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Jarret Mazza

WE ARE ALL WATER. 

Traditional Naiad, the beings whose home is the sea, are a people who believed that humans only lived apart from them because they didn’t wish to accept the truth that held the Naiad race together. In their culture, everything is the same as water, hence why their way of life mimics all of its properties; unrelenting, shapeless, without judgment, stable and in motion, and needed by all. Love, in their mind, is a force that unites, while the love shared by those on the surface is ... different. 

There are limits.

During their earliest stages, the Naiad lived in the submerged land of Primaris, not Atlantis as the humans had mythicized. “The Naiad Divide,” as it was called, took place when humans witnessed their willingness to simply be. 

Atlantis was, in fact, a real kingdom, but it had been destroyed years ago. Primaris was the name of the land erected in its place, where the people were free to live their own lifestyles, to be who they wanted to be, to be loved, and free.

There were consequences in the world above. Humans and Naiad share much in common, their skin, eyes, and bodies appearing similar; but beneath the surface, everything is different. Naiad, like all underwater creatures, breathe water the same as humans do oxygen, but they can also stay above for days before having to return. Some have even chosen to engage with the humans, while others have chosen to remain hidden in fear of what would happen if people knew of the Naiad way, their power, their beliefs about how the world was, and how it was meant to be.

Initially, The Naiad queen, Queen Tritonis, leader of all remaining tribes, refused to engage with humans. Being older than most Homo sapiens, the Naiad’s thoughts on intimacy gave them a vast awareness of the permanence of their existence, the finality of flesh, and how love was equal and attainable by all, a facet of the divide, and why the Naiad were forced to stay in the water.

“There is so much we can learn from the surface people,” assured Gladria, a female Naiad with shimmering white hair. “And there is much they can learn from us. We must teach them. It is the only way to unite and stand together as one.”

Queen Tritonis sat upon her regal throne, pensive yet stern. Her wrinkled forehead suggested she was conflicted about Gladria’s request. She struggled with this idea of allowing her people to engage with humans, for her people possessed fortitude, and thus, she feared what they could not grasp; principles that did not align with their own.

“We must speak the truth,” said Gladria.

It was only afterward that Gladria, with the requested permission of her queen, was allowed to venture to the land above, and there, she emerged from the ocean and walked along a shore not far from a great mansion that happened to be nearby. She swam across the shallows and before long, crossed paths with a nearby onlooker, a woman who quickly spotted her, standing there naked, weary, and alone.

“Who are you?” 

Gladria never suspected meeting someone quite so fast. It was as Queen Tritonis had explained, ‘the Naiad are, in most ways, more human than most humans, and thus, more attuned to making connections even when they’re not trying to do so.’ 

“They require connection, yet for them, it takes longer to establish.”

“Why?” 

When the concept was first mentioned, Gladria was younger, and the Queen was educating Naiad women, for most of their kingdom comprised of females, about the nature of intimacy, and what must be done to attain this valuable connection.

“Humans are fearful of their feelings. They are reticent because they have a fear of being accepted.”

At the time, Gladria reflected on whether she was ever afraid of her feelings. Not a single instance came to mind. She blinked, and she suddenly returned to the presence of the woman whom she encountered as soon as she left the water.

“Gladria,” she said. “My name is Gladria.”

“Gladria,” the woman answered. “My name is Parice.”

Gladria smiled at Parice, who gazed deeply at Gladria, seeing that she had come to her house without clothing, or, for that matter, without much of a purpose considering that she was a stranger. Nevertheless, Gladria seemed eerily familiar to her.

“You must be cold,” Parice said, later.

Gladria’s mouth popped open, but before she could speak, Parice ran back into her house and came out with a towel in her hand. She covered Gladria, rubbed her shoulders, and Gladria no longer felt cold. 

“Come to my house. I’ll help you get some fresh clothes. Please. This way.”

Following Parice into the opulent home, Gladria looked around. The living space was quite spacious, to say the least, comprised of shining objects Gladria mildly recognized. Sometimes she would find such objects submerged, reminding her that this was what was left behind from the people above. Like her own underwater living quarters, this place was similar, albeit mildly so, though it did have grand pillars, wide corridors, and rooms spread so far along the great edifice that it would take some time to see all that was there. 

While standing in this woman’s home, which is what Gladria assumed that it was, the beautiful Naiad started to doubt everything that her queen had said to her. Gladria knew a little of the surface people’s culture and what they did with their possessions, other than throwing them away when they finished with them. She was unaware of how they treated the least among them or how they sustained themselves when they were at their most vulnerable, all of which were topics of discussion that she believed she would approach while here. Yet, it was this house, at least in Gladria’s mind, that proved this form of practice. Every room was so large that it could fit another one inside of it.

Conversely, minimalism was the key to Naiad existence. The ocean might be vast, and the kingdom small, but their way of life was sustained by consuming only what they needed to, without luxury, or anything else that would give them an advantage over another. This was how the world was meant to be, but in the human world, evidently, such was not the same.

“Here, you are,” Parice said, returning to the room.

Gladria removed the cloth draped over her slender body and Parice, who was still waiting for her to do something other than stand by and watch, held the clothes against her perky chest.

“Dry yourself more, if you wish.”

Gladria brought the towel to her face and slid it along, mopping up a few of the droplets. Gladria, now shivering, saw something in Parice’s eyes—a tell—a feeling that Gladria had sensed since the second they met. 

“Where are you from? How did you get here?”

Gladria didn’t wish to disclose to Parice the truth about where she had come from. Her origins, she knew, would only seek to frighten. The Naiad worked tirelessly to ensure that they were not seen unless they wanted to be. Few knew of the Naiad at all. Even those who did discover them would only share their experiences with people who would understand, like readers of books and underwater explorers. Gladria wasn’t here for this reason alone; rather, she was here to learn, to teach, and to enlighten the people above because she was convinced that she could help them grow, as she had explained to her queen. She believed, with a little skepticism admittedly, that it would be sooner rather than later that Parice would know of this, and yet, for some unapparent reason, Gladria had a difficult time staying focused, remembering why she was here, for with Parice, her thoughts roamed, and part of her felt uncontrollable.

Parice asked Gladria to sit, so she did, keeping the towel sheathed over her dripping body. 

“So, what were you doing out there, all alone, in the water?” asked Parice.

“I was looking for someone with whom I could share.”

“Share?” said Parice.

Gladria nodded.

She and Parice spent more time together after this, mostly meeting just to talk. 

“What is your purpose here?” was Gladria’s first question, sparking their interaction while sitting on the terrace that overlooked the ocean.

“I mostly tend to the house, make sure everything is neat and tidy.”

“Tend?” Gladria inquired again.

“Oh,” said Parice, “it just means that I keep an eye on it. Make sure that it stays organized.”

For Parice, based on what she shared with Gladria, she rarely conversed with someone else, shared past experiences, and discussed her role in her household.

“I feel so confined some days,” Parice said to Gladria. “I crave open spaces. Most of the time, I feel as though I am trapped.” 

During this particular interaction, there was a mood that Gladria could detect, a sense of attraction that left her reeling whenever she returned to the water. Whenever Gladria was with Parice, a woman whom she had only incidentally come across, she was convinced that it was an encounter predetermined by fate, and fate alone, because everything that Parice wanted—independence, purpose, and open space—were gifts that Gladria was in the best position to give. Often, Parice had to remind Gladria that their time together would have to be spent at certain times, for she was not allowed to have visitors at the house, especially at night.

“Why not?”

Parice didn’t answer Gladria when she asked this, and Gladria believed her willingness to spend time in concentrated intervals was connected to the lack of freedom that she had described. Gladria knew Parice had a secret since the first day she met. She knew it well before Parice told her what she did, and when such honesty was unveiled, Gladria decided to act on the impulse that had been rattling in her head for far too long.

She kissed Parice, who quickly pulled back, shaken and frightened. 

“Sorry,” said Gladria, for she had clearly broached territory that was once safeguarded, but when she touched Parice’s lips ever so softly, Parice displayed a little shame, and also a little intrigue.

She then paused, waited, and looked at Gladria before shooting herself forward, pressing her lips passionately into Gladria’s before forcing her to the ground. And, with heavy breaths, they both removed each other’s clothing, and kissed, both feeling alive, together, free ... one. The energy that was produced only proved to Gladria that her journey here was truly meaningful. She hadn’t planned this particular outcome, and she refused to deny it.

She had come to learn, and she was learning.

“I’m married,” Parice said, as she lay next to Gladria on the floor in her home 

“Married?” Gladria was instantly confused.

“I have a husband,” said Parice. “Edward.”

“I don’t understand.”

Parice sat up and then explained to Gladria that, early in her life, her heart was sought after by the same man whom she was living with now. She said that he courted her when she was young and unaware of who she was. She never told him the truth.

“Why?” Gladria asked her. “Why keep such a secret?”

“Sometimes,” said Parice, taking time before properly responding, “you can’t be who you are ... because you’re forbidden to.”

Gladria shook her head. “Forbidden? How could any of this be forbidden?”

“You are not from here,” said Parice, “so I’m afraid you do not understand.”

Parice lay back down and turned onto her side, sobbing. Keeping a secret of this magnitude would only lead to pain. Gladria held Parice’s hand and turned her around so she could stare into her doleful eyes.

“You’re right,” she said, “I am not from here. My home is ... the water.”

Parice looked up as Gladria pulled away. “Water? What do you mean, water? You mean, you live on an island?”

Gladria shook her head. “I’m a Naiad,” she said, knowing well that Parice would not know what this was, and she would need to explain to her the truth, and could very well end what they now had.

“What is that?”

Gladria was fully prepared to answer her questions. She thought about how she could go about enlightening Parice, if she were willing to disclose the truth, about who she was, who she wanted to love.

“I shall tell you,” Gladria said, touching her face, “but you have to tell him first.”

“My husband?”

“Yes. He needs to know the truth.”

Parice smiled, kissed Gladria’s neck, and slept.

Gladria returned to the water the next day but surfaced every day thereafter to see her.

Later, Gladria crept up to the door. Oddly enough, it was open, and the glass was banging intermittently against the hinge from the high winds outside. Gladria’s bare feet tapped carefully along the cool tiles, which were so much like the water that Gladria had thought she was going to sink through and be back in Primaris.

“Hello?” 

She was careful when speaking, as she remembered that this house did not just belong to Parice.

“Are you there, Parice?”

Soon after she said her name, there as a clanking sound from a few rooms away. Gladria’s head jolted around as she tried to trace its origins. She found herself intrigued, perhaps as a result of the fact that she was frightened by such sudden sounds. What she could hear underwater were only fragments, fractions that were both inconsistent and incredibly hazy. In her world, sound was unison, while here it was so unpredictable. 

“Is anyone there?”

The clanging continued, and Gladria stopped and pressed her toes against the floor. A glint of shadow suddenly appeared from the room adjacent to her. Gladria looked around and sniffed. She couldn’t identify any of the scents. All she could feel was the heat.

A man stepped out from the opposite room, his hands bloody, and his face bruised.

“I see you’ve come back. Welcome. I’ve been expecting you.” 

Gladria, seeing the man covered in blood, and not seeing Parice anywhere, sprinted, running as far as her legs would take her and returning to the water.

This man did not follow. 

After Gladria leapt into the ocean, she swam past two poised statues that served as the unofficial entrance to her kingdom. She called out to her queen, who then emerged shortly after. 

“I would ask you what happened,” Queen Tritonis said, hovering above her golden throne, “but something tells me you have discovered an inconvenient reality regarding those who live above us.”

“She’s ... she’s gone,” said Gladria, referring to Parice.

“Yes,” answered the Queen. “Gone, because someone she knew could not accept the truth about who she was.”

Gladria glared at the queen, who then proceeded to descend from her throne floor, and swam closer to Gladria.

“And we’re going to do what ... stand here and do nothing about it? We’re just going to pretend as though what happened wasn’t evil? Who are we if we know justice and yet, we do nothing to ensure it that it is delivered to the right people?”

“Such is not our place,” Queen Tritonis said as she held the handle of her inverted sword. “It is here ... in the water.”

“No!” Gladria snapped back at her queen for giving such a cowardly response. “Our place is where we are needed, and we are needed there now!”

“So, you would have me do what precisely ... take vengeance on this person for what he did to someone you took away?”

“I took nothing,” said Gladria, “not from him. All I took was what he had already lost. I loved her. He didn’t, and that’s why what we shared ... he will never know. The Naiad way preaches that love is eternal. It belongs to everyone, and it still does.”

“And that,” said Queen Tritonis, “is the risk we must all take. To find love, to find truth, we risk our own safety.”

Gladria meditated in contemplative silence. 

“If you truly believed that what happened above was wrong,” said Queen Tritonis, “then the responsibility is on you to make it right.”

Gladria remained quiet. The queen’s words implied more than what she had witnessed, rather a keen sense of duty that she was required to fulfill, to become a person who fought for causes that extended beyond their individuality. Gladria knew the man who harmed the woman she loved—the man who refused to let her be who she was.

People always feared what they could not control. When someone is separate, like the Naiad, the truth of who they are will always inevitably surface, and one can either accept or refuse to abide by it. Gladria refused, for she knew what she felt was real. 

“I will,” she said to her Queen. “I will go, and I will make this right.”

The Queen lifted her sword, so it was resting flat on her lap. “As I knew you would.”

Gladria stroked through the water and vacated the palatial setting. When she emerged, she was not graceful, as she had been when she first came to Parice’s home. She marched to the entrance, proceeding up the stone steps in her nude, wet body, and pushed the terrace doors open with her hands. 

Never had she traveled to the rooms above Parice. No, she stayed on the floors below, the places that were closest to the water. The man, Parice’s husband, couldn’t see her. Gladria watched until he decided to turn and face her.

“I’ve waited for you to come.”

Gladria shuddered. The husband was speaking to her as if he already knew who she was.

“When I saw you the other day,” he said, “I knew it would only be a matter of time before you chose to come back.”

“You didn’t even know who she was,” said Gladria. “You never let her be free.”

Gladria, once reticent to approach this man, now came as close as she wanted to. All the while, the man stood there, watching.

“She told you what no one should have,” he said. “She was weak, too compromised by her desires, the perils that came as a result of her sins.” The man squinted, focused as he squeezed his hands. Gladria listened to his bones crack.

“I know that you have come here to know what happened,” the husband said, drawing closer. “I made her tell me what she’d been up to, and because she did ... well,” and the husband stopped moving and stood before Gladria, “there was only one thing left for me to do.”

“You ... you are a monster!” declared Gladria, glowering.

Then, with a heavy hand, the husband smacked her in the face and sent her straight down to the floor.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said after he hit Gladria. “I’ve heard it all before.”

The man lifted Gladria, turned, and using the momentum from his rotation, tossed her straight into another room. She collided with a table, beaten and weakened from the throw. Her eyes rolled. The fall felt like Gladria was hit with a sack filled with oranges. She could no longer stand, let alone do anything other than lie there and cry. 

The husband drew closer, now holding something he had taken from the fireplace. He was prepared to strike when Gladria spotted her reflection, yet it wasn’t in a mirror, rather in a puddle by the door. 

The pool, she remembered. There was a pool.

Gladria dodged the next thrust from the man and heard metal crash against the stone floor. She dove into the pool and swam as far down as she could go. The abusive man would assume that Gladria would be unable to hold her breath for long and that she would surface. This pool, murky and cloudy, was so deep that Gladria quickly disappeared inside of it. After she made it to the bottom, she looked up from the floor and saw the husband’s chin perching out in various directions, searching.

After the plunge, the husband dove in just the same, bringing the tool that Gladria once spotted by the fireplace. Gladria pushed off the floor and started to circle stealthily, taking full advantage of her biological makeup to breathe in an environment that this man could not. 

Gladria marked her perimeter with each plunge of the husband’s spear. She was so close to the surface now that she could hear the man’s infuriated tone and could feel ripples from the strikes. As the spear punctured the floor, Gladria sank deeper. She stretched her arms, and touched the back of his knees, maintaining her grip, and pulling as the husband lost his footing.

“Gah!”

A faint gargle was all that was heard, and as soon as the husband’s head was submerged, Gladria wrapped her hands around his body, squeezed, and pulled him back using an old Naiad wrestling move taught by her queen.

The husband was strong, his arms flapped like the tail of a whale, and with his hard elbows jerking back, only bubbles erupted as he fought for air that was eventually taken away by this redemptive Naiad from the sea.

The husband’s body rose, yet Gladria chose to stay below, watching his corpse with mild satisfaction. Queen Tritonis once told her that The Naiad are like one great tapestry, intertwined and cooperative, and not dissimilar from a school of fish swimming in unison. Without equality and diligence, everyone goes their own way, and the flow falls apart, disrupting the peace that it once was certain to maintain.

“Without mutual respect, there is no mutual gain. There is no progress, only the lack thereof.”

Although she did return to the water, Gladria still reserved days whereby she went to explore. Some days, she’d watch Parice’s house, and pretend like she was still there, and that Gladria wasn’t a Naiad like she was. As the sun glinted against the shingled roof, Gladria saw a woman walking on the beach. She thought of Parice, for a moment, before she stood and stepped along the shore. 

She wasn’t in any hurry. Eventually, she’d be seen. The sun was so bright, it would be impossible not to. 
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Adrift at Sea
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Steve Carr

The metal cups and dishes in the cupboard clanked noisily against each other as the small yacht, The Brizo, bounced on the turbulent ocean waves. Lying on the bunk, Dave rolled onto his side and tried to focus his bleary eyesight on the canvas that swung from a hook screwed into the wall. The bright red, blue, and green acrylic paints used to paint the tropical island scenery seemed to slosh back and forth, as if the painting was no more than the hodgepodge of colors he had lifted from the palette, or like colorful currents on a windswept pond. He squinted, focusing on a palm tree until it took shape, and then began to see the painting for what it was, a lone bamboo lean-to with a palm-thatched roof on a white sand beach, and a tropical jungle for a backdrop. He moaned as his temples pounded with the headache brought on by a hangover. The whiskey in his stomach formed waves of their own. He leaned over the edge of the bunk and vomited on the mound of his clothing lying on the floor.

The yacht rolled violently on its port side, opening the cupboard doors and spilling the contents of the cupboard onto the counter. A stack of paintings leaning against a wall fell over and slid across the floor. The structure of the yacht groaned as if protesting being tossed about. When The Brizo righted itself, he slowly sat up, grabbed onto the edge of the bunk, and waited until the surge of nausea that gripped his stomach passed. He kicked aside the clothes and stood up, holding his arms out to balance himself, and then he crossed the cabin to the communications radio attached to a small table. He toggled the on and off switch several times and momentarily thought he heard static, but it was just wishful thinking. It had been dead for a week. He turned and surveyed the condition of the cabin. 

“I should be ashamed of myself,” he said aloud as he looked at the floor cluttered with his canvases, tubes of paint, clothes, whiskey bottles, half-empty cans of food, plastic water bottles, banana peelings, and coconut shells. 

The yacht suddenly lurched forward, pushed from the stern by a large wave, like a child pushing a toy boat in a bathtub. He flew across the cabin, landing with a resounding thud against the door leading to the stairs going to the helm. He slid to the floor, grasping his left forearm, certain he had broken it. Using his feet, he pulled a whiskey bottle to him. He raised it to his mouth with his right hand, put the metal cap in his teeth, and unscrewed it. He spat out the cap and drank the last of the whiskey in the bottle. 

The Brizo rocked on its starboard side as a large wave washed over the ship, cracking into two the last mast that had still been standing, sending it and the sails secured to it crashing into the sea. 

Dave glanced at the canvas that hung askew on the hook, wishing he had done a better job of painting it. He felt woozy, and his arm burned with pain. He looked up at the porthole above the bunk and saw a man looking in at him.

Then, he passed out.

***
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LYING ON THE BUNK, Dave awoke to the tapping of the waves against the hull of the yacht, like children knocking to be allowed aboard. A warm breeze scented with the fragrance of seawater blew in through the open porthole. Still half-asleep, he gazed up at the ceiling of the cabin as if looking through fog, thinking it was strange that he was in the yacht, instead of on the beach and inside the lean-to lying on a grass mat, with Palila lying beside him. Then the realization of why he was aboard The Brizo and what was happening to him flooded his mind. He glanced at the open porthole, sat bolt upright, and winced as pain shot through his arm. He grasped the bandage around his forearm, and then stared at it, thinking, How did that get there? 

He swung his legs around, sat up on the edge of the bunk, and looked around. The painting on the hook had been righted, and his other paintings were arranged on the counters and against the walls as if on display. The colors used in the images of white-capped ocean tides, moonlight on jungle pools, water cascading over boulders, and scenes of the beach and lean-to, seemed more luminescent than he remembered painting them. In the one painting of Palila, it looked as if she was going to step out of the canvas and give him the mango she held in her hand. For a few moments, he felt as if he was staring at paintings done by a stranger, except he remembered all too clearly the smile on Palila’s face. He gazed at it for several minutes before rising from the bunk, and in a moment of despair, swept the paintings from the counters and kicked aside the ones on the floor. He then opened the door and climbed the stairs to the helm. 

The glass in the windows of the wheelhouse had been blown out, and the instrument panel and radio equipment were wrecked. He carefully stepped up to the helm, careful not to step on the shards of glass strewn on the floor. He placed his hands on the wheel and looked out beyond the bow of the yacht. The bright sunlight reflecting off the placid ocean momentarily blinded him. When the spots cleared from his vision, he scanned the horizon, hopeful that there might be land within sight, but saw nothing but the endless green sea. He looked down at the compass. The Brizo was drifting southward. 

He then stepped out of the wheelhouse and gazed at what remained of the broken masts. The sails and rigging were gone. A blue and white lifesaver ringed the stump of a mast, as if tossed there during a game. 

“Your vessel has been destroyed.”

Dave whirled about and saw a naked man with green scaly skin and gills that lined both sides of his torso. He had a muscular physique and webbed fingers and toes. His was the face Dave had seen looking at him through the porthole.

“Who, what, are you?” Dave stammered.

“They call me ‘Nereus.’ I’m from the sea, just as you are,” he said. “Who are you?”

“I’m Dave. I’m originally from Boston. I’m not from the sea.”

Nereus cocked his head and gazed at Dave appraisingly. “You were born under the water sign, Aquarius, yes?”

“Yes, but that’s meaningless,” Dave replied.

“Is it?” Nereus looked into Dave’s eyes as if searching for something. “It’s easy to become disconnected from our origins.” 

“Perhaps, but I was blown off course by a storm that raged for days,” Dave said. He watched as the flaps of skin over Nereus’s gills fluttered with every breath. “I’ve never seen anything like you before. Are you a fish or a human?”

Nereus chuckled. “I’m friends to both and sometimes enemies to both, but I am neither.”

Dave pointed to his bandaged arm. “Did you do this?”

“Yes. I served as the surgeon on a pirate ship. Your arm isn’t broken, just badly bruised.”

Dave gazed at Nereus thoughtfully. “How is it that you speak my language, or speak at all?”

“Long, long ago and far away, a man named Jonah taught me to speak while we both were inside the belly of a whale,” Nereus answered. “Since then, I’ve met many of your species.” 

David had a thousand questions he wanted to ask, but he asked only one. “Can you tell me my location?”

Nereus looked out at the ocean. “You’re here. This is your location. But if you wish to be somewhere else, you will need to find another way, since your sails are gone. Doesn’t this craft have one of those motor things? I saw one once on a fishing trawler when I was caught in the netting of some fishermen and held captive until Neptune came to my rescue.”

“Neptune, the god?”

“Do you know other Neptunes?”

Dave chuckled. “No, I don’t. The engine compartment was flooded, and I can’t get the engine to start.”

A sudden loud thump against the side of the yacht turned Dave’s attention away from Nereus. He turned and saw a large great white shark circling in the water. 

“Is that a friend of yours?” he asked, and then turned back to find Nereus was gone. 

***
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THAT NIGHT, DAVE SAT on the deck at the bow of the ship with the sextant to his eye. He had just found it while rummaging around in a storage locker. Although he had received training in how to use it, that had been just before he left Boston, almost six months before, which felt like an eternity. Frustrated with not being able to figure it out, he tossed it into the ocean. He laid back and gazed up at the star-cluttered sky. He tried to ignore the memories of lying on the beach alone at night. He wished he could have shown Palila the constellations, but she always left at twilight. He closed his eyes and imagined he could smell the fragrance of the gardenia she always wore in her long black hair. A sudden loud thump against the side of the yacht startled him out of his reverie.

“I didn’t intend for Lamia to follow me,” Nereus said.

Dave sat up and looked behind him. Nereus was standing a few feet away.

“You’re just a hallucination,” Dave said. 

“I am?”

“Jonah lived over two thousand years ago. That would mean you’re that old, at least. Nothing lives that long, and most of what you say is gibberish.”

“Regardless,” Nereus responded, “Lamia poses a real threat to both of us.”

Dave stood up. “Who is Lamia?”

“The shark that is trying to determine how strong this craft is. She plans on eating you soon, and me, too, if she can get her teeth into me.”

Dave headed toward the wheelhouse. “I keep a speargun under my bunk,” he said.

Just then Lamia rammed the side of the hull with all her might. The cracking of wood and fiberglass resounded in the otherwise still night. David ran into the wheelhouse and down the stairs. Water was rushing into the cabin through a crack that ran up the portside wall. The trash, clothes, and canvases that had been on the floor floated in a rising pool of water. He splashed his way to the bunk, reached under it, and pulled out a speargun and an emergency pack. He jammed a bottle of whiskey into the pack and slung it over his shoulder, grabbed the painting of Palila and tucked it under his arm, and then ran up the steps carrying the speargun in his right hand. He set the painting aside and tossed the pack and speargun out of a broken window onto the deck. He then pulled the inflatable raft from a compartment under the instrument panel and quickly dragged it out to the bow of the yacht.

“Here’s the raft,” he said to Nereus who stood by, watching. 

“I was in the much colder waters far north of here years ago. I was guiding a pod of whales home and watched a much larger ship as it sunk ... Titanic, I think it was called ... and they had much larger rafts,” Nereus said.

“Those were lifeboats,” Dave said. “This will be large enough for the two of us.”

He pulled the cord on the raft and stood back. When it was fully inflated, he tossed the pack into the floor of the round raft. Carrying the speargun, he walked to the edge of the deck and looked out at the dark water.

“Can you get the shark to come to the surface of the water?” he asked. “I’ll shoot it with this as soon as I see it.” 

Nereus nodded. “I hope your aim is good. Lamia will waste no time.” He then jumped into the water and began splashing. 

“I didn’t mean for you ...” Dave started, and terrified, watched as Lamia surfaced a few feet away from Nereus. He aimed the gun and shot the spear, shooting it into Lamia’s head. The shark grabbed Nereus by the foot, and as blood spurted out of the shark’s wound, the shark and Nereus submerged.

Dave stood on the deck for a long time watching for one of them to resurface.

***
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MORNING LIGHT SPREAD across the ocean waves as the raft was swept from the deck of The Brizo. With the raft bobbing up and down on the choppy water, Dave felt the loss of three things as he watched his yacht sink; The Brizo, Nereus, and the painting of Palila that he had forgotten to go back and get. He reached into the pack, pulled out the bottle of whiskey, opened it, and took a swig. The liquor soothed his scratchy throat but landed in his stomach like an exploding grenade. It struck him that he hadn’t eaten anything for almost twenty-four hours. He opened the pack and took out a protein bar. Just as he was about to unwrap it, a large pod of dolphins surfaced, encircling the raft. They chirped and chattered like excited school children. He unwrapped the bar, broke it apart and tossed pieces to them, which they ignored, but it gave him a small amount of comfort to be interacting with another living thing, thinking it might be the last time he did so. A half-hour later the dolphins moved on. Dave laid his head back on the rim of the raft, letting the hazy sunlight bathe his face, and thought about Palila.

***
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HE WENT TO TAHITI HOPING to trace some of the steps of his favorite artist, Paul Gauguin. He had sailed at a leisurely pace down the coast of the United States, stopping for a month in Miami, before sailing on to Panama and through the canal. The approximate four thousand, five hundred nautical miles from Panama to Tahiti was nothing but the vast Pacific Ocean. He spent the days manning the sails, sketching, and drinking. Occasionally he passed other vessels, usually large container ships, but his communications with them via the radio was brief. He left Boston with one intention, to reach Tahiti to paint, not to make friends along the way. He was lucky that in the more than a month that it took to reach the northern shore of Tahiti, near Tiare, he only encountered two severe storms that did not damage The Brizo. By the time he reached land he had used all of his supplies, so he restocked his shelves, cabinets, and larder in Tiare, and then sailed north along Tahiti’s coast for a few days until he found the deserted beach he had spotted when first approaching the island. He dropped the anchor a short distance from the beach, pulled in the sails, and tied them to the masts. Throughout the day he swam from The Brizo to land, carrying in plastic bags what he would need to live on along with his painting supplies and canvases.

He dragged bamboo and ferns from the jungle and built a lean-to, using palm leaves to reinforce the roof in the event of rain. He put everything in the lean-to, leaving enough space to lie down. For a week, he spent the days painting scenes of sailboats on the turquoise water and parakeets perched in the trees and bushes that bordered the beach.

Then, early one morning, as he sat at the base of a coconut tree digging a hole into it with a penknife to get to the milk, he looked up to see Palila walk out of the jungle. She wore a bright red sarong and a gardenia pinned in her hair. In his forty-two years of life, he had never seen such a beautiful woman. Awestruck, he stared at her, mouth agape, as she walked by him to the edge of the water, removed the sarong, and then jumped into the waves. She then waved at him, beckoning him to join her. He dropped the coconut and then rushed to the water and dived in after her. 

Every morning for the next three weeks, Palila walked out of the jungle. They would spend the day together, swimming, having meals of fruit they picked in the jungle and fish she caught with her bare hands. He would work on a single painting of her, a work he hoped would be a masterpiece, something comparable to a painting by Gauguin. At twilight, she would go back into the jungle. 

When the painting of her was finished, she went into the jungle that evening and never returned.

Heartbroken, he took his things and some of the completed canvases, including the one of her, back to The Brizo. He restocked the yacht in Tiare and then set sail for the open ocean, with no destination in mind.

***
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LYING IN THE RAFT AS a soft rain fell, Dave forgot how many days he had been adrift. Empty plastic water bottles and food wrappers floated in the puddle that had formed in the middle of the raft. He bent his head back and caught the rain in his mouth. He imagined hearing it sizzle as it hit his parched lips and sunburned skin. To fight off the feeling that he was being driven to madness by the endless sameness of the ocean, he pretended he had a canvas in front of him. He imagined painting Palila on it as she walked into the jungle. He had his eyes closed and was painting the gardenia in her hair when Nereus appeared at the edge of the raft. 

“So, there you are,” Nereus said.

Dave’s eyes shot open. “Nereus! I thought Lamia had killed you.”

Nereus smiled broadly. “She shook me about a bit, but that spear in her head put an end to her.” He looked around the raft. “I see you’re still rather messy. Do you mind if I join you?”

Dave grabbed the bottles as he moved aside. “Climb in. This is no Brizo, but it’s kept me alive.”

Climbing into the raft, Nereus said, “Brizo, the sea goddess, has been looking out for you.”

“I didn’t know she was real.”

“What is real regarding the sea is often open to interpretation,” Nereus said. 

Thunder rumbled across the clouded sky followed by streaks of lightning. As if responding to the storm quickly brewing in the sky, the waves began to leap from the water and roll across the surface in every direction. The raft started to bounce.

Dave took the almost empty whiskey bottle from the pack and unscrewed the top. “To a final goodbye to life,” he said. He took a drink and then offered the bottle to Nereus. 

“No, thank you,” Nereus said. “Your life isn’t lost yet.” 

Dave drank the last of the whiskey and tossed the bottle into the water. “Life without Palila has no meaning anyway,” he said. 

***
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THE SAILORS WHO STOOD around Dave stared down at him with a look of astonishment on their faces. They mumbled to each other as the ship’s medic thumped Dave on the back, forcing the water out of his lungs. The medic rolled Dave onto his back and stared into Dave’s eyes. 

“You’re going to make it,” he said.

Dave coughed, spitting out a small amount of water. “Where am I?”

“This is the merchant ship, The Palaimon,” the medic answered. “How on earth did you survive swimming in the middle of the ocean?”

“I was on the raft, with Nereus,” Dave answered.

“What raft?” the medic asked. “Who is Nereus?” 

Dave closed his eyes and tried to recall what had happened, but other than the violent storm that tossed the raft about, his mind was blank. “My yacht, The Brizo, sunk. I was saved by a half-man, half-fish ...” he started, but his voice trailed off as he saw the disbelieving look on the medic’s face.

“Look buddy,” the medic said, “strange things happen on the sea and to those who travel on it, but I’ve been a sailor for over twenty years, and I’ve never seen a man alive and floating on the kinds of waves you were pulled from as if you were just taking a nap.”

“I can’t explain it even if I tried,” Dave said resignedly. 

The medic helped him stand and then led him into the ship, through several corridors, and into the infirmary. The medic gave him a cup of coffee.

“Where’s this ship headed?” Dave asked. 

“Tahiti,” the medic replied. “Have you been there? It’s really beautiful.”

“Yes, once,” Dave replied. “It’s magical.” He looked around the infirmary. In it was a hospital bed, a medicine locker, blood pressure equipment, and an IV stand. Leaning against a corner stood a canvas, its front facing toward the wall. He sat the cup on a table, walked over and turned the canvas around. It was the painting of Palila. “Where did this come from?” he asked, feeling his heart break again as he looked at her face.

“It was tossed onto the deck by a large wave just a few hours before we rescued you. Is it yours?”

Dave stared at Palila’s face for several moments before he answered. “No, but she’s what I’ve always dreamt of.”
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At the Shad Dam
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Don Noel

He was almost fourteen when he first tried shad fishing. 

Mr. Bailey offered to take him. “Your dad was a terrific fisherman, Tommy. Least I can do is help his boy get a start.”

He wanted to accept, of course, but Mom was uncertain. Mr. Bailey had come over with a golden armful of forsythia from his garden, and they had a consultation in the kitchen.

“I’m not sure I want him at the river,” she said.

“We’re not going swimming, Millie. We’re standing on a solid bank, throwing hooks into the river.”

“Isn’t he still too young?” she persisted. “His father used to come home with a sore arm, I remember, and he was a grown man.”

Tommy was sure it had something to do with Daddy’s death, six years ago. He’d been pretty young, and maybe didn’t even understand back then that people died, let alone why. He remembered mostly that his New Jersey grandparents came and got him, and brought him back for the funeral, where he cried a lot. Maybe that was why no one ever told him how or why Daddy died. People didn’t die just from fishing, though. 

Mr. B wasn’t about to be brushed off. “Hal started young, Millie. I knew him when he was growing up. Shot up like a weed in his fourteenth year, just like Tom here. His dad bought him a good spinning rig that spring. You still have it?”

“I’d have to look. I put a lot of Hal’s things up in the attic.”

“Mind if we go see?”

“Yes. Yes, I mind.”

“Aw, Millie!”

Mom was obviously reluctant to have someone pawing through her husband’s things, but she finally said okay. Tommy knew that she had a thing about finding him male role models, from Mr. Simons in Boy Scouts to Pastor Williams and his First Church choir. Although Mr. B was old enough to be his grandfather, he was right next door and willing to spend time with Tommy, so it looked like she didn’t want to discourage him.

A few minutes later, Mr. B came downstairs flourishing a rod and reel, and Tommy was lugging a dusty, bucket-sized net on a long handle and a huge wicker creel.

“Take those things out on the porch and shake them out, Tommy,” Mom said. “I don’t want my kitchen full of mothballs from the attic. Wait.” She opened a pantry door and produced a kind of feather duster thing. “Use this. And shut the door.”

He wondered if she wanted to have some private conversation with Mr. B, but went out as ordered. There was a little breeze. He stepped into the yard to be sure everything would go downwind away from him, then used the feather thing to flick away most of the dust. As he came back inside, he decided it had just been his imagination, thinking she wanted him out of earshot, because Mr. B was jabbering away about Daddy’s fishing gear.

“This is still a fine rod.” Mr. B’s bushy gray mustache made him look like a sporting goods salesman Tommy had seen on TV, and he sounded exactly like someone who’s sure he’s made a sale and is working on selling a few extras.

“He’s going to love this, Millie. You lay him out a little cold breakfast Saturday morning, a donut and glass of milk or whatever, and you can sleep in.” He was sure she could use a little leisure time to herself, he said. He held up the reel for inspection. “This line is probably a bit old and brittle. What has it been? Six years in a hot attic? We’ll take it over to my place and put some fresh line on it.”

“What about his sore arm?” Mom still wanted to know.

“The secret to a strong casting arm is to work it hard,” Mr. B insisted. “A little pain never hurt a growing boy. I’ll send him back with a little old-fashioned arnica.”

Tommy had never heard of arnica.

Anyway, they went together to Mr. B’s kitchen next door, where he helped strip the old line off Dad’s reel. Dad’s reel—Tommy decided he should think of his father that way. He had until now thought of him as “Daddy,” which was what he’d called him the last time they were together. He would try now to think of him as “Dad,” which was surely what he would want to be called if he were here. It was still a mystery why he wasn’t here now.

The reel business didn’t take long. Mr. B had a fancy gadget that made it easy to wind a whole spool of fresh line onto the reel in maybe a minute. Although the label said it was braided line—abrasion-resistant, zero stretch, smaller diameter—it didn’t look it. The line was so fine that Tommy couldn’t see the braiding, even when he held it up to the light. 

Mr. B was confident that it was braided. “The secret to landing a shad, Tom,” he said, “is to hook him on a line he can’t bite through.” He peered down. “Did you notice I called you ‘Tom?’ You’re a teenager now.”

All right, two new names, he thought. Tom and Dad. He wondered if there was something grown-up he ought to call Mr. B, like Uncle Bailey or something, but let that idea wither away.

They made a date for early Saturday morning.

***
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IT WAS A HALF-HOUR drive to what was left of the Enfield Dam. Mr. B said that all the fishermen wanted to rebuild the dam, but the state didn’t. “The Department of Energy and Environmental Protection says it impedes the fish getting farther upriver to spawn, Tom. Says it causes too much mortality.” He stopped for a moment, as if he were sorry to have used the word mortality, but then hurried on. “What they mean is too many of us are catching ‘em.”

There was no traffic before dawn on the weekend, so Mr. B was comfortable driving and talking. The dam had been built in 1827, he said, in colonial days, to divert water into the Windsor Locks Canal, bypassing rapids that made it all but impossible for most boats to go farther north into Massachusetts.

“Do the fish use the canal, Mr. B?”

“Not likely,” he said.

He explained that the downstream gates were eight or so feet high. The end of the canal was less than a half-mile walk from where they would be fishing, just below the dam; they could walk down afterward if Tom had the energy. “You can see for yourself how canal locks work.”

Mr. B had a picnic cooler on the back seat, apparently well stocked with ice that was beginning to melt; it made slop-and-crunch noises on the curves. Tom found he liked not having the “—my” appended to his name; it made him feel more adult. He wanted to keep the conversation going, “But the gates must open to let a barge in or out. Wouldn’t a smart fish figure out that was the easy way to get past the dam?”

“Fish, Tom,” Mr. B said with a huge grin that curled his mustache, “are not famous for smarts.” If a few got into the canal when it was open for a boat, he allowed, they might get through. “They’re not going to hang around above the dam, though, to tell the others about the shortcut. They’re fish, not smart teenage boys. And anyway, fish want to swim into a hard current. That’s their instinct, to look for water that’s moving quickly.”

“But didn’t the dam block the fish? Doesn’t it block them now?”

“Some of ‘em, Tom, the little trash fish. Most of the stripers, shad, and salmon make it all right. They’re strong. And like I said, they love swimming into a challenge. The secret of catching one is to drop your lure where there’s a good solid sluice, not just a thin sheet of water over the top of the dam.” The dam was crumbling now, he said. There were big gaps here and there, so it wasn’t hard to find places where the river water was funneled into heavy surges.

“How far do they go after that?”

“After they get past our dam? Up to Vermont. Bellows Falls. Some even farther.”

“No other dams between here and Vermont? None in Massachusetts?”

“Oh, sure, a bunch. But there are fish ladders over all the upstream ones.”

He decided to wait until later to find out what a fish ladder was. “And they’re going back to where they were hatched, right?”

“Exactly. We don’t understand it. Some think it’s the taste of the water that tells ‘em when they get to the right place. Amazing. It’s as though you had a huge urge to go to Niagara Falls.”

Tommy knew that he must look confused, but Mr. B was driving and didn’t look down to see his face, so he said aloud, “Why Niagara Falls?”

Mr. B took his time answering. He was obviously thinking about his answer, so Tommy was prepared for something strange, and that’s what he got, “Your dad said you were conceived on his honeymoon. Your parents’ honeymoon. That’s where they went.”

That wasn’t just strange; it was weird. He’d read all about sex and conception, and was old enough to have participated in a lot of boys’ talk about “doing it,” but he didn’t want to think about his Dad impregnating his Mom, and the thought of going to see where they first made love was double weird. He didn’t say anything.

Mr. B must have thought he’d blundered onto tender ground again, talking about Tom’s father. He was silent for a time, too, until they neared the parking lot that the state had created, fifty yards inland from the river. “All right, kiddo. We’re here.”

It wasn’t crowded at all. He steered in and parked on the side near the river. “Lucky we’re early. We can find a good place on the bank without any trees behind us.” That was one of the secrets of successful fishing, he said. “Nothing worse than having to limit your back-cast to avoid snagging a cottonwood branch.”

***
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TOM WASN’T PREPARED for the river. It was big.

They had to cross over the canal, maybe ten yards wide, on an elevated bridge. They climbed up a dozen steps and a dozen down, clearance for a barge or even a cabin cruiser to pass underneath, Mr. B said. That put them on a narrow strip of land, not more than thirty yards wide, with a few big cottonwood trees widely spaced as it stretched downstream from where they stood, the canal on the inside.

And on the other side was the mighty Connecticut River, at least three football fields wide. What was left of the dam, Mr. B pointed out, could be mostly just guessed from a ridge of heavy turbulence in the water stretching across the river, although there were short bits of visible stonework. Nearer them, the remnants of the dam took a kind of dogleg to funnel water into the canal, with much more of the stonework visible. 

“It isn’t fighting the river over here as much as shaping it,” Mr. B said. “Pity, because the big fish want to be out there where the heavy current is.”

Which meant, Tom would soon learn, they were out far beyond his first puny attempts at casting.

“Did you bring bait, Mr. B, or are we using flies?”

“Neither, Tom.” He explained that the shad they were after weren’t eating. They hadn’t eaten in the fifty-five miles they’d traveled upriver from Long Island Sound, and wouldn’t eat until they reached whatever waters tasted to them like their birthright, one hundred five miles to the Vermont dam or even beyond it, all by way of fish ladders, whatever they were.

“My Dad tied his own flies when he fished for trout in the Farmington River.”

“You bet. Was good at it, too. He tried to make them look like nymphs or caddis or damselflies or whatever the trout were eating. I’ll take you out to the Farmington in another month, maybe, if your mom will let us. But these shad aren’t eating.”

“So how do we get them to strike, Mr. B?”

“We try to irritate ‘em. Look at these lures.” He spread out a cornucopia of outrageously bright-colored pieces of metal, twisted into funny shapes. Mr. B said they were designed to hop, slide, slither and jump in a heavy current, and exasperate the fish. “If anybody knows the secret of getting a shad’s attention, Tom, let me tell you, that fisherman is a winner.”

“So, it’s mostly luck?”

“That’s the real secret, Tom. Best we know, they strike at whatever antagonizes ‘em.”

“Like bulls charging at a red cape?”

“Exactly. Except that we know red capes get bulls’ attention. Fact is, we really have no idea what titillates a migrating shad. Here. Try this.”

Mr. B helped him tie a gaudy spoon onto his line, and he launched his first cast.

Ouch. It plopped into the river so close he thought it might splash river water onto his jeans.

“Not bad for a first try. Here, try to cast but not let go. Thumb on the line, see? Then yank it back behind you, and then heave it out and lift your thumb.”

The second try was better. Mr. B was incredibly patient with a third, fourth, fifth, sixth try. The lure kept landing a bit farther out each time.

While he was practicing, two skiffs had come up, halfway across the river, far past where his casts were reaching. His arm was beginning to be sore, so he seized the opportunity to stop and watch them. There were two men in the first boat, but only one in the other. None of the men were rowing; they had outboard motors.

“They’re going pretty slow, Mr. B.”

“They can’t go any faster, Tom. There’s a helluva current out there.”

“How will they stay long enough to fish?”

“They’ll throw out anchors. You watch. They may drag a little, but then their anchor will catch on a rock or a slab of the dam that broke off. Look now.”

Sure enough, the man in the front of the two-man boat reached over and dropped an anchor. The boat shot back maybe ten yards, swept downstream by the current, then stopped, the river shaping itself in a curl of white water around the bow.

“The man in the other boat,” Tom asked, “is having some trouble, isn’t he?” The man, who wore a jacket with a bold red plaid, had one hand on the engine handle; he had picked up an anchor with the other.

“He’s got to be extra careful. You’d think that after ...” Mr. B’s voice trailed off.

“After what, Mr. B?”

“Nothing, Tom. I mean, if he’d read the DEP material, he’d know they recommend two in a boat. Insist on it, actually. After reading the warnings, I meant. This river can be dangerous.”

“You mean the boat could tip over?”

Mr. B didn’t seem to be listening, as though he were lost in thought, so Tom asked again. “The boat could tip over? And dump him in the rapids?”

“Yes, Tom. Now let’s get back to catching you a shad. You see that ripple in the water, maybe ten yards beyond where you last hit?”

“You mean what looks like a bubble in the water?”

“Exactly. There’s something in the riverbed, probably a chunk of the old dam, or maybe a natural boulder, that creates what we call a “standing wave.” Behind it, downstream, a shad can wait, resting before summoning up its energy to charge over the dam.”

“And that’s where I want to drop the lure?”

“You got it.”

It took three tries. His arm ached. He kept at it. The third time, the outrageously gaudy lure dropped exactly into the still pocket behind the bulge.

The strike startled him. He felt it and didn’t know what to do. The shad bit on the multi-pronged hook behind the garish lure and tried to bolt, swimming toward the far side of the river. The reel in front of his hand hummed as line paid out.

“Far enough! Put your thumb on the reel! Pull up!”

He managed somehow to follow Mr. B’s instructions. There was a sudden explosion out in mid-river, a streak of silver that danced into the air, clean out of the water, and then dove straight down like a falling metallic rocket.

Other nearby fishermen let their lines go slack and watched. “Attaboy! Hold him!” they called. 

“Reel him in!” one man hollered.

Tom tried to ignore them and listened for Mr. B’s quiet counsel. “Don’t let the line go slack. Keep the line taut. Let him wear himself out. You have him now; reel him in. I have the net ready.”

There was a smattering of applause as he cranked the reel until the silver streak came clean out of the water at the end of his line, and Mr. B scooped it into the net.

“Well done, kiddo. Your Dad would be proud of you.”

“Thank you, Mr. B. I wish he could be here.” He hadn’t said that in a long time, not since he stopped breaking into tears whenever he thought about Dad. He thought for a moment his eyes might leak, but he blinked hard and the tears stopped.

“You want to go for another?”

He hesitated. “My arm’s a little sore.”

“Then we’d better quit. Can’t have your Mom mad at me. Want to walk down to case the canal?”

Tom looked out. The red-jacketed man out in the river had managed to anchor his boat single-handed and was casting up toward the dam. “Okay,” he said.

Mr. B put the shad in the creel and shouldered it as they climbed the bridge and walked back to the parking lot, which was now chock full of cars and pickup trucks. He unlocked his car, put the fish into the cooler, and produced a squeeze bottle. “Roll up your sleeve, Tom. All the way up to the shoulder.”

“What’s that?”

“Arnica. Just like I told your Mom. The secret of getting over a sore casting arm is to get it doped up right away.”

The arnica had a pleasant smell, kind of like a Christmas pine wreath, but it stung. Within a few minutes, the pain disappeared, though, into a pleasant numbness. “Thank you, Mr. B. Are we going to go back and walk down the canal?”

“You bet. We’ll walk down this side, though, and stay clear of all the back-cast hooks.”

“Okay.”

The canal was neat. Both sides were lined with timbers as thick as telephone poles, although a few seemed to be rotting and crumbly at the top. “Are those the original logs, Mr. B?”

“I dunno, Tom. Probably not. I’d guess they’ve been replaced at least once. Can’t imagine how they drove them down, back in the 1800s. More recently, they would have used a pile driver.”

“What’s that?”

“Like a huge, steam-driven hammer. Remind me at home, and I’ll show you a picture. Look ahead now. Here are the gates.”

He could only see the top foot or so of the gates because they were shut and the canal was full of water, but he could see stout metal arms that were obviously designed to crank them open, like the wide double doors of First Church, but much heavier.

On the ground on both sides of the canal were metal structures that looked almost like benches for elves. The structures had long, narrow, rounded arms, maybe two feet long and on pedestals a foot off the ground, bolted into the concrete apron.

“What are those?”

“Cleats, Tom. For ropes to hold a boat or barge steady while the water rises or falls.”

“If a barge were in the lock headed downstream,” he explained, “it would be secured with heavy ropes called ‘hawsers,’ lad, wrapped around the cleats. Then the gate would be opened just a little to let all the water rush out. In only a few minutes the water in the canal would be the same level as the river, at which point the gates would be opened all the way, the hawsers would be released, and the boat would be on its way.”

“And how does it work going upstream?”

“Think about it, Tom. You tell me.”

“I guess they go into the canal and the gates are closed behind them, but then how does the water get in?” He looked up, and Mr. B was laughing at him. “Oh, I get it. From up there by the dam. How long does that take?”

“Just a few minutes. You’ve seen how fast the water is coming over the dam.” He looked up suddenly and pointed. “Talk about fast water ... look over there!”

A skiff had just appeared in mid-river. A screen of trees and shrubbery on the far side of the canal blocked their view of the river beside them and all the way up to the dam, so it was almost as though the boat had popped out of a tunnel. It appeared to be the red-jacketed man they’d seen fishing up above. He was seated at the stern, one hand on the steering handle of his outboard, the other on a gunwale, apparently bracing himself.

“Is he trying to go upstream again, Mr. B?”

“Just trying not to get broadside to that current. It could tip him over.”

“But he’s floating down the river backward. Kind of twisting around.”

“Yawing, Tom.”

“Pardon?”

“Fancy word for bobbing and twisting. He doesn’t have that boat under control yet.”

“Is that because he’s alone, Mr. B?”

“You’ve got it, lad. In a two-man boat, he’d have had it stabilized the minute he got underway, before the other guy pulled up the anchor. It’s tricky, spinning around to head downstream against a hard, choppy current.”

“Is he going to be all right?”

“Let’s hope so. Best he can do is ride it downstream to where he’s clear of the rapids, down to deep and quiet water, and hope it doesn’t founder meantime. Damned fool, out there solo!”

Tom watched the man in the skiff, still backing downriver. “Mr. B?”

“What is it, lad?”

“Was my Dad a damned fool?”

Mr. B didn’t want to look at him. In a long silence, he stared at the man floating downriver, then at the canal, and finally, at his shoes. He seemed to be searching for words.

Finally, he met Tom’s gaze. “Maybe we didn’t know then as much about the danger as we do now, Tom. Maybe it was just a damned shame.”
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Calla’s Secret Inheritance
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Joanna Bair

Calla tossed the yellowed map on her wooden table. “This is it?”

Telemachus shrugged. “I don’t know anything except it appears to lead to Ogygia where Zeus banished Calypso.”

“Calypso?” Calla squinted at the inked letters. “It says ‘mother’s cave.’ Nothing about Calypso. Except ... do you think?”

“I don’t think. I know.” Telemachus smiled at her, and she noticed his long silver hair showed off his deep wisdom.

“What?”

“Your mother didn’t want you to know until your twenty-first birthday. She thought you weren’t mature enough, but you deserve to understand. It’s your only inheritance.” Telemachus pushed the map toward her.

Next month she would have found out on her birthday that Calypso was her grandmother? How could her mother have kept such a secret all these years? 

“What’s on the island? It can’t be nice if she was banished there.” Calla shook her head, disgusted. Of all the things her mother could have left. Actually, her mother didn’t own much. 

“Her golden shuttle holds the powers that kept Odysseus there all those years.” Telemachus stood. “Pack yourself a bag of clothing and anything you might want for a month.”

“A month?” Calla questioned the man, but then rose to pack. She didn’t own much, so it didn’t take her long to gather up tunics and sandals. She threw in her favorite hair combs and turned to Telemachus.

“Let’s go.” Telemachus motioned to the door.

“Now? But I want to know how my mother ended up here. My mother, she’s your sister, isn’t she?” Calla suddenly understood why Telemachus had always been so kind to them, yet never shown any interest in being her father. He couldn’t have been. “How long have you been aware of all this?”

He led her down a cobblestone street and through a narrow alley. “Since your mother arrived here with you. After Calypso had your mother, she became mortal. When she passed, your mother didn’t want to raise you alone on the island. The only other inhabitants are the occasional sailors who get shipwrecked.”

“Is my father one of them?” Calla asked. She glimpsed the sun sparkling like treasure on the water between two buildings ahead of them. She realized exactly where he was leading her. 

Telemachus nodded again. “I know nothing of your father, but that isn’t important. We need to find that golden shuttle before anyone else gets to the island.”

“Why hasn’t anyone tried to get it yet?” Calla hopped over a stone in her way.

“Your mother was alive, and anyone with interest in the powers of the shuttle knows she protected it. I’ve searched your mother’s items, but there’s no sign of the shuttle. Just this map, which I believe will lead you to it.”

Telemachus tilted his head toward a lone fishing boat sitting in the water ready to go. A rough-looking man sat against a tree watching them, but never moved. Instead, a tall man with bronzed skin and hair black as lava rock strode toward them with a smile.

“This is Xander. He’ll take good care of you.”

“You aren’t coming?” Calla’s eyes pleaded with Telemachus.

“A journey by sea is too much for my old bones. Xander will protect you.” Telemachus handed Xander the map. 

Calla’s eyes welled up with tears. She’d just found out she had an uncle and now she had to say good-bye. The gods could be so cruel sometimes. 

“Just remember it may have been time for Hades to take your mother, but it’s not your time yet. Be the brave woman I know you are.”

Calla hugged Telemachus and followed Xander to the boat where a crew of about twenty other sailors waited for them. Once she situated herself on board, they set sail as if she’d been the one delaying them.

By nightfall, the ship had long left the coast and floated somewhere in the Ionian Sea. Calla couldn’t say her stomach no longer felt queasy, but at least she’d kept down the stale bread and watered-down wine. With no deck below, they slept exposed to the elements, so Calla tossed uncomfortably on the hard deck. Rocking on the waves, her awareness of the other sailors around her was sharp. The boat hit a particularly strong wave that made her sit up in a flash. None of the sleeping sailors stirred, as they were used to the motion of a boat. 

Xander and the other sailor helping him to navigate muffled a chuckle at her. Embarrassed, she shifted her blanket which she’d originally deemed unnecessary, now a welcome covering from the night breeze. 

“Can’t sleep?” the sailor next to Xander asked. 

She shook her head. 

“Wanna learn how to navigate? It may save your life one day.” He waved her up to the stern where he sat, giving the boat an occasional row to keep it on course. 

“It’s a clear night, so this is easy. See those three stars in a row? That’s Orion’s belt. The bright one there is the north star. We’re heading southwest away from it and to the right of the bear over there.” Xander pointed to each star patiently, and Calla could more or less understand. It amazed her that those stars would actually lead them to the island where she’d been born. She couldn’t remember a thing about her journey to Ithaca. The sea felt like an endless, overwhelming expanse of nothing as far as the eye could see. The darkness, aside from the dotted ceiling above them, swallowed them whole. She couldn’t believe so many did this for a living. 

“Did Telemachus tell you anything about this map?” Xander asked, keeping his voice down as the water amplified it greatly.

“Aside from it being my mother’s only inheritance, no.” Calla kept her blanket wrapped around her.

“You know whose cave it is?” 

“Of course, and I know Calypso was my grandmother.” Calla tried to read his expression in the moonlight, but it was blank. “I don’t understand why they’re sending me.”

“It’s a special cave. Calypso kept men against their will by singing to them while weaving with that shuttle. There are magic powers in that cave.”

“Powers in a cave? That’s as ridiculous as Telemachus saying her golden shuttle had powers. Calypso was a beautiful singer. I wish I’d inherited that talent, but men are weak in the presence of beauty. Her beauty was that of a nymph, so we all know that’s why the men couldn’t leave the island.” Calla gave him a teasing grin. 

“I hate to inform you, but men are the stronger ones. Why else are you allowing us to row you?” Xander asked.

“I would row if given a chance,” Calla shrugged.

“But I’d never let a woman row,” Xander said. 

“Well, don’t say I didn’t offer.”

After their banter, Calla laid back down, but sleep was a long time coming and the sun rose over the horizon sooner than she’d have liked; however, she didn’t concern herself over the lack of sleep when she knew there’d be nothing to do come morning on the boat—especially since she wasn’t allowed to help row.

After about the seventh day when she felt as if the voyage would never end, the sailors dropped the plumb line and discovered the waves getting shallower. It had begun raining, the first in weeks, and Calla shuddered at the flashes of lightning in the distance. Why was Poseidon angry now? Had they done something wrong?

They couldn’t see land yet, so the sailors rowed with all their strength until they spotted rocks jutting out of the waves. Helpless, Calla waited, clinging to the rail.

“Get the plumb line!” Xander shouted to her over a lull in the wind. 

Calla shot him a look of doubt, but she knew he couldn’t see it through the rain pouring down on their faces. She’d never used a plumb line before. She barely knew what it was used for, but all the sailors were occupied. 

“Go,” Xander yelled at her, his desperation taking over rational reasoning. 

She stared at the rope. It had to be self-explanatory, so she tossed the lead weight over the rail and the rope unwound, then stopped. The marking for nine landed right by the rail and the marking for ten lay on the deck still. 

“Nine fathoms.”

“It’s getting shallower,” the sailor closest to her yelled.

Rain plummeted them harder. Calla’s white tunic clung to her leaving nothing to the imagination, but she didn’t care or have a choice. They were in survival mode. She turned her head away from the wind, letting it blow her hair back as she pulled the weight up from the sea.

The men rowed through each rocking wave that led them nearer to the shore. Calla strained to scan the coastline for any signs of civilization. None. But this had to be the island. They’d been following the stars for the right amount of time. One week. How small the island appeared! Had she really grown up on this small thing? Her eyes discovered a sandy beach through the torrents of rain. Piles of rocks formed a hill, and a deep dark hole fairly high up overlooking the sea stopped her scanning eyes. The cave. Calypso’s cave. Her grandmother’s cave. There it stood. Her grandmother’s home, the place her mother had grown up, where she’d lived as a toddler, the place that held all her mother’s secrets. 

The boat rocked against a boulder, disrupting her thoughts like the thunder now fading into the distance. 

“All oars portside,” Xander shouted at the sailors. They got away from one rock, but she could see more leading toward the sand. 

“Athena help us,” Calla muttered under her breath to the goddess she knew had helped her grandfather escape this island. In that instant, she had a thought that could have only come from the goddess herself. 

“Go toward the cave!” She heard herself giving orders to the crew.

“Are you blind, woman? There are rocks. This island is a death trap.” One sailor yelled.

“It’s no wonder Odysseus wrecked here,” another sailor shouted over the dying wind.

“What makes you say that?” Xander asked, as he stood to give more strength to his oar.

“Athena,” she answered, too quietly.

“What?”

“Athena.”

Xander paused, and the men stayed silent. No one wanted to mess with the gods in the middle of a storm. They rowed in the direction of the jagged rocks and found there were actually fewer stones in the water on that route. Behind them, low boulders protruded near the sandy beach. They’d made the right choice. With a few more strong rows, and the pull from the undertow, they reached the base of the cave in minutes. 

The sailors dropped anchor, rain still pummeling them.

The boat rocked against the base of the hill where the cave waited for them. When the storm ended, the men would bring it to the beach and most likely would have repairs to do. How long would that take? No wonder Telemachus had told her to prepare items for a month. 

Calla observed the sailors climb out of the boat and toss supplies and food on the stony base.

“Ready?” Xander stood behind her, too close for comfort, yet she felt safe. She nodded, so he climbed out onto a boulder then held out his hand to help her up. She stepped onto the rail, and when she paused at the gap between rocks, she felt his strong hands on her waist lift her onto the stone he stood on.

“There,” his hands lingered on her hips, and she stared into the man’s eyes until they heard a shout from one of the sailors.

“The cave is empty.”

Xander glanced around, and seeing that things were almost unloaded, he tugged Calla gently across the remaining boulders to the cave. The entrance was rather narrow, so they had to lower each person into it one at a time. Again, Xander’s muscles lifted her and let her feet stand on solid ground. Closing her eyes, Calla adjusted to the darkness. The sailor, Vitalis, had a torch lighting up the dark dwelling. 

The limestone formations hung from the ceiling in swirly stalactite formations. A rather tall and grand ceiling at that. At first look, the cave seemed empty like the sailor had shouted, but in the back, Vitalis shone his torch on a loom. The loom sat right next to a glistening green pool of water. Calla couldn’t tell if the water was green or the light made it glow green. 

“Do you see a shuttle?” Calla asked.

Vitalis shone his torch all around the pool and empty loom.

“Nothing,” Vitalis placed his hand in the water to see if the shuttle had fallen in the puddle. He lowered his hand in, felt around, then handed Xander the torch. “Strange. I can’t feel the bottom.”

“How odd,” Calla knelt down and put her own hand in the pool. She couldn’t reach the bottom either. “Shall we throw a stone in?”

She picked up a piece of the wall and threw it in. Nothing beyond the small ripple gave them a way to find the depths. 

“Do you think it’s drinkable?” Calla turned to Xander.

“I don’t think Calypso poisoned sailors, just seduced them.” Xander shrugged.

“With her singing, not the shuttle, but what if the shuttle fell in? Can we lower a bucket? Or at least find the plumb line?” Calla asked.

“When the storm ends.”

The sailors made a fire and cooked some fish, then, exhausted, they all fell asleep until light shining through the entrance woke them.

Calla had finally been able to change in the darkness of the cave without the men seeing her, so she wore a clean tunic for the first time in a week. She’d also pinned her hair up with a comb. This may have been a deserted island, but she wanted to do her beautiful grandmother justice. Stepping into the light as Helios rode the bright orange ball across the sky in his chariot, she gasped. 

Grapevines, ivy, and other unrecognizable vegetation surrounded the cave. Above it, on top of the hill where the island flattened off, lay a field of violets. Cypress trees shaded the edge, and beyond the field, she spotted what appeared to be a vineyard growing wildly. Next to her water flowed out of rocks, forming a waterfall into the sea. No wonder Odysseus had stayed so long. Her grandfather. What a strange thought. Her own family had lived here. Had her mother truly grown up here? Had she really been born in this paradise? Why had they left?

Vitalis and Xander shadowed her outside. Discovering the waterfall, Vitalis said, “That looks safer to drink than the green pool.” 

Nodding in agreement, Xander and Calla watched him shimmy across the ledge to the stream where he cupped his hands and drank.

“Tastes fine.”

“Did anyone taste the green water?” Calla asked.

“No,” Xander said. “Let’s get the plumb line and see what we can find.”

The other sailors still snored from exhaustion as they tiptoed around them to lower the plumb line. Enough light shone into the cave, so they got a better look at the pool. The pool resembled a puddle, not even long enough to lay across or swim in. Xander lowered the lead weight down carefully, so as not to splash and wake anyone.

Calla waited, “Anything?”

She already knew the answer from his face.

“I don’t think there is a bottom.” He pulled the weight up and cupped his hands as if to drink but sniffed instead. She laughed at him, and her laugh echoed through the cave.

“It smells wonderful.” She shrugged and took a sip. After days of stale wine, she decided it was the most satisfying thing she’d had in her life. “It tastes clean. Pure.” 

He drank with her. They filled their palms and drank until they were satisfied. Calla found Xander studying her carefully. She gave him a confused shake of her head.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, reaching a hand toward her. She froze, caught off guard. His beautiful brown eyes bore into hers, and he leaned closer. Calla shifted her weight to her knees and closed her eyes. She’d been kissed before, once by a childhood friend when she’d come of age, but that had been nothing like this. This kiss asked for much more than she’d expected as she felt passion and desire surge in her. Calla grew aware of the other sleeping men nearby as the kiss deepened, but Xander didn’t care and pulled her closer.

“Let’s go explore more of the island,” Calla whispered between kisses. 

“I’ll go anywhere with you.”

Calla laughed, and they ran out of the cave past Vitalis, who was filling a bucket in the waterfall. They raced up the boulders, through the violet field to the overgrown vineyards, stopping to kiss along the way.

“I don’t know what’s come over me,” Xander said. “I can’t get enough of you.”

Calla felt the same way, but then Xander started tearing up. “I’m so happy to be here, but I also miss home.” 

Calla understood, “Let’s go back and see if we can find food.”

“I’d rather just stay here with you.” He kissed her again, this time, rolling her into the field of violets. They stayed in the field for what must have been hours, because soon the sun lowered in the sky, and they heard Vitalis shouting. They pulled themselves together and adjusted their clothing.

“There you are!” Vitalis called. He took one look at them. “I’d say Calla just sang and wove with her golden shuttle, except we found it.”

Calla blushed, but Xander kept his arm around her.

“It wasn’t at the bottom of the pool. That pool has no bottom.” Vitalis told them as if bringing news.

“And then we drank from it,” Calla paused.

They all stared at one another.

“Then what happened?” Vitalis asked.

“I was overcome by Calla’s beauty; I couldn’t handle it,” Xander spoke slowly.

“Me too. I mean I realized how much I really wanted Xander to keep me safe,” Calla said.

“I don’t think Calypso’s powers were in her golden shuttle,” Vitalis said. The couple froze, locking eyes with each other, and slowly nodded in agreement.

“I feel so stupid,” Calla said, attempting to snap out of her desire for Xander, but she couldn’t do it. Why were her feelings so uncontrollable? No wonder Odysseus had stayed on the island. She kissed Xander anyhow, even with the audience, and he kissed her back. “Do you think it will wear off, or is this forever?”

“Well, if Odysseus lived here, he must have drunk from the pool daily. Not realizing Calypso knew full well what she did.” Xander laughed and kissed her.

“Or, he knew and didn’t care,” Calla suggested.

“Hey, if it made them feel like this every day, I’d drink this water forever.”

“You had to go drink it before me. This could have been me,” Vitalis said, waving his hands between the two of them.

“I think we would have figured out we liked each other without the water,” Xander said.

Calla raised her eyebrows at him but agreed. “True.”

Vitalis shrugged, then turned out to sea. “What’s that?”

“Where?” Calla broke away from Xander, but he pulled her back toward him until he noticed the spot in the distance.

“A ship!” Xander said, running through the fields back to the cave, pulling Calla’s arm. “And we haven’t even had time to make any repairs to our boat.”

“Maybe they’re friendly,” Calla tried to slow him down as Vitalis raced to catch up with them.

“Go warn the men,” Xander said, but he didn’t need to, as the men were readying themselves by loading the boat. By the time they reached the cave, the other ship had reached the sand, and the men were climbing out like ants overtaking a picnic. Some picnic they’d come to. 

“Our boat will sink. There’s no point in trying to leave,” Vitalis said. The group of sailors waited for the men to climb toward them in the cave. Vitalis stepped forward with his hands surrendered. “Welcome to our island.”

“Is he crazy?” one of the sailors muttered.

“If he tricks them into thinking they’re on the wrong island maybe they’ll leave,” one sailor suggested. Calla stood behind Xander, for protection, but also out of fear. The men appeared to be armed with spears and swords.

“Where is it?” their leader asked, and Calla gasped. The ragged man sitting by the tree on the shores of Ithaca towered over them.

“Proteus,” Xander stepped forward. “I should have known to expect you.”

“The shuttle. Where is it?” Proteus demanded, now face to face with Xander.

“Let’s settle this peaceably,” Xander told the man before him, still hanging onto Calla’s hand behind him. She could slip him a knife if he needed, but she trusted his judgment.

“You’re going to coward away from me?” Proteus said.

“I don’t need a shuttle to make women fall in love with me,” Xander said. At that comment, Proteus raised his spear to Xander’s throat, but Xander held out the shuttle. The other sailors, who had been silent, gasped.

“Don’t do it,” a sailor warned.

“You’re going to give up that quickly?” Proteus eyed Xander, leaving the spear at his throat.

“You leave me the entire island, and you can have the shuttle,” Xander bargained. 

Proteus grabbed the shuttle and inspected it, still holding onto Xander’s shoulders. “This is Calypso’s actual shuttle?”

“I swear by my grandmother’s cave that it is,” Calla spoke up, coming out from behind Xander.

“Who are you?” Proteus glared at her.

“Calypso’s granddaughter, and she wants nothing to do with the shuttle or its powers,” Xander said, and Calla nodded in agreement. 

“We have to win. I’ve never lost a war,” one of the sailors behind Calla muttered, but he didn’t move. 

Proteus tossed the shuttle to one of his men, who proceeded to inspect the shuttle. His sailor nodded back at Proteus, who kept a hold on Xander and motioned to his men. 

“Search the cave and island. None of you go anywhere,” he threatened the men.

Within minutes men returned from the cave. “It’s empty.”

The men searching the boat found nothing as well, which Calla figured would happen. Still, they held Xander at spear point.

“There’s nothing but fields and vineyards beyond the cave,” another man reported back, well over an hour later. 

“No sign of a different cave,” a sailor concluded, returning from the other side of the island.

“This is Calypso’s cave, without a doubt. Her loom is still there.”

“Does the loom have powers, too?” Proteus asked.

“No,” Xander said.

“Try it,” Proteus pushed Calla forward. “Sing and weave.”

“I’ll need the shuttle,” Calla said.

Proteus handed it to her, placed his spear by her heart, and ordered two of his men to guard Xander.

“It only works on one man at a time. I’ve already enchanted him, so it may not work on you.” Calla tried to stall the man. The last thing she wanted was him to find out he couldn’t fall in love with her.

“Forget it,” Proteus shoved her away. “I wouldn’t want you, anyhow. I’ll use it on someone more beautiful and worth my time.”

Calla rolled her eyes, not at all hurt by his demeaning words. Proteus grabbed the shuttle back from her and had the men carry the loom down the rocks to their ship. Calla shot Xander a look of relief. When the men had boarded the ship and set sail, the sailors remaining on the island began to complain.

“We came all this way for you to give it away,” one of the sailors complained.

“Don’t you care anything about your ancestors?” asked Calla, now surrounded by sailors.

“It’s not worth it,” Vitalis said, stopping them.

“A piece of junk,” a sailor muttered under his breath.

“It is a piece of junk. Aside from sentiment, it holds no powers,” Calla told the men, who began to argue.

“Come into the cave.” Xander cut off the men’s comments. He pulled Calla in with them and led the men to the green pool.

“We discovered this morning that this is where the real powers lie.” Xander knelt down next to the pool.

“The water?” The sailors crowded around, questioning them. 

“It has no bottom. They drank it and instantly fell in love. Or lust. The shuttle has no powers.” Vitalis confirmed their doubts as he lit a torch for the men to see better.

“This pool and island are Calla’s inheritance,” Xander explained.

“I want to stay on this island and live here with Xander, if he’ll allow it.” Calla glanced up at Xander, not caring who saw their passion.

“I want nothing more,” Xander kissed her in front of the men.

Calla turned to the sailors. “You’re all welcome to stay, or return for your families and come live here, but this stays a secret amongst all of us.”

“And only us,” Xander added. “If word ever gets around of this pool, things could get dangerous. If I find out anyone has spilled the secret, I will make sure Hades takes you.”

The men nodded solemnly and then broke out, deciding who would stay and who would return for families. 

“I don’t think I’ll need to drink the water again,” Calla said, and through the entrance of the cave, they watched Helios lower his chariot in the sky, ending another day. Xander took her hand while the sailors began working to repair the boat they’d now dragged to shore, guided by Vitalis. 

“Will you let Vitalis marry us? I could help you cultivate this island into an even greater paradise than Calypso’s, greater than the beginning of man.” Xander turned to Calla.

“Of course,” Calla answered, relishing the moment, now realizing that this beauty now all belonged to her.
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Consultations with a Fish
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Sal Tinajero

The fish began speaking to Jonathan on the third day of April.

He’d normally begin his morning with a half hello or flighty kiss with his boyfriend, who had to go to work so early and come home so late. He would cook himself some breakfast or go across the street to grab some donuts and get to work. He’d write all day, then in the evening he would eventually realize that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He would run across the street for the sushi place next to the donut shop, and finally have dinner before his boyfriend arrived.

Instead, this morning was met with a squandered, singsong like, “Jonathan!”

He slowly pulled out of his stupor as he realized it was Merlin, the goldfish, spouting his name. He peered at Merlin through his bowl and blinked, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Surely, this couldn’t be happening.

“Jonathan!” it smiled, or at least, as well as a goldfish could smile with its tight, pursed lips. “Nice to see you awake! Off to get us some donuts?”

Jonathan grimaced. “What?”

“Oh, c’mon, since when is that weird?” Merlin asked. “It seems like you’ve finally started listening, and you know what? This is a nice turn of events. I’ve been shouting at you all week to clean the bowl, and you haven’t even glanced in my direction.” Merlin harrumphed and swiveled away from Jonathan, his tail swishing in his face. “Even when you feed me, you only do it with a glazed look in your eye. Like I don’t even exist.”

“Y-You know that’s not true,” Jonathan said, wondering if this nonsense would blink out of existence.

“Oh, do I?” shouted Merlin, whirling around to peer at Jonathan.

Jonathan shrugged. “For all I know, I’m still dreaming. I could turn out to be hearing voices come out of my goldfish and you’re just a delusion of mine, or you can be real, and that’ll be just as terrifying. Whatever the circumstances, I’ll keep playing. I’m sure it won’t hurt to bite.”

Merlin shook his body as if to say, nope. “Said the tuna to the worm.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “Fine. I won’t play. I’ll go.”

He dressed as Merlin plead for his attention. He was certain Merlin would forget their conversation after he’d left, but when he turned back to feed the fish, he threatened to starve himself until Jonathan paid attention to him. Sure that all these threats were in his head, he disregarded Merlin and went on to his writing.

“I’ll breathe air!” Merlin shouted. “Don’t put it past me! I have too many friends on the other side, and I have nothing to lose living in this hovel of a home!”

“It’s not a hovel,” Jonathan snapped.

“Ha! Finally!” Merlin cheered. “I’m serious about breathing, though. I’ll do it.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “Shut up.”

He slammed his bedroom door shut and made his way to the donut shop across the street. Maybe he just needed some fresh air. Perhaps he just had a wonky night of sleep, and with all the fantastical realities he submerged himself in both day and night, he was certain that this was probably just a byproduct of it. It’d take him some time to wriggle out of it, but maybe with a little breakfast, he’d be fine.

He was not fine after breakfast. Nor was he better after lunch, a second lunch, or dinner. He was not better the next day nor the next. He just found this newfound ability of his was nothing beyond listening to the steadily increasing volume of Merlin and his comrades from the river a block over. Jonathan learned the hard way that Merlin was telling the utmost truth when he promised to breathe air.

After about a week—and Merlin’s seventeenth attempt at suffocating himself—Jonathan’s curiosity finally got the best of him.

“Why is this happening, Merlin?” He laid upon his bed, still in the pajamas he’d worn for three days straight, his limbs starfished and falling limp at the corners of the comforter. “I just don’t get it. Did I piss off a witch or something?”

Merlin giggled. “I doubt it.”

“Then what is it? The universe trying to get me to understand something? Is it a god? Do gods exist? Jesus, I can’t live like this.”

Merlin shrugged—it’d become easy for Jonathan to read Merlin’s nonverbals at this point. “Does it matter? I mean, it’s not so bad being a goldfish. I can go on my whole life without making any significant ripples. My influence is contained to this bowl, and I don’t see anything beyond this bedroom. Is it torture? A little, but I’ve accepted that this is all I ripple, and this is all I’m meant to be—a fish in a bowl. Do you get what I’m saying?”

Jonathan took a breath. “That this probably isn’t some act of divine intervention, but rather something that just happens. I’m a man who can talk to fish. I’m nothing more, and I’m nothing less. And I should accept it.”

Merlin fell quiet.

Jonathan turned to him to find him furrowing his fins. “Sure, but also, I would like some buddies and a bigger tank. I want more than just this room, Jonathan. I’ve had enough of fake sleeping through you and Erik ... doing the do.”

Jonathan blinked.

Merlin glanced between Jonathan’s legs.

“I understood the reference, Merlin!” Jonathan said, crossing his arms and legs. “It just never occurred to me that you were—”

“Conscious? Sentient? Have eyes? Yeah, I do.” Merlin rolled his eyes for effect. “Anyway, can you get me some buddies? I get bored really easily, and it’s nice to know that someone’s listening finally. I was worried I’d end up like Lenny or Lucas or Luther or DJ Madonna.”

It was Jonathan’s turn to furrow his brow.

“My old buddies,” Merlin said. “RIP.”

Jonathan suddenly felt a strange sympathy for Merlin. He’d hardly gotten to know the fish over the past week, even after having it for three months, and now, he was letting him in to see. Maybe this was what he was gifted this ability for—to finally reach an understanding of his fish. It was a minute ordeal, but there was a chance that this is what he was supposed to learn from all of this— that even the smallest matters mattered.

Jonathan changed quicker than he ever had before and made his way out of the apartment. He crossed the street, took an Uber to the nearest pet store, and made a beeline for the fish. Almost immediately, he collided with an onslaught of swarming voices, just as garbled and bubbly as Merlin’s. These voices were a quaint mix of intelligible and incomprehensible. Some were considering the importance of the Higgs boson and exactly what kind of impact this discovery would have on how humans perceived the mortality, or immortality, of their souls, while others were batting away their dozens of brothers and sisters to fetch at the “glowing hand in the sky.”

This “glowing hand” belonged to an employee who was slowly pulling out three neon tetras from a tank and placing them in a plastic bag full of water for a young boy and his mom. His nametag read “Albert.” Albert gingerly handed the bag of fish to the boy, told the boy’s mom that they’d pay at the front, and to have a good day.

Jonathan deemed Albert reliable.

“Hey,” Jonathan said, suddenly too aware of his bedhead. He tried running his fingers through it to give a last-minute effort to fix it, but it did nothing but draw attention toward his bedraggled hair.

“Hi.” Albert produced a pearly smile. “What can I do for you?”

“I was looking for some freshwater fish and a new tank,” Jonathan said. “I think my goldfish is getting a little lonely.”
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