciative of this one.

“And now?” The dolphin seems to raise an eyebrow, though he doesn’t have eyebrows.

“Now all I want is to get to keep living.”

“Yeah. You do. And that’s amazing. But it’s useless if you don’t improve your self-actualization, my friend.”

“How?” I say.

He sighs out his blowhole. “Don’t act like you haven’t been in the ocean for sixteen hours figuring that out. You know how. It starts with your attitude. Misfortune befalls everyone. You need to get over your old self and on to a better one. To accept the awesome complexity of being.”

“Like not try to separate daily life into order and chaos, masculine and feminine, good and evil?” I say. “But to feel more harmony? More acceptance of the madness I believe has to exist in every soul, but without destroying my soul?”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” says the dolphin, slapping the sea with his pectoral fin. “Also, you need to devote yourself to something. Several somethings, probably.”

“I see,” I say. “So maybe it’s love that brings a person back to their true home, and that’s the goal I need to work on first?”

The dolphin nods vigorously in a motion familiar from dolphin shows at the Henry Doorly Zoo. “Now you’re onto something,” he says. “Before that, though, the goal is to have somebody see you and pull you up from the ocean.”

I look around. I think I spot a giant cargo vessel, the kind that hauls shipping containers, hulking at the edge of my line of vision.

I whip my boxers off my head and wave them and scream. The ship’s so far away, they will never see me, and soon I’m not even sure that I saw it. Am I hallucinating? I can’t tell.

All I know is, I’ve lost my stick.

“Good drill,” says the dolphin. “Just remember, while you’re at it, that you’re not alone.”

“Meaning a lot of other people have crises, too?”

“That for sure,” he says. “But not just people. The size and range of drifting organisms is staggering—plankton, bacteria, algae, protozoa. You can’t really tell, but you’re in quite a crowd. Everybody out here is going through something.”

He leaps like a parabola in a geometry textbook, shining, inscrutable, and suddenly gone.
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5:00 p.m., November 28

The Gulf is a sea with a chill disposition. Nowhere near as ample and ferocious as the Pacific or as crashing and cold as the Atlantic, the Gulf boasts a mellow ambience that has helped me survive. I wonder for the first time if this clemency is a good thing? If I don’t get found soon, I will not have survived my attempt; it will simply have been a seventeen-hour suicide. Instead of being killed by something sublime and unforgiving like one of those other oceans, it will be like dying in the wave pool—balmy, nacho-scented—where my elementary school friends used to like to have their birthdays.

The sun’s rolling like an egg yolk toward the western edge of the sky, not setting yet, but setting itself up to set. The sea looks hard as a gem, but my skin feels soft as lunch meat, like you could slice it right off.

This constant swirl and sway of waves that people insist on giving the name “the sea”—seventeen hours in, I still can’t fathom even the Gulf’s immensity.

A fathom’s a unit of measure equal to six feet, meant to correspond to the length of a man’s outstretched arms. When I was a kid, I pronounced it wrong.

“I can’t phantom how Miss Lovig expects us to automatically be good at cursive!” I complained, coming home with a B-minus on my handwriting homework, flinging my backpack dramatically onto the davenport.

Kelly laughed and Mom did, too, but gently. In her English-teacher mode, she corrected me without making me feel stupid, and we looked the word up together in her Compact OED.

Buffeted and battered, I have nothing to cling to. The open ocean remains open, not within any country’s jurisdiction. I don’t want to be guilty of murder, a murder of me. Having admitted my grand transgression against my own life, having honored the brutal honesty that the dolphin demanded, doesn’t logic suggest that I should be saved? But apparently salvation does not work that way. The sea keeps flinging its wet chaos at me.

I cannot fathom that I might die out here among the countless fathoms. Cannot phantom that I might become a phantom.

I fantasize about caffeine, about fresh water, about one celebratory drink. I’d even have an espresso martini with Justeen, sugar be damned. I can have none of these, but I feel better than before, better than the life that felt like a nightmare tearing me day by day into shreds.

Research prior to my leap informed me that, statistically, a person is way more likely to be murdered by himself than he is to be murdered by somebody else. But what would be the point of receiving this second chance if it’s not really a second chance? Why would I be allowed to struggle this long and not have my struggle rewarded with victory?

It’s 5:00 p.m., quitting time. By rights I should be permitted to go home. Then again, on Tuesdays and Thursdays in Omaha, I’d wrap up at Athletico and head over to Genesis to teach my 6:00 p.m. classes.

Today’s a Thursday, obviously, but because it’s Thanksgiving, I wouldn’t be there, not at either place. When I get back to Genesis, I’m going to make a fresh Spotify playlist, calibrated carefully with certain bpms to keep the efforts bumping. At work, I can’t get caught in my head or my phone, and I am going to cultivate more of that, less getting sucked into the grotesque babel of social media.

Lately Ankush has been pushing me to post more to the Genesis Instagram. When I see him again, I’m going to tell him no, it’s not for me. He’ll understand.

If I had any moisture left in the desiccated husk that is my body, I might laugh-cry at the thought of reuniting with Ankush. “You need to kill your inner wimp and raise your inner warrior.” Some guy on YouTube that Ankush likes said that. “Life tastes sweeter the closer to death you get” was another slogan he quoted to me recently, and I could not get over how corny it sounded, but the dude was correct. “Live Like You Were Dying” pops into my head. I lack the energy to sing like Tim McGraw, but it is sinking in that this might really be the real end.

“Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I mutter to my hands, pruned beyond compare. No land-based prune could compete with my fingers.

An empty six-pack ring floats by, translucent plastic circles void of beverages. I grab it with my prune hands. Does its presence signal that I am closer to land? What dickheads didn’t cut it up like you’re supposed to do? I slip it over my wrist, doubling it up a couple of times, so no creatures will die in it.

“Do you see this?” I lift my wrist to the sky but picture Justeen. “I am a proactive person. I am going to be someone who accepts every chance to protect others from harm.”

What is flotsam and what is jetsam? There’s a difference, but I can’t remember. One’s debris in the water that was not deliberately thrown overboard—the wreckage from a shipwreck, for instance, or goods from a sinking that have floated to the surface. The other is material deliberately tossed by the crew, most likely in distress, most likely to lighten the load. I accept now that I tossed myself on purpose. But I want more than anything to throw myself back on land. My load lightened, I want to lighten other people’s.

As we pulled out from the Port of New Orleans yesterday afternoon, down the Mississippi and into the Gulf, Ulysses told us about the Loop Current of the Gulf Stream. It must be pushing me clockwise back toward the Crescent City on average, but averages are a figment of mathematics, hard to map onto the real world, a reality I’m losing my grip on anyway. Maybe I’ve drifted long enough to be closer to land? To shipping lanes, where I stand a chance of being spotted?

A jet of cooler water swirls around my feet, unwelcome because I’m already a human ice cube. A clumpy mat of glossy globules and burnished green pearls amid wads of leaves and branchy appendages pushes itself toward me in the chilly current, a woven raft too small to board.

Vinelike, the floating mass shines brownish green, a cross between a mermaid’s hair and a spilled jar of gherkins, languid strands punctuated by bladders plump with oxygen. A clump of sargassum.

The beads gleam, tempting as Bubble Wrap. I want to take one of the protuberances between my fingers, then compress and rupture it. When I was a kid, my family joked that if I got a present internally wrapped in the protective material, the content of the gift didn’t matter because I’d amuse myself with the plastic blisters, a fascinating method of stress relief. If I had the energy now, I’d reach out and try to pop a piece, but as it is, I can’t. My battery’s never in my life been lower. I’m slowing down, losing power.

All I can do is stare at the fronds, waving mesmerically, and even still I almost miss it, there in the macroalgae, its reddish brown and mossy coloration blending with its surroundings, prehensile tail a spiral grappling hook attaching it to a leafstalk.

A seahorse, holy shit, a seahorse. There amid the cushioning bubbles, those prominent air-filled spheres, gorgeous as jade beads to string on a necklace, the tiny beast is almost so miraculous I can’t stand to look.

A lined seahorse, I think, not quite six inches long, dorsal and pectoral fins holding it vertical in a slo-mo gallop right at the surface, its perky snout so horselike I have to remind myself that seahorses are fish.

She rides the seaweed, belly protruding in the telltale way that presages baby seahorses.

“Hey, girl,” I say, my voice a record scratch.

“Don’t let the fact that I’m pregnant fool you. I’m a gentleman,” he says. “Hippocampus erectus. We seahorse dudes are the ones who bear the young.”

“Freaky,” I say, and somewhere within my listless brain I remember Kelly telling me this.

“We are freaks, bro, the freakiest,” the seahorse says, clicking with pride. “In the world of seahorses, males are the caregivers. We have brood pouches. The females spray their eggs; we fertilize and seal them in; then for about three weeks we incubate them. When they’re ready to hatch, we attach ourselves to something stationary, like seaweed or coral, and let ’em rip. Once they’re out, I’ll rear them. Only two usually make it out of the hundreds we hatch.”

“Wow,” I say, unable to string any more words together, much as I’d like to.

“I know, right? No other species does it, but it’d be cool if they could.”

“It would,” I say, unsure if I mean it, but pretty sure that I wouldn’t want to myself. The seahorse bobs, regal and imposing considering his size, a miniature version of a knight’s trusty steed from the days of King Arthur, clad in his own armor of bony plates, white lines at his neck.

He looks right at me and his eyes move independently of one another, sizing me up. “You okay?” he asks. “You don’t look so good.”

“I’ve been better,” I say. “Are you out here all alone too?”

“No, there’s a bunch of us who call this sargassum mat home. We’re weak swimmers and have to ambush our prey from a hiding spot, hence the camouflage,” he says, pushing a column of water through his snoot. “My wife—Ruffles—is around here somewhere. She’s incredibly beautiful. Smartest seahorse I know. We’re monogamous. I do a ritual dance every morning for her to reestablish our bond. But she distrusts humans.”

The crest of his coronet at the back of his head—spiny, star-shaped—is impossibly delicate, and I suddenly hate how careless humans are with the magic of this planet and I get why Kelly’s dedicated her whole life to protecting little dudes like this.

“You guys are too much. What’s your name?” I say.

“Please, call me Pringles.”

“What? Why?” I ask, though he does have a crisp manner that makes the name suit him.

“A few years back, my parents’ friend, a dwarf seahorse—and I mean dwarf; we’re talking one and a half inches, smaller than a chess piece—got trapped in a pile of garbage off the Florida coast.”

“Oh shit.”

“Yeah, it was bad. She got wrapped in some fishing line and thought for sure she would die. She struggled to escape, but when she moved, the line hurt her more. She accepted in her mind that her life was over. Then a snorkeler rescued her and took her to the aquarium in Clearwater.”

“Thank God,” I say. “A happy ending.”

“Kind of,” says Pringles. “During her recovery, she became a webcam superstar. People adored her. They named her Frito because she was the exact size and color of a Frito chip. When she was rehabilitated enough to be released, she came back to our neighborhood. That’s what started a vogue in the seahorse community for naming snack-size seahorses after human snack food. On this sargassum clump alone, we have three Cheetos, two Funyuns, and a Takis.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to encourage other life-forms not to eat you guys?”

“Names are immaterial to the circle of life,” says the seahorse. “Whoever’s going to try to eat us is going to try regardless. Besides, we really are tiny delights! Everyone’s happy to see us.”

“Was Frito proud of her impact?”

“That’s the thing. Frito was never quite the same,” says Pringles, shaking his equine head from side to side. “She didn’t respond to her partner’s dance. She told him she just couldn’t do it anymore, and he should find a new mate.”

“That’s so sad.”

“It really is, especially because seahorse courtship takes time, and we only live around one year in the wild. But Frito didn’t come all the way back, you know? She just floated around on her own, kind of drifting. I don’t think it’s the life she would have chosen, but it’s the life that chose her. We can’t control everything that happens to us. As you must certainly be aware.”

“Are seahorses fond of parables?” I ask. “Are you making some point?”

“Frito had a near-death experience,” says Pringles. “Like your mom, obviously. That changes you. Sometimes for the better. Sometimes for the worse. Sometimes change for change. Just different.”

“Oh, Mom’s change was for the worse, I assure you.”

“I hear you,” says the seahorse. “But we never totally know what’s going on with somebody else, do we? The problem of other minds. Half the seahorses in the ocean aren’t even sure humans have minds.”

“Hey, come on—” I say, trying to maintain eye contact, no easy feat with him beneath the conveyor belt of small waves breaking over the sargassum.

“Your mom might have thought that if she stayed, she’d have become a cruel parent. Hurtful. Grudging. Same thing with her job. Phoning it in as a mom or a teacher cuts both ways—it harms the authority figure and it harms those over whom they have authority.”

“This is a pretty dry philosophical discussion, given that the subject is my one and only mother abandoning me, thus leaving me with a desire to punish myself over my apparent inadequacy.”

“Dry? Kick, all I see here is water,” says Pringles.

“I had no idea seahorses were so literal,” I say. “Fine, I mean bloodless.”

“Speaking of blood, to take this thought experiment further, she might have been afraid that she’d kill herself if she stayed. Not because of you or Kelly, but because of her own problems. You don’t get your depression from nowhere, Kick.”

“I’ve never been diagnosed.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“I’m handling it.”

“For Christ’s sake, you are not—it’s handling you,” says the seahorse. “You think because you’re such a perfect physical specimen you’re in control, but you’re wrong. You think you’re being strong, but you’re the weakest one in this ocean right now.”

“Okay, have it your way. Let’s entertain this preposterous line of argument,” I say, more exasperated than I have ever been with an animal. “Why couldn’t she have filed for a normal divorce like a normal person?”

“Great question. Maybe she thought about it but realized that almost any judge would want to grant her custody—if not full, then majority. They’d never give you to your dad because that’s not what’s done. So she thought the unthinkable, then did the undoable.”

“Yeah, and it’s unforgivable,” I say.

“Forgiveness is a power move, dude.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I say, wishing badly that the sea had a door so I could storm out and slam it.

“Forgiveness belongs to the forgiver, not to the person who wants to be forgiven. It’s a healing thing to bestow, if you’re able to really bestow it,” says the seahorse. “Either way, you need to stop being so avoidant.”

“Why? It’s worked for over twenty years.”

“It’s worked for your dad. It’s worked for Kelly,” says Pringles. “But you’re too sensitive. Too curious. Your lonely libertarian approach to mental health has fallen apart and you have no choice except to change.”

“You, Pringles, a seahorse who met me ten minutes ago, are telling me that I jumped ship because Mom jumped ship?” I say. “And that if I survive this I should reconnect with her?”

“I’m telling you nobody knows what they’ll be willing to forgive after dog-paddling for hours to within an inch of their life!”

“Let me get this straight: In the throes of her treatment, our mom reconciled herself to our going on without her. And you think she and I should reconcile.”

“I think you need to stop being a dingus,” says the seahorse. “And from where I’m floating, yeah, that does look like it’s going to involve replying to your mom.”

The sargassum clump keeps moving and so do I to stay alongside it, but the current’s picking up. I kind of want Pringles to float away, because on some level, I know what he’s saying is right.

“I’ve got to go snuffle up some brine shrimp,” he says. “These soon-to-be juveniles in my pouch are hungry, hungry hippocampi.”

“Respect,” I say. “You’re a great dad.”

“Thanks,” says Pringles. “I know I’m not your dad. But one more piece of advice: It’s hard to hate most people once you’ve heard their whole story.”

And before I can reply, the conveyor belt of waves conveys the little island of seahorses away.

The light breeze facets the sea like a sapphire, the cold blue flashes calling to mind the one incident in my life approaching theft besides Nora’s pillow dress, although I’m not sure it qualifies. The object in question had been abandoned.

Mom had kept a mahogany jewelry box on her bedroom dresser, and Kelly and I liked to play with its humble contents before her absence. We both had a fondness for gemstone names and properties—garnets and tourmaline, aquamarine and pearl. Mom wasn’t a big jewelry person, and nothing in there was terribly precious, but we thought the baubles were pretty, like buried treasure.

Even here in the fucking sea, it makes me laugh to picture Kelly laughing, holding up a necklace and saying, “Pirate booty.”

I always assumed that Kelly, being the daughter, would inherit the booty eventually, but after Mom left, Dad banished the box to the backmost shelf of their closet, and Kelly said she wouldn’t wear it with her worst enemy’s neck. I crept in one afternoon when Dad had to take Kelly to the dentist. Pushing past his rack of ties, I removed the jewelry box from under the lockbox where our Social Security cards and birth certificates slept. Dad had gotten rid of Mom’s clothes and shoes, but the closet still held the not unpleasant scent of feet and her faint Shalimar perfume.

I lifted the top tray and found my way to the velvet pouch containing a silver chain with a sapphire pendant, a tiny teardrop of bright blue flame. Rearranging the contents to cover the gap, I clicked the hinges shut and slipped back out, stashing the sapphire in the hollowed-out copy of Treasure Island on my bookshelf where I kept my own treasures. Nobody noticed the sapphire was missing because nobody cared except for me.

I am going to give it back.

I don’t want to die with hate in my heart against my mom.

And if I don’t want to die that way, then it follows that I don’t want to live that way either.

When I reply to Mom’s email and we arrange to meet, I am going to take the necklace, velvet pouch and all, and hand it across the table to her as a token of my commitment to our new beginning. She’ll apologize for leaving us and explain her reasoning and I’ll forgive her and then—I don’t know, but it’s going to be dope.

“Doesn’t that mean I deserve to be rescued?” I say to the sky.

A thwop-thwop-thwop sound echoes in reply. I could just about shit myself, because it’s a helicopter. A helicopter. A chopper. Chopping the air. I can barely see it, but I think it’s a Jayhawk, orange and white, like the coast guard uses. I freak out. I try to leap like a killer whale above the waves to show myself. I take my boxers off my scalp and wave and wave and wave and scream.

But they don’t see me. The chopping sound Dopplers away and I’m alone.

My head feels like a water balloon ready to explode. “Come on,” I shriek, my vocal cords straining like cracked dry ropes. “Come back! Come the fuck on.”

I close my mouth so as not to take in more salt water. I have to stay calm. I replace the boxers and try not to despair.

Once you’re dead, you’re dead forever. I cannot fathom that.

The rest of the prayer for a burial at sea floats back to me in the silence left by the Jayhawk: to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body, when the sea shall give up her dead. I’m going to force the sea to give me up alive. I will self-resurrect. Like the best clown, I’ll return. Like Wile E. Coyote running off a cliff, looking down and falling, but good as new in the next frame, still chasing the Road Runner. The helicopter has got to keep searching. I’ll be at Omaha Circus Arts as usual next week. Christoph will be impressed.

Not even twenty-four hours before this moment, the reaper had been knocking at my door and I’d been ready to let him in, but now I’m holding it shut against him with all my power.

Where the fuck did that helicopter go?

Uncle Sean likes to talk about how the mutineers of the Bounty in 1789 set their former crewmates adrift with a gallon of rum, among other provisions. William Bligh portioned the alcohol out one teaspoonful per day per man. Some say this fortification was what allowed the nineteen castaways to sail 3,600 miles to safety without losing a soul.

I have nothing to portion except for my strength, which is running, shall we say, on the scant side, but I will not let it run out.

I am loath to note that a numbness has begun to set in, cut with prickling, poking me all over with needles of lethargy.

When Columbus landed in the Bahamas in 1492, the Arawaks on Hispaniola warned him about other people to the South. The Spanish would call them the Cariba or Caniba, which led to the words Caribbean, obviously, and cannibal. My body has been eating itself for hours now, eating itself on a cellular level. I need the helicopter to scoop me up and feed me. How much longer can I keep treading, my body gnawing itself with microscopic teeth?

Ulysses had been telling me about the Mignonette shipwreck of 1884, an incident of particular interest to him because the survivors, adrift for weeks in a lifeboat, decided to eat the cabin boy, not much older than Ulysses. “They call it,” he said, wide-eyed, “the custom of the sea.”

I can’t even follow the custom, because you can’t have a custom with just one guy.

I keep looking at the sky, trying to force the Jayhawk to rematerialize. All I can see is that the light’s getting more amber. A peachy light.

As a treat sometimes, Mom would serve Kelly and me cling peaches in heavy syrup over cottage cheese. I adored the combination of textures, the coolness, the savory-sweetness. After she left, I couldn’t eat it anymore, could barely look at a can of peaches. If anybody asked me these days, I might say my avoidance is because those peaches are insanely sugary and not correct for my diet, but really it would be the memory of her, clinging like a peach.

That’s silly, though, here in the fleeting light. I am going to eat cling peaches in heavy syrup over cottage cheese again, tub after tub, can after fucking can, when I’m back on land, so much of it, I’ll be stuffed, if only that coast guard helicopter would come back.
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6:00 p.m., November 28

In what cannot be a positive development, my teeth have begun to chatter nonstop. Like, to such an extent that I wonder if I’ll have any teeth left by the end, whatever the end is, death or rescue.

I had this client at Athletico who I’ll never forget, an eighty-three-year-old lady recovering from a double knee replacement. She wore blue velour tracksuits to match her blue hair and Lady Stetson perfume, bombing the room with tangerine. She made her daughter bring her an orange cream soda at the conclusion of every session as a reward for doing her best.

One morning, I pushed her to try harder on her quadricep sets, and she said, “I wish someone could come possess my body and work it out for me while my spirit went off and did something more interesting.”

I laughed out loud. “Yeah, science has yet to perfect the astral projection workout,” I said, and moved her on to bed-supported knee bends.

I got what she meant but felt grateful that I had never felt that way. I loved working out—the virtuous glow, the clean high, the maintenance of my hotness. Now I wish I could do the same: absent my spirit from my weakening carcass until the fucking helicopter comes back, and not have to remain here, sapped and dismayed.

It’s getting darker. The sun, that great star without which life would not be possible, that great star I’ve spent the past twelve hours or so cursing for roasting me like poultry on a rotisserie, has sunk away and forsaken me, and I wish it were still here.

I don’t want my fate to be forever unknown, but unknown at this point is maybe better than decided. Because although I composed several in my imagination these past few months, last night I left no written note. My death wish would have been present when I wrote it, but when I hit the water, it got knocked out of me like a home run by Dad’s beloved Sammy Sosa. Some of my family might decide it was suicide, but I won’t have said so for sure. Thank God for small favors?

I long for a kayak, a reed raft, a stray plank, anything, any kind of rudimentary vessel. A mast, a sail, unthinkable luxuries. I am the infinitesimal ruler of too vast a thalassocracy, an empire of the sea, a king who is no more than a jester, a fool. The fleecy clouds—soft, butter-tinted. I imagine them as chamoix; please polish the salt off my saturated body.

The horizon is a raw edge torn by a demented collagist, an artist who has totally given up on neatness, and a minimalist besides, because there is nothing out here, nothing, nothing, nothing but me. How can that be?

Ships ply the Gulf of Mexico, I know it. That’s part of why I’ve never understood how Kelly can be into cruising. These very vessels cause her pelagic critters distress. Kelly, normally the kind of person who takes an engineer-like interest in systems and logistics, the web-of-life interconnections of everything, does not want to hear this, stopping just short of singing, “La la la, I can’t hear you!” whenever I bring it up. “Tankers and cargo ships are worse,” she’ll say. “Less regulated.” And that’s as far as we get before she changes the subject.

Animals inhabit an urbanized ocean, crisscrossed by ships and polluted by noise. But where the hell is all the traffic? I lift my shriveled thumb from the water and pretend to hitchhike. “Goin’ my way?” I say to no one.

Clouds like silver spoons in need of polishing set themselves at the eastern edge of the sky, serving up the approach of full darkness. The heaps look so vast as to seem eternal, to become a sea unto themselves.

I know I can’t last another night. Jesus Christ.

Imagine splitting time in two like He did. Perhaps my family will have another divider: Prior to Kick Vanishing off the Valor and After, because, wow, do I feel out of it.

“Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me,” I say, then say the Hail Mary, because I need to be filled with grace, now and at the hour of my death, amen. Ever since I learned how to do it in Sunday school, it’s felt better to pray to Jesus’s mom than directly to him.

I don’t want to be one of those opportunists who reaches out to the divine only when he wants something. I don’t want to be one of those guys who get interviewed on the news after some ordeal and attribute their survival to God. Like if God got you out, then who put you in? Ulysses and his pals would say that’s delulu. But here I am, praying my heart out because I do not know anymore what to do.

I would go on TV if offered the opportunity, but only to tell everybody not to try suicide because you won’t like what happens next.

Prior to now, any time I fell, which thankfully was rare, I’d be like, “Who saw that?” When I tripped over a hurdle my one and only time running track in junior high and broke my pinkie, my main concern was not that my digit was mangled—oddly angled and bloody—but that everyone was watching.

The problem here, of course, is that nobody’s watching. At some point, they might see what to them will seem my final act, on the shipboard CCTV. If nothing else, I feel cured of that morbid self-consciousness.

I’m not embarrassed anymore, and I guess that’s something? I’m not ashamed. Even if I die, I’m different now. I’ve gotten my shit together. Whether or not anybody else ever gets to appreciate that, I don’t know.

“But I want other people to see!” I say to the sky. “Come the fuck on!”

A prop plane hums overhead and I scream again, but it’s too far away. With a wink and a glint—the cruelest prankster—the craft vanishes from my sight, sight that I hate to acknowledge is worsening.

Sea spray and exhaustion combine into a mist dropping along with the dusk before my eyes.

My sleeveless tee feels suddenly heavy, so I strip it off, as if being one iota lighter will help me stay afloat. My tan lines are epic. Burn lines, really.

The sea’s aswirl with bubbles like subliminal messages. Satiny blue currents spinning like a horror movie merry-go-round. I want off. But I could hardly be better hidden from the coast guard if I tried. My body is the smallest mark, a single flyspeck on the vastest mirror.

“Stealth mode and evasion are the names of the games,” Jason likes to say when he speaks of his tech-bro survivalism, paying thousands to ex-military dudes to slather his smug face in camo greasepaint and make his candy ass suffer through fake outdoor missions.

Evasion is the last thing I need; what I need is discovery.

I’ve never gone to therapy, though Justeen has given me many an example of how helpful the practice can be.

For months, she and Craig did family therapy, trying to see whether their marriage could be salvaged. When she shared this, I replied, “Okay, but look how that ended up.” To which she said yes, but it helped her deal with the inevitable. I still didn’t take any steps toward going, but I liked when she’d share some of what she’d learned in their sessions, especially the dialectical behavior stuff, probably because it was so step-by-step and targeted. It reminded me of PT.

My favorite was the worksheet of five ways to deal with a problem:


	Problem-solve.

	Change your interpretation.

	Do nothing and stay miserable.

	Practice radical acceptance.

	Act in a way to make the situation worse.



I busted a gut at number five, having never considered goblin mode a worthy strategy. Like what kind of person would do that? But there were those kinds of people, Justeen knew all too well. Craig, it turns out, was one of them.

I’m pretty upset about the prospect of having effectively committed suicide after all. But I’m no longer miserable. I’ve changed my interpretation, I think. I’ve tried my balls off problem-solving, treading so long, a veritable eternity. I won’t do five because what would that even be? Sticking my face under and breathing deep?

If I did give in and hasten my own extinction, I know that drowning would not be easy; it would hurt. A lot. At Christoph’s suggestion, I’ve been revisiting the works of Shakespeare, because that guy knew how to write an effective clown. But the play that comes to me now is Richard III. That character—what’s his name—the one who had a nightmare of dying this way: “O Lord, methought what pain it was to drown, / What dreadful noise of water in mine ears! / What sights of ugly death within mine eyes…”

But it might be time for option four. I don’t want to radically accept my own death, but I’m not sure what other options remain open to me.

Maybe fate is fate?

This guy a couple of years below me at Iowa, also on the swim team, died unexpectedly. The manner of his death was bizarrely precise. His real name was Ryan, but he was short and stocky, so we decided that if he were a cowboy, he would have been ironically nicknamed Slim. We all called him that, including Ryan himself. Over winter break my senior year, we heard that Slim had been driving in his home state of New Mexico, the Land of Enchantment. There was almost no one else on the highway, save for right ahead of him: a lone long-haul semi. One of its eighteen wheels kicked up a quarter dropped from some prior vehicle, who knew when or why. The force of the tire shot the coin through Slim’s windshield, then on through his forehead like it was a slot and his skull a piggy bank, killing him.

I had believed then, and still believe to this day, that a fate so gruesome and exact could only have been foretold, unavoidable. When your number was up, it was up. When the coin with your name on it penetrated your cranium, it was your time.

I don’t want to think this is my time, but who am I to say?

I’m sleepy, so sleepy. So very, very tired. From devouring all those Reader’s Digest installments of Drama in Real Life on Granny Sue’s couch in the Pender farmhouse, I know that the moment a polar explorer decides they’ll just lie down to take a little nap, that’s it, they’re done for. They’re never waking up. They sleep, they dream warm and consoling dreams, and the next thing you know, the authorities are finding their frozen corpse.

It’s like Death comes up to kiss them and they kiss back with tongue. Child me always wanted to yell, “No, don’t do it!”

Adult me, the me in the fucking sea, decides—just for a second, just to relax, because it’s not like it’ll be any harder for the long-gone coast guard to spot me—that I need to lie on my back and shut my eyes.
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7:00 p.m., November 28

I glide in and out of my body, in and out of my head.

On one of our youthful trips with Pam and Dad, Kelly and I pulled saltwater taffy at a seaside tourist trap, yanking and folding the boiled sugar and cornstarch until it turned opaque, and the real candy-maker leading the workshop chopped it into cylinders that everybody helped wrap. It’s like my soul is stretching to see how far it can go without snapping the tether.

Floating on my back, if I open my eyes, I see darkness striking the sky, purple like a bruise. This might be my coup de grâce. If they don’t find me in twilight, they’re not going to find me.

I picture myself as a pin stuck in a watery map, concentric circles spinning around me, beyond each of which the chances of rescue diminish.

I think it’s 7:00 p.m. but time feels cyclical, doubling back and repeating. It’s got to be going on twenty hours.

In grade school, I had a puzzle of the United States. The continental ones looked great, but the manufacturer stuck Alaska and Hawaii on the left side not where they really were exactly, but near the West Coast, so I grasped their rough locations. To save space, they slapped Puerto Rico in the center of the Gulf of Mexico. Kelly made fun of my ignorance and Mom made me geography flash cards. Puerto Rico, I soon learned, is next to the Dominican Republic in the Northeast Caribbean.

I’m so fucking cramped from dehydration, and the wind’s picking up, blowing like the engine of a boat, but there are no boats. The waves turn into hillocks like buttocks. The broth froths. I am losing it. My brain is sending signals my body can’t execute. My lips have blistered and cracked from the salt and the wind, but I force them to say, “Within the next hour, somebody’s going to rescue me.” No sound comes out, but it counts. It counts.

I move my toes, I move my feet, I shrug my shoulders and flex my chest, trying to keep the blood flowing everywhere, but it’s ineffective. A wave laps over my upturned face and I gulp in some of the sea. If I’m not careful, I’ll retch, and I’ve got nothing left in me.

If only Puerto Rico were where the puzzle said; I could swim to the island and save myself. But no. Proper maps have only a blue void for where I’m at.

I black out. I return. Death doesn’t need you to let it in. Death enters.

My consciousness has wandered off like a disobedient puppy; I yank the leash to pull it back, trying to make myself think, but it’s extremely challenging. I really hesitate to recommend being lost at sea with not a scrap of land in sight.

I right myself. Hours of being sandblasted with salt—saltblasted?—have caked my face in crusty grit. My feet flash fish-white and wrinkled: albino raisins. My throat has gotten incredibly sore, and noticing makes it even sorer, like the onset of strep. My heart beats like somebody knocking at a door, trying to leave. It’s beating too fast. I try to ignore it. I think I’m dying. This is dying.

Then the sea feels different. Treading again, I wonder if the shift is the fallen night. But no, I’ve drifted somewhere that’s rocked by swells. Are they left over from some unseen storm? A storm that’s coming for me? The spume makes me sick and dizzy, the water scummy and agitated, and even the knots in my muscles have knots.

Something’s tickling me—the lightest brushes, like a feather duster but underwater. It feels too tentative to eat me, but I look to make sure.

Lit from somewhere, a shoal of silver metallic flashes shears off below the surface—a school of fish fluttering like a beaded curtain in a breeze. Beautiful, they move with the angst of the hunted. Who’s hunting them?

A ship! A ship is pushing the water and inciting everything in its vicinity, including me. An oil and chemical tanker, it’s massive and dirty, nothing like the Carnival Valor except in its over-aweing size. PELICAN MARINER is painted in all caps on its brick red hull, MAJURO painted under that, the letters illuminated white. Black smoke streams from its tall green stack.

Oh my God, they have to see me. They have to see me back. My mouth barely works anymore. I wave my shorts for all I’m worth.

Come hither, I try to convey with my eyes, the way I used to do with women before I met Justeen. It seems like it’s working? Or something is. Two silhouettes come to the railing and gaze over the side.

I start to scream and scream with the last of my energy. My voice returns and I say whatever comes to mind. “I’m Kick. Patrick. Patrick Kilpatrick! I’ve been in the water forever and I don’t want to die!”

“Hey!” one of the men yells. “Hey! Hang on. We’re going to try.”

He leaves the railing, and the other one keeps his eyes trained on me. I continue waving.

According to legend, when food is scarce, mother pelicans pierce their breasts and feed their young with their own blood. I need this Pelican to feed me a lifeline.

The second guy comes back and throws a life preserver with a flashlight attached over the side. But the rope’s too short and the contraption flies free of the vessel. The first guy disappears, then reappears at the railing with a megaphone.

“Grab that! Quick. We can’t pull you in. It’s dangerous to get too close. We might run you over. We radioed the coast guard,” he yells like a cheerleader on the sidelines of a life-and-death game. He has a Spanish accent.

“Okay!” I wheeze, and manage to grab the flotation device. “Oh my God, preserve my life.” I don’t know if I say that part out loud, but I hold on to it and the flashlight with all my might.

“Bueno!” the guy yells, then the other guy leans in and tells him something. “All right. Good news. The coast guard is on its way. They say fifteen minutes.”

I hyena laugh up at the emerging stars. Fifteen more minutes. Like I’m a pizza, definitely not going to be delivered hot. I’m so fucking cold. “I don’t know if I can do that!” I yell.

“Yes, you can!” hollers the first guy. “We’re going to stay here with you. We’re going to bring over a spotlight so the coast guard can see you. Hang on to the life ring and don’t lose that flashlight.”

“Okay,” I say, but my voice is shot, and they cannot hear me.

I give a thumbs-up, feeble as fuck, not because waiting sounds thumbs-up to me, but because I do not know the gesture for Get your ass in gear! I cannot believe I’ve lasted this long only to possibly crap out in the last quarter hour.

In the magazine I bought in the airport, I read an interview with some celebrity in which she explained that she did not enjoy getting caught in the rain: “I love being immersed in water, but I don’t like being wet. Confusing, I know.” I said, “I get it!” out loud, causing the person next to me in line at the gate to turn quizzically. I kept reading. The celebrity also said that she liked pools because the ocean is “not organized enough for me.” Hard same.

My rescuers better get organized. Even with the Pelican hovering giant and flightless beside me I feel unsafe. I remember that shark. It’s feeding time again.

Coaching us, Uncle Sean always emphasized that the end of a race was as vital as the start or any other part. “Well begun is half done,” he’d say, meaning that we had to come off the block as explosively as possible. “But it’s equally true that you have to stay in it to win it.”

I have to stay in it. Stay in it to get out of it. The life preserver gleams, chalk white as a peppermint. A Certs. Holding it does refresh me a bit.

A thwop-thwop-thwop sound echoes down from the sky. The orange-and-white Jayhawk. It’s going around in tightening circles. It’s zeroing in, the helicopter I’ve longed for.

I picture the spiral descent of maple tree whirligigs. Catching one meant that you got to make a wish.

“Try to hold still!” the first guy yells from the railing. “They’re going to come to you!”

Whirlybirds. Spinning jennys. Wingnuts. A great expanse of blackening water. Shouting. Thunder. Artificial light.

I am going to be saved. I feel sort of nuts, but I hold as still as it’s possible for one man to hold in the heaving green slime that is the fucking sea, trying to make his wish come true.
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7:45 p.m., November 28

The spectral figure of a man slides down a line dangling from the belly of the helicopter.

Acrobatic, the act looks like something they’d teach at Omaha Circus Arts. He drops slowly at first, then he’s right in front of me, chopper thudding, ocean fizzing.

The light from the Pelican strikes us, as though we’re doing an exercise in Christoph’s class, and I feel nervous. What if this doesn’t work? Because it’s tricky to get a person out of the ocean, especially one feeling as I do, like a hand puppet without the hand.

The coast guard guy calls out, “You need to grab the sling.” Fluorescent yellow and orange, the sling splashes and goes wide; the coast guard guy tries again. “Come on, man, work with me!”

My limbs feel stuffed with clumps of cold wet sand. I can barely move, but I reach out with one hand. I miss again. Panting like a dog, I hug the life preserver, and my fingers refuse to drop the flashlight.

“Let it go, man,” the coast guard guy says. “We’re not gonna lose you.”

I go under, come up, grab the nylon strap at last. My fingers scarcely function.

“That’s right. Let’s get this sling over your head and under your arms,” says the guy, making sure it’s secure across my chest.

“What’s your name?” he asks, looking astonished when I tell him, then says, “I thought so.”

In the kerfuffle, I’ve managed to drop my boxers. “Sorry I’m naked,” I say automatically.

He just gives a signal and we start getting winched up. He’s communicating through a device to somebody elsewhere—the helicopter pilot? A commander on land? “Hypothermic but stable,” is all I can catch.

I wouldn’t say I feel stable. We’re swinging from side to side. The wind whips around us as the coast guard guy gets me into the helicopter, a knight in shining night-vision goggles pulling me from the dragon jaws of death.

“You look like an angel,” I say, staring at his face while he gets my harness off. “If angels had mustaches.”

The coast guard guy laughs. “I get that all the time during search-and-rescue. It’s a lot more satisfying than disrupting drug traffickers and migrants.” He takes off his goggles and grins. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

His face looks crazy familiar: those eyebrows like caterpillars—dark charcoal arches above the brownest eyes. I’ve seen them somewhere. He’s the kid from Miami that I played for on The Bozo Show. Bozo buckets. The Grand Prize Game. He’s grown up. He looks great.

I struggle to speak around my tongue, fat and crusty as a kitchen sponge.

“Enrique!” I croak. “Enrique Perez from Miami, Florida!”

“Lieutenant Perez,” he says, “based out of New Orleans now. Aviation survival technician.”

“Holy shit,” I say.

“Holy shit is right,” he answers. “Now lie down.”

He wraps me up in a Mylar blanket, like I’m picked-at leftovers in a crinkly foil swan or a ballpark hot dog. He lets me have a sip, the barest sip, of water but tells me I’ll get sick if I drink too much. Something about intravenous solutions and electrolytes.

“How did you find me?” I say, trying to yell over the chop of the rotor. It’s so loud, but I don’t care, I have so many questions.

“We’ve been searching an area the size of Rhode Island for you, man. Parallel tracks back and forth for hours. Jayhawks, C-130 Hercules turboprop aircraft, coastal patrol boats, the whole bit,” says Enrique, securing me to some kind of stretcher with straps. “When the alert came through for a Patrick Kilpatrick, I couldn’t believe it. But it’s really you.”

“It is,” I say, voice cracking.

“You’re lucky the sea was relatively calm, because the radar can be adjusted for small waves—the clutter gets ignored. Bigger waves make it worse. But searching for a person and not a boat means even that adjustment’s not super useful. Sorry, this is going to pinch,” he says, inserting an IV. “To be honest with you, I think this is a miracle. This is the most extreme rescue I’ve ever been a part of.”

“Me too,” I manage, and then I start shaking, spasmodically and uncontrollably. I’m even colder than I was when I was still in the sea.

“Saline solution.” He nods at the bag. “Rapid rehydration while we medically evacuate to New Orleans.”

An internal earthquake racks me from organs to skin, scaring me badly, but I can’t speak. Enrique sees my fear.

“That shaking is good,” he reassures me. “It means your body’s reregulating. Also throwing off the trauma. We’re supposed to let you shake. To let you get rid of it.”

He straps himself into a seat, then shouts something to the pilot. We lurch forward fast. He shouts some more at me: They’ve notified the Valor. My family’s been informed that I’ve survived. An emergency team’s waiting to meet me at the hospital in the Big Easy. News crews, too, but the coast guard and the hospital staff will put them off until I’m in my right mind and can decide if I want to talk to them or not.

The shaking subsides, replaced by an awareness of the thump of the chopper. I feel like I’m going to pass out before long. “If I fall asleep now, does that mean I’m going to die?” I ask.

“No,” Enrique says. “That’s normal, too. Most people who get rescued go into a Sleeping Beauty routine and zonk out for hours. You will too. I don’t know if you understand what you’ve been through. Thirty more seconds, I swear—you would’ve died. You got what amounts to a death row pardon.”

Peach and Blossom—the names of the turkeys that President Biden pardoned this year, a tradition Kelly says should be done away with because the turkeys can’t be criminals. I may be the world’s biggest turkey, recipient of the universe’s grandest pardon. Mercy as vast as, or vaster than, the sea.

It’s like being sprung from prison. Like being released from the asylum. Like coming back after a voyage to the underworld. I don’t know how I’m going to explain it, but I feel transformed. Probably I won’t have to. People will just see.

Justeen and I talked one time about how, if I were president, I’d implement some national program that would scoop up all these idle, able-bodied men and put them to work building high-speed trains and teaching kids and working on farms and running food pantries and stuff. I’d call it the Peter Pan Plan. Delirious, it occurs to me that I am the president, the president of me, and I’m going to enact this plan on myself.

Like I’m going to give myself over to the things that I love. Maybe it’s actually the devotion plan. Is it going to work out perfectly forever? Of course not. Am I going to backslide and feel bad again? Probably sometimes. But I’ll have stuff to take pride in and feel good about and that’ll give me something to keep building on.

It’s like a form of shock treatment. Like I’ve been completely turned off, then on again—a factory reset. I don’t know what Peach and Blossom are going to do with their lives, but I know what I am going to do with mine.

From the hospital, after I sleep for a thousand hours, I’m going to call my mom.

I’m going to tell Granny Sue in person, when she’s visiting my bedside, that when we get back to Nebraska, we’re going to fire up her sewing machine because Pillows needs a costume.

From the hospital, I’m going to call Ankush, too, and ask—no, tell—him about the Cardio Clown class I’ve got in mind, because it’s a worthwhile thing to try that will bring joy to my life and probably at least a few other people’s lives.

“I’m not a drugs person,” I say to Enrique, “but I feel super high. Better than I imagine drugs make you feel.”

“That’s the shock combined with euphoria,” he says, and smiles the same bright smile he had in the school photos we swapped when we were pen pals. “You’re going to crash soon.”

I need to act fast. “Can I use your phone?”

“Yeah, but they’re going to have a hard time hearing you,” he says. “You really should rest.”

He’s right that it’s loud as hell in here and I’m dog-tired, crossing into incoherence. But I can’t wait to call Justeen because I love her, too, and need to grow the fuck up and commit to someone amazing. Hers are the only digits besides my own I’ve got memorized. If she doesn’t answer because the number’s unfamiliar, I’ll leave a voicemail.

The ocean’s below—escaped from but undefeated. I can’t see it anymore, but I know it’s there: dark yet flocked with froth and flecks, like static on the ancient television in Grandpa Tom’s office.

I dial; it rings. The copter chops and she picks up. I haven’t rehearsed what I’m going to say and I have no idea how she’ll reply, but I’m trying.

It’s Thanksgiving for a few more hours, and I’m thankful.
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