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All life from the ocean, is a sure thing.


Even when time divides us, (please) laugh triumphantly and call them waves.


—Haolun Xu, “Reverse Takoyaki
(How to Uncook an Octopus)”












CHAPTER 1


This morning, Dolores is blue again. She’s signaling her readiness to mate, her eagerness to mount the rocks and corals of her tank and push herself against a male octopus, who will insert his hectocotylus into her mantle cavity and deposit sperm packets inside her until she is ready to lay the eggs. Unfortunately for Dolores, there is no bachelor octopus around ready to father her orphan eggs, and so when she turns that milky, almost pearlescent blue that I know means she is in the mood for love, there is no one but me to see.


Dolores can turn herself as flat as a pancake or puff up like a mushroom, and when she propels herself through all one thousand gallons of her tank, air bubbles dance around her like they’re laughing with her. When she undulates her arms through the clean, dark water, she looks like a storm of ribbons. She can be cranky, like any old lady, but she loves seeing me come in with a bucket full of shrimp and fish for her. I could swear that sometimes she waves at me.


So this morning, when I wished her good morning and told her how the weather was outside and she responded by turning blue, I didn’t bat an eyelash. “You and me both, Lo,” I said before turning the radio on and mopping up the floor. It was eight a.m., and I wasn’t about to empathize with a thirsty octopus over her sexual needs when I hadn’t gotten laid in months.


This is my own fault, I know. After Tae left, I basically coped with it by not coping at all. I’ve been broken up with before, but never because the guy in question was actually planning on leaving the planet.


Tae never liked my working at the aquarium. He couldn’t understand why I had “tethered myself to a sinking ship,” as he said. No pun intended probably, knowing Tae. And it’s true that we don’t get too many visitors these days, especially with more and more of the animals being bought up by wealthy investors who want to be able to gawk at a giant endangered sea turtle in their at-home aquarium. The exhibit hall feels ghostly sometimes during the off-season, like an abandoned carnival ground.


But Dolores is still here. She has been one of the aquarium’s crown jewels since I was a kid pressing my nose against the glass to marvel at her shimmering colors. She’s probably one of the oldest giant Pacific octopuses in the world.


“Look at the size of her,” Apa would say. “Isn’t she a beauty?” He was a marine biologist and a consultant for the aquarium, tasked with making sure that the tanks replicated the animals’ natural environments as much as possible. Umma always said, not really joking, that she wouldn’t be surprised if he left her for Dolores someday.


My manager, Carl, walks in, all hair cream and business. Dolores immediately turns inky dark and makes herself scarce. I don’t blame her. Carl is the kind of guy who thinks everyone is happy to see him and always talks like he’s wearing a headset. He’s both fairly harmless and extremely irritating.


“Morning, ladies!” he says, radiating caffeinated goodwill.


“Morning, Carl,” I say, not looking up from my mopping.


Carl pats the glass like it’s a flank, and somewhere in the water I see one of Dolores’s huge eyes open, a horizontal pupil flashing as she watches the movement of his fleshy pink hand, but Carl doesn’t see her. “Cheryl’s out today and Francine’s got a field trip. Mind overseeing cleanup in Tide Pools, Ro?”


I open my mouth to tell him no, and he hastens to add, “There might be a day off in it for you. I’d do it myself, but I can’t stay late tonight.”


“Hot date?” I say, and then wish I hadn’t, because the smile that spreads across Carl’s face is the kind of smile that announces it’s got something to say and it won’t let you go till it’s been said.


“Her name’s Christina. Since it’s our first date, I thought we’d—”


“Fine.” Just stop talking to me, please, I don’t say.


Days off used to mean something to me, back when Tae was still around and I had a life in which I did things outside of work. We used to plan weekend trips to towns we picked at random, either in Upstate New York or down in South Jersey. Tae always took care of all the logistical details, but I was the one who planned out what hokey roadside attraction or niche museums we’d go see, like the wooden clog collection we found once in a town we breezed through on the way up to Hudson. Tae liked our jaunts, my propensity for seeking out the strange. “I get to see more of the world with you,” he told me once after I’d forced him to go to a jug band concert played by animatronic squirrels somewhere outside Albany.


But who says I can’t take trips on my own, now that Tae’s gone, somewhere in the Arizona desert? It’s been months since I’ve had a break of any kind.


Carl is surprised by my acquiescence. “Super!” he trills. “See if you can get Dolores to come out and say hi later this afternoon when the field trip comes by. The kids always love her.” As if in response, Dolores waves one pale arm through the water in his direction, which startles a yelp out of him. I suppress my laughter at the idea that anyone could get Dolores to do anything she doesn’t want to do.
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Dolores is somewhere between eighteen and twenty-five years old, so technically, she’s younger than me. But by sea creature standards, she’s practically nonagenarian. In addition to being one of the last known giant Pacific octopuses in the world, she has the prestige of having been spawned in one of the most polluted zones of our warmed-over oceans, the Bering Vortex, where my father disappeared fifteen years ago on what was supposed to be a routine research trip.


I’ve saved and studied just about every known photo of the Vortex. I’ve made notes on the sheen of its waters, which are red and green and violet with toxins and spills from the refineries in Alaska. I’ve imagined going there myself, to look for my father.


Officially he’s listed as “missing, presumed dead.” I don’t know if that last part is true, though. Sometimes I get calls from unknown numbers or numbers with area codes I don’t recognize, and when I pick up, I swear I can hear waves of sound, spray and roar, or breathing, a voice that sounds like it’s trying to break through. When I first told Umma about the calls, she said it was just perverts or spam, but I can’t shake the thought that it might be Apa. That somewhere out there he might still be trying to find his way back, and that the calls are his way of checking in. Of letting me know that he’s thinking about me, wherever he is.


The Bering Vortex isn’t on any of the Alaskan cruise stops. The only people who go there are pollution tourists or researchers. The creatures that have managed to survive, mutate, and breed there, passing on their irrevocably altered genetic material over the last few decades, are biblical in size and shape and hard to see or catch. Climate scientists and marine biologists alike haunt the Vortex, hoping for a sight of them, for a chance to discover what’s allowed them to continue living under such harsh conditions.


When Dolores was first caught, she was about fifteen feet long and still growing, and powerful and smart enough that they had to lid her tank with iron. Now there’s more than twenty feet of her, and her round, wicked eyes are the size of classroom globes, the kind I used to spin and place my finger on when I was a kid, trying to guess where I would land when the spinning stopped.
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“The women of our family have never had luck with men,” Umma said when I told her Tae had broken up with me. She cites my grandfather’s untimely death, which widowed my grandmother at the age of thirty-two, as well as the fact that her younger sister was never able to find a husband as further examples of this bad luck. She’s not the type of mother to whine about my never calling home or visiting, or to say things like “between us girls.” But every once in a while, she comes out with pronouncements like these that make me realize there is a person with feelings somewhere underneath her usual veneer of chilly poise and disapproval.


Umma actually liked Tae, couldn’t believe that her daughter had finally gotten herself a boyfriend who was not only Korean but also smart, handsome, and had a real job. In a way, he legitimized me, made me into a girl she could finally start to understand the shape of. I’ve never brought anyone else home to her before, so it’s highly possible she thinks he was the first person I’ve ever dated or slept with. Umma never told me about sex, and when I was a kid, I imagined that I must have been born from sea-foam, a tiny pearl that bobbed to shore that she and Apa had scooped up one day.


Tae wasn’t supposed to leave on the Arc 4 mission. He was just one of thousands of volunteers on the waiting list, waiting to hear the results of a lottery that would determine who’d get to join the crew for years of spinning around in the dark toward Mars, to build the first human colony out on the red planet. I hadn’t taken his interest in the mission seriously, dismissing it as one of those fantasies that scientifically minded boys always have, about saving the world by leaving it.


“So what, if you get picked, then it’s off to Mars?” I said skeptically when he first told me he’d signed up for the lottery. He shook his head.


“It doesn’t work that way,” he’d said. “I have to get picked, then pass the fitness and aptitude tests, and then there’s a training program out in Arizona. A simulation, to see if we can take it.” By the time he started going into the different initiatives and goals of the program and the types of people they were looking for (apparently there were diversity and inclusion quotas that Arc 4 was supposed to be fulfilling), I had already stopped listening. The vast darkness of outer space—which is totally unlike the darkness of the ocean, where even the most unfathomable, seemingly inhospitable depths still glimmer with signs of life, the kind of life you can see and touch—has never interested me much.


When Tae finally got into the program, he waited until two weeks before he was supposed to leave for the desert to break the news. “Ro, I have to tell you something,” he said one night over bowls of green curry at his place. My stomach dropped, because nothing good has ever happened after someone says that they have to tell me something. It was how Umma had told me that Apa’s ship had gone missing and that there was no sign of him or the rest of the crew.


So I steeled myself and watched my curry grow cold as he showed me the confirmation and plane tickets they’d sent him, and the glossy welcome packet he’d received in the mail with the gold Arc 4 logo embossed on it.


“I’m sorry,” he said after I’d failed to say anything in response. He took his glasses off and polished them, the way he always did when he got nervous. “But I can’t turn this down.”


“Can’t you?” I said, my throat as dry as sand. “What’s out there that you can’t find here? Why is this so important?”


“Ro,” he said gently, as though I were a child. “The planet is dying. Arc 4 is about finding solutions to an untenable problem. I’ve wanted to be part of something like this since forever.”


“What about me?” I asked, my voice becoming high and strangled the way it always did when we fought. Tae hated that. “What am I supposed to do? Just wait until you come back?”


He was quiet, and then I knew that he wasn’t going to come back for a very long time, if at all. Tae had told me, back when he’d first signed up, about all the mission preparations, beyond the usual necessities: seeds, water purification kits, even condoms, in case the crew got lonely—but also ovulation kits. Europa, the company funding the mission, wasn’t being subtle about the fact that if the crew of Arc 4 should want to start populating Mars with a new generation of humans, they should feel free.


I told Dolores about it the next day at work. I shook her breakfast into the water and watched her unfurl herself like the world’s scariest beach umbrella and devour the silvery fish with her sharp beak while I told her about Tae and cried. Once she’d finished eating, she slowly turned maroon, which I decided to take as a sign that she was trying to be supportive.


I would have told my best friend first, made her come out to drinks with me after work, but she’s always too busy now. Yoonhee and I have known each other since we were kids. Now we work at the aquarium together—I’m in animal husbandry and she’s in development. But since her promotion to assistant deputy of funding, she’s been hard to get ahold of. My texts to her usually go unanswered, and then she responds days later, her messages peppered with exclamation points and offers to “catch up soon.”


When I finally got a chance to talk to her about what was going on with me and Tae, it was almost like old times, though I could hear a hint of judgment behind the sympathy in her voice.


“What?” I said. We were drinking in my apartment, the air conditioner whirring. I was having a sharktini, which is just Mountain Dew with copious amounts of gin and a hint of jalapeño. Yoonhee and I invented them one day when we were both bored at a bad party in college. We were so drunk then, I don’t even remember why we decided to call them that.


Yoonhee was having wine from the one unshattered glass I had in my apartment, each measured sip making her cheeks get pinker. “Nothing,” she said. “It’s just that—it’s not like you didn’t see it coming, right? It takes two to make or break a relationship.”


“Are you saying it’s my fault that my boyfriend is breaking up with me to go to Mars?”


“No, but maybe it’s the best thing for you both, you know? We’re not in our twenties anymore. It’s time to, like, get serious about our lives. Manifest the reality we want.”


“I guess,” I said, cranking up the air conditioning. Yoonhee talked like an Instagram caption sometimes. I watched as she set her glass of wine down on my coffee table and angled her phone over it, taking three or four pictures before deciding which one to post. I wondered what she’d say in her eventual post, whether she’d think to tag me or not. She used to just post the drawings she was always working on, funny little doodles or watercolors she did in her spare time. She even sold prints of them online before, but now her feed is just lifestyle content, full of light-filled squares featuring her meals, her clothes, her vacations, her accessories. Since she got engaged, her follower count has ballooned. She posts about everything, from the types of cakes she and her fiancé, James, are trying out to the cream-colored invitations she showed me at one of our increasingly infrequent lunches one day.
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This morning marked three months and three weeks since Tae left. The Arc 4 Instagram account has been posting updates about the training facilities, preflight preparations, and the simulation exercises the crew have been undergoing. Today they posted a group photo of the crew and the volunteers, all dressed in silvery coveralls. Tae was on the side, sandwiched between two girls whose names are, according to their tagged profiles, Sandhya and Bree. Despite months of desert life, their skin looks moisturized, their hair full and lustrous. I zoomed in on Tae’s face on my phone while I was still in bed, hating myself for doing it. His hair is long now, and it looks like he’s trying to grow a beard.


Tae still texts me sometimes, in a manner of speaking. The whole crew has to use special encrypted apps that Europa devised, and I can’t bring myself to delete mine. A few days after his arrival in Arizona, he sent me a photo of the desert landscape, seen through the plexiglass window of his bedroom, the red of the earth and the blue of the sky both so bright they seem unreal. “It’s beautiful out here,” the message said. I didn’t reply.


“Do you miss me at all?” I wrote to him once, in a more vulnerable moment, after I’d had a sharktini or three alone at home. When I’m at work, the phosphorescent blue-green light of the tanks soothes me, makes me feel submerged and suspended in a kind of watery relief. But at home, in my shitty apartment where the ceiling leaks sometimes and the bathroom door doesn’t stay shut and the fridge always smells of spilled yogurt no matter how many times I clean it, everything comes back, so vivid it hurts: sunlit mornings when I woke up to the smell of coffee brewing, Tae reading while sitting cross-legged on the floor, looking up to smile at me when I finally dragged myself out of bed; afternoons when we’d disappear into each other; evenings when he’d cook me something complicated while I drank a bottle of wine and did impressions of the animals in the aquarium to make him laugh; all the sunrises he made me wake up obscenely early for, because he loved morning walks. What a nerd.


“I do,” he wrote back after two days of silence.


I really should delete the app. I work up the nerve to do it every once in a while, but I lose my resolve whenever I think about Tae’s smile or the way he muttered my name sometimes in his sleep. How embarrassing it is, to be so undone by such small things.
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After Carl leaves to go refresh his inbox or whatever else he does in his spare time, I check on Dolores’s pH levels and provide her with her daily puzzle. I put a small crab from her food bucket inside a hinged box that I drop in for her, and then I let my arm linger in the water for a bit. She curls one of her own arms around mine, and I feel the strange sensation of her suckers tasting my arm, curious, before she releases it so she can turn her full attention to figuring out how to open the box.


I wonder if Dolores misses the pull of the open ocean, or if the crabs and fish we feed her here pale in comparison to the six-finned salmon or winged cod that are rumored to be thriving in the Bering Strait now. Humans aren’t strong enough to stomach Bering fish, but for a full-grown giant Pacific octopus born and bred in those waters, they’re probably a delicacy. I watch Dolores pry at the lid of the box for a few minutes before I go check on the other halls.


I pass Francine’s group on my way to the tide pools. It’s a class of elementary school kids, all wearing matching T-shirts and lanyards. Francine’s good with kids, which is why she gets all the field trips, and she gives me a wink when one of them, a little girl whose T-shirt is way too big for her, wanders off and has to be steered back to the herd by one of the teachers. “And who can tell me what a group of otters is called?” she asks. The children stare up at her blankly. “A family?” one of them says, and this makes me stop in my tracks for a second. I take a breath and remind myself to keep walking. As I round the corner, I hear Francine’s voice say, “That’s right! You can also call them a bevy or a romp, because they’re so playful.”
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My own family was never particularly playful. Love was portioned out, something to be both carefully guarded and left alone in the hopes that it would grow on its own overnight, like cultures in a petri dish.


I always felt like I was competing with something for Apa’s attention. He loved teaching me how to do things, explaining how to pick out constellations in the night sky or the best way to parallel park into a tight spot on the street, but he would immediately throw up his hands with exasperation and cut me off abruptly whenever I took too long to get what he was trying to explain. Umma, who studied voice in college and is now the conductor of the choir at her church, where she spends five out of seven days each week, taught me to fold myself up into prayer to ask for things she couldn’t give me, like forgiveness or patience. I think there must have been a time when they loved each other, or at least liked each other, but whatever it was that had brought them together initially had curdled into something much more volatile by the time I came along.


I used to count all the ways that I had been good in a given week. I gave myself points for everything I’d managed to get done without having to be asked, like making my bed or clearing the table or finishing all my homework before dinner. On Saturday nights, I’d add up all the points on report cards I made for myself, to determine how much I should have been loved that week. I made my parents sign off on each of them, and then I’d file them away in a box I kept in my closet.


When I got old enough to have boyfriends and sneak them over to our house when my parents weren’t home, I thought love was the tiny purple geodes on my neck that I didn’t even attempt to cover; hot breath in the back seats of cars; crying alone in an empty parking lot when I inevitably got dumped for someone new, someone easier to deal with and not quite so desperate. In my early twenties, I thought love was the taste of sweat, pooled below a collarbone on a warm hungover morning, letting boys come inside me—sometimes without a condom; sometimes because I wanted it, sometimes because I didn’t know if I wanted it—feeling their heat inside me until it felt like my own. Love was paring myself down, again and again, until I was as smooth as a block of new marble, ready to become whatever the next one needed me to be.


But Tae was different. Right away, he told me he wasn’t going to sleep with me until we were sure of where things were going, which of course offended and fascinated me in equal measure. “You can just tell me if you don’t like me,” I said.


He didn’t laugh. He stared at me, his eyes round and serious behind his gold wire-frame glasses. “I’ve rushed things before, and I don’t really see a reason to do that with you.”


The first time we finally had sex, two months later, after a series of increasingly frustrating dates over coffee, wine, art shows, movies, evening talks (all Tae’s suggestions), I was so nervous that I was sweating all over. I was so slick with sweat that I worried I’d slide off the bed and down the hallway in a snail trail of shame and longing. Sweat pooled below my armpits, behind my knees, below the curves of my stomach. And because I have never had any game, I told him this, standing in front of him in the middle of his bedroom.


“I’m so sweaty,” I said. Outside, it was raining, the sound of water pattering against the roof and windows of his apartment, which was clean and spare, just like everything else about him.


Tae didn’t say anything to that. He took off his glasses and folded their temples neatly over each other, and when he looked back up at me, his eyes were as naked and trusting as a dog’s. He reached over his shoulders to tug his shirt off, that way boys always do, his skinny wrists and elbows flashing in the dim light of his bedroom. He pulled me over to where he was standing and placed my hand on his chest, where his heart was beating so fast I worried for a second that I’d have to call 911. “I’m nervous, too,” he said before he kissed me.


He undressed me slowly, his hands encircling my belly and waist and breasts as though they were afraid to leave me alone for too long. He kissed me like a sailor about to go away on a long journey. It was a kiss of salt spray, breaking waves, pink horizons. I thought of dark water and sun-warmed surfaces as we rose and fell, again and again, bobbing against each other like two small boats in a storm. By the end of it, we were both gasping and he was as sweaty as I was, the room sharp with the mingled smell of us.


Afterward, I lost my mind and told him I thought I loved him, and I lost it again when he told me he loved me, too. I felt a happy quiet settle into my bones, so alien that I almost didn’t even recognize it, before it was followed swiftly by fear. Oh no, I thought to myself, watching his chest rise and fall as he slept. Here’s another thing I could lose.


It was like that all throughout our relationship.


[image: ]


The tide pools are the petting zoo of the aquarium. They’re brightly lit, noisy, smelly. Red starfish and purple sea urchins dot the brackish blue-green waters, and in the background, some genius has decided to pipe in the sounds of shrieking gulls and waves crashing. Francine’s tour group will be here soon enough—kids go nuts for the tide pool, because they’re allowed to scoop up and touch some of the mollusks—so I’m here to check on the water temperature and oxygen levels before they do, to minimize whatever cleanup Carl needs me to oversee later.


I notice that one of the new hermit crabs, just shipped in from the Caribbean, looks a little pale. Dolores loves hermit crabs—they’re sweet and juicy and probably taste like candy to her. This one doesn’t look so great. It’s tottering around like a drunk girl looking for her purse. I’m about to reach in, to lift it out of the pool and onto the sand so it can rest, when I hear Yoonhee call my name.


“Hey, you!” she says, her eyes crinkling into a smile. For a second, it’s like old times with her, like she’s about to ask me what I’m doing for lunch or tell me about something annoying that happened today. But then she lowers her voice. “Did you get my email?” she asks. Before I can answer, she continues, “You should really be better about staying on top of your inbox. I just looped you in on something big.” She seems excited but wary, like she’s watching me for my reaction.


“I honestly haven’t had a chance to check. Crazy morning,” I say, affecting the tone she uses whenever she doesn’t get back to me.


“Right,” she says, eyebrows raised. “Well, I might as well be the one to tell you. There’s interest in Dolores from some higher-ups right now. They want to sell her.”


“What?” It’s like she’s told me that they’re planning on selling the moon. “They can’t. That doesn’t even make any sense.”


“Private buyer. They’re looking to send her over by the end of the month. I’ve been asked to tell you to write up a memo of items we’ll need to include in the shipment.” I’ve been asked. The thing I hate most about the new Yoonhee is her penchant for the passive voice, as though whatever she’s talking about is totally outside her control. It’s the way Tae told me about Arc 4, too. I’ve been selected, Ro. I’m being picked for the chance of a lifetime.


But I don’t have time to get fully angry before I realize, feeling gut punched, that I should have seen this coming, should have known something was up when Carl asked me a few weeks ago if Dolores was always “shy.”


“It’s a good thing, Ro,” Yoonhee says, softening her voice. “I know she’s important to you. But it’s good for Dolores and for us. The buyer wants to open a private aquarium—he has enough money to get her a bigger tank, nicer facilities. Are you okay?”


I have to sit down. I find my way to a bench and focus on the hermit crabs. They live in colonies, unlike some crab species. A collective of crabs is known as a cast. Tae told me that one Christmas, when he presented me with a pair of socks that had different crab species embroidered on them—hermits, fiddlers, ghosts, spiders, blues. He collected information like that. A parliament of owls, a quiver of cobras, a zeal of zebras, a clowder of cats.


A week before he told me he was leaving, I found a Russian blue kitty online that I had already named Pavlova in my mind, that I was going to ask him if we could adopt together, as a prelude to his finally moving in with me. As a prelude to staying together. I must have felt him slipping away from me even then.


“I’m sorry, Ro. I know she means a lot to you.” Yoonhee’s hand on my shoulder feels heavy and hesitant at the same time. I shrug it off.


“How can they do that? This place has been her home for the last decade,” I say.


Yoonhee sighs. Her phone blips and she pulls it out, taps the screen a few times before putting it away. She takes her time before she responds. She once told me that a trick for making yourself seem more interesting to others is to take little pauses before you speak. “It makes people lean in, pay attention to you,” she said. “Notice how all the directors here do it.”


“Well, you didn’t hear this from me,” she finally says. “But more cuts are coming. And Dolores, while she’s always been a draw for the aquarium, is eating into our budget. What this buyer is offering to pay would help us restock our Grand Hall. Revamp our marketing budget.”


I try to remember to pause before I respond, but my words come rushing out one after the other, choked and tangled. “The marketing budget? There won’t be anything to market if they keep—”


“They could close the aquarium,” she says.


I stare at her. “What do you mean, they could close it? We’re state-funded.”


“The state has a lot of funding priorities. The aquarium isn’t one of them,” Yoonhee says. “And again, you didn’t hear this from me, but if we don’t start liquidating our assets, we’re not going to survive the year as is. That includes most staff, a lot of our programming, and we’d probably have to slash the food and maintenance budgets.” She says this all like she’s giving a presentation, her calm eyes trained on me, watchful in case I make any sudden movements.


“What’s going to happen to all of them if we close?” I say, gesturing around wildly. “What about the animals that aren’t lucky enough to be bought up by rich investors?”


“They’ll be let go, probably. Maybe to sanctuaries,” Yoonhee says, a rising note of impatience in her voice. “I don’t know. But this sale is important, Ro. It’d be a real win for us. I’d think you’d want to help save the aquarium.”


Dolores swims through my mind. Her intelligent, cunning eyes. Her suckers gently palpating my arms. Her legs moving like strands of kelp in the water.


“Anyway, let me know if you need help on that memo,” Yoonhee says, standing up. “I have a meeting in five, but let’s catch up soon, okay?”


I don’t hear her walk away. I wonder if Yoonhee was always like this. Maybe I just never saw it, the way that she could prize efficiency and bottom lines and “wins” over being a person.


I stare into the blue of the tide pools and try to remind myself that it’s wrong to feel proprietary over Dolores. She’s an animal, after all, a collection of nerve endings and instincts, driven by hunger. But then I think about the way her eyes widen whenever I wear orange or pink, how she seems to dance in the tank when her water is changed, how she always takes her time with the puzzles I give her—not, I suspect, because she can’t solve them, but because she enjoys doing them.


The anemic-looking hermit crab has hoisted itself onto a flat rock, where it watches me from its new vantage point. Its fellow crabs are hard at work digging in the sand. I wonder how much they know about the falseness of their world, whether any of them have any inherited memories of real sand and real ocean, and if they’re capable of wishing for or imagining anything else.









CHAPTER 2


Twenty-one years earlier


The very first time I ever set foot in the aquarium, I was nine years old and cranky. In a mood, as my mother would say. It was a hot day in July, the sidewalks bubbling with heat. Our air conditioner and fridge had stopped working, and my parents were fighting. I’d covered my ears with my hands, but words like costs, always, and your fault slipped through. My mother, her hair clinging to the sides of her face in sweaty pieces, gesticulated in our kitchen as she screamed at my father, asking him how he could have forgotten to pay the electricity bill during the hottest time of the year.


A few years ago, my father left his low-paying research position at the local university to work for the aquarium at the Fountain Plaza. Umma made me avert my eyes whenever we drove past. She usually took local routes to avoid driving by the mall, which she claimed was so ugly it hurt her eyes, but it was so large it bisected one major highway and another main road, and so sometimes passing the Fountain Plaza was inevitable. It was large and sprawling, like a pale spider, with exterior walls that were coated, occasionally and inexplicably, in orange and blue tiles.


The aquarium was on the second floor of the mall. Umma refused to take me and wouldn’t let me go on my own, saying that I was too young and besides that we shouldn’t encourage my father’s folly. She never forgave him for leaving the university, for turning his back on the respectability of academia to become what she called a glorified zookeeper.


That day, the sky shimmered with heat and the air felt like a wet towel pressed around my nose and mouth. It was so bad that even the flies that snuck into our house had no energy to do more than buzz fatalistically against the windows.


Finally Umma stopped yelling. She slammed their bedroom door shut, where I soon heard the whirring of a fan, its blade futilely chopping up the dead air. Apa knocked on my own bedroom door. “You okay in there?” he said, the door ajar.


My father was not a handsome man, but there was something about him that put everyone at ease. He still had all his hair, and he had a broad, cheek-splitting smile that seemed, based on the old family photos we had, not to have changed at all since he was a child. He played tennis with his friends and colleagues in the evenings and on weekends, so he was always walking around in his tennis gear—thick white socks, turquoise shirts, sweatbands around his wrists. Umma used to tease him about it, asked him if he was going to Wimbledon. He tried to teach me how to play once, but I could never seem to make the ball and the racket connect.


“Fine,” I said.


“I’m sorry you had to hear all that, Acorn,” he said. It was his pet name for me, a reference to when I was much younger and confused the word daughter with the Korean word for acorn, dotori.


“Is Umma mad at you?” I asked. I hated when they fought. The days after a big fight were the worst—everything so quiet and tense that it felt like the smallest thing would set off a trip wire. Umma was always extra critical of me after she got into a fight with Apa, as though whatever had happened could be fixed if I were just a little quieter, a little smarter, a little more attuned to her needs.


“You could say that,” he said as classical music began blaring from their room. My mother loved Beethoven and blasted his symphonies whenever she was in a temper.


He sat down on the edge of my bed. It was a difficult operation, because I never had any fewer than ten stuffed animals lined up on it at a time. I had about thirty in those days, and I would rotate their positions periodically so that none of them would feel neglected.


He picked up Noreen the Narwhal. “Noreen,” he said, addressing the stuffed animal instead of me, “how would you like to go on an adventure?”


I felt my cheeks warm with embarrassment. Apa was always acting like I was much younger than I was, as though I had never stopped being four years old for him.


“An adventure?” Noreen said in my father’s voice, but higher. I looked away.


Apa stood up. “Well, how about it?” he said in his normal voice.


The drive over to the aquarium was longer than it should have been, from what I remembered. Out the window I watched the highway dribble by, the midday weekend traffic a slow crawl. I fell asleep several times. My father listened to a recorded lecture on his phone, and the voice of his old mentor, Dr. Forrest Pendent, filled the car in sonorous waves. “We are living in unprecedented times of crisis,” he said. The lecture had been recorded ten years ago, before I was born. My father, a young PhD student at the time, must have been in the audience the night of Dr. Pendent’s lecture. “Our planet’s oceans have never been warmer. Our climate will become, within our lifetimes, completely unlivable. It is at this point that we must turn to our fellow creatures and look to their examples. Our research team is currently launching several studies into the giant Pacific octopus, particularly several noted specimens in the Bering Vortex region . . .”


My mother didn’t like to listen to Dr. Pendent’s talks. “What’s the point of hearing all this doomsdaying?” she would say. But my father always maintained that it was important to pay attention, to note even the parts of our world that we couldn’t save.


“Is the Earth going to explode?” I asked.


He considered this as he changed lanes. “No. It won’t explode. Not for a very, very long time.”


“But what’s going to happen to us?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “But we’re going to go see one of the animals that Dr. Pendent was talking about. She’s a very special animal that we’re trying to learn from.”


“We have to open our eyes to what the natural world is trying to show us,” I said.


He swiveled his head to look at me, surprised. “Why, yes. Where did you hear that?”


“You’re always saying it,” I said.


He laughed. “Guess you really are listening to me when I’m going on.”


We pulled into the Fountain Plaza parking lot, which was packed. The sunlight shone on the windshields and hoods of all the cars, making them look like so many shiny beetles. Apa used his staff pass to pull into a reserved spot not far from the entrance, and then we walked inside, enduring the mindmelting heat for just a few seconds before we could feel the cool relief of institutional air conditioning.


The ceilings of the mall were high and vaulted, as though we were inside a church. Giant potted plants and trees, some real and some fake, interrupted the flow of traffic across the floors, forcing the rivers of people to part around them. Gaggles of chokered and eyelinered teenage girls, their hair ironed straight and their midriffs winking in the light, roamed past us, laughing like birds, while store windows, shiny with Windex, advertised sales. I shivered with the sheer delight of looking at everything. Even the headless mannequins seemed jaunty and inviting.


We took an escalator up to the second floor, where a neon sign welcoming us to the Fountain Aquarium lit up the polished tiles of the mall floor in a wash of color. There was already a line out the door of adults and small children, many of them younger than me, but we walked up to the front of the line, where my father flashed his staff pass at a girl with green hair who waved him in. I stared at her face, fascinated by the tongue ring I could see flashing at us from inside her mouth, and she gave me a practiced glare.


Inside, the aquarium was dark and quiet, and lit with blue, as though we were all suspended in the heart of the ocean. A giant papier-mâché eyeball glowered at us from the ceiling. A sign nearby proclaimed that the eyeball was an approximation of what the eyeball of the fabled Kraken would look like. “Is that who we’re seeing?” I asked my father. “The Kraken?”


“I taught you better than that. Krakens aren’t real. But Dolores is,” he said, grinning.


We walked past the guards and down the grand exhibit hall, taking a quick right and then a left to where a crowd was gathered outside a giant single tank, in a darkened room lit by violet-colored light. A guide was speaking in front of a large crowd of tourists, mostly old men wearing belts to hold up their khaki shorts and old women wearing visors. “The Enteroctopus dofleini is the largest known cephalopod,” she said. She had purple lipstick and seemed to be chewing gum. “Who can tell me what a cephalopod is?” The visors and the belts looked askance at her. One man took a picture of the dark tank, and the white star of his camera flash rippled across the dark screen. “Sir, please do not,” started the guide. But then we all saw what was inside the tank, and a gasp ran through the crowd.


A cluster of red-purple arms and suckers waved at us, like flames in the dark water. The octopus pushed herself off the bottom and drifted lazily through the eddies and bubbles of the water. She was a volcano, a flower, a starburst. She seemed curious to see us, but at the same time completely indifferent. She finally settled herself on the floor of her tank, where she lay like a giant curled hand and watched as everyone stared. She turned banana yellow, then silver, then an iridescent green.


“What is it?” I asked my father. I had reached for his hand without realizing it. Back then, I was always trying to avoid holding on to my parents, the old instinct to cling to them fighting against a new one, which was to seem as detached from them as possible.


“This is Dolores,” he said. He had the same glazed, dumbbright look in his eye that he got whenever he had a second beer after dinner. He was staring at Dolores with rapt attention. I had rarely seen him look at anything like that, let alone me or my mother. It was always hard to get my father’s attention. Most of the time, he drifted through our house like a messy ghost, leaving behind a storm of papers and half-filled coffee cups.


“Isn’t she beautiful?” he said. As if she could hear us, Dolores ballooned back up toward the top of the tank. She soared through the water like a kite, leaving a trail of bubbles in her wake.


Once the tour group had moved on, we stayed behind while my father spoke with the large, muscled man who came by to feed Dolores. His bald head was as shiny as the polished floors of the mall, and he wore navy coveralls that had the Fountain Plaza’s logo embroidered on the back and on the chest. He flipped open the lid of Dolores’s giant tank and casually tossed in bits of raw fish and shrimp from a bucket.


“How’s she doing, Bruce?” Apa asked.


“She’s fine, just fine. A little fractious this morning. She’s like one of my dogs, can’t seem to settle down when she thinks food’s around.” I watched Dolores eat, her beak stretching open like a tiny trapdoor that seemed to grow bigger and bigger as the chum disappeared down her gullet. Her eyes looked into mine with a calm friendliness. An ancient intelligence lingered behind her eyes, despite the fact that my father had told me she was younger than me.


“Hi,” I said, putting my hand against the glass.


“Well, hey there, little lady,” said Bruce, even though I hadn’t been talking to him. “Coming to work for us someday?”


“This is Aurora, my daughter,” my father said. It was odd hearing him say my English name. At home, I was always Arim, or Bae Arim, my full name, if I was in trouble.


“Like Sleeping Beauty?” Bruce said, producing a cellophane-wrapped hard candy from his pockets and winking at me.


“Like the northern lights,” I said, taking the candy from him, even though I didn’t want it. “It means ‘goddess of the dawn’ in Latin. But you can call me Ro. Everyone does.”


Bruce laughed, in the way of adults who are determined to find everything kids say amusing. “Well, Ro, Dolores here certainly seems to like you just as much as she likes your daddy.”


My father was watching Dolores again, a faint smile on his face. Satisfied from her meal, she seemed to be drifting along in the waters of her tank, her yellow eyes closed.


After we’d said goodbye to Bruce and Dolores, we walked through the rest of the aquarium. I liked the penguins and the seals the best, and the coral reef second, but Dolores was the one that stayed in my mind long after we’d left.
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“Did you find Dolores that time you went away?” I asked him in the car on the way back.


I felt my father’s surprise. I kept my face turned toward the window, avoiding his glance. “Yes, I was part of the research team that found her. Why?”


“Why did you go for so long?” I said. Without any warning, hot tears suddenly clouded my vision. I stared out the window, willing them to go away. I focused on reading the exit signs. You are not a baby, I told myself. Other people’s cars whizzed by us, while our ancient Toyota puttered along in the right lane.


“We talked about this,” he said. “I needed to work. I got that research grant, remember?”


I remembered that particular fight between my parents as if it had happened yesterday. How my mother had seemed to collapse into herself, like a dying star, when he told us. “A year?” she said, her voice a rasp. “What are we supposed to do for a year while you’re gone?”


He never seemed to know what to do when my mother was upset with him, even though it seemed like she was always upset with him. “It’ll be over before you know it,” he said, trying desperately to smile.


In the end, of course, he’d gone, after the long campaign of silence Umma had waged failed, after the series of fights that exploded in our house once the silence ended. I took to heading straight to my bedroom when I got home from school, to avoid getting caught in the cross fire. When Apa threatened to leave Umma for good, she screamed back that he should, and I heard a shoe make contact with a wall. She told him that he’d be doing her a favor. That she regretted marrying him. That she should never have left Korea. During their fights, sometimes I covered my ears and got under the covers, and other times I pressed my ears to the walls or the floor, feeling sick to my stomach but compelled to listen to everything, so I would know if Apa really was going to leave us, if this was the end of our family. I woke up every morning in knots, waiting for him to disappear forever.


The morning he left, I watched as Umma packed his things away silently. At the airport, she handed him a sandwich in a brown bag. All around us other people hugged and wept as they held each other and said their goodbyes, as though it would be the last time they would ever see one another, while Apa stared at the ground and Umma stared straight ahead, just past him. Finally he gave me a quick hug and disappeared into the crowds beyond the security line.


While he was away, he sent us photos of his research team, the boat he’d be living on for the next couple hundred days. He emailed us short, vivid updates. Today we saw a whole pod of humpback whales. The sky was green tonight. Jupiter especially bright. Getting colder as we near Bering. He sent us blurry photos of the boat, his workstation, and the ever-changing colors of the sky, which reminded me of shimmery gasoline puddles—all iridescent purples and electric greens and filmy blues swirling into one another. During his infrequent calls home, his voice on the phone became increasingly animated and harder to hear as they reached the Vortex, the crackling in the background growing louder and louder as they ventured past where cell phone towers could reach, toward what he referred to as the northern edge of the world.


At home, the year passed almost like any other, even though the knots in my stomach never subsided. I stopped eating the breakfasts Umma prepared every morning because I kept waking up with stomachaches—stabbing pains that sometimes didn’t subside until noon. Umma scolded me for wasting food, though I noticed that she rarely ingested anything other than black coffee.


I was in second grade, until I was in third grade. I lost two teeth and buried them in our backyard, waiting, with bated breath, for something to grow from them. “Stupid,” Yoonhee said, “you’re supposed to put them under your pillow for the tooth fairy so you can get money.” “Stupid yourself,” I said. “The tooth fairy isn’t real.” We fought viciously. The next day we made up like nothing had happened. Umma bought new orange plates that I hated. Two hurricanes made landfall near us that September, and the power went out both times during dinner. Umma and I lit candles and she let me sleep in her bed, as the weather lashed itself into a fury outside. Sometimes I woke in the night to hear her crying in the bathroom—soft, muffled sobs that sounded like the whimpering of a wounded animal.


When Apa came back home, the knots in my stomach undid themselves, though I kept a close eye on him, certain he would disappear again if I didn’t remain vigilant. He walked through the front door as though he’d been gone for only a week, kissed my mother on the cheek, and handed me a stuffed otter he’d probably picked up in the airport. “How are my girls?” he said.


He disappeared into his study every night for hours, to write up his findings from the trip. He wasn’t allowed to share too much of what he’d discovered with us, but I stole glimpses at his research notes when he wasn’t in his study. I pored over his things, hungry for any and all details of what had kept him away from us for so long.


The Bering Vortex is one of nature’s puzzles, a rare example of what happens when man-made folly and natural resilience collide, began one entry. I could barely make out some of his handwritten notes, written in his large, slapdash handwriting that always slanted downward, in a mixture of Korean and English.


But there was something else in his notes, too. One day I found a faded Polaroid, clipped discreetly to the back of one of the small leather-bound notebooks he had filled during the trip. It was a picture of a woman leaning against a tree, a white woman with long, dark red hair. She was glancing away from the camera and laughing, and the way the light fell across her face and neck made the shot look like a film still.


I realized, flipping through the pages of my father’s spiky handwriting, that he had also written about me. Ro lost two teeth today. Can’t believe she was so small I could hold her with one arm once.


Then: Crew morale strong after we found giant octopus (F). Never seen anything like her before. We’ve named her Dolores. Laura very interested in her color patterns, possible she’s trying to communicate something to us?Was Laura the red-haired woman? I wondered.


I came across one more picture of Laura and my father, taken presumably by one of the other crew members. They were standing on the deck of the ship, against the strangest backdrop I had ever seen. The sky behind them was an opalescent, shimmering green. It almost seemed to breathe in the picture, and without thinking, I touched the photo at the place where the sky met the water, which was a deep ruby-purple. I wondered what it would be like to swim in those waters, to feel the swirling currents and eddies all around me while sea creatures the size of Dolores swam just a few hundred meters below the surface. The waters of the Bering Vortex were not safe for humans to swim in for long. Scientists still didn’t know what prolonged exposures to the Vortex’s waters could do to the human body, what mutations the chemicals could cause. Did Dolores miss being back in her waters? Did she have a father, a mother, a family?


In the photo, Apa’s arm was around Laura in a kind of half embrace. She was smiling and her mouth was open, like she was about to say something to the photographer, but Apa was looking into her eyes, his face turned toward her, like he couldn’t bear to look away for even a second. I had never seen my parents so much as hold hands. I resisted the urge to tear the photo and instead slipped it back into the envelope I had found it in. Afterward, my hands burned, as though I had dipped them in acid.


Apa hummed tunelessly while he switched lanes. His eyes caught mine in the rearview mirror. “Now wasn’t that something?” he said. He was smiling from ear to ear, as though he’d forgotten that he had taken me out of the house and to the aquarium purely to get away from my mother and her rage. I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me, even though I wanted to ask him now, as I hadn’t back when I’d found his journal, who Laura was, if he was still seeing her. It was so like my father to not just try and act like nothing was wrong, but to actually come to believe his own version of the truth.
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